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T 

he diplomatic earthquake 
in the Arabian Peninsula 
over the Qatar issue sent 
political tremors across 
North Africa.

The interim government in east-
ern Libya swiftly cut diplomatic 
ties with Qatar and Mauritania fol-
lowed suit shortly thereafter. In 
other Maghreb countries, a range 
of reactions reflected an ideologi-
cal divide, with Islamists express-
ing varying degrees of concern 
about the growing isolation of a key 
source of support in the Arab world 
but officials essentially avoiding 
taking sides.

Mohammed al-Deri, foreign min-
ister of the Libyan interim govern-
ment, accused Doha of “harbouring 
terrorism” in a statement released 
to explain the severance of ties with 
Qatar.

The interim government, which 
is based in eastern Libya and 
aligned with military commander 
Khalifa Haftar, has frequently ac-
cused Doha of backing Islamist-
leaning factions, including the 
Muslim Brotherhood and more vio-
lent radical groups.

Libyan Army spokesman Colonel 
Ahmed al-Mesmari later revealed 
documents allegedly proving Qa-
tar’s meddling in the North African 
country. The documents suggest 
that Qatar has supported terrorist 
groups in Libya since 2012.

“Qatar’s destructive role in Libya 
will soon end,” Mesmari said at a 
news conference in Benghazi.

Mauritania, a member of the 
Arab Maghreb Union, a regional 
grouping that includes Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia and Libya, took a 
position clearly against Qatar. A 

statement from the Mauritanian 
Foreign Ministry accused Qatar of 
“promoting extremist thoughts 
and spreading chaos across many 
countries in the Arab region, re-
sulting in major humanitarian 
tragedies.”

Mauritania has traditionally 
maintained close military and eco-
nomic ties with Saudi Arabia, the 
regional powerhouse that has led 
the diplomatic move against Qatar.

Reactions across the Maghreb 
were predictably divided along ide-
ological lines, with many secular-
ists praising the Gulf states’ denun-
ciation of Qatar and many Islamists 
expressing sympathy for Doha.

Many secularists pointed to the 
support provided by Qatar to radi-
cal Islamists in the region and de-
scribed the move of Arab countries 
as a blow to Islamist groups, nota-
bly the Muslim Brotherhood.

Editor-in-Chief of the Tunisian 
Arabic-language daily Assahafa Al 
Yaoum Hechmi Nouira predicted 
huge fallouts on Islamists from the 
measures imposed on Qatar. “The 
Arab region is witnessing a real 
tsunami, which could potentially 
sweep Qatar’s allies throughout the 
Arab region,” he said.

“The game of political Islam is 
over,” said Nouira, expressing the 
view that “the world is entering a 
new era that promises to liberate 
politics from religious, ethnic and 
chauvinistic underpinnings.”

Tunisian left-wing MP Mongi Ra-
houi said: “On several occasions, 
we have warned that Qatar was 
supporting terrorism, being a coun-
try that has done everything in its 
power to divide the Arab nation in 
line with a Zionist agenda.”

Rahoui predicted that “the list of 
countries to sever ties with Qatar 
will grow even longer in the com-
ing days” and accused Doha and its 
Islamist allies in Tunisia of “serv-
ing foreign agendas.”

Despite its traditionally close ties 
with Qatar, the Islamist Ennahda 
party appeared to be cautiously 
reserved in its official stance, voic-
ing concern and urging all sides to 
avoid further escalation. It called 
on countries of the region “to ac-
tivate joint bodies” and “open 
diplomatic channels of communi-

cation,” while encouraging the Ku-
waiti mediation.

Outside Ennahda’s official bod-
ies, however, Islamist figures and 
their allies clearly sided with Qatar. 
Hamadi Jebali, former secretary-
general of Ennahda, described Qa-
tar as “a victim of a conspiracy.”

Former Tunisian President Mon-
cef Marzouki, who was often criti-
cised for his close relations with 
Doha, spoke of a “satanic plot” 
against Doha and called on the 
Tunisian people to actively sup-
port Qatar. His statements invited 
further attacks by critics who chas-
tised him over his “vassalage” to 
Qatar.

The Tunisian government stayed 
away from taking sides, toeing an 
official line of neutrality.

Tunisia “is following with con-
cern the situation in the Arab Gulf 
region,” said Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Khemaies Jhinaoui. “We 
hope that our brothers in the Arab 

Gulf countries reach a settlement 
that allows them to overcome their 
differences.”

Algeria took a similar stance, 
calling on the countries involved in 
the crisis to “adopt dialogue as the 
only way to settle differences.”

Algeria’s relations with Qatar 
have been rather bumpy since the 
“Arab spring,” with Algiers accus-
ing Doha of promoting a foreign 
agenda of destabilisation in the 
Arab world and of fuelling civil war 
in Syria. In late 2011, Qatari Foreign 
Minister Hamad bin Jassim al-Tha-
ni was quoted as telling Algerian 
Foreign Minister Mourad Medelci: 
“Stop defending Syria because 

your turn will come and maybe you 
will need us.”

The rift in the Gulf region has also 
affected Morocco, which has essen-
tially refrained from taking sides. 
Some Gulf countries are, however, 
close allies of Morocco, which is a 
member of the Saudi-led coalition 
fighting in Yemen against the Iran-
allied Houthi militia.

Moroccan airline Royal Air Ma-
roc on June 6 cancelled flights via 
Doha, apologising to its customers 
“for these inconveniences caused 
by a situation outside of its control.”

