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T 

he downing of an 
Israeli warplane over 
the Golan Heights by 
Iranian and Syrian 
forces was celebrated 
by pro-Iran and other 

radical quarters as a major victory 
ushering in a “strategic reversal” 
in the region.

This rash celebration ignores 
the mounting dangers. Unless 
Iran’s dangerous escalation of 
tensions in the region is not 
checked — and quickly — the 
price of such shallow victories 
could be very costly. And who is 
set to pay the price? The people 
of Lebanon and Syria.

The sudden rise in regional 
tensions that already have the 
Middle East on the edge of an 
explosive precipice comes after 
Tehran crossed a new line in the 
sand. Indications are that Iran 
tried a direct attack against Israel 
from a base near Homs, Syria 
used by Iran’s al-Quds Force.

Iran’s surprise assault on an 
Israeli position in the Golan 
Heights failed when the Israelis 
intercepted an unmanned aerial 
vehicle and attacked the Iranian 
base, destroying the command 
centre and a mobile launch 
vehicle.

Russian surface-to-air missiles 
supplied by Moscow to the 
Syrians were fired at Israeli 
planes, striking an Israeli F-16. In 
response, the Israelis destroyed 
SA-5 and SA-17 missile batteries 
in Syria.

The knee-jerk reaction to this 
precarious rise in tensions was to 
shout victory from the rooftops, 
a common trend in the Arab 
world. However, this reaction in 
such instances is narrow-minded 
and presents risks of an all-out 
escalation that could lead the 
region to a doomsday scenario in 
which there would be no win-
ners. Such a mindset is stuck in 
the thinking of the 1960s and 
1970s.

“That is potentially a game-
changer and helps to explain the 
Israeli response, which was 
designed to leave no doubt with 
the Iranians that they are playing 
with fire,” wrote Dennis Ross, a 
former US State Department 
official who was the leading 
Middle East negotiator under 
several US presidents.

Because this is a potential 
game-changer, it should serve as 
a wake-up call for the Trump 
administration to get active in the 
Middle East. Ross, now a counsel-

lor and William Davidson distin-
guished fellow at the Washington 
Institute, said ignoring Iran’s 
military participation and 
interference in the region would 
produce a much wider conflict 
that places the Israelis and 
Iranians in direct contact.

It is imperative that the 
violence is prevented from 
escalating. The Russians are the 
only power capable of imposing 
their dictum and flexing muscle 
in Syria so they must make their 
position clear to the Syrians and 
the Iranians.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin could indicate — at the 
insistence of the Americans and 
Europeans — that the Iranians 
have gone too far in their irre-
sponsible behaviour, which has 
placed Russian forces based in 
Syria in jeopardy.

Putin could pressure the 
Syrians and Iranians with Russian 
air support, which has allowed 
Syrian President Bashar Assad to 
remain in power and tilted the 
war in favour of the Syrian 
government. Without Russian air 
power, advisers of Iran’s al-Quds 
Force, with the Shia militias, 
including Hezbollah, would 
become vulnerable.

Experts ask whether Putin will 
acquiesce. They wonder if US 
President Donald Trump, who 
seems to have a soft spot for 
Russia, could convince Moscow.

Events in the region suggest 
the Middle East has rarely been 
closer to an all-out conflagration 
in which no one would emerge 
the victor — least of all the 
Lebanese and Syrian people. But 
when did the well-being of the 
local population get in the way of 
the area’s political leaderships?

Iran’s presence in Syria raises 
the stakes in a very dangerous 
game. Tehran’s leaders couldn’t 
care less if Israel were to retaliate 
against Syria for offensive actions 
initiated by the Iranian military 
forces there. Tehran would likely 
welcome the chance to confront 
Israel and test some of its new 
weapons, those locally made and 
those recently acquired from 
Russia.

When watching events in the 
Middle East, one gets the feeling 
of viewing a rerun of old events, 
with a new tragic twist each time. 
It would have to be hoped that, 
with time, the political leader-
ship of some countries in the 
region would have matured but 
that is wishful thinking.
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Celebrating shallow victories 
in the Middle East only ignores 
dangerously mounting escalation

In the Middle East, one gets the feeling of watching a rerun 
of old events, with a new tragic twist each time.

is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Claude Salhani

T 

ransnational repres-
sion is increasingly 
woven into the fabric 
of the international 
order. The globalisa-
tion of travel and 

finance and the spread of instan-
taneous communication, notably 
through social media, benefit 
civil society and woven links that 
encourage broad dialogue across 
borders.

What is less often commented 
on is that countries have been 
handed useful and cheaper ways 
of pursuing dissidents, exiles and 
citizens wherever they may be. 
International law enforcement 
mechanisms and the collabora-
tion between security services 
have given countries powerful 
weapons to monitor citizens.

The activities of Russia and 
China in this area are well under-
stood but it is less often noticed 
that Turkey has increasingly 
sought to monitor and harass its 
citizens living in Europe, espe-
cially when they actively oppose 
the policies of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Last October, in a speech to his 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), Erdogan referred to a 
“traitors’ front.” This is not just 
rhetoric and the fallout of such 
an aggressive stance towards his 
opponents is becoming clearer 
with every month that passes.

