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News & Analysis

Turkey’s Middle East policy 
still driven by Ottoman hang-ups

T
urkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan 
has added an ex-
traordinarily punchy 
and quarrelsome 
nationalism to his 
generally combative 

foreign policy postures.
By leading the debate over 

the status of Jerusalem and 
challenging Greece about a 
nearly 100-year-old peace treaty, 
Erdogan is presenting himself 
as Turkey’s great protector and 
guarantor of its leadership of the 
Muslim world.

He responded angrily to UAE 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan, who had 
retweeted a claim that Fahred-
din Pasha, commander of the 
Ottoman army and governor of 
Medina from 1916-19, had looted 
relics from the holy city.

Erdogan got the response 
he wanted. Turkey’s pro-
government and nationalist 

media lined up to agree with the 

president. Commentators offered 
a positive response as well.

It was proof, if any were 
needed, of how militant Turkey’s 
nationalist mood has become. 
What’s also becoming clear is 
that Erdogan intends to project 
himself as a new Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk and heir to the man who 
founded the republic in 1923.

By defending Fahreddin Pasha, 
Erdogan implied that the Otto-
man period and modern Turkey’s 
history as a republic were one 
and the same thing. By this logic, 
Ottoman Turkey and the modern 
republic are a continuity, not a 
disruption, and Neo-Ottomanism 
and Kemalism are merged.

Will it work for Erdogan?
The “strong-and-stable” nar-

rative is affected somewhat by a 
weakening economy and al-
legations of corruption but the 
defining factor may ultimately be 
external — Kurdish advances in 
Syria.

Turkey has various conditions 

for the Russian-sponsored Syr-
ian National Dialogue Congress 
planned for early 2018. It wants 
the Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) and its military wing, the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
to be excluded, saying they are 
terrorist groups linked to the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). 
After the defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the PYD and YPG 
control nearly one-fourth of Syr-
ian territory.

In this context, it’s worth not-
ing remarks by Syrian President 
Bashar Assad. He said, Agence 
France-Presse reported, that 
“Kurds who work on behalf of 
other countries (are) traitors.” 
Might this signal a shift in alli-
ances of self-interest with Turkey 
joining forces with Iran and Syria 
to block Syrian Kurds’ aspirations 
to a federal model of government 
or any other form of self-rule?

Yes, said Salih Muslim, a prom-
inent PYD member. “It is Bashar 
Assad’s intention to send a mes-

sage to Turkey and Iran implying 
that he is on their side,” Muslim 
told Ahval English. “Syria, Turkey 
and Iran have frequently acted 
in unison against the Kurds. By 
calling the Kurds traitors, Assad 
is sending the message to these 
powers that they share a mutual 
objective of opposing the gains 
that Kurds have made.”

Only the naive would believe 
Erdogan interpreted Assad’s re-
marks differently. In the post-ISIS 
era, there has been speculation 
about Damascus’s and Ankara’s 
interests converging more rapidly 
than expected.

Where does the United States 
stand on this and to what extent 
will Russian President Vladimir 
Putin see the Damascus-Ankara 
convergence as a risk to his stra-
tegic vision? It’s hardly a secret 
that Turkey is at odds with Russia 
with respect to the status of 
Kurds in Syria.

The regional puzzle is becom-
ing ever more complex.

Will Erdogan and Assad work together to block the Kurds?
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L 

ess than a week after 
Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan assumed 
the role of unofficial 
spokesman of the Islamic 

world to protest US plans for Jeru-
salem, his spokesman lashed out at 
the United Arab Emirates, betray-
ing an impulse of “Ottoman Islam-
ism” still driving Turkish policy in 
the Middle East.

The new argument comes as 
Ankara claims a place among pow-
ers shaping the fate of the region. 
Modern Turkey is heir to the Otto-
man Empire, whose sultans ruled 
the Middle East for centuries and 
carried the religious title of “ca-
liph.”

Ibrahim Kalin, spokesman and 
close adviser to Erdogan, used his 
Twitter account on December 19 
to respond to a retweet by UAE 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan that said the 
Ottomans had stolen money and 
manuscripts in Medina during the 
first world war.

Turkey feels a strong bond with 
its Ottoman heritage. The coun-
try’s leaders often claim the Mid-
dle East was better off and more 
peaceful under the Ottoman rule 
that collapsed a century ago than 
it is today.

