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Erdoğan and the Muslim Brotherhood: an outside-in
approach to Turkish foreign policy in the Middle East
Hakkı Taş

German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA), Hamburg, Germany

ABSTRACT
Amidst multiple foreign policy flip-flops of the Turkish government, the Middle
East is where observers agree most about the explanatory priority of ideational
factors over realpolitik calculations. The assertive foreign policy activism to
extend the country’s role in the region has largely been linked to the Islamist
leanings of the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP). This study
revisits Turkey’s Middle East policy with a particular focus on the AKP’s
relations with the Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan al Muslimin), which marked
Turkish foreign policy formulation and implementation in multiple theatres
from Yemen to Egypt to Libya. Using a neoclassical realist approach, it argues
that the AKP’s ideological ties to the Ikhwan are significant for the availability
of new resources but Turkish foreign policy behavior in the Middle East,
including relations with the Ikhwan, reflects a grand strategy to respond to
systemic and sub-systemic stimuli.
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Introduction

In 2011, scholar Tariq Ramadan, grandson of the founder of the Muslim
Brotherhood (al Ikhwan al Muslimin, hereafter Ikhwan), suggested that
“Democratic Turkey is the template for Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood.”1 In
the heyday of the Arab Uprisings, Turkey’s ex-Islamists-turned-conserva-
tive-democrats were believed to inspire Islamists in the Middle East, in par-
ticular the various affiliates of Ikhwan, which were the “Arab Spring’s largest
immediate beneficiaries.”2 However, while the conventional idea of a
Muslim-democratic “Turkish Model,” as embodied in the ruling Justice
and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP), soon lost its rel-
evance, some began to argue that the AKP and its leader, Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan, were pursuing an Islamist foreign policy based on Ikhwan links
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and ideology. Put differently, the template identified by Ramadan had, argu-
ably, been reversed. This article casts a more critical view on such claims.

Invoking the glories of the Ottoman period, the AKP has engaged in a
(neo)imperial project, a phenomenon well-described in Hakan Yavuz’s con-
tribution to this special volume.3 Throughout its two-decades of rule, it has
been invested in the Middle East more than in any other region. When com-
pared to the Republic’s history, this unmatched level of Middle Eastern
involvement—along with the country’s drift away from its Western orien-
tation in the 2010s—has been subject to ideational readings and related to
the AKP’s Islamist identity as an “independent driver” of its foreign
policy.4 For many observers, the AKP’s approach to Ikhwan and the
Middle East is devoid of instrumental rationality. Some argue that
Erdoğan, despite his pragmatism, has been “a captive of his ideological con-
victions.”5 Others even question the mental condition of Turkey’s “Islamist”
strongman and project him as the nearest approximation of a mad king pur-
suing over-ambitious foreign policy activism in the region.6

Countering the overwhelming domestic and ideational readings in the
academic literature,7 this article suggests that a fine-tuned, outside-in
approach anchored in several systemic factors is better-suited to explain
the underlying dynamics beneath Turkey’s Middle East policy. It employs
neoclassical realism, which offers a holistic understanding of whether
foreign policy behavior is exogenously determined by the material con-
ditions of the international system or endogenously by collective ideas and
other domestic factors.8 A growing body of literature draws on this approach
to examine Turkish foreign policy in general,9 and Middle East policy in par-
ticular.10 This article seeks to contribute to the literature by delving into the
heart of the debate and, in a most likely case design, calls into question the
validity of a more ideational reading of Turkish foreign policy in the area
where it is likely to be most persuasive. It focuses on the AKP’s Middle
East policy vis-à-vis its relationship with the Ikhwan, which, allegedly,
forms the basis of its “Islamist” foreign policy reflexes.

Despite the centrality of the topic, references to various Ikhwan branches
in the academic field are thin and scattered. This paper intends to develop a
holistic outlook on the AKP-Ikhwan relations. It is not exhaustive, but sug-
gestive of the rich scope of the developments in the post-Arab Uprisings era.
The central argument is that, while the AKP’s ideological ties to Ikhwan
made resources available in the competitive logic of proxy warfare,
Turkey’s grand strategy and Ikhwan’s role in it largely follow systemic incen-
tives and constraints envisioned in structural perspectives. It begins with a
brief critique of the ideational readings that grant Islamist/Ikhwan ideology
a central explanatory role in Turkey’s Middle East policy. As an alternative
explanation, it analyzes systemic and sub-systemic imperatives and their
implications for Turkish foreign policy towards the region. In the following
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sections, it discusses Ikhwan’s role in Turkey’s vision for a new regional
order and assesses how the unit-level variables affected the decisions of the
foreign policy executive in this regard.

