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ABSTRACT The literature about factors that promote growth and change pres-
ents models of diffusion that are based on societies’ attempts to learn from 
the success of other societies and adopt their models. The stepped-up pro-
tests and calls for change that led to the Arab Spring were strongly influ-
enced by Arab society’s exposure to the successes of the non-Arab Muslim 
states in the region: Turkey and Iran. In this article, we identify the fo-
cal points of the discussions about the models that the Arab world should 
adopt from Turkey and Iran, as proposed by leading public intellectuals, 
leaders, and think tanks, during the period between 2002 and 2012 prior 
to the eruption of the Arab Spring and during its first stage.
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Starting in November 2010, the Arab world experienced a comprehen-
sive and profound shock, which has been dubbed as the “Arab Spring.” 
It took various forms, ranging from revolutions that unseated powerful 

regimes and rulers who thought their hold on power was secure, to vocal pro-
tests against the existing order and calls to replace it with something new.

One of the main sources of the public protests and the desire to alter the sta-
tus quo was the Arab peoples’ comparison of their condition with their sur-
roundings –both in the world at large and in the non-Arab Muslim Middle 
East– meaning Turkey and Iran, both of which are regional powers.1 System-
atic comparisons, conducted in broadcast and print media, at academic and 
public conferences and gatherings, and even in official reports issued inside 
and outside the Arab world, juxtaposed the meager achievements of the Arab 
countries with the more substantial accomplishments of humanity at large, the 
developed countries, and neighboring countries such as Turkey and Iran.

This contrast between the puny achievements of the Arab states and society, on 
the one hand, and the impressive gains of Turkey and Iran, on the other, was 
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evident in various fields, ranging from culture, science, and society to technol-
ogy, industry, the military and defense establishment, and on to governmental 
stability, democracy, and civic life. Of all the countries in the world, Turkey 
and Iran were singled out for special attention in these comparisons. Both are 
Muslim countries that have experienced conquest, colonialism, and Western 
attempts to subdue them; as a result, a broad spectrum of those promoting 
change in the Arab world viewed these countries as objects for study and emu-
lation. In fact, the desire to register the same achievements (real or imagined) 
as Iran and Turkey was a major ingredient of the unrest in much of the Arab 
world during the Arab Spring, and this desire contributed significantly to the 
waves of protest against the existing order during the first stage of the Arab 
Spring from 2010-2012.

This article will shed light on the discourse in the Arab world about taking 
Turkey and Iran as models for emulation, and on these models’ contribution 
to the demands for change raised by diverse public figures, journalists, and 
scholars and deemed to be realistic and appropriate for the Arab world.

Theoretical Background: Diffusion as an Agent of Change

Societies’ attempts to adopt patterns, behaviors, or models that have been tried 
successfully elsewhere and are taken as models to be replicated in new settings 
or environments that differ from that in which the ideas were developed or 
tested are referred to in the literature as ‘diffusion.’ Initially, the study of diffu-
sion focused on the economic realm in general and on technological achieve-
ments in particular. The research looked at patterns of the adoption of success-
ful economic models and tried to understand the methods and approaches 
by which some successes are adopted and tailored to new societies, with the 
changes required by the specific context.2 

Later, social scientists also tried to understand the patterns of transmission of 
social and political ideas and models to societies that are unlike those in which 
they were developed and were first applied.3 The literature examines such 
transfers and adoption of ideas and models from various points of view. Some 
are based on attempts by stronger countries, in both the global and regional 
contexts, to offer disadvantaged states and societies models they can adopt. 
There are two types of models for these attempts. The first involves a ‘success-
ful’ state that employs its political, military, and cultural might to get other 
societies to adopt its practices.4 One example is the Soviet Union’s campaign 
after the Second World War to force Eastern European and neighboring Asian 
countries to adopt Communist regimes. Another example is the attempt by the 
United States to plant liberal democracy throughout the world, which culmi-
nated in the 2003 invasion of Iraq that was conducted in order to install a dem-
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ocratic government in that country, 
or efforts to impose processes of 
democratization as a means to set 
up liberal democracies in the Arab 
monarchies after the wave of terror-
ism that struck the United States at 
the start of the twenty-first century.

In tandem with these studies of 
diffusion, scholars proposed ‘soft 
power’ as a way to further the 
spread of successful models from 
one country to another. For exam-
ple, Joseph Nye5 suggested that the 
West in general and more specifically the United States should ‘market’ their 
successful models by emphasizing their global dominance and success as be-
ing a result of the economic, social, and educational models they have imple-
mented.6 In many ways, the Soviet Union after the Second World War, posi-
tioned itself as an alternative model to capitalism that third-world countries 
could adopt. Iran, too, proffered its Islamic Revolution as an idea and model to 
be copied elsewhere in the Muslim world, in light of what is presented as the 
successes of the Islamic Revolution that began in 1979.

