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A Clash of 
Islamic Models

By Aylin Ünver Noi

I
n the emerging order of the post-arab spring middle east, competing

Islamist ideologies and models for organizing political life are shaping dip-

lomacy between states as well as the political struggles within them. Well 

before the 2011 Arab uprisings, the Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia

were in competition with each other in exporting their respective models of

Shiite and Wahhabi Islamism. At the time, however, the political alignments of 

countries and subnational groups across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)

were shaped not just by sectarian differences, but by their political stance towards the

West, including Israel, and toward Palestine. As such, analysts wrote about a “New

Arab Cold War,” between the Iranian-led regional alignment “Resistance Camp” com-

posed of Syria, Hamas, Hezbollah, and Qatar, and the Saudi-led “Pro-Western Camp”

aligned with the U.S. and composed of Egypt, Jordan, and the Gulf states.1

When Turkey was ruled by a secular and Western-oriented government, it was ef-

fectively a “non-actor” in the MENA and never directly involved itself in the intra-re-

gional rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran. However, since the Islamic-rooted Justice

and Development Party (AKP) came to power in 2002, Turkey’s orientation and in-

volvements in the MENA have begun to change. By espousing a foreign policy based

on the principle of “zero problems with its neighbors,” Turkey has sought to nor-

malize and then improve its relations with the countries of the MENA region. More-

over, in what some analysts have described as “neo-Ottomanism,” Ankara has sought 

to regain the influence in the MENA that it had lost over a century ago. These new 

policies have perforce involved Turkey in the intra-regional rivalry between competing
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Islamic models. It has also raised deep questions about Turkey’s relations with the

West and its place in the emerging regional order. 

The first part of the article examines three models of Islamic politics—Saudi 

Arabia’s, Iran’s and Turkey’s—and analyzes them within the evolving context of the

Sunni-Shiite rivalry and Turkey’s role in MENA.. In the second part, the new wave of

political Islam now emerging in the post-Arab Spring countries are evaluated in terms

of the shifting regional alignments. This sheds light on how sectarian factors are

shaping relations between and within states in this newly emerging MENA. 

The Iranian Model

in the iranian model of islamic politics, the state derives its legitimacy from

its application of Islamic principles and from the rule of the Supreme Religious

Leader (Vali-e Faqih): the final arbiter of both what these Islamic principles are and

how they should be implemented.2 Therefore, in the Khomeinist concept of Islamic

government, the people are forced to submit to the superior authority of the clergy.3

The people’s role in the choice of their representatives consists of candidates that the

Guardian Council has pre approved after the vetting process of the Executive and 

Supervisory Board of Election. Besides this, the institutions of the Velayat-e-Faqih

constrain the powers of the president.4

The Constitution of Islamic Republic gives the Supreme Leader unlimited powers.

It empowers him to command the armed forces and Revolutionary Guard, dismiss any

elected official, counter certain parliamentary legislation, and declare war and peace.

He is subject neither to elections nor the scrutiny of elected institutions or the public;

nonetheless, he oversees all national affairs.5 The Iranian people thus delegated their

sovereignty to their Supreme Leader and to the Guardian Council.6 The constitu tion

allows the Islamic Consultative Assembly to pass laws that are not contrary to Islam.7

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran’s foreign policy and outreach in the MENA has been

based on the revolutionary vision of Ayatollah Khomeini. He believed that Western

countries had been conspiring to undermine the unity of Islam and the Muslim world

through the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent sectarian 

rivalry between Sunni-led states and Iran. The Zionist movement and the State of 

Israel were part of this foreign plan.8 For Khomeini, the existing borders of the MENA

region nation-states were created by Islam’s enemies. He attributed the Muslim 

countries’ acceptance of these borders and their self-interested behavior to their 
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adherence to “American Islam” and lack of commitment to true Islam, which was

embodied in the Islamic government of Iran.9

The Khomeinist revolutionaries have sought to reorganize the international order

in the image and spirit of their own revolution. The rulers of the Islamic Republic have

thus appointed themselves the defenders of Muslim rights, and liberating the Muslim

oppressed through an export of their revolutionary ideals has been their major aim.10

In this, the Khomeinist rhetoric and vision for creating a new, Islam-centric order in

the Middle East was deeply shaped by that of Ali Shariati, who sought to infuse Islam

with the revolutionary spirit of various “Third-Worldist” thinkers.11 Since 1979, this

