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S
ocial media were on fire 
with criticism of Saudi 
ex-general Anwar 
Eshki’s visit to Israel. 
Before the visit, those 
who were outspoken 

against Eshki’s visit were 
applauding Turkey’s reconcilia-
tion with Tel Aviv, claiming it 
would help the people of Gaza. 
These people obviously do not 
understand the meaning of the 
term “double standard”.

Responding to the controversy, 
Eshki stressed he was visiting the 
Palestinian territories, not Israel. 
He said his visit came at the 
invitation of the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) and that his aim 
was to view, first hand, the 
suffering of the Palestinian 

people and to attend 
the wedding of the 
son of well-known 
Palestinian activist 
and detainee Marwan 
Barghouti in Ramal-
lah.

Eshki confirmed 
that his meetings 
with Israeli officials 
— including diplomat 
Dore Gold and 

Major-General Yoav (Poli) 
Mordecai of the Israeli Defence 
Forces in West Jerusalem — were 
in coordination with the PA. In 

fact, he thanked Mordecai for 
helping to facilitate Palestinians 
in Jerusalem being able to pray in 
the city’s al-Aqsa mosque during 
Ramadan.

Just to inform all those who 
objected to this trip, this was not 
Eshki’s first visit to the Palestin-
ian territories, but his second. 
Other well-known Saudi and Arab 
figures, including Secretary-Gen-
eral of the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation Iyad Madani, have 
made the same visit without any 
objection.

Based on Eshki’s comments, I 
do not find anything wrong with 
this visit and I believe that Saudis 
should follow the Turkey model 
in dealing with the Palestinian 
cause. Opening dialogue with 
Israel does not meaning working 
against the Palestinians but could 
contribute to peace and lead to 
the establishment of a Palestinian 
state or, at the very least, contrib-
ute to improving the conditions of 
the Palestinian people in the 
occupied territories.

The Arab-Israeli conflict has 
gone through many different 
stages. In the 1950s and 1960s 
Arabs equated Zionism with 
Judaism and refused to acknowl-
edge the horrors of the Holocaust 
due to hatred of Israel and some 
kind of perverse solidarity with 

the Palestinians. We later saw a 
general failure to even recognise 
or acknowledge the state of Israel, 
including Arabs boycotting 
travelling there, which ultimately 
cut off Palestine and the Palestin-
ian people.

This is a dangerous policy, 
which some are trying to enforce 
even today, that has resulted in 
the eradication of Palestinian 
culture and art and isolated the 
Palestinian people from their 
Arab surroundings and inexorably 
linked all aspects of Palestine 
with the Palestinian cause.

Isn’t it sad that Arabs are more 
aware of the details of Western 
capitals but know nothing about 
Islam’s third holy city and the rest 
of Palestinian territory?

This boycott of Jerusalem and 
the Palestinian territories allowed 
Israel to callously expand its 
settlements and gain greater 
control of Palestinian territory 
and particularly Jerusalem. If this 
continues, there will be no 
territory on which to create a 
Palestinian state.

There is no religious justifica-
tion to boycott Jerusalem, 
regardless of whose authority 
al-Aqsa mosque technically falls 
under. Muslims previously visited 
the mosque without problem 
when it was under the control of 

Christians following the Cru-
sades.

There is no political justifica-
tion for this either. Whether Arabs 
or Muslims pass through Israeli 
checkpoints or not, or have Israeli 
stamps on their passports or not,  
bears no consideration to Israel’s 
standing in the international 
community.

This useless boycott is not 
helping the Palestinians or the 
Arabs and is particularly not 
helping the Arab Israelis. This is a 
problem that will not be solved 
first by peace treaties and politi-
cal negotiations — the change 
must first and foremost take place 
in minds and hearts.

Normalising the idea of Arabs 
visiting Jerusalem and Palestine 
helps all sides and increases 
tolerance and mutual respect. 
Visiting Jerusalem and the 
Palestinian territories is a legiti-
mate right for any Arab or Muslim 
and it is wrong to criminalise this 
in the court of public opinion. The 
Arab response to Israel over the 
past 60 years has led from one 
disaster to the next and only 
served to weaken Palestinian 
prospects for freedom and 
independence. This must stop.