Scholars of diffusion noted the dissemination of ideas or models from suc-
cessful cases to other places. According to Jan Teorell,7 “diffusion may occur 
through imposition or emulation.” In the first case, countries that move to-
wards democracy themselves try to promote democratization among their 
neighbors. In the case of emulation, by contrast, the driving force of diffusion 
comes from within the neighboring countries themselves. Countries follow 
the successful example of the neighbor that first installs democracy, by discov-
ering “that it can be done” and learning “how it can be done.”

Kurt Weyland8 asserts that analysis of the factors behind diffusion reveals di-
verse components, which can be sorted into two categories. First, innovations 
can be transmitted by autonomous entities; alternatively, stronger entities can 
propose innovation and force them on weaker entities. He suggested four ways 
in which diffusion works. First, it may involve outside pressure by a stronger 
or dominant entity on a weaker state. This pressure can take the form of actual 
or threatened military intervention, economic pressure, or activating support-
ers inside the target country. Second –and this is the more standard way of 
promoting ideas– groups in the target country point to achievements by more 
successful countries and societies and thereby exert ‘soft’ and moral pressure 
for the adoption of ideas that have proven successful in other contexts. In other 
words, successful countries that have tried out various models use their soft 

Diffusion entails a reasonable 
level of desire on the part of 
the adopting/receiving society/
state; in other words, the 
diffusion of ideas, models, and 
development plans requires 
a certain amount of ‘free will’ 
on the part of the receiving 
country or society
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power to market their models and ideas. Third, the weaker state/society can 
study models that might be appropriate for it. This study is carried out mainly 
by the leadership and elites who then propose that their own societies adopt 
these successful models, and the fourth mode of diffusion is a psychological 
response to failure or want. Societies that believe they have failed are apt to 
take over the experience of other countries or societies without studying them 
deeply. In such a case, the proposal to adopt another society’s model is selective 
and insufficiently grounded.

In many cases, the literature on diffusion confuses diffusion with other meth-
ods of borrowing norms or models. Vertical patterns for the transfer of ideas 
and models from more successful countries and societies to less successful 
ones by means of ‘hard’ (i.e., economic or military) or ‘soft’ power are not 
really diffusion. Diffusion entails a reasonable level of desire on the part of the 
adopting/receiving society/state; in other words, the diffusion of ideas, mod-
els, and development plans requires a certain amount of ‘free will’ on the part 
of the receiving country or society.

We argue that there are four prerequisites for diffusion to occur. First, there 
must be an asymmetry between the two societies or countries –the source of 
the ideas or models and the receiver/adopter. Second, the models or ideas must 
have a broad impact on the country or society where they are implemented. 
Third, the receiving country or society must go through a process of learn-
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ing, comprehensive or selective, and then seek to adopt the models or ideas it 
views as successful and suitable to its own circumstances. In other words, the 
receiving country/society must have a strong desire to take this step. Fourth, 
large sectors of the population of the receiving country, both among the elites 
and the public at large, must support the adoption of these ideas; that is, this 
support is not restricted to the ruler or authorities. In other words, there is a 
widespread sense of something missing and a desire to adopt others’ models, 
along with public and political legitimacy to borrow these ideas.

Turkey and Iran: Models for the Arab World

The ideas and models proposed for adoption by much of the Arab world have 
diverse sources that go back a long time. Ever since the attempt by Muhammad 
Ali in Egypt (ruled 1805-1848) to adopt development plans from Europe, par-
ticularly France, there has been a continuing process of borrowing ideas that 
were spawned outside the Arab world (or at least proposals to do so). These 
include the concept of nationalism (both ethnic and territorial), modern forms 
of political organization, and even the nature of the regimes that ruled the 
Arab world after independence. These and other ideas are European notions 
that found key promoters in the Arab world. The idea of learning from the 
experience of the West, while trying to adopt some of the models and plans 
implemented there, plays a key role in the life of Arab societies as well as in 
everyday discussions and arguments in the Arab world.