Ikhwan ideology and foreign policy

The recurrent emphasis on the AKP’s Islamist orientation in Middle East
policy establishes a sharp contrast between the old Kemalist politics of avoid-
ance and Turkey’s current assertiveness in the region. Since 2009, the “shift
of axis” debate has highlighted the AKP’s increasing involvement in the
Middle East as a foreign policy manifestation of its Islamist identity and, con-
sequently, Turkey’s retreat from Kemalist secularism and Westernization.11

At the regional level, too, Turkey is part of a supposedly ideational struggle
for the soul of Islam, depending on one’s affinity for Ikhwan. This rivalry is
framed ideologically as “‘moderate versus Islamist’ for Riyadh and Abu
Dhabi, and ‘competitive democracy versus authoritarian monarchy’ for
Ankara.”12 Whether religion is seen either as a primordial entity or social
construct, ideational readings treat it as a self-standing referent that
informs foreign policy perceptions and choices. From a broader perspective,
ideas and beliefs matter a) as a meaning-making heuristic and cognitive
short-cut, guiding policymakers’ actions; b) as an institutional framework,
building the Zeitgeist or shared systems of thought in any setting; or c) as
strategic tools used to craft political discourse and mobilization.13 Neoclas-
sical realism recognizes the significance of ideas and beliefs such as religion
as a transmission belt between systemic stimuli and foreign policy outputs.
However, they are “analytically subordinate to the systemic factors, the
limits and opportunities of which states cannot escape in the long run.”14

Against the purported parochialism of area studies, Turkey-focused read-
ings need to be put under comparative lenses for validity. Islamism, as an
independent variable in foreign policy, is not enough to explain similar
foreign policy behaviors of other regional players. For instance, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), dubbed “Little Sparta,” has been equally aggressive
in filling the perceived void left by the United States’ (US) indifference and
imposing its vision on the region.15 From building a rimland of militias in
Yemen to arm transfers for the rebels and Emirati fighters in Libya, this
power projection hardly relates to any religiously-inspired agenda. Similarly,
the prime motivation of Qatar’s Wahhabi leaders in siding with Turkey in
several regional conflicts was power maximization, not religion.16 While it
is true that as a small state with grand ambitions and few constraints,
Qatar’s support for actors in the Islamist spectrum makes it an essential
part of the key conversations shaping the region, this support is largely con-
sidered instrumental, if not opportunistic, since Doha has sought influence
through access to various political actors (Islamist and non-Islamist)
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abroad. In a similar vein, ideational readings attribute too much substance
and coherence to the AKP’s political identity and ideology. Erdoğan’s
dance with diverse political ideologies, from conservative democracy to Isla-
mism to Turkish nationalism, invites a more nuanced reading.17

In terms of agent orientation, several observers point to the AKP’s ideo-
logical kinship with Ikhwan, even referring to the party as its Turkish
branch.18 The AKP’s antecedent, the National Outlook (Millî Görüş) Move-
ment and its affiliated political parties under Necmettin Erbakan had a larger
overlap with Ikhwan’s world view, with the connections even gaining a per-
sonal level when Erbakan’s niece married Ibrahim el-Zayat, the head of
Ikhwan’s organization in Germany. Erbakan’s Welfare Party hosted several
top Ikhwan figures at its party congress in 1993, including Mustafa
Mashhur and Mahdi Akif. The AKP maintained such ties, as evidenced by
Hamas leader Khaled Meshal’s 2006 visit to Ankara or the AKP’s hosting
of Mohamed Morsi, the head of the Ikhwan’s Freedom and Justice Party,
at its 2012 party congress.19 Following the 2013 post-coup suppression of
Ikhwan in Egypt, Erdoğan showed his solidarity for the victims with the
then popularized four-finger Rabaa salute. These existing ties later made
available to the AKP some of the resources of the Ikhwan.

However, one should not overlook the bumpy trajectory of the AKP-
Ikhwan relationship. In retrospect, the Ikhwan’s leaders initially did not
welcome the foundation of AKP as a split-away from the National
Outlook. This formation was reminiscent of Ikhwan’s own experience
when some of its defectors founded the Wasat Party in 1996 and divided
the movement. Moreover, in its early years, the AKP was constantly reassur-
ing outside observers of its commitment to secularism and maintaining good
relations with Israel. Obviously, such developments ran counter to Ikhwan’s
founding ideology, and its leaders did not accept the AKP as Islamist, but
secular.20 Finally, having learned its lesson from the fate of the National
Outlook parties, which were shut down by the Constitutional Court for
being a hub for anti-secular activities, AKP leaders worked hard to persuade
the state elite of the absence of a hidden Islamist agenda, and acted cautiously
to avoid overtly close relations with other Islamist actors at home and
abroad.