Ahmad Adnan is a Saudi 
writer.
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nce more, Turkey’s 
ever mightier 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has 
managed to divide 
those who monitor 

his deeds and attempt decode his 
intentions. After the coup 
attempt, even many who had 
been critical of his policies had a 
change of heart, creating a rather 
bizarre balance between what 
they see as biased coverage in the 
Western media — a blurred term 
— and arguments for rapproche-
ment, which is a blank page.

This has been taking place amid 
an unprecedented institutional 
purge, including waves of arrests 
and the silencing of the media, 
leading to profound confusion 
among the punditry and opposi-
tion politicians.

It is natural. The subject is a 
politician who has marked 
himself as a true survivor, a 
mastermind of cunning politics 
who has expanded his personal 
power base by using and abusing 
friends and foes, abandoning 
alliances and forging new ones 
with a snap of his fingers, leaving 
behind a battered political stage 
that is dangerously asymmetrical.

Now that Erdogan has emerged 
victorious, he has a firm grip on 
the entire arsenal of strings to 
pull. This makes the question of 
what is in his mind more crucial 
than ever.

It leaves no room for naivety, 
false hopes and gullible strategy 
building. This also requires a 
sharp distinction between who 
Erdogan is, what he says and what 
is being done. The real focus must 
be on deeds.

There is a big gap between the 
“democracy has won” a slogan 

now de rigueur in 
Turkey after the 
attempted coup and 
the instrument of 
the Emergency Rule 
that gives Erdogan 
the power to rule by 
decree and which 
leaves the doors to 
arbitrary rule and 

impunity wide open. Erdogan’s 
decrees have highlighted an 
intention to dismantle what 
remains of traditional republican 
institutions. There has been a 
massive purge of state personnel 

and key state structures have 
been subordinated to the presi-
dent, rather than to the parlia-
ment.

This means the de facto presi-
dential system, which has 
dragged Turkey into domestic 
instability since August 2014, is 
being cemented around Erdogan, 
leaving all gates open to the 
establishment of authoritarian 
rule in which the palace is the 
absolute power centre.

This is what decrees do to 
fragile democracies. Emergency 
rule for 90 days can be extended 
ad infinitum as the rule of law 
vanishes, unless a democratic 
opposition builds a solid counter-
dynamic.

The euphoria from reviving the 
democratic order in the wake of 
the coup attempt may be utterly 
illusory in Turkey’s case.

It may explain why there is also 
a clear contrast between how 
Erdogan acts domestically and 
internationally. While pressing on 
with restructuring the state, he 

perhaps feels that not even the 
coup attempt has helped break his 
isolation abroad.

The West has been muted in its 
support while the cautious 
backing from the Arab and 
Muslim world clearly fell below 
his expectations.

This is where his two-fold 
challenge lies.

First, Erdogan knows that the 
Turkish economy is under 
growing pressure. Investors are 
cautious and the currency is 
shaky. This causes nervousness.

Second, Erdogan’s method has 
always been based on a “my way 
or no way” view and the post-
coup climate gives him, he 
seemingly believes, the upper 
hand in negotiating visa-free 
travel for Turks in the European 
Union in exchange for accommo-
dating hundreds of thousands of 
refugees. So far, however, his 
harsh rhetoric on the issue has 
only widened the gap.

His combative language on the 
United States extraditing Fethul-

lah Gulen and hints at ending US 
cooperation in the war against 
jihadists also has one target in 
sight, which many pundits fail to 
see. Erdogan is utterly frustrated 
with the case against his son Bilal, 
who is being investigated for 
money laundering in Italy and, 
more importantly, the corruption 
trial in US federal court against 
Iranian-Turkish businessman 
Reza Zarrab, a case that has 
implications for Erdogan’s family 
and Turkey’s ruling Justice and 
Development Party.

It should surprise no one, 
therefore, if the rift with White 
House escalates further with 
Gulen as a pretext.

Taking all these points in 
account, it cannot be said that 
democracy has begun to win in 
Turkey. We are simply in the 
middle of a vicious chess game in 
which hopes of a successful 
outcome are being kept hostage.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.

No room for illusions in Turkey’s future

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan arrives at an event for foreign investors, in Ankara, on 
August 2nd.

We are simply in the 
middle of a vicious 
chess game.

Opening dialogue 
with Israel could lead
to the establishment 
of a Palestinian state.