During the two decades prior to the eruption of the Arab Spring, and in light 
of the rise of Turkey and Iran as regional powers, some in the Arab world 
had come to see these countries –along with the models they have tried and 
the programs they have carried out– as models to be emulated. As we will 
see below, there is substantial evidence in the Arab world of a comprehensive 
study of the economic, social, political, and military successes of Turkey and 
Iran. There is also Western (and not only Arab) encouragement to adopt the 
Turkish model, especially when it comes to the Development Party’s (Turkish: 
Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or the AK Party) approach of integrating religion 
with democracy.9

The idea of learning from the experience of 
the West, while trying to adopt some of the 
models and plans implemented there, plays 
a key role in the life of Arab societies as well 
as in everyday discussions and arguments in 
the Arab world
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This learning project seems natural and even obvious, given the characteristics 
shared by these two countries and much of the Arab world. Generally speak-
ing, one can argue that there is a single geographical space that stretches from 
Iran in the east to Morocco in the west, with similar climatic and topographic 
features, a similar dominant culture and religion, a common history, and even 
a similar experience fighting colonialism.10 But in contrast to the Arab world, 
which has failed on many levels, Turkey and Iran are outstanding success sto-
ries, relatively speaking. Indeed, with the exception of the Gulf States that have 
been blessed with abundant oil reserves, it is hard to identify any successes 
in the Arab world, in any domain. Below we will describe the main efforts by 
Arab intellectuals and public figures to get the Arab world to adopt some of 
the models, plans, and ideas developed in Iran and Turkey in recent decades.

Based on that, the research examines the perception of Iran and Turkey among 
Arab leaders and intellectuals during the decade between 2002 and 2012. In 
the research we review reports, articles and interviews that discussed the Ira-
nian and Turkish role as a model for the Arab region in that period, and ex-
amine public opinion about the two countries. In the latter case the research 
focuses on people’s classification and perception of the two states rather than 
facts about the two states; for instance, we do not examine the level of de-
mocracy in Turkey according to international reports, rather the perception of 
Arab societies about democracy in Turkey.

Turkey as a Source of Ideas and Models

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, or “Mister One Minute,” is a talent personality endowed 
with charm and an especially impressive power to engage people. Thanks to 
his charm, many Arabs view him as a model to be emulated. Erdoğan’s decisive 
influence over the Arab and Muslim societies in the region defies description 
and explanation. Did the Arab elites –whether nationalist, liberal, or Islamist– 
contribute to the creation of the image of this leader, or is the current picture the 
result of the Arabs’ weakness and sense of humiliation? In many ways, Erdoğan 
has evolved from a Turkish phenomenon to an “Arab/Islamic phenomenon.” 
This is how Iraqi writer Fadel al-Rubai11 begins his article on Turkey’s influence 
and attraction for the Arab world. He concludes that the admiration for Turkey 
resulted from the Arab world’s dire straits and backwardness, as opposed to 
Turkish progress and power, which the Arab world so strongly desires.12

Turkish influence in the Arab world has increased during the past decade, fol-
lowing the rise of Erdoğan’s AK Party.13 The AK Party has won five parliamen-
tary elections since 2002; since then its governments have carried out both 
economic and political reforms, bridging religion and a market economy.14 
Erdoğan himself has said that Turkey and its ruling party can serve as a model 
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for the Muslim world.15 Some West-
ern leaders and scholars, too, view 
Turkey as an authentic and differ-
ent model that could challenge the 
existing order in the Middle East.16 
It is important to note that some 
scholars view Turkey as a model 
only in terms of ‘theory’ and ‘in-
tent,’ however.17 Even the Egyptian 
scholar Hassan Nafaa18 limited the 
Turkish model to a success story 
worthy of study, one that can inspire the Arab peoples at this important and 
critical time in their history –namely, the Arab Spring– but not necessarily as 
something that can be duplicated elsewhere. Other scholars, though, do sug-
gest the possibility of copying and implementing the Turkish model in Arab 
countries, as we will discuss at length below.

The idea that the Turkish model is replicable strongly penetrated Arabic public 
discourse in the immediate aftermath of the eruption of the Arab Spring in 
2011 when some researchers viewed Turkey as an inspiration for the move-
ment.19 The talk of Turkey’s role increased among Western intellectuals who 
viewed that country –a democracy with a Muslim majority– as a model and 
‘the template of our times.’20 The same discourse took place among Arab in-
tellectuals and scholars, as we will see below. A majority in the Arab world, 
among both intellectuals and the masses –although it is of course impossible 
to talk about absolute agreement– viewed Turkey as a role model for their 
countries, particularly in two areas. 