Iranian rhetoric has acquired considerable traction and influence in the region, and

perhaps most especially among Shiites. Insofar as Iran has managed to portray its lead-

ership and outreach as truly pan-Islamic, and not as Shiite or Persian nationalist, it

has also acquired influence among Sunni populations. Even though Shiites are a mi-

nority within Islam, the Islamic Republic has thus emerged as a serious contender for

leadership of the Islamic Movement. In response, Sunni powers such as Saudi Arabia

have sought to stress the Shiite and Persian character of Iranian outreach. This sectar-

ian competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia began in the Persian Gulf, Pakistan

and Afghanistan, and has since expanded to many other parts of the Islamic world.12

The Saudi Model 

saudi arabia’s islamic order combines a monarchy with an ultraconservative

implementation of Sharia law rooted in Wahhabi teachings. Under this regime, an

act of protest against the monarchy is sinful; Wahhabi doctrine requires that Mus-

lims submit to their rulers.13 As Saudi Arabia’s dominant faith, Wahhabi Islam stands

for the revival of practices from the early period of Islam and for the authority of 

revivalists like Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab as the sole qualified interpreters of Islamic

scripture. These revivalists oppose what they perceive as the historical and “local” 

deviations from Islam as it was originally revealed.14 The Wahhabis claim that they are

the true believers and champions of Islam; they perceive Orthodox Sunni Muslims, 

including those represented by the four schools of Islamic jurisprudence (Hanafi,

Shafi’i, Maliki and Hanbali) as living in a state of pre-Islamic paganism (jahiliyya).15

Wahhabism’s first adherents thus accused Orthodox Sunni Muslims who were living

under the Ottoman Caliphate of bid’a (innovation) and kufr (nonbelief). All Shiites

were also branded as kufr and rafida (rejectionists) by Abd al-Wahhab.16
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The Saudi monarchy sustains its domestic legitimacy by portraying itself as the

leader of the Islamic faithful. The survival of the House of Saud, or “Al-Saud,” thus 

depends on successfully balancing competing Islamic forces within Saudi Arabia as

well as its capacity to outmaneuver competing Islamic trends in the region.17

After Ayatollah Khomeini’s revolution in Iran in 1979, Wahhabi clerics in Saudi

Arabia demanded greater power and influence over the kingdom’s domestic and ex-

ternal affairs. The monarchy eventually responded by granting religious leaders wide

sway over every aspect of Saudi life. Moreover, in order to thwart the regional spread

of Iranian influence and revolutionary Shiite Islamism, the Saudi King began to 

aggres sively export Wahhabi Islamism around the Islamic world through Islamic 

colleges, centers, mosques, and schools, and international organizations such as 

the Muslim World League, the World Assembly of Muslim Youth, the International 

Islamic Relief Organization, and various royal charities such as the Popular Com-

mittee for Assisting the Palestinian Mujahedeen.18

The fatwas issued by Saudi-aligned and neo-Salafist scholars generally reflect 

Wahhabism’s well-known puritanism and intolerance as well as its opposition to

revolution, popular government and elections. They also reflect deep hostility to Iran

and to Shiism. Taken together, they reveal what Al-Saud most wants, that is, to pro-

tect its monarchical rule and to increase its sphere of influence around the MENA

against alternative Islamic models. 

However, the Saudi-backed Wahhabi Islamist universe has served as the ideological

background out of which the salafi-jihadist movement has emerged.19 As a result of

this, the Saudi regime has faced a basic tension between its need to counter Iranian

influence in the region and its need to counter the jihadist threat. The Saudi regime’s

promotion of Wahabbi Islamism has also created conflict between it and the United

States, which is the monarchy’s principal protector. Moreover, the U.S. has also pres-

sured Saudi Arabia to require Palestinian organizations to make peace with Israel. But

this has been difficult for the monarchy to do both because of strong domestic sup-

port for the anti-Israel struggle and also because of the monarchy’s felt-need to com-

pete with Iran, which is widely perceived as a champion of Palestinian aspirations.20

The neo-Salafist movement poses a threat not only to Iran and to the West but also

to mainstream Islamic movements and competing Sunni Islamist movements, such

as the Muslim Brotherhood. Neo-Salafist scholars have stridently opposed what they

see as the spread of “Western democracy” in the MENA, and the rise to power of the

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Tunisia via elections has created enormous con-

troversy within the movement. It has given rise to a new form of “political Salafism”

which has sought to compete with the Muslim Brotherhood and to effectively

“Salafize” and coopt it. 
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Meanwhile, the Brotherhood’s now decades-old feud with salafist-jihadism has also

been exacerbated.21 The Muslim Brotherhood is condemned as “corrupt sellouts that

place temporal power and comfort over the call of God” by the Salafi-jihadists whereas