The Arab Uprisings, however, marked a new phase in bilateral relations.
Unlike former portrayals of the AKP as a splinter movement embracing
Western secularism, Ikhwan began, at least strategically, using the popular
“Turkish Model” discourse for its own political legitimation against the
widespread charges of terrorism. By framing the AKP as a successful
fusion of Islam and democracy, Ikhwan could now position itself as a rightful
actor in the pursuit of a similar, viable, pro-Western project in Egypt. This
was not an unrequited love, as Turkey, being an aspiring middle power,
also wanted to get the best out of the turmoil in the region. While the
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2013 coup moved Ikhwan much closer to Turkey, the rapprochement was
replaced gradually by an embedded relationship, in which Ikhwan’s pro-
spects became increasingly tied to the AKP. After years of unceasing dom-
estic and transnational repression, the Ikhwan weakened considerably in
both organizational and financial terms, becoming a diaspora movement
in exile with internal schisms. Although the divide over the leadership con-
tinues between Ibrahim Mounir’s camp in London and Mahmoud Hussein’s
camp in Istanbul, Istanbul has become the new hub, hosting Ikhwan’s several
foundations, organizations, and TV channels.21 In April 2016, Ikhwan
leaders from all over the world gathered in Istanbul for an event titled
“Thank you, Turkey,” declaring their gratitude and allegiance to the
Turkish leader as the only hope for the Islamic Ummah.22

While support for Ikhwan abroad did not start with Erdoğan and had pre-
cedence in Kemalist Turkey,23 Erdoğan intensified Turkey’s relations with
Ikhwan not at the peak of its pan-Islamist vision but when he leaned more
towards a nationalist foreign policy discourse. In an iconic twist, following
the failure in 2015 of the Kurdish resolution process, the reference point
of the Rabaa salute changed from support for Ikhwan to the AKP’s new
nationalist dictum of “one homeland; one state; one flag; one nation.”Never-
theless, the recent militarized foreign policy behavior, to which Ikhwan is
attached, is not merely an AKP phenomenon, but rests on a consensus
within the state bureaucracy on several fronts. Turkey’s incursion to Libya,
for instance, was not mainly motivated by an Islamist urge to support the
Ikhwan affiliates in a civil war but related to its power calculations to coun-
terbalance other countries in the Eastern Mediterranean dispute through the
well-supported Eurasianist “Blue Homeland” project.24

The question of the AKP’s Ikhwan-based foreign policy expectably puts
Turkey at the center and yet largely poses the diverse Ikhwan branches as
passive recipients of Turkey’s foreign policy decisions. When Morsi
himself came to power in 2012, his regional leadership aspirations were
harshly limited by material capabilities, and Egyptian foreign policy did
not change much except for a few symbolic moves, like his visit to Tehran
the same year. Besides forging strong relations with revolution supporters,
Morsi adopted a non-confrontational approach towards Egypt’s traditional
allies, signaling no drastic foreign policy change at both the regional and
global levels.25 Moreover, Turkey’s relations with diverse Ikhwan branches
have taken different trajectories depending on the balances of power.
Unlike the Egyptian Ikhwan, which was bound to Turkey’s favors, the
Yemeni front has a more transactional relationship with Turkey, shifting
according to the involvement of other actors, such as Saudi Arabia and
Iran. Especially since its 2015 launch of Operation Decisive Storm, Saudi
Arabia has backed the Ikhwan-affiliated al-Islah Party in Yemen despite
leading, at a broader regional level, the anti-Ikhwan campaign. Likewise,
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al-Islah seeks to keep its relations with Saudi Arabia safe in recognition of the
latter’s political, military, and economic clout in Yemen.26 Ennahda in
Tunisia remains at a cautious distance from Erdoğan, who, in contrast
with his harsh reaction to the 2013 military intervention in Egypt, sufficed
with a single statement calling the 2021 dismissal of the Tunisian govern-
ment a “coup.”27 Overall, such diversity cannot be attributed to the
primacy of a single ideological constant. Taking into account these phenom-
ena, this paper adopts neoclassical realism to explain how Turkey’s Middle
East policy has been shaped by the global and regional dynamics.

Systemic and sub-systemic factors

When the collapse of the Soviet Union transformed the Cold War’s bipolar
international system into a unipolar one, the new structure led some scholars
to claim US hegemonic exceptionalism in the absence of any balancing
against the preponderant material capabilities of the US in the international
distribution of power.28 For pessimists, however, the unipolar system was
just a temporary phase until a new multipolar system would emerge due
to the inevitable pattern of hegemonic failure.29 In fact, American decline
has been a recurring narrative in academic debates since the 1950s. Yet, in
its last wave, scholars citing the Great Recession (2007-2009) observe the
power of the US shrinking in the face of rising challengers30, a transform-
ation producing a shift towards a nascent multipolar order. Even Francis
Fukuyama, who once claimed the end of history, argued in 2021 for the
end of the American era, with its peak period lasting less than twenty
years from the 1989 fall of the Berlin Wall to the Great Recession.31 Of
course, the US still maintains a preeminence in multiple metrics of material
capabilities. However, the Great Recession and the subsequent Eurozone
Crisis not only underlined the shift of wealth and power from the (Transat-
lantic) West to the (Indo-Pacific) East but also raised doubts about the econ-
omic and financial robustness of US primacy. This marked the emergence of
a de-centered “post-western world,”32 in which the US ceased its commit-
ment to defend the liberal international order and non-western authoritarian
powers such as China and Russia emerged as alternative models of
development.