The first is the economic realm, where Turkey’s achievements have exceeded 
those of the Arab countries.21 In the decade before the Arab Spring, the AK 
Party turned Turkey’s economy around, as reflected in the sharp increase in 
the standard of living. For the sake of comparison, fifty years before the Arab 
Spring, the level of development in Egypt and Turkey was nearly identical; so 
were per capita income and population. But International Monetary Fund data 
for 2010 indicate the per capita income in Turkey to be $9,890, as compared to 
only $2,771 in Egypt. Thus a yawning gap has opened between the two coun-
tries; they continue to resemble each other only in the size of their populations. 
But it is only in the first decade of the twenty-first century that this gap has 
become painfully clear. This economic gap, combined with other factors, has 
led Egyptians to confront their dissatisfaction with the regime to the point of 
rising up against it.22

The second domain in which Turkey can serve as a template for the Arab world 
is the model of political Islam that guides the country, and its integration of 

Turkey, which is a Muslim state 
by religion, a neighbor to the 
Arab world by geography, and 
a regional power, has attracted 
the attention of the Arab world, 
especially during the past 
decade
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democratic elements with a religious outlook in a fashion suitable to a popular 
culture that views religion as an important part of life. The AK Party was care-
ful to promote moderate Islamic values through democratic decision-making 
processes; for example, the government did not ban the consumption of alco-
hol, but rather limited it by increasing taxes and regulating the sale of alcoholic 
beverages.23 At the same time, Turkey under the leadership of the AK Party 
strengthened democratic values within the political system, defying the stereo-
typical notion that an Islamist or Islam-influenced party would not abide by 
or bolster democracy. Within less than a year of taking office, the party passed 
two democratization packages that introduced long-sought changes related 
to freedom of expression, freedom of association, and civilian control of the 
military.24 Arab scholars saw that the Turkish experience was worthy of study, 
given its honest, open, and free elections, enactment of democratic reforms, 
and assertion of civilian control of the military.25

Turkey through the Eyes of the Arab Public 
According to a survey of more than 2,300 persons conducted by the Turkish 
Economic and Social Studies Foundation in July 2009, the vast majority of 
the Arabs in several leading Middle East countries see Turkey as a successful 
model and as proof that Islam and democracy can coexist. The survey found 
that 61 percent of the respondents in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, 
Syria, and Saudi Arabia viewed Turkey as a successful model of progress and 
development. For our present purposes, the survey’s most significant find-
ing is that 66 percent of respondents agreed that ‘Turkey can be a model for 
Arab countries’ and a similar percentage view Turkey as ‘a successful example 
of the coherence between Islam and democracy.’ The fact that even in Saudi 
Arabia 55 percent of the respondents felt that Turkey could serve as a model 
demonstrates the strength of this belief. The Turkish experience of democracy 
is viewed as a success by people in all eight of the countries in which the study 
was conducted; Turkey is seen as representing a good synthesis of religion and 
democracy. The same survey demonstrates the importance that Arab respon-
dents attach to economic issues; in fact, they rank economic issues as being of 
the greatest concern in their own countries, as contrasted with Turkey, which 
enjoys strong economic growth.26

There are various reasons for seeing the Turkish model as an attractive par-
adigm, one of which is Islamic identity. Some 15 percent of the respondents 
noted Turkey’s ‘Islamic identity’ as the main reason they were impressed by 
the Turkish model; others mentioned the country’s democratic government, 
economy, and defense of Palestinian and Muslim rights as reasons to view the 
Turkish model favorably.27 71 percent of the respondents to the Turkish insti-
tute’s survey believed that Turkey’s influence in the region had increased in 
recent years. The survey also suggested that Turkey heads the list of preferred 
tourist destinations. Turkish influence was further apparent in the fact that 78 
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percent of respondents had seen at least one Turkish 
film. All of these factors indicate that Turkey enjoys 
strong influence in the region.28

It is also possible to assess Turkey’s influence in the 
Arab world from the responses to a question asked 
of a representative sample of respondents in five 
Arab countries by a University of Maryland study 
in 2010. The question, which was part of a larger 
survey, reflected Turkey’s importance for Arabs. The 
survey asked, ‘Looking at the international reac-
tion to the events in the Arab world in the past few 
months, which two countries do you believe played 
the most constructive role?’ Turkey received fully 50 
percent of the vote, followed by a long list of other 
world powers.29 This demonstrates the Arab world’s sense of Turkish influence, 
a result of Turkey’s status and the positive view of the country. In the same 
survey, Turkey’s then Prime Minister Erdoğan was the most admired world 
leader, with 22 percent of the support, far outstripping the runners-up, who 
received only 13 percent and 14 percent, respectively.30

Turkey as a Model: Economic Achievements, Democracy and Religion-State Relations
Economic development, democracy, the status of political Islam, and the coun-
try’s growing military might have made Turkey a source of inspiration for Ar-
abic speakers throughout the Middle East.31 Turkey, which is a Muslim state by 
religion, a neighbor to the Arab world by geography, and a regional power, has 
attracted the attention of the Arab world, especially during the past decade. 
Moreover, the peoples of the Middle East see it as a prime example worthy of 
emulation; this is not just the opinion of Erdoğan, who said that Turkey has 
become a model being emulated in various countries in the Muslim world,32 
but also of other leaders, scholars, and politicians in Arab countries, especially 
Islamists.33