Salafi-jihadists are described as “extremist fanatics that commit atrocities against 

fellow Muslims and irrationally condemn the society around them” by the Muslim

Brotherhood.22

The Turkish Model 

mustafa kemal ataturk, the founder of the republic of turkey, transformed

post-Ottoman Turkey into a modern, Western and secular state that rejected what it

perceived as its backward and repressive Islamic past.23 With the abolition of the

Caliphate in Turkey in 1924, the position of nominal spiritual leader of the whole

Sunni Muslim world was eliminated.24 Ataturk and his supporters saw Westerniza-

tion as a form of modernization and self-strengthening, and not as a form of cultural

emulation.25 Alawites in Turkey supported Ataturk’s secularist ideology because they

believed sectarian discrimination against them would be minimized under a secular

political system that did not establish Sunni Islam as the state religion.26

While the Kemalist state outlawed traditional Sufi orders, they have nonetheless

survived as important religious networks. The Naksibendi and the Kadiri orders

(tarikats) that are most active today have acquired influence through business and 

political networks.27 The first Islamic parties of Turkey—the National Order Party 

Milli Nizam Partisi) and the National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi)—were 

established through support of the master of the Naksibendi Khalidi tarikat, Sheikh

Mehmet Zahit Kotku. Many Naksibendi also joined the Motherland Party of Turgut

Ozal. During Ozal’s administration (1983-1989), various Naksibendi religious orders,

the political National View (Milli Gorus) movement of Necmettin Erbakan, and the

Hizmet movement inspired by the teachings of Fethullah Gulen all contended with

one another over the proper role of Islam in society.28

During this period (1983-1993), the influence of the reformist Hizmet movement,

which has its roots in the Nurculuk movement of Said Nursi (1873-1960), grew con-

siderably. The founding father of Hizmet, Fethullah Gulen, teaches that the time of

the “jihad of the sword” is now over. Now is the era of the “jihad of the word,” which

calls for the reconciliation of science and rationalism with Islam.29 Gulen’s teachings

attach great importance to Muslim involvement in public life, in business, and on us-

ing Islamic networks to promote harmony among Islam, Christianity, and Juda ism.30
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The Hizmet movement’s worldview thus contrasts sharply with Wahhab ism, and the

former does not divide the world into dar al-harb (abode of war) and dar-al Islam (abode

of Islam). Instead, Gulen teaches that one must serve the world continually because

it is dar al-Hizmet, or an abode of service to humanity for the sake of God.31

Two of Turkey’s traditionalist Islamic parties, the Welfare Party and Virtue Party of

National View (Milli Gorus), were banned respectively in 1998 and 2001. A group of

traditionalists from these parties led by Necmettin Erbakan and Recai Kutan opposed

any serious change in the approach or policy of Turkish political Islam.32 Many re-

formists, including Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Abdullah Gul, argued that the party

needed to rethink its approach to democracy, human rights and relations with the

West.33 This latter camp also opposed Erbakan’s authoritarian leadership, and called

for greater inner-party democracy.34 The resulting need for a reformist-dominated 

Islamic party that would bring together both some “traditionalist” and “reformist”

Muslim orientations ultimately led to the establishment of the AKP. 35

While Kemalists have eyed the Hizmet movement with deep suspicion, Hizmet

members argue their movement does not seek to overturn Turkey’s secular order. 

Instead, they emphasize what they see as the “Ottoman model” of pluralism, and the

importance of developing democracy and commerce.36 Many have argued that the

Hizmet movement and the AKP seek to replace the Kemalist model of secularism with

a new one that would make more room for religion and democracy without estab-

lishing an Islamic state.37

This perhaps helps to explain Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s statement in

Cairo after the uprisings: “I hope there will be a secular state in Egypt.”38 When 

Erdo gan called on Egyptians to adopt a secular constitution and a secular state, he was

urging them to adopt “Islamic secularism.” Erdogan, rejects defining AKP in religious

terms and calls the AKP agenda “conservative democracy.” The AKP’s electoral success

and its “conservative democracy” are the result of a pious “Muslim bourgeoisie” in

Anatolia who is “more concerned about maximizing profits, creating access to inter-

 national currency markets, and ensuring political stability than about introducing 

Islamic law or creating a theocracy.”39 According to the scholar Hakan Yavuz, this is

the product of a blend of Islamic traditionalism and European Union norms, in-

cluding democracy, fundamental freedoms, human rights, and the rule of law. 40

Since AKP came to power in 2002, Turkey has been cultivating ties with pan-Islamic

Muslim Brotherhood groups, including the Egypt-based Muslim Brotherhood.41 For ex-

ample, Turkish businessmen, under the Independent Industrialists and Businessmen’s

Association (MUSIAD), have provided financial support to the Muslim Brother hood.