The Moroccan government of 
Saad Eddine El Othmani is led by 
the Islamist Justice and Develop-
ment party. In late 2016, the Gener-
al Secretary of the Unified Socialist 
Party Nabila Mounib accused mem-
bers of the PJD of receiving finan-
cial support from Qatar.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor in Tunis.
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Strong words. Libyan Army spokesman Colonel Ahmed al-Mesmari speaks during a news conference 
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Qatar’s isolation deepens Turkey’s ‘regional solitude’

T
ime and again, the 
Middle East is pushing 
back to the Old Order, 
which has remained 
shattered since the 
2011 Arab uprisings. 

The radical shift in the US presi-
dency has triggered an anti-Iran 
dynamic and emboldened Saudi 
Arabia to forge ties with Egypt 
with the objective of annihilating 
everything connected to the name 
of Muslim Brotherhood in the 
region.

This line pushed by US President 
Donald Trump’s administration 
is bound to converge with the 
intensifying battle against jihadists 
in the area.

The sudden isolation of Qatar 
must be seen as part of this large 
context, with the aim of bringing 
the remaining at-large players into 
a line now to be defined by Riyadh. 
The message to Doha, wrote Martin 
Chulov in the Guardian, is that it 
must recognise the similar threats 
and disavow the same foes as 
with the rest of the peninsula and 
beyond.

“Doha knows it has little room to 
move,” he wrote. ”It cannot afford 
to leave the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, which offers collaborative 
security and a trade bloc. It cannot 
afford to be isolated but nor does 

it want to fold too quickly. Having 
spent decades building a brand as 
the state with a stake in everything, 
bowing to a master will starkly 
expose its limits.”

Reality has made it clear that no 
other power in the region is closer 
to Qatar than Turkey. Due to its 
fluctuating economy, the latter 
has become, to a great extent, 
dependent on Qatar, which has run 
to its rescue by injecting money 
whenever needed.

The two countries have 
relentlessly sought to expand 
their influence in the region and 
the Islamic sphere by supporting 
Islamist rebels in Libya and Syria, 
backing Muslim Brotherhood 
activities across MENA while 
constantly deepening military 
cooperation. The Turkish-Qatari 
Military Pact, in early 2015, sealed 
a strategic alliance that went as far 
as Turkey pledging to defend Qatar 
against external threats.

So close were the leaderships 
that, as Middle East Monitor 
reported: “Doha sent 150 elite 
members of its Special Forces to 
protect President (Recep Tayyip) 
Erdogan during the failed coup 
attempt on July 15 last year upon 
his request.”

So, the current crisis with 
Qatar at its epicentre will have 
an inevitable effect on Turkey, 
regardless of how primary Saudi-
Iran tension may appear to have 
led to it.

In a powerful essay in the 
National, Hassan Hassan correctly 
divided the post-Arab uprising 

countries in the region into two 
camps — “one that seeks to advance 
its foreign interests through the 
support of Islamists and one 
whose foreign policy is guided by 
opposition to the rise of Islamists.”

The chronology of events 
triggered by the Arab uprising — the 
sequences tying Libya, Tunisia, 
Egypt and those related to Hamas 
— should have told the Qatari and 
Turkish leaderships that their bet 
has turned into a lost one.

If Hassan’s description points to a 
deeper regional dynamic, Trump’s 
speech and meetings in Riyadh, 
which were aimed at “driving out 
the Islamist extremists” — as he 
expressed it — could spell a much 
more concerted regional action to 
wipe out or marginalise anything 
that is related to the Muslim 
Brotherhood phenomenon.

This is how the severing of 
ties with Qatar has been read by 
Erdogan: As a primal threat to what 
he sees as the role of his Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) 
as a leading force meant to unite 
Muslim Brotherhood movements 
across the region.

An anonymous Turkish source 
with links to the AKP told journalist 
Amberin Zaman that Erdogan and 
his team “see parallels between 
(former Egyptian President) 
Muhammad Morsi’s ouster and 
what’s happening to Qatar now. 
They see it as part of a concerted 
campaign orchestrated by Israel 
and the United States against the 
Muslim Brotherhood and its allies 
with whom they feel an ideological 

affinity and they are connecting the 
dots to the July 15 coup.”

The Turkish president’s offer 
of mediation must be seen as a 
result of this sort of perception 
but apparently Qatar decided to 
opt for Kuwait in that role instead, 
delivering another blow to Ankara, 
increasing its isolation. It adds to 
Erdogan’s remarkable absence in 
Riyadh, marking a rapidly opening 
gap as allies between the United 
States and Turkey.

No matter how long the current 
conflict lasts, it is the one in 
which Qatar will never have 
an upper hand. Doha will have 
to compromise and bow to the 
emboldened Saudi power, with 
Egypt lurking behind.

It will push Erdogan’s Turkey to a 
more delicate position than ever, on 
many levels.

As the crisis erupted, Turkish and 
German foreign ministers reached a 
rupture point, prompting Germany 
to move its troops from the Incirlik 
airbase in southern Turkey to 
Jordan — another blow to Turkey’s 
ties with the Western bloc.

Left with no leverage to halt the 
growing Kurdish role in Syria and 
regional power gravitating towards 
Saudi Arabia, the Qatari crisis 
leaves Turkey face to face with two 
historic arch-rivals: Russia and Iran. 
No matter what, it is not possible for 
Erdogan to turn this equation into a 
win-win.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist 
and occasional contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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