Rachid Ghannouchi, the leading Tunisian theologian, chairman of the En-
nahda movement, and one of the most prominent ideologues of political Islam 
in the Arab world, observed, “Turkey is a true democratic model that can be 
emulated in order to establish a state that combines Islamic values with those 
of modern democracy.”34 Ghannouchi praised Turkey’s adoption of demo-
cratic values while showing respect for Islam as a step that could be duplicated 
in the Arab world, including Tunisia.35 He noted the importance of Turkey’s 
economic growth, which he saw as another brilliant element that must be in-
corporated into the Tunisian model and which could serve as a model for the 
entire Arab world. He added, “Turkey is not a model only for Tunisia but for all 
Arabs, because of the supreme importance it has attached to economic devel-

The Turkish economic 
model is better suited 
to the Arab world than 
models from other 
countries, because 
Turkey is closer to the 
Arab world than the 
West
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opment, the war against corruption, 
an independent judiciary, and con-
trol of the military, and not ignor-
ing the public’s desires and expecta-
tions. This has made Turkey a good 
example and model for the Tunisian 
and Arab peoples.”36

The Turkish economy and the gov-
ernmental policy that spurred its 
growth have created a model that 

several scholars and politicians have proposed duplicating in Arab countries. 
UN reports and other studies about Arab states have noted to the sorry state of 
the free market and employment there, despite the increase in the number of 
those with higher education.37

In a Majallat al-Iqtisadiat interview, Abd-ElkhalekTohamy, a Moroccan econ-
omist, said explicitly that the Turkish economic model, which led to unprece-
dented growth, is brilliant and worthy of replication.38 By turning the country 
into the world’s fifteenth-largest economy in terms of GDP, the Turkish eco-
nomic model excited the Arab world.39 The Turkish economic model is better 
suited to the Arab world than models from other countries, because Turkey is 
closer to the Arab world than the West; it is difficult to see how the latter could 
serve as a realistic model for the Arabs. The economic progress and growth 
sought by Arab countries exists in Turkey, which is closer to them in terms of 
geography, population, culture, economy, and shared history than the West 
is. All this suggests that the Arab countries should take Turkey as their eco-
nomic model.40 Besides providing an economic model, Turkey has also played 
a significant role in the political sphere and become a political model as well, 
especially in terms of democracy and stability.41 

The importance of the Turkish political model goes beyond the Arab public. 
In 2010 –before the Arab Spring– Syrian President Assad said that the Turkish 
model was important for the region. He also talked about the popular and 
political movement in the Arab world, and especially in Syria, towards rap-
prochement and stronger ties between the Turkish and Syrian peoples, who 
are close, in geographic terms and religious affiliation. All of this was possible, 
he said, because the regime enjoyed legitimacy, was committed to the people’s 
demands, and, by liberating the country from the international agenda, was 
free to act in accordance with the people’s wishes.42

The main political reform in Turkey, which could serve as a model for Arab 
countries, is the amendment of the constitution and restriction of the military’s 
role in political life and in the state in general. According to Fahmi Huwaidi, 

The main political reform in 
Turkey, which could serve as a 
model for Arab countries, is the 
amendment of the constitution 
and restriction of the military’s 
role in political life and in the 
state in general
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reining in the military can promote democracy and the state; that is exactly 
what Egypt can learn from the Turkish model.43 The comparison that scholars 
draw between Turkey and Egypt, for example, demonstrates Turkish superi-
ority in a variety of fields and emphasizes the political model it offers. Bashir 
Abdel Fattah44 listed several laudable steps taken by the Turkish government 
under Erdoğan, such as the new Turkish constitution, which is seen as more 
democratic and respectful of the country’s political and cultural pluralism, as 
well as the reform of the Constitutional Court, so that it now resembles its 
counterparts in EU countries. With regard to the relations between the state 
and the military, he noted that “Erdoğan traveled a long road to limit the role 
of the Turkish military, [which he did thanks to] support from the West and 
some liberal elements, as well as some generals’ understanding of the Turk-
ish condition.”45According to Abdel Fattah, the AK Party did not raise con-
troversial issues such as identity, secularism, head coverings, and the status of 
the military at first. Instead, it began by notching economic achievements and 
growth, which generated the overwhelming public support that later helped 
it stare down its rivals and tackle more controversial issues. The Egyptian 
Freedom and Justice Party, by contrast, did not enjoy the same support.46 This 
comparison by an Egyptian scholar reflects the favorable attitude towards the 
Turkish model and the need for Arab countries to adopt it.