The fading unipolar moment and the US’s retrenchment played out most
evidently in its withdrawal of overseas military deployments. Since the 1991
Gulf War, the US has had a strong direct military presence in the Middle
East, with more than 200,000 troops stationed in the region (mostly in
Iraq) in the early 2000s and cemented its position as the chief guarantor of
the regional security order.33 However, with the economic crisis constraining
the interventionist impulse and growing fatigue with inconclusive military
interventions, successive US administrations under Barack Obama, Donald
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Trump, and Joe Biden have sought to devote fewer resources to and diminish
the US troop presence in active conflict zones such as Syria, Iraq, and Afgha-
nistan. The US cut down its military presence in part by a retreat to offshore
balancing, e.g. reluctantly leading from behind during the Syrian war, or,
even, as in the case of Afghanistan, a direct withdrawal of US troops.34

The feasibility of this “right-sizing” policy is open to debate. However, the
Middle East has been increasingly de-prioritized and replaced by a pivot
toward Asia-Pacific to counter China’s rise. As shown by the lack of retalia-
tion against Iran, which was widely blamed for the attacks on Saudi oil facili-
ties at Abqaiq and Khurais in 2019, the US did not want to be entrapped by
the regional conflicts any longer. This also relates to energy issues—a prime
motive behind US Middle East policy. Whereas the US’s annual energy
imports incrementally increased since the 1950s, reaching a record high in
2005, the numbers have decreased since then, making the country a net
total energy exporter in 2019 for the first time since 1952 and signaling
much less dependence on the Gulf energy supplies.35

At the sub-systemic level, the post-Arab Uprisings geopolitical turmoil,
combined with multiple cases of state failures and conflict, has multiplied
the impact of the US’s perceived disengagement. In the absence of a regional
hegemon, Washington’s retreat from where it had previously overextended
itself has created a perception of a power vacuum, stimulating two foreign
policy behaviors in the Middle East: power maximization and balancing.

Strategic autonomy as power maximization

The perceived void left by the US withdrawal encouraged multiple regional
actors to take a maximalist approach in pursuit of greater “strategic auton-
omy.”36 Unlike “restrictive strategic environments” that entail greater sys-
temic impediments to a state’s use of material power to achieve its
interests, “permissive strategic environments,” as in the case of Middle
Eastern politics under a waning unipolar system, provide states with a
broader range of strategies to respond to potential threats and opportu-
nities.37 Besides international players like Russia, opportunistically keen to
fill the power vacuum, several ambitious aspirants in the region, such as
Turkey, Iran, and the UAE, adopted power-maximizing behaviors under
less systemic imperatives in an effort to move up the regional and global
hierarchy.

If grand strategy is broadly defined as the organizing principle informing a
state’s relations with the outside world, the Turkish case represents a recent
slide from integrationist revisionism to autonomous expansionism, both
aiming to revise the existing regional order (see Table 1).38 Previously, the
rigid bipolar international system of the Cold War era pushed Turkey to
align itself with the Western bloc in order to counterbalance potential
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Soviet aggression. Throughout this period, Turkish foreign policy was
anchored in its traditional Western orientation and geopolitical position as
the southern bastion of NATO. The advent of a unipolar system at the
end of the Cold War altered Turkey’s grand strategy from calculated
pacifism to regional activism, adding new regional components to its
foreign policy and redefining its position with multiple identities and histori-
cal assets.39 After the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, Turkey found systemic
incentive for more active involvement in the Middle East as well, and
projected itself as a functioning Muslim democracy with a pro-Western
orientation that could serve as an anchor for a new Middle East with
Western-friendly democratic governments—known as the US’s Greater
Middle East Initiative. This revisionist policy meant improving cultural
and economic ties to other countries and enhancing mediator and facilitator
roles in regional conflicts. In fact, the AKP government opposed the motion
allowing US troops to use Turkey’s military bases and facilities in Iraq’s 2003
invasion. Moreover, it also established contacts with Hamas, which was listed
as a terror organization by the US and European Union (EU) but won the
2006 legislative election in the Palestinian territories. In general, however,
the AKP thrived on a multidimensional and proactive foreign policy,
mostly overlapping the national interests with those of the US and the EU.