In a speech about Jerusalem in 
July, Erdogan said “our ancestors 
had acted with such great delicate 
touch and sensitivity that it is im-
possible not to remember them 
with gratitude and longing given 
today’s cruelty.” Ottomans “never 
thought of denying other religions 
the right to life throughout their 
rule of the city for 400 years,” he 
said.

Two years ago, Ahmet Davutog-
lu, Erdogan’s prime minister at the 
time, promised to bring the “order 
and justice of the Ottomans” to to-
day’s world. He also famously de-
clared that “not a leaf” could stir 
in the Middle East without Turkey 
knowing it.

Turkey’s relationships with 
countries in the region have fluctu-
ated with “pendulum-like swings” 
in recent years, said Lisel Hintz, an 
assistant professor of international 
relations and European studies 
at Johns Hopkins University in 
the United States. Through all the 
changes, “Ottoman Islamism” has 
emerged as a strong theme in Tur-

key’s Middle East policy, she wrote 
via e-mail.

“I believe Ottoman Islamism still 
best describes the set of beliefs 
that underpins Erdogan’s approach 
to the Middle East and domes-
tic and foreign policy in general,” 
Hintz wrote. She described Otto-
man Islamism as “a perception of 
Turkish national identity rooted in 
Sunni Islam that understands Tur-
key’s role in the region through a 
lens of former imperial might and 
religious legitimacy as the former 
home of the sultanate and the ca-
liphate.”

Hosting an emergency summit 
of the Organisation of Islamic Co-
operation (OIC) in Istanbul on De-
cember 13, Erdogan assumed the 
role of spokesman for Muslims 
everywhere and declared that ac-
ceptance of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital by US President Donald 
Trump was a “red line.”

Trump said on December 6 that 

the United States was planning to 
move its embassy in Israel from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem. In response, the 
Istanbul summit followed Erdog-
an’s call to declare East Jerusalem 
the capital of Palestinians. Several 
days later, Erdogan announced 
that Turkey would open an embas-
sy in the eastern part of Jerusalem, 
although he did not spell out when 
that would happen.

Turkish ambitions for a larger 
role in the Middle East are much 
older than the 15-year rule of Er-
dogan’s Justice and Development 
Party, said Howard Eissenstat, as-

sociate professor at St Lawrence 
University in the United States and 
non-resident senior fellow at the 
Project on Middle East Democracy 
in Washington.

“I think the problem with the 
AKP’s ambitions is that they have 
proposed Turkey as a model or 
leader for the Middle East, which 
is an entirely more ambitious — 
and given the divides within the 
Middle East — unrealistic goal,” 
Eissenstat wrote in e-mailed re-
marks.

When an open confrontation be-
tween Qatar and four neighbouring 
countries — Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Bahrain and Egypt — erupted last 
June, Erdogan took Doha’s side. 
Turkey has helped Qatar overcome 
problems caused by the ensuing 
economic blockade and the pro-
government media in Turkey have 
accused the UAE of supporting an-
ti-Erdogan coup plotters.

Eissenstat said moves like that 

show how ill-advised some Turk-
ish forays into the Middle East 
have been. “Turkey’s decision to 
embroil itself so directly in the spat 
between Qatar and the other Gulf 
states is an example of the ways 
Turkish policy in the Middle East 
has been overly ideological and 
personalised,” he wrote.

Hintz said Turkish-Ottoman na-
tionalism was a useful concept al-
lowing Ankara to justify different 
courses of action. Close ties with 
Israel could serve as an example 
of Ottoman-inspired “harmony 
among religious groups” in the re-
gion, while differences with Israel 
could show “Turkey as the Sunni 
brother defending the protection 
of Palestinians,” she wrote. “Iran 
can be a Muslim ally or a Persian 
Shia rival.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Justifying contradictions. A 2016 file picture shows Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) and his wife Emine Erdogan greeting 
supporters during a rally to mark the 563rd anniversary of the conquest of Istanbul by Ottoman Turks.                                                       (Reuters)

Close ties with Israel 
can be portrayed by 
Ankara as an example 
of Ottoman-inspired 
“harmony among 
religious groups” in 
the region.
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