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T
he manifestations of intolerance unleashed by the 
vote for Brexit are a source of concern.

Some observers say the British exit from the 
European Union may not materialise but that is 
beside the point.

The fact that some in England interpreted the vote 
in favour of Brexit as a licence to harass migrants is 

worrisome considering the time-honoured reputation of Britain 
as a country of tolerance and coexistence between communities.

Some of the manifestations of bigotry are the result of a Brexit 
campaign punctuated by xenophobic excesses.

Beyond Britain, it has been quite an eye opener to realise that, 
26 years after the fall of the Berlin wall, Europe is still struggling 
to accept the notion of a community without borders.

The anti-immigrant populist movements in many EU countries 
have implications beyond Europe and the Brexit vote could 
encourage movements to even more aggressively preach intoler-
ance of Arab, Muslim and other immigrants.

Leaders of these movements whip up fear of Arabs and Muslims 
by depicting them as security threats, even if they are law-abid-
ing European nationals or legal residents.

To boost their political fortunes, they have used dramatic 
pictures of thousands of migrants crossing into Europe as an 
illustration of an imminent danger to the identity and economic 
interests of Europe.

While some European countries, such as Germany, pledged to 
absorb as many immigrants as possible, others chose to build new 
fences along old borders.

Negotiations between Turkey and the European Union for 
visa-free access for Turkish citizens provided additional ammu-
nition for far-right, anti-immigration and anti-Muslim political 
parties. The Old Continent, they warned, would be swarmed by 
Muslims.

The Brexit debate spread a simplistic narrative about “taking 
our country back” from the globalised world order, with the 
implicit promise that would bring an easier and more comfort-
able life for those who have fallen by the wayside.

A logical corollary of this narrative would have Europe leaving 
the southern part of the Mediterranean to fend for itself in coping 
with its socioeconomic hardships, wars and conflicts.

Even if its focus is likely to be inward as it faces its own internal 
upheaval, the European Union cannot ignore its geography nor 
underestimate how interconnected are the fates of populations 
across the Mediterranean.

The temptation to pursue hostile isolationism has increased in 
the United States, too. An anti-immigration narrative that is 
glaringly anti-Islamic has crept into the US public debate, trig-
gered in large part by outrageous proposals and rhetoric of likely 
Republican presidential nominee Donald Trump.

According to a recent PRRI/Brookings Immigration Survey, 40% 
of Americans polled said they support “temporarily banning 
Muslims from entering the United States”. This position is stated 
by 77% of Trump supporters and 64% of all Republicans included 
in the poll. US public opinion is even more supportive of “passing 
a law to prevent Syrian refugees from entering the United States”.

More than ever, the Arab world has to assume its own responsi-
bility to address the current challenges it faces and make the right 
decisions to solve them. Stronger relationships and collaboration 
are needed between countries of the Middle East and North 
Africa and the rest of the world. Isolationism and prejudice will 
only make matters worse for everyone.
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Erdogan’s foreign 
policy ‘reset’

I
t seems Turkey’s controver-
sial president has hit the 
reset button on his foreign 
policies, renewing ties with 
Israel and almost apologis-
ing to Moscow for the 

downing of a Russian warplane 
on the Syrian border last year.

On the heels of Ankara’s foreign 
policy shift came the bloody attack 
on Istanbul Ataturk International 
Airport by at least three terrorists, 
setting off gunfire and explosions 
that killed more than 40 people.

With the normalisation 
agreement with Israel containing 
a retreat on Ankara’s long-term 
“red line” demand that the Gaza 
blockade be lifted and an apology 
expressed to Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
embarked on a new regional policy 
journey.

In a nutshell, it means a 
reset — a return to the “factory 
settings” of Ankara’s decades-long 
traditional line marked by non-
interventionism.

The rift between Turkey and 
Israel had marred a relationship 
between the region’s two 
strongest powers and ruptured 
the Palestinian peace process, 
stripping Turkey of the pivotal 
role in the region to which it had 
aspired. The bloody Mavi Marmara 
incident off Gaza in May 2010 put 
an end to that.

The disruption of traditional ties 
worked mostly to the disadvantage 
of the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) government. It lost 
the support of the critical Jewish 
lobby in the United States, became 
alienated with the Palestinian 
Authority and, with the addition 
of leadership change in Egypt, 
found itself first adrift and soon 
dragged into the vortex of the 
Syrian horror.

As with all things erratic, one 
thing led to another, and the 
downing of the Russian warplane 
by the Turkish Air Force last 
November marked, perhaps, the 

end of Ankara’s pursuit 
of grandeur — beyond its 
diplomatic and military 
capabilities — to claim 
regional supremacy, 
articulated as in its desire 
for regime change in Syria.

Erdogan had no choice 
but to step back, given the 
international isolation he 
faced and the strategic 
damage caused by 
acrimonious rifts with two 

countries whose foreign policy 
architecture and intelligence craft 
Ankara failed to match.

The result of the previous “Zero 
Problems with Our Neighbours” 
policy left Turkey with a rubble 
made of failures: It raised 
suspicion among Arab countries 
that Ankara’s real agenda was to 
reproduce an Ottoman hinterland 
in the Middle East rather than 
building benevolent economic 
interdependency; the exercise 
to topple President Bashar 
Assad’s regime in Syria proved 
to be damaging with a massive 
influx of Syrian refugees; and the 
misreading of the global battle 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) led 
Ankara to open a front against the 
Kurds in Turkey and Syria.

The new, mild-spoken prime 
minister, Binali Yıldırım, said: 
“We shall now minimise our 
enemies and increase friends.” 
That seems easier said than done.

Although Putin is reported to 
have promised to lift sanctions 
and allow Russian tourists to 
return to Turkey, the terror attack 
at Istanbul airport is a lucid 
indication that, unless Erdogan 
clarifies his position vis-à-vis the 
jihadists and reopens peace talks 
with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) at home, the tourism sector 
in Turkey will not be healing from 
huge setbacks.

Not only that, with Russia 
having the upper hand in the 
Syrian chess match, Ankara will 
find itself sharply revising its 
policy on the Assad regime as 
well.

As for Israel, close relations 
between Israeli Defence Minister 
Avigdor Lieberman and Moscow 
makes Ankara’s hand vulnerable 
in the regional political game.

Also, perceived as unable to 
have the Gaza blockade lifted 
despite a load of anti-Israeli 
rhetoric, it is clear Erdogan lost 
popularity within the Arab masses 
and, more seriously, at home.

A potentially lucrative aspect 
of the deal is the natural gas off 
Israeli shores but it will require a 
solution, for geopolitical reasons, 
on Cyprus, yet another strain on 
the AKP government.

In many ways, it seems clear 
that Turkey’s muscle flexing 
ended in its disfavour, yet the 
shift on its foreign policy creates 
new ground for opportunities to 
decrease tensions.

An abortive cycle may be ending 
but questions on the region’s 
two troubled peoples — Kurds 
and Palestinians — remain as 
problematic as before.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist based in Istanbul.
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Erdogan had no 
choice but to step 
back, given the 
international 
isolation he faced.