Abdel Fattah reaches the conclusion that the political sophistication and in-
tellectual flexibility of the AK Party in Turkey far exceeds that of the Egyptian 
Freedom and Justice Party.47 The fact that this comparison was articulated by 
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a liberal Egyptian intellectual re-
flects the value that the Arab world 
attaches to the Turkish model; Arab 
intellectuals juxtapose the Turk-
ish model with Arab regimes and 
see it as one to be copied or at least 
learned from. This is because Tur-
key, as mentioned above, is close 
to the Arab sphere, both culturally 
and politically.48

Other Arab politicians view Turkey as representing the enlightened side of 
Islam. That, at least, is the claim of Khaled Mashal, chairman of the Hamas 
Political Bureau, who added that Erdoğan is a leader not only in Turkey but 
throughout the Muslim world.49 The Arab world sees the AK Party as an Is-
lamic party, despite its platform and insistence that it is secular. Indeed, it is 
impossible to ignore that the party’s leaders over the past decade have been af-
filiated with a strong Islamic tradition and are among the founders of political 
Islam in the country. This, in fact, is how the Turkish people view them. As a 
result, Arabs –and especially Islamists– build on the Turkish experience; they 
want it to succeed and are happy to see it prosper.50

An additional lesson from the Turkish elections and the Turkish model is the 
strong role that Turks accord to religious observance, belief, and identity, de-
spite the history of the preceding decades. Given a democratic franchise, as in 
Turkey, the Arabs too would elect parties that espouse political Islam. Thus, 
Turkey embodies the desires of the Arabs who cannot exercise this right in 
their own countries because of the nature of the regime.51

Iraqi scholar Rabia al-Hafez emphasizes that the Arab public’s way of think-
ing has changed in recent years. After a decade of political catastrophes, they 
have begun thinking outside their immediate geographical surroundings and 
are trying to learn from others’ successes in order to overcome their own do-
mestic crises. They prefer a model of a country whose values suit them and 
enjoy their support. Al-Hafez cites Turkey as an example and suggests that 
its aptness as a model derives from the fact that the Turkish political system 
combines Islamic integrity with an effective administration, with no attention 
to race or ethnic origin. In this way, the state becomes an umbrella that cov-
ers the entire community. This is the situation that the Arabs seek but do not 
currently enjoy, because of the political environment that has no mechanisms 
for reform.52

On the other hand, when it comes to the status of religion in the country, 
various groups view the Turkish model in different ways, yet nevertheless, all 
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admire Turkey. Islamists see the AK Party as an Islamic party whose leaders 
will continue to hush this up until they have totally eliminated the military 
and the militant secularists –at which point the party will publicly declare 
its embrace of Islam. Another group that supports the Turkish model is for-
merly affiliated with Islamist movements who later decided that they could 
not support the slogans of a sharia state. They have been trying to confront a 
new reality that supports the limited expression of religion –so that the state 
is run without bringing religion into every matter. The third group is Arab 
secularists who take the Turkish model as an example they can hold up to 
Islamic movements of a secular Muslim state in which political parties with 
an Islamic background take part in elections but do not implement Islam in 
the political arena.53

In conclusion, over the past decade, the Arab world has come to take Turkey 
as a model. Syrian journalist Faisal al-Kasim believes that this model is a good 
one, concluding: “In short, Erdoğan’s party is the perfect one for Arabs to join 
on the ethnic, economic, and democratic levels.”54

From Inspiration to Attempts at Implementation
During the first stage of the Arab Spring, in which old regimes were toppled 
and replaced with new ones in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya (2010-2012), several 
attempts were made to borrow from the Turkish example. Some countries 
were better set up than others to learn from or implement the model of a flour-
ishing country like Turkey.55 It makes good sense for Islamic parties that have 
acceded to power in other democratic countries to try to copy the Turkish 
model.56 Reformists in the Middle East, too, can point to and emulate Turkey 
as a model for democracy.57

Moncef Marzouki, the left wing nationalist who became president of Tunisia 
after the Arab Spring, said during a visit to Turkey that his country wanted 
to learn from and enjoy the Turkish experience, and had the wherewithal to 
do so. He added that he hoped Turkey would not be stingy in providing his 
country with its expertise and experience.58 Similar sentiments were voiced by 
Rachid Ghannouchi, the chairman of the Ennahda Islamic party in Tunisia, 
who promised that his party would emulate the AK Party when it took power.59 
Study of and inspiration by the Turkish model was not limited to speeches; it 
was expressed in several agreements –especially on economic issues– between 
the Turkish and Tunisian governments, as well as in visits to Tunisia by Turkish 
business people. In addition to emulating Turkey on the economic front, the 
Tunisians also wanted to learn from the Turkish model of democratic govern-
ment.60 The Turkish health care system won plaudits, too; the Tunisian Minister 
of Health emphasized the value of studying the Turkish experience in that field. 
He referred to Turkey as a successful experiment and proposed that the two 
countries launch mechanisms for collaboration in areas such as health insur-
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ance, organ transplants, cardiac sur-
gery, pharmaceuticals, and health 
care infrastructure. He also noted 
the existence of health care agree-
ments between the two countries.61