Moreover, the Turkish charity IHH (The Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms

and Humanitarian Relief) has also networked extensively with Muslim Brotherhood
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representatives.42 Erdogan called for intra-Muslim solidarity at a speech he made at

the MUSIAD International Fair and 16th International Business Forum on October

11, 2012.43 In this venue, the prime minister emphasized the importance of foreign aid

and humanitarian aid provided by Turkey to Muslims around the world.44 Erdogan

also stated that

we should take into consideration the advice that says Muslims are sto-

nes of a building that supports each other. This advice indicates to us

that protecting poor Muslims all around the world as well as establishing

a solidarity among Muslims in all fields primarily on trade is needed.

This new “pan-Islamic” AKP foreign policy has involved establishing and/or increasing

ties with Muslim countries through trade agreements and humanitarian aid. More-

over, a number of initiatives that Turkish business and charity networks have 

undertaken have been complementary to this stated policy.45

As Turkey’s outreach into the MENA has deepened, claims that the AKP is not com-

mitted to democracy have proliferated. In contrast to the AKP’s first two terms, the

AKP has increasingly demonstrated less interest in promoting freedom and human

rights. Now, during Erdogan’s third term—what the prime minister calls his “master”

term—many have accused the AKP’s agenda of outright authoritarianism. An in-

creasing number of people have been arrested and jailed apparently for political 

reasons and laws which infringe on personal freedoms have been enacted. This has

led to increasing criticism of the AKP. Indeed, some analysts have said “the more

power Erdogan won at the elections, the less interested he appeared in taking steps

toward freedom of expression and human rights.”46 Moreover, because of the party’s

authoritarian direction, there now appears to be increasing disagreement within the

AKP itself. 

Intra-Islamist Rivalry Before 2011

the present-day hostility between iran and saudi arabia is based mainly on

ethnic and sectarian differences that go back centuries.47 The Iranian revolution, how-

ever, exacerbated the rivalry as it took the initiative in exporting its revolution to

other Muslim countries. Iran’s aspirations to regional hegemony posed a direct threat

to Saudi Arabia’s domestic stability and its regional influence.48 Despite the fact that

Iran’s government has a clear Persian and Shiite character to it, Sunni Arab Muslims
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who want to see their own governments stand up more boldly to the West have dis-

covered much to admire in Iran’s foreign policy and its defiance of the West.49 And

since the 1979 Revolution ended the monarchy in Iran, it also led to the deterioration

of Iran’s relations with those Muslim countries still ruled by monarchies. In addition

to this, the Islamic government’s support for Shiites in the Middle East poses a threat

to those Sunni-dominated countries that have sought to suppress Shiites.50

TABLE 1.1. COUNTRIES WITH MORE THAN 100,000 SHIA MUSLIMS

Country

Iran 66-70 million 90-95%

Iraq 19 -22 million 65-70%

Turkey 7-11 million 10-15%

Yemen 8-10 million 35-40%

Afghanistan 3-4 million 10-15%

Syria 3-4 million 15-20%

Saudi Arabia 2-4 million 10-15%

Lebanon 1-2 million 45-55%

Kuwait 500,000-700,000 20-25%

Bahrain 400,000-500,000 65-75%

UAE 300,000-400,000 10%

Oman 100,000-300,000 5-10%

Qatar 100,000 10%

World Total 154-200 million 10-13%

Source: Shias include Twelvers (Ithna Asharis), Ismailis, Zaydis, Alevis and Alawites.51

Although the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran declined during the relatively

more “pragmatic” presidencies of Rafsanjani and Khatami, Iran’s foreign policy 

during the Ahmadinejad era and its nationalistic claims to be the preeminent re-

gional power have reinvigorated it. Moreover, Iran’s aggressively pro-Islamist agenda

Approximate Percentage of 
Muslim Population that is ShiaEstimated 2009 Shia Population
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has appealed to Palestinian and Arab opposition forces that have struggled against

the U.S. and Israel. This has further adversely affected Iranian relations with U.S. 

allies in the Persian Gulf..52

The Islamic Republic’s revolutionary activism has also strained Iranian-Arab 

relations since Tehran’s policy has increased Iranian influence over Shiite minority

populations in Arab countries. Rising Iranian influence over these populations con-

cerns Arab leaders53 since “most of the Shiites in this region are loyal to Iran, and not

to the countries they are living in.”54 Iran’s nuclear program is also contributing to

its deterioration in relations with Arab countries as it threatens to disrupt the exist-

ing balance of power in the Middle East.55

Economic dysfunction, political autocracy, and a general sense of “humiliation” at

the hands of Western nations has contributed to a general resurgence of political

Islam in the MENA resulting in the increased popularity of Iran and its leaders.56

Ahmadinejad’s anti-imperialist and anti-Western discourses, and his tirades against

Jerusalem during the Israeli war on Lebanon in 2006, made him more popular among

ordinary Arabs than among his own people.57 This is especially significant provided

the latent hostility between Sunni Arab states and Iran’s Shiite theocracy. 