In the permissive environment of the post-unipolar global system,
Turkey, like other rising powers as potential gravity centers of the global
economy and political order, has increasingly aimed to carve out more
space and autonomy in the pursuit of raising its global and regional
profile.40 At the sub-systemic level, Turkey reoriented its foreign policy to
respond to the dramatic political transformations in its immediate neighbor-
hood. It pursued a maximalist, regional-hegemony-seeking behavior with
the calculation that the authoritarian regimes in the region would sooner
or later crumble through the Arab Uprisings, paving the way for the rise
of Ikhwan offshoots across the region. With the same discursive claim of
reinvigorating Pax Ottomana, the integrationist approach of the early

Table 1. The systemic and sub-systemic dynamics shaping Turkey’s Middle East Policy
Period

1945–1989 1989–2009 2009-now

System Level Stimuli World War II The Demise of the
Soviet Union

The Great Recession

Global Order Bipolar Unipolar Post-Unipolar
Subsystem
Level

Stimuli 1952 Egyptian
Revolution

1991 Gulf War US Retreat, Arab
Uprisings

Regional Order The Arab Cold
War

US Hegemony Power Vacuum

Unit Level Turkey’s
Foreign Policy

Status Quo Integrationist
Revisionism

Autonomous
Expansionism
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years of AKP rule has been replaced by a more autonomous, interventionist
policy with a more hawkish tone after the siege of Kobani in 2015 and, more
pronouncedly, the 2016 abortive coup.41 Turkey has pursued assertive, bel-
licose, and largely unilateral involvements such as oil and gas drilling in
the Eastern Mediterranean basin or preemptive cross-border military oper-
ations in Northern Iraq and Syria.42 It competed with other powers such as
the UAE and Saudi Arabia for regional leverage, particularly through its
involvement in the Libyan conflict, but also extended its direct presence
from the Eastern Mediterranean basin to the Horn of Africa.

Balancing as security maximization

Another consequence born of perceived US apathy has been the new pattern
of alliances. While the hegemon was extricating itself from the conflict-
ridden region, the growing security challenges led to a latent-anarchic,
self-help system in which security and survival were at stake. The Middle
East, already marked by long-standing internal clashes, has heated up with
the constant proliferation of threats under the increasing permeability of
borders and power rivalries. In a volatile region, states have used different
foreign policy tools, such as balancing, strategic hedging, and bandwagoning,
as part of a strategy that includes both conflict and cooperation.43 As power
is more diffused and fragmented among a wider range of competing state
and non-state actors, the security concerns primarily lead to new pacts
and alliances.

Although neither Russia nor China can match the US presence in the
Middle East, regional powers have tended to cooperate with non-Western
powers in the post-unipolar world. The systemic incentives and constraints
have led to a series of back and forth plays in Turkish foreign policy,44 with
the power-maximizing behavior accompanied by a balancing strategy. As
Turkey and the US gradually lost their shared strategic outlook in multiple
regional conflicts, Ankara played a delicate balancing game between major
powers to increase its room to maneuver and pursue its own interests. The
AKP sought to forge greater military and economic cooperation with
Russia and China by declaring its intention to join the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization or, more recently, via the 2019 Asia Anew Initiative.45 Yet,
Turkey’s politics of aggregate balance via rapprochement with Russia went
only so far, as they have divergent interests in the Middle East, and Russia
imposed geographic limits on Turkey’s zone of influence, especially in
Syria, via its 2016–2017 Operation Euphrates Shield and the 2020 Idlib
offensive.46

The more consistent pattern has been the emergence of new alliances.
Israel aside, three competing axes have been confronting each other from
Morocco to Afghanistan. The divide between the Iranian-led Axis of
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Resistance and the Saudi-led Sunni Arab bloc has a long history; however, the
more recent rift within the Sunni bloc dates back to the Arab Uprisings.
Alarmed by the contagious revolutionary fervor and the rise of Ikhwan
affiliates throughout the region, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt
—known as the Arab Quartet—designated Ikhwan as a terrorist organization
and worked together to contain the “democratic threat” and re-establish the
status quo ante. In contrast, Turkey and Qatar, which did not feel threatened
by the Ikhwan’s rise, have harbored and supported themovement onmultiple
fronts in order to establish a new regional order with Ikhwan-led govern-
ments in power. Despite their divergent visions, both alliances couldmaintain
cordial relations through the mid-2010s and cooperate in cases such as Syria
or Yemen. However, following the 2017 Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
Crisis, in which Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, and Bahrain severed diplo-
matic ties with Qatar due to its support for Ikhwan, Turkey backed Qatar,
deploying troops and supplies to the country. The murder of Saudi dissident
journalist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018 at the Saudi consulate in Istanbul (alleg-
edly by the security aides to Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman) deterio-
rated bilateral relations further. A Cold-War-like rivalry between the alliances
with several proxy confrontations on multiple fronts, such as Syria and Libya,
has reached a stalemate, putting the regional security order under a lot of
strain and consuming the political and economic resources of all involved
parties.