In Egypt, the study of the Turkish 
model began only a few months af-
ter the revolution; the Freedom and 

Justice Party (the political arm of the Muslim Brotherhood) consulted with 
Turkish investors in Cairo, who also served as advisors to the Egyptian govern-
ment, in order to learn and benefit from Turkish experience in waste recycling 
and energy, street sanitation, and traffic management.62

After the presidential elections and the Freedom and Justice Party’s victory 
in the Egyptian parliamentary elections, the party, which had been tapped to 
form the new government, sent Deputy General Guide Khairat el-Shater to 
Turkey at the head of a team to learn details of the system set up by the AK 
Party, especially in terms of economic issues. The team was to learn from the 
Turkish experience before the Egyptian party formed its first government. The 
trip was meant to be only the first leg of a continuing tour to learn from coun-
tries with successful governments.63

Former Egyptian president Morsi himself visited Turkey in order to study the 
Turkish Islamists’ model and experience and take home economic lessons. 
Egyptian businessman Hassan Malek, a Brotherhood member who accompa-
nied Morsi, said that Egypt could learn a great deal from Turkey with regard 
to commerce and industry –especially clothing manufacture and electronics.64

Other ministers and members of parliament, too, visited Turkey to study the 
Turkish model. The Egyptian Minister of Infrastructure met with the mayor 
of İstanbul to discuss water and sewage treatment.65 The Shura Council –the 
now-abolished second chamber of the Egyptian parliament– sent a delegation 
to Turkey to study options for developing local government and the decentral-
ization of power. The Egyptian committee indeed presented a proposal, based 
on its findings, to enshrine the role of local government in the new Egyptian 
constitution.66 Finally, we must note that it was not only Islamic movements 
that were inspired by the Turkish model; so were other political streams and 
many of the young people behind the revolution.67

In conclusion, it is clear that besides its echoes in the discourse on three basic 
domains –economic achievements, political reforms, and religion-state rela-
tions– the emulation of the Turkish model passed to the implementation stage 
in a number of countries and societies.

Although we cannot overlook 
the fact that some segments 
of Arab society view Iran as an 
enemy, the country has several 
features that have made it a 
paradigm for others
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Iran as a Model for Emulation in the Arab World

Iran is another Middle Eastern country that has served as a model and 
inspiration for many in the Arab world. Several factors have turned Iran 
into a regional power and role model. Although we cannot overlook the fact 
that some segments of Arab society view Iran as an enemy, the country has 
several features that have made it a paradigm for others. “Iran is a model 
we should emulate,” said the Lebanese foreign minister at the Non-Aligned 
summit in 2012, and added that Iran is a living example of a country that is 
developing on all fronts and enjoys full independence.68 This view of Iran 
stems from the fact that Iran and the Arab world see themselves in the same 
boat and facing a common enemy.69 This ‘boat’ exists, according to Jordanian 
writer Thaher Amr,70 because the commonalities between the Iranians and 
Arabs are far greater than what divides them. They share an Islamic culture 
and civilization and confront the ‘Zionist enemy’; the differences between 
Arabs and Iranians are less important than what separates both of them from 
Israel.

In another part of the Arab world, the speaker of the Sudanese National As-
sembly, Ahmed Ibrahim al-Tahir, said that his country takes Iran as its Islamic 
model. Sudan, in turn, suggests that other countries in the region take Iran 
as a model. Al-Tahir went on to say that the countries that experienced the 
‘Islamic Spring’ (by which he meant the Arab Spring) should learn from the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.71 He was also excited by the strength and solidarity 
of the Iranian leadership, which prevented political chaos and an international 
embargo on Iran.72

The Iranian model analyzed here is primarily that of Khomeini’s 1979 Islamic 
Revolution. From the outset, this model fascinated the Arab world, especially 
the Islamists, including the Islamic Jihad and other Sunni movements like the 
Muslim Brotherhood, who were stimulated by the slogans of the Islamic Rev-
olution in Iran.73 In fact, the model of political Islam represented by Iran and 
the Khomeini revolution was what stirred all of the Islamic movements into 
life.74