Iran’s efforts to extend its influence into the Arab world through creating what’s

been described as a “Shiite Crescent” in the very heart of the Sunni world has esca-

lated the region’s sectarian rivalry. Sunni countries such as the Gulf States, Egypt,

and Jordan took their places in the Saudi-led regional alignment, or the “pro-West”

camp. These states were willing to work in various forms of strategic partnership with

the U.S. and also to come to terms with Israel. 

Meanwhile, other Sunni countries and forces, such as Syria, Qatar, and Hamas,

had various motivations in joining the axis of Shiite Iran, the “Resistance Camp.”

These states are unwilling to accept U.S. hegemony over the region and are anti-West-

ern in their foreign policies.58 Syria, with its pretensions as the cradle of Arab civi-

lization and of pan-Arab ideology, saw the Iranian-led axis as a framework for

enhancing its regional status. In addition, the Damascus regime was motivated by

considerations of political survival, and hoped that its alliance with Iran would pro-

vide it with some protection against the international tribunal for the assassination

of former Lebanese Prime Minister al-Hariri. Hamas, which had a few friends in the

Arab world, received increasing support from Iran. Qatar also aligned itself with the

Iranian-led Resistance Bloc and played a crucial role by initiating the pro-Iranian and

anti-Saudi oriented 2009 Doha Summit to the dismay of Saudi Arabia and Egypt. Qatar

invited Ahmadinejad to the Summit against the will of several Arab Countries. It also

called on Egypt to revoke its peace agreement with Israel and on Saudi Arabia to 

withdraw its initiative for peace with Israel.59
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Turkey Enters the Fray

ever since the akp officially abandoned turkey’s “non-actor” status in the

Middle East, the question of Turkey’s place in the emerging regional order has 

generated heated discussions. Ankara’s new approach, called “zero problems with its

neighbors,” has aimed at normalizing and improving Turkey’s relations with Syria,

Iran, and Iraq, as well as with Hamas.60 Unsurprisingly, the new policy caused a 

deterioration in Turkey’s relations with its former strategic ally Israel. The breakdown

in Turkish-Israeli relations began with Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s heated

exchange with President Shimon Peres at Davos over Turkey’s support of the Pales-

tinians following the 2008 Gaza War. It continued with the so-called “low chair crisis”

and reached its highest point with the Israeli raid on the Gaza flotilla.61 These events

contributed to the growing perception of many around the region that Turkey had

joined the Iranian-led Resistance Bloc. 

Turkey intended to play a constructive role in the region primarily through the

exercise of its “soft power.” Several factors contributed to making Turkey a “force of

attraction,” including the country’s soaring economic take off and pop culture, such

as glamorous Turkish soap operas. Turkish Islamic movements have also established

schools and built business networks throughout the region that have facilitated

Turkey’s cultural infiltration in the Arab world.62

For instance, the Hizmet movement has established schools across the Middle East.

Their activities are especially noteworthy in the Kurdish regions of northeastern Iraq

where they have opened fifteen schools and a university with the aim of “spreading

the concept of dialogue, democracy and pluralism in Kurdish communities.”63 On

the Hizmet principle that “education is a force for reducing inter-group conflict,”64 the

movement’s schools may be seen as a complement to AKP’s efforts to improve rela-

tions with the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG). This “rapprochement” is part of

a larger attempt to resolve Turkey’s now decades-old conflict with the Kurdistan

Worker’s Party (PKK).65 The movement’s schools are also located in all the Muslim

countries of the Middle East except, however, for Iran and Saudi Arabia. Yavuz ascribes

this, and, the fact that Hizmet engages in very little intra-religious dialogue with

other Islamic movements, to Turkish Islam’s Ottoman past. 66 As such, the Ottoman

legacy including its rivalry with the Safavids helps to explain the Hizmet movement’s

distance from Shia and also from those Arab societies with a strong Salafist presence.67

Ankara’s new policies in the MENA since 2002 amount to an “axis shift” and rep-

resent a break from the Western-centric policies that it pursued in the Cold War era.68
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With its new foreign policy orientation, Turkey has attempted to develop a new set

of relations with all MENA states. It shifted its foreign policy toward the Middle East

and North Africa while maintaining its ties with the West. As a result of this policy,

Turkey has played a leading role for facilitating interactions among the people of this

region by removing visa requirements, allowing purchase of real estate and estab-

lishing free trade areas and so forth. It has also attempted to play a leadership role in

mediating role in solving crises in the MENA. Thus, despite the perception that Turkey

was an emerging party in the Iran-led regional alignment, its increasing involvements

in MENA affairs has been an indication of its intention to become a regional power

in its own right. Such “neo-Ottoman” ambitions have prevented Turkey from be-

coming a part of the Resistance Camp led by Shiite Iran.