The countries of the Middle East, consumed by this intra-regional zero-
sum competition, found an incentive to keep tensions low in the face of
rising security challenges and the US’s waning role as a security guarantor
to its allies. The 2020 Abraham Accords to normalize relations between
Israel and several Arab states and the 2021 re-entry negotiations to revive
the Joint Comprehensive Plan for Action, marking a softer stance on Iran,
also triggered diplomatic de-escalation in the region.47 Having realized the
limitations of its expansionist foreign policy, most notably in Syria as the
most calamitous example, the AKP government, too, has worked since
2020 to recalibrate its foreign policy and made more pronounced overtures
for rapprochement with countries in the region. While initially condemning
the Abraham Accords, Turkey gradually expressed an understanding, even-
tually leading to Israel’s President Isaac Herzog’s official visit to Turkey in
2022 – the highest-level visit in 14 years. Reflecting the new wind of rappro-
chement, the GCC Crisis was resolved at its 2021 summit in al-Ula, ending
the dispute with Qatar, and this was followed by some fence-mending
between the Arab Quartet and Turkey, such as Erdoğan’s visits to Abu
Dhabi and Riyadh.48 Likewise, in April 2022, a Turkish court ruled to stop
the trial of 26 Saudis accused in the Khashoggi killing and to transfer the
case to Saudi Arabia. Overall, uncertainty exists as to whether political
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leaders of the region are simply seizing the moment or whether this de-esca-
lation heralds a new era despite the continuation of hot conflicts.

Ikhwan’s role in Turkey’s power projection
The AKP’s calculation was that the Arab Spring would be the Ikhwan Spring
in practice, and AKP’s stance as the advocate of the Arab street against the
crumbling authoritarian regimes was in line with its broader agenda of
democratic transition in the region. Initially, Western powers also supported
the revolutions.49 The global dynamics that once favored the rise of the AKP
would now promote the AKP model of political governance throughout the
region. The new Middle East with Turkey-allied Sunni governments would
then usher in a new era in the AKP’s own projection. The sudden surge in
Arab streets required swift action. To export its model and transfer its
know-how, the AKP government financially subsidized the Ikhwan-
affiliated political parties and organized workshops in 2011 and 2013 to
train the Arab Islamists in political campaigning and party formation.50 It
convinced the Egyptian Ikhwan to run a candidate for president in 2012,
although the movement had previously pledged not to do so.51 Turkey
gave the movement “geographical depth” via its material capabilities, and
Qatar offered “rhetorical breadth” via its media and intellectual
organizations.52

In this cost–benefit analysis, Turkey, unlike the Gulf monarchies, had
little to fear regarding the security of its regime due to its support for
Ikhwan. Both Qatar and Turkey felt immune to an Ikhwan-led uprising.
Quite the contrary, such a proxy power minimizes Ankara’s strategic costs,
such as the legal consequences of its foreign operations and potential
human and material losses. Working with local actors instead of crude inter-
ventions could also be used to legitimize Turkish involvement in the broader
region. For Turkey and Qatar, Ikhwan provided a wieldy political identity
with which local populations could identify.

In the aftermath of the Arab Uprisings, aspirants such as Iran and Saudi
Arabia employed their already-existing transnational networks and proxies
for their divergent templates for regional order, e.g. the Shia organizations
like Hezbollah and Salafi Islamist groups, respectively. This power compe-
tition operated in a setting where transnational non-state actors such as
the Kurdish armed forces and Salafi jihadis were challenging nation-state
borders. In security terms, the post-2011 alliances are marked by the rise
of armed non-state actors as proxies for regional powers.53 With similar
regional-hegemony-seeking behavior yet lacking the political infrastructure
to do so, Turkey aimed to alter the regional distribution of relative material
capabilities by first targeting the low hanging fruits and activated its links to
Ikhwan offshoots across the Middle East and North Africa. Though not hier-
archically interconnected, the movement possessed strong grassroots
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organizations across the region. As seen in Figure 1, Ikhwan-affiliated politi-
cal parties operated in several countries, including Algeria, Jordan, Kuwait,
Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Yemen.

Enabled by these linkages, Erdoğan embarked upon a wholesale region-
building process with a new imagination for the Middle East. For instance,
he suddenly brought up the Köroğlu Turks in Libya, whom the Turkish
public had never heard of before but came into the picture during
Ankara’s cooperation with the Ikhwan-affiliated Government of National
Accord (GNA), stating: “In Libya, there are Köroğlu Turks remaining
from the Ottomans […] and they are being subjected to ethnic cleansing.
Haftar is bent on destroying them, too. As is the case across North Africa,
in Libya, too, one of our main duties is to protect the grandchildren of
our ancestors.”54 In 2017, the Sudanese island of Suakin popped up in the
Turkish news as a former Ottoman port, one that Erdoğan hoped to use
as a military base to impose Turkish prerogatives in the Horn of Africa.
As such, the AKP’s reimagination of the region, or Pax Ottomana, rests on
the present network and strength of Ikhwan offshoots rather than a deeper
shared history. This network has enabled Ankara to project its influence in
areas where doing so used to be unthinkable until recently. Besides such pol-
itical leverage, the Ikhwan identity also offered a religious legitimation to
Turkish interventionism. Notably, Turkish support for Hamas outbid Arab
leaders in the Palestinian cause, which resonated most among the Arab
populations.