The speed and aggressive na-
ture of the efforts after the coup 
attempt in 2016 to rid Turkey’s 
domestic institutions of anyone 
associated with Fethullah Gulen, 
the cleric who lives in the United 
States and is blamed by Erdogan 
for being behind the attempted 
coup, was breathtaking. It under-

lines how transnational repres-
sion as practised by Turkey can 
demolish the hope that globalisa-
tion of the liberal order will ever 
result in democratic consolida-
tion.

Since the 1970s, Gulen had 
promoted a form of modernising, 
nationalist Islam that fit the doc-
trine of “Turkish-Islamic synthe-
sis” that flourished after the 1980 
coup. It was used by the military 
junta and successive Turkish gov-
ernments to promote the idea of 
Islamic identity as a major plank 
of Turkish nationalism and beat 
back what some saw as the threat 
of a leftist revolution.

Since 2012, Turkey’s — and the 
AKP’s — soft power depended 
very much on the Gulen move-
ment’s capacity to serve as a 
proxy in the spheres of education 
and media. The alignment be-
tween Gulen and the state during 
the country’s drive to liberalise 
its economy facilitated Turkey’s 
projection of soft power in the 
Balkans and Central Asia.

Helped by historical links with 
both regions, Turkey used invest-
ment and cultural and educa-
tional ties to open new markets 
and build a “golden generation” 
of local elites. Turkish nation-
alism took a back seat and the 
Gulen schools spearheaded the 
educational links and presented 
Turkey as an adaptable and open-
minded country.

The AKP was presented as a big 
tent that accepted pious conserv-
ative businessmen, liberals and 
minorities tired of nationalistic 
military interventions. The AKP 
projected a vision of Turkey as 
a modern, capitalist and Islamic 
model for the Middle East at a 

time when the West was desper-
ate to find and anoint a country 
that could offer a plausible model 
of democratic, economically 
liberal and conservative Islam. In 
other words, to reconcile Islam 
and democracy.

The fallout of the alleged role 
Gulen played in the July 2016 
attempted coup destroyed efforts 
at projecting Turkey’s soft power 
over the previous three decades.

Erdogan’s attempts to get 
Gulen extradited to Turkey have 
fallen on deaf ears. His vast purge 
of the military, the judiciary, the 
police, the media and the uni-
versities, which involves many 
people who hail from the left or 
are of Kurdish origin, destroyed 
the image of Turkey as a modern 
country so painstakingly built up 
by Gulen.

In the Arab world, Turkey’s 
neo-Ottoman pretentions have 
made it the butt of ridicule. By 
backing the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Erdogan destroyed any credit he 
might have won in Egypt, Tunisia 
and the broader Middle East. In 
Syria, his calls for the ousting 
of President Bashar Assad and 
murky relations with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) brought him into 
conflict with his Western allies, 
Russia, Syria and Saudi Arabia.

Turkish intervention in Janu-
ary in northern Syria raised the 
unnerving prospect of a direct 
confrontation between two NATO 
allies. The initial aim of seizing 
control of the Afrin enclave held 
by Syrian Kurdish militia the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), an 
offshoot of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party, an entity  
deemed a terrorist organisation 
by both Turkey and the United 

States, has been extended to 
Manbij and Rojava.

In the former, Russia has influ-
ence; in the latter the United 
States has 2,000 military person-
nel that equip and train the YPG 
for the fight against ISIS. Is Tur-
key ready to challenge the United 
States militarily in Syria?

How Turkey and the United 
States read each other’s inten-
tions is crucial. One can only 
note that the traditional insti-
tutional ties, not least military, 
that underpinned the relations 
between the two countries have 
weakened, as have traditional 
foreign policy establishments in 
Ankara and Washington.

Turkish domestic politics will 
be affected not just by Erdogan’s 
aggressive military tactics in Syria 
but by the effects of the global 
purge he has decreed on Turk-
ish communities abroad, most of 
which are not made up of exiles.

Given the size of that diaspora 
and the weakened state of demo-
cratic institutions in Turkey, 
Erdogan’s capacity to limit that 
population’s freedom of speech 
and rights of free association out-
side the borders of Turkey will 
determine whether democratic 
alternatives to authoritarian rule 
emerge at home.

Turkey is following in the foot-
steps of China and Russia as its 
behaviour helps turn the inter-
national order into a system of 
countries mutually committed to 
policing each other’s populations 
abroad. Erdogan, like his Rus-
sian and Chinese counterparts, is 
initiating a purge that represents 
a threat to those Turks living 
abroad and, more dangerously, to 
the rule of law everywhere.

is an associate fellow at the Barcelona Centre for International Affairs.
Francis Ghilès

Erdogan is initiating a purge that represents a threat to Turks living 
abroad and, more dangerously, to the rule of law everywhere.

Turkey is following 
footsteps of Russia and 
China in policing diaspora
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