After the Uprisings

the arab spring has transformed political dynamics across the mena region,

including the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia. The Islamic Republic, for its part,

actively supported the Arab uprisings, and described them as an “Islamic Awakening”

that was inspired by the Iranian revolution and the country’s long-standing defiance

of the West. While diplomatic relations between Tehran and Cairo had broken off with

the 1979 Khomeinist Revolution, Iran’s early support for the Egyptian uprising pro-

vided it with an opportunity to re-establish relations with the country’s newly elected

Muslim Brotherhood-dominated government. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia opposed the

uprisings fearing spillover could lead to instability in the kingdom and possibly even

topple the monarchy. Subsequently, Cairo began to distance itself from Saudi Arabia

due to the kingdom’s counterrevolutionary and pro-Mubarak stance.69

As a consequence of these developments, it seemed to some that the Muslim Broth-

erhood’s rise to power would destabilize or even bring to an end the pro-Western 

regional alignment that had existed between Egypt and Saudi Arabia. For this rea-

son, Saudis began counterbalancing the Muslim Brotherhood by providing financial

support to their Islamist rivals, the Salafists, who see the Sufi-oriented Brotherhood

as religiously too syncretic and idolatrous. Many have also claimed that Saudi Arabia

and the UAE support Salafist opponents of the Muslim Brotherhood in Tunisia.70

As Iran rekindled relations with an Islamist-dominated Egypt, it appeared to some

that the two countries would form the basis for a new regional alignment.71 Such

speculations seemed increasingly unlikely, however, as Iran’s principal ally, Syria, 
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disintegrated into civil war. From August 26-31, 2012, Egyptian President Mohammed

Morsi participated in the 16th Non-Aligned Movement summit convened in Tehran. At

this meeting, Morsi voiced Egypt’s solidarity with the Syrian people “against an op-

pressive regime that has lost its legitimacy is an ethical duty and a strategic necessity.”

Morsi’s remarks and his failure to meet with Ayatollah Ali Khamenei during his visit

to Iran showed the limits of the emerging relationship between Egypt and Iran.72 More-

over Egypt’s Sunni and Shiite leaders made statements during Ahmadinejad’s Febru-

ary 5, 2013 visit to Cairo that clearly indicated that any attempt by Iran to spread its

form of Shiite Islamism in Egypt would be unacceptable. A spokesperson for Shiites in

Egypt, Bahaa Anwar, said that, “Egyptian Shiites are not calling for a religious state and

they reject the Iranian oppression of the Sunni minority in Iran.” The words of Hassan

El-Shafi’i, advisor to Ahmed el-Tayeb, the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, are also important

in this respect: “Al-Azhar would not tolerate any attempts to spread Shiism in Egypt.”73

Furthermore, President Morsi’s official visit to Saudi Arabia on July 10, 2012 indi-

cated that his government sought to balance its relations with both Iran and Saudi

Arabia.74 As Riyadh and Tehran jockey with one another for influence in Egypt, Cairo

might seek to use this to its advantage and aid its economic recovery.75

Meanwhile, the ongoing uprisings in majority-Shiite Bahrain have further esca-

lated tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Popular demonstrations in Bahrain 

demanded reform of the Sunni-dominated and Saudi-backed ruling regime. They also

called for Sunni-Shiite unity as well as an end to inequality in the enforcement of

laws governing naturalization.76 The Bahraini government, in turn, portrayed the

demonstrators as Shiite radicals backed by Iran who aimed to overthrow the regime.