Figure 1. Ikhwan-affiliated political parties. Source: Author’s illustration.
Note: Countries in a dark red shade have designated the Ikhwan as a terrorist organization.
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Initially things were lining up and the fortunes seemed to rise for Ikhwan
in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and Somalia. AKP aggressively supported the
reconstruction of these countries to export the “Turkish model.”
Mohamed Morsi’s victory in Egypt’s 2012 presidential elections and
Ennahda leading Tunisia’s transitional government after 2011 marked the
zenith of this project. Turkey also supported the Ikhwan-affiliated JCP in
Libya and pushed Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to legalize the Syrian
Ikhwan and hold free elections.55 While diplomatic channels failed and the
rising star of Ikhwan faded, most notably with the 2013 military intervention
that ousted Morsi, Ankara did not hesitate in flexing its muscles to confront
major setbacks on multiple fronts and adopted a proxy warfare strategy by
making use of Ikhwan networks. In Syria, for instance, Turkey backed
Faylaq al-Sham, an Ikhwan-affiliated armed group, which, together with
Ahrar al Sham, joined the Turkish army’s 2016 Operation Euphrates
Shield. In order to restructure and unify nationalist Islamist armed groups
in Idlib, Turkey also supported the National Front for Liberation in 2018,
which was led by Ikhwan-affiliated groups, political Salafists, and national-
ists.56 In Libya, Turkey assumed the command of militias in Tripoli that
were aligned with the GNA and empowered them with Syrian mercenaries.
Reinforcing this proxy architecture, Istanbul has increasingly become a
transnational center of Ikhwan activities, such as hosting the intra-party elec-
tions of Yemeni al Islah and the formation of the Syrian National Council
which included the exiled Ikhwan members.

Because Turkish foreign policy is so tied to Ikhwan offshoots, the AKP
elite saw the coups overthrowing Ikhwan in Egypt (2013) and Sudan
(2019) as a direct attempt to reduce Turkish influence.57 Deep ties make it
more difficult to use Ikhwan as a bargaining chip to normalize relations
with the new governments. Nevertheless, when responding to the sub-sys-
temic stimuli, the Turkish government did not hesitate to make concessions
and diminish its support for these groups. Turkey’s Ikhwan links within its
overstretched foreign policy have increasingly become a liability. To mend
the fences with the Arab Quartet and show its good will in that regard, the
Turkish authorities, for instance, asked the Ikhwan’s Istanbul-based TV
channels in 2021 to tone down their criticisms of Egypt’s military-dominated
government. Due to the continuing pressure, several critical Arab reporters
left Istanbul and Ikhwan’s most popular satellite channel, Mekameleen, shut
down its Turkey offices in March 2022.58 Especially in the case of the
relations with Egypt, the extradition of prominent Ikhwan figures is an
open question and Turkey denies allegations against them. However, the
current rapprochement has concerned many Ikhwan exiles and pushed
them to consider moving to another country such as Malaysia.

One of the reasons that facilitated the Quartet’s initiative to normalize
relations and Turkey’s to soften its pro-Ikhwan stance is the movement’s

734 H. TAŞ



much weakened position. The Ikhwan-affiliated governments fell one by one,
from Egypt to Sudan to Tunisia, and the movement overall faced catastrophic
setbacks with the authoritarian backlash to the Arab Uprisings. It has also
been wracked by internal frictions, reflected in the two camps that have
emerged in London and Istanbul. The Ikhwan ran out of steam in general
and its potential power as a threat to the regime security of the Gulf countries
has waned immensely. For the very same reason, Ikhwan seems to have lost
the value Erdoğan once saw in it. Ankara has showed its willingness to curb
some activities and voices of Ikhwan. While the considerable use of Ikhwan
links as a proxy power in foreign policy and as a discursive asset in domestic
politics still makes it difficult to cut off links entirely, Turkey’s recent track
record and the current regional rapprochement, widely expected to take
place only in the post-Erdoğan era, indicate that relations with Ikhwan did
not primarily evolve out of Islamist convictions.

Unit-Level variables
Systemic incentives and constraints explain longer trends, but divergence in
foreign policy responses to the same systemic stimuli often hinge on the
domestic processes “as transmission belts that channel, mediate and (re)dir-
ect policy outputs in response to external forces (primarily changes in rela-
tive power).”59 Especially, in permissive settings, such unit-level factors may
have a greater influence on the process of foreign policy making and
implementation. This holds true for Turkey’s relations with the Middle
East and Ikhwan in the last decade as well.

In neoclassical realist theory, strategic assessment of the geopolitical struc-
ture of the international and regional systems can be heavily affected by the
personality, core values, beliefs, and ideas of the foreign policy executive.
As Kitchen argues in his analysis of the unit-level impact of ideas as an inter-
vening variable, uncertainty about threats and opportunities, derived from
imperfect intelligence, may also create a void to be filled by ideas and
beliefs.60 When interpreting the Arab Uprisings as a historic moment for its
foreign policy ambitions, AKP leaders overestimated not only Turkey’s
material capabilities in comparison to those of other regional forces, but
also the Ikhwan’s fortunes. In addition to Erdoğan being prone to risk-
taking, the potential transformative power attributed to Ikhwan in the after-
math of the Arab Uprisings steered Turkey’s foreign policy in a particular
direction under the aforementioned permissive systemic conditions. Regard-
ing the cognitive filters processing systemic signals and threat perceptions,
Erdoğan also internalized regional developments and saw Ikhwan and
himself as having an overlapping fate under the threat of Western powers
and the Saudi-UAE alliance. The ousting of Morsi coincided with the
massive, anti-government 2013 Gezi Protests, which Erdoğan claimed were
driven by dark, outside forces in an attempt to bring him down. “Those,
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who dream that I will end up like Adnan Menderes (Turkish Prime Minister
ousted from power in 1960 and later executed) and Morsi, hear me! This
journey will not be left unfinished. There are millions of Anatolian people
who will shoulder the new Turkey ideal,” Erdoğan stated.61 This perceived
vulnerability pushed him harder to build the strength needed to defuse
internal and external threats as much as systemic conditions would permit
doing so. Another element of grand strategy formulation is the selection of
means to address systemic stimuli. This brings questions of “what means
are available, which will work most effectively, and whether their use can be
justified.”62 Here, ideological affinity ensured the availability of resources as
the AKP used its old links with Ikhwan branches. This move was also
“justified” by the AKP’s Islamist foreign policy discourse, which not only pro-
vided the shared ground to work together in multiple regional conflicts but
also raised the party’s profile at home as the protector of the ummah.

One should also note that not all the unit-level variables are ideational.
Turkey’s institutional structure has functioned as a moderating variable in
the AKP’s Middle East policy. While states consist of diverse, competing
actors, the centralization and personalization of political power in contem-
porary Turkey eliminated the traditional veto players and the systems of
checks and balances, further fast-tracking foreign policy making and
implementation. The process reached its zenith with the 2018 transition to
the presidential system.63 Another moderating variable conditioning the
state’s ability to respond adequately to external pressures and opportunities,
is state-society relations. While the AKP elite is able to harness the country’s
power potential in general, social and elite cohesion to support foreign policy
objectives defines the level of responsiveness. In this regard, the ruling alli-
ance between the AKP and the ultranationalist Nationalist Action Party, as
well as the presence of several Eurasianist groups in the state bureaucracy,
affected the scope of Turkish interventionism in the region in line with a
populist expansionist rhetoric. Finally, transborder military operations can
stimulate a “rally around the flag” effect, increasing public support for gov-
ernment policies at least in the short run,64 and act as a diversionary effect in
times of successive economic crises, which have only been exacerbated by the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Considering the sagging approval ratings for
his presidency and the Turkish economy wracked with high inflation,
Erdoğan sought success abroad. Besides systemic stimuli, domestic chal-
lenges and the desperate need for Gulf capital further motivated him to
repair the fractured relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Conclusion

The AKP’s Middle East policy, widely considered as foreign policy adventur-
ism, represents more than a passing twist, but a deeper change in Turkey’s
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foreign policy orientation. Despite its domestic use for the authoritarian
practices, the AKP’s pursuit of strategic autonomy reflects a grand strategy
to respond to the shifts in the balance of power in the post-unipolar
world. The AKP’s ideological ties to the Ikhwan made available new
resources and opportunities and helped legitimize its foreign policy activism,
particularly among its conservative base. However, the AKP approached
Ikhwan as part of its power-maximizing strategy because it offered the great-
est benefit (as the most organized group in the region) at the lowest cost
(posing no threat to its own regime security). When regional conditions
changed, the AKP was willing to downplay its Ikhwan card as well. The dom-
estic ideational, institutional, and social factors mediating systemic and sub-
systemic stimuli have affected the scope and pace of AKP’s relations with the
Ikhwan within its broader Middle East policy.

Amidst theoretical quarrels about the overriding importance of material
or ideational factors, a neoclassical realist approach suggests a holistic per-
spective in which systemic imperatives explain a state’s strategic orientation
and unit-level variables account for the variance in concrete foreign policy
choices. As a remedy to the disconnect between the International Relations
of the Middle East and Foreign Policy Analysis, it provides a systemized, gen-
eralizable, outside-in approach that is also attuned to factors of domestic
politics. Yet, neoclassical realism still maintains a state-centric approach to
foreign policy analysis. A more complete approach requires the incorpor-
ation of non-state actors in order to grasp proxy power politics and transna-
tional governance in the Middle East. While this study on the AKP’s
entanglement with the Ikhwan’s offshoots as a force multiplier can provide
an entry point, future studies need to take into account the interests, incen-
tives, and constraints various non-state actors face.
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