The government then called on its GCC allies to help suppress the protest move-

ment.77 Saudi Arabia and the Gulf countries have since accused Iran of interfering

with Bahrain’s internal affairs by trying to stir-up Shiite unrest there. On March 14,

2011, Saudi Arabia even sent at least 1,000 troops to Bahrain to help drive out protes-

tors.78 In response, one of the leading clerics of Iran, Ayatollah Ahmad Khatami, 

accused Saudi Arabia of having committed “savage crimes” against the people of

Bahrain, and demanded that the monarchy withdraw its forces from the country.79

When the uprisings in Yemen began in January 2011, the country soon became an-

other theater for Saudi-Iranian rivalry. Iran condemned the Saudi-backed government’s

crackdown on protestors. On February 27, 2012, revolution brought the thirty-three

period of rule by Ali Abdallah Saleh to an end. Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi, who served

as vice president under Saleh, became Yemen’s new president in the February 2012

Yemeni elections. Hadi had the support of Saudi Arabia and the US, as well as the lead-

ing Islamic party, al-Islah (the Yemeni branch of the Muslim Brotherhood which Saudi

Arabia had helped to establish as an opposition party and counterweight to Saleh’s
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power.)80 Many see Hadi’s election as a continuation of the status quo: he has not won

the support of the Houthi, Southern Yemenis, and regional tribal and religious fac-

tions affiliated with al-Qaeda.81

Iran, meanwhile, has sought “to use Yemen as a pressure point against Saudi Ara-

bia and all the countries in the Arab Gulf,” by simultaneously supporting both Sunni

and Shiite activists.82 For example, Iran increased its influence over Yemeni activists

including the supporters of the southern separatist movement Herak. There are also

claims that Iran supports the Houthis, who practice a quasi-Shiite form of Islam,

against the existing government in order to weaken the position of Saudi Arabia in

Yemen. However, a Houthi spokesman, Yahya Al-Houthi has denied these claims.83

The situation in Yemen shows that the Saudi-Iranian rivalry is not strictly sectarian.

Indeed, Iran has demonstrated a capacity to reach across religious divides to work with

Sunni groups that share an anti-Saudi or anti-US agenda. According to Saudi claims,

Iran is providing covert financial support to the Sunni-Wahhabi group Ansar Al-Sharia,

an al-Qaeda affiliated militant group in Yemen. This is occurring despite the divergent

ideological agendas of the Iranian regime and the Sunni group. Tehran’s aim has been

to encourage Ansar Al-Sharia to kidnap more Saudi diplomats to force the monarchy

to comply with their demands.84 Likewise, Iran has provided support to the Taliban in

Afghanistan. It has additionally provided sanctuary to al-Qaeda’s most senior leaders,

such as Yasin al-Suri, Saif al-Adel and Abu Muhammad al-Masri.85 Not surprisingly,

Iran’s connections with the salafi-jihadist movement have evolved as the once coopera -

tive relations between al-Qaeda and Saudi Arabia have become increasingly hostile. 

When the Arab uprisings spread to Syria, Saudi Arabia changed its earlier coun-

terrevolutionary position and strongly supported regime change in Damascus.86 If

the Assad regime falls, Iran would lose not only its major Arab ally, but its connection

to Hezbollah in Lebanon. As a result of its support for anti-regime opposition groups

in Syria, Turkey became a part of this rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

A Third Pole?

the sectarian rivalry and political upheaval across the mena region has

also produced a new alignment of states with Turkey as its leader. As a majority Sunni

and democratic country, Turkey has attempted to use its “soft power” to became a role

model for post-revolutionary Arab Spring countries, particularly for Egypt and Tunisia.

This emerging alignment is therefore composed of elected Sunni Islamist governments.
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If it lasts, this new grouping of states could increasingly become known as the “Sunni

Resistance Camp” because of their generally anti-Israeli and pro-Palestinian stances as

well as the AKP government’s increasingly independent policy in the MENA. 

Moreover, Turkey’s Islamic model, described as “conservative democracy” or “Islam -

 ic secularism,” and the AKP government’s new efforts to influence the region has

made Turkey a rival of both the Saudi model of Sunni Islam and the Iranian model

of Shiite Islam. This is evident in Turkey’s new foreign policy stances. In Syria, for ex-

ample, Turkey supports Sunni Arabs against the Alawite Assad regime. Ankara has

also developed close relations with the Kurdish Regional Government (which is mostly

Sunni) while having disputes with the Shiite-dominated government in Baghdad, in-

cluding by protecting fugitive Sunni Iraqi Vice President Tariq al-Hashimi. Moreover,

Turkey has deepened its relations with Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhoods in the

Arab countries, while marginalizing the Salafis. 

Turkish officials have sought to downplay this new alignment and its role in it. For

example, Turkish Foreign Minister Davutoglu has stated, “Turkey is against all polar -

ization, in the political sense of Iranian-Arab tension or in the sense of forming an 

apparent axis.” Nonetheless, many in the region consider Turkey to be a leader in

this emerging camp of states.87

Rashid al-Ghannouchi, the leader of the al-Nahda party in Tunisia, promoted this

view of Turkey during the election campaigns of 2011. He promised voters that if his

party won then Tunisia could imitate the AKP model in Turkey and experience a sim-

ilar economic boom. He has also said that the Tunisian people consider the Turkish

ex perience with democracy a model for post-revolutionary Tunisia.88 Whether or not

Tunisia could successfully implement the AKP’s model remain to be seen. In Egypt,

however, Turkey’s role as a model is highly doubtful. A 2012 Gallup survey showed

that eleven percent of Egyptians view Turkey as a political model for Egypt, and, that

most Egyptians express skepticism toward external “models.”89 Moreover, Turkey’s

AKP government has faced strong criticism for its own democratic shortcomings. If

Turkey’s internal circumstances worsen, it may also adversely affect Turkey’s appeal

as a model.90

The sectarian rivalry and shifting alignments with the MENA have exacerbated

Iraq’s sectarian divisions. This has compelled the KRG to form better relationships

with Iraq’s non-Arab neighbors.91 Iraq’s changing internal dynamics in part explain

the growing cooperation between Turkey and the KRG.92 Prime Minister Erdogan,

however, has demonstrated the limits of this cooperation when he said that Turkey

supported the territorial integrity of Syria and opposed any changes made for or by

the Kurds. This occurred after KRG leader Masoud Barzani made an effort to bridge

the differences between Syrian Kurdish groups, unite them against the Assad regime
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and enable them to pursue more autonomy in the post-Assad era. Turkey’s reaction

is best understood as a function of Ankara’s close ties with the Syrian National Coun-

cil, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood of Syria, and its worries over the autonomy

of Syrian Kurdestan. 

The AKP launched its “Kurdish opening” initiative in 2009 in an effort to find a 

political settlement to Turkey’s longstanding internal conflict with Kurds. The 

Naksibendi Sufi order, the most influential and best organized Islamic group in the

Kurdish Region of Turkey, has been quite active and played an important role in en-

abling the AKP to increase its votes in eastern and southern cities that traditionally

voted for pro-Kurdish parties (AKP won 54 percent in 2007 vs. 27.29 percent in 2002).

This Sufi Islamic outreach thus helped to prepare the ground for Ankara’s policy

shift.93 Moreover, adherents of the Hizmet Movement have supported the idea of a

new constitution in Turkey based on citizenship that is granted on the grounds of jus

soli rather than jus sanguinis and relies on shared values, specifically Islam, rather

than ethnic origin.94 As such, these Islamic groups’ approaches to the Kurdish issue

have played an important role in shaping the AKP’s policy toward Kurds. 

The AKP has accelerated its Kurdish opening through negotiations with the PKK.

Furthermore, the Kurdish opening also serves the purpose of preventing the domino

effects of a territorial disintegration of Syria. Ankara inaugurated the Imrali Negotia-

tion Process on January 3, 2013. The KRG has since supported the effort, whereas Iran

and Iraq’s central governments have few reasons to embrace it. Although Iran officially

supports the process, some analysts claim the contrary. In a piece published in the

Jomhouri-e Eslami newspaper on April 29, 2013, Ali Rezakam (who is considered to be

close to Ali Khamenei) accused Prime Minister Erdogan of supporting the creation of

an independent Kurdish government in Iraq, in order to benefit from the KRG’s energy

resources, and to use the PKK card against both Syria and Iran.95 As such, since the 

outbreak of the Arab Spring, AKP Turkey’s original policy of “zero problems” and 

“developing relations with all Muslim states” has seemed to shift toward a policy more

focused on developing relations with mostly Sunni Muslim states and Sunni subna-

tional actors like the Kurds. 

Conclusion

islamism has become a mainstream political force in the mena region.96

in this new and increasingly Islamic political atmosphere, sectarian differences have

become powerful instruments that have the capacity to alter regional alignments and
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shape the relations that states have with one another. Traditional rivals frequently 

exploit these differences with the understanding that “my enemy’s enemy is my

friend” often for geopolitical purposes. 97 The emerging picture of the MENA region

in the post-Arab Spring era indicates that changing ideological orientations that

shape regional alliances in this region are mostly the result of sectarian differences. 

Turkey’s changing relations with the greater Middle East seems to be one of the

most important determining factors in the emerging order. However, the prospects

of Turkey’s “Islamic secularism” and “conservative democracy” serving as a model

for other states remains to be seen.98 The Turkey model faces stiff competition both

from Salafists and from Iran. The Muslim Brotherhood’s tactical alliances with

Salafists in Egypt and in Tunisia on certain major political issues contribute to the per-

ception that the Muslim Brotherhood is becoming Salafisized.99 Meanwhile, Iran has

continued its outreach and support to the Resistance Camp, as well as to the weak gov-

ernment in Baghdad. This competition among the region’s powers to advance their

own Islamic models will have enormous bearing on the future politics of the region. 
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