The Iranian model manifested in the Islamic Revolution led Arab Islamists 
to hope that it could serve as a useful and general Islamic model that could 
withstand the hegemonic Western model.75 Some Islamists were attracted to 
the Iranian Revolution, primarily in its early years, in order to learn from it 
as a realistic and optimum model, inasmuch as post-revolution Iran was the 
only true Muslim country.76 Leaders of the international Islamic movement 
like Hassan al-Turabi saw the Iranian model as worth learning from.77 Rachid 
Ghannouchi went so far as to say that the Iranian Revolution was “the greatest 
earthquake that shook the Islamic world in the twentieth century...”78
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Arab Public Opinion about Iran
The data from the 2010 survey that was conducted at Maryland University 
among 3,000 citizens in several Arab countries (Egypt, UAE, Morocco, Leb-
anon, and Jordan) showed that they supported the Iranian position that the 
country has a right to develop a nuclear program. The 64 percent support and 
25 percent opposition shows that most Arabs view Iran’s nuclear program pos-
itively, even though 52 percent assume that it is military in nature and only 33 
percent believe the Iranian claim that it is meant solely for peaceful purposes. 
The Arabs’ view of Iran as positive (or at least non-threatening) is evident from 
the same survey. When respondents were asked which two countries posed 
the greatest threat to them, only 18 percent chose Iran, and 71 percent Israel. 
The same survey revealed admiration for former Iranian Prime Minister Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad, who came second after Erdoğan as the most-admired 
leader in the region. The fact that Ahmadinejad was cited by 13 percent of the 
respondents (22 percent named Erdoğan) reflects the positive opinion of the 
Iranian leadership.79

Elements and Traits Admired in Iran: Technological Achievements, Military Power  
and Leadership
There are a number of reasons why Iran became an inspiration for the Arab 
world in the period before the eruption of the Arab Spring: its assertion of 
Islamic might, military power, and technological progress, its opposition to 
Israel, and its dedicated and responsible leadership. As we will see below, these 
qualities are what Arabs and Muslims want from their leaders and what Iran 
has managed to accomplish, in stark contrast to the Arab states’ failures.80 

It is important to note that not all of the Arab world takes Iran as a model, 
given that many Arabs do not see eye-to-eye with Iran on various issues. 
Nonetheless, Iran has some qualities that make it an appealing model and in-
spiration, given the Arab states’ weakness, which has permitted Iran to achieve 
a dominant position in the region.81 But not only the Arabs’ failure led to the 
positive view of Iran; according to Kassem,82 Iran wins respect for its success 
on several fronts. It is impossible to indict Iran for its national project; instead, 
the Iranian method should be admired and studied, especially in the military 
domain and the development of a military and nuclear infrastructure that has 
attracted the attention of the entire world. This is in addition to the regular ci-
vilian industry that has been built up by the Iranians themselves, the end result 
being a strong and independent country, in contrast to the Arab states. Kassem 
adds that the Arabs need to employ the same strategies, based on power and 
planning. They also need to emulate the Iranian’s laudable patience and per-
sistence in construction and planning.83

Some Arabs see post-1979 Iran as the Arabs’ greatest ally against the increas-
ing foreign threats in the region –first and foremost the threat posed by Israel, 
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which is supported by the United States and by the 
West in general. Some Arabs believe that the Islamic 
Republic of Iran is a gift sent by Allah to stand by 
them in their historic crisis, a crisis manifested in 
the pressure that Israel and the United States exert 
on them, as well as in the Arabs’ misery under lead-
ers who have retreated from their nationalist poli-
cies. Iran today is perceived as the major military 
power that can be depended on in future conflicts 
with Israel and American and Western policies in 
the region. Many Arabs view Iran as continuing in 
the path of the Arab nationalists who resisted the 
colonial project.84

Thus Iran, especially because it encourages and sup-
ports Arab groups and movements and supplies 
them with arms, is viewed as a model for the strug-
gle against colonialism and occupation, and has 
accordingly become a source of inspiration for the 
Arab resistance.85 Many do not see it as meddling 
in the internal affairs of Arab states or infringing on their sovereignty, but as 
strengthening the resistance and serving Arab interests.86 Khaled Mashal, the 
head of the Hamas political bureau, has said that Iran provides a model for 
all the peoples of the world in its resistance and overcoming of challenges. He 
approvingly noted Iran’s support for the Palestinians and its resistance to the 
West.87

According to the liberal Syrian intellectual Burhan Ghalioun, the Syrian re-
gime, which has had a strategic alliance with Iran for more than 30 years, sees 
that country in a positive light. So do some opposition groups of the political 
elite, Islamists, the nationalist left, and large swaths of public opinion.88 Iran’s 
military might and fierce hostility towards Israel amplify its favorable image as 
a leader in the resistance to Israel and supporter of the Palestinians, in lieu of 
the militarily inferior Arab states.89

Iran’s military and technological successes inspire other countries. It has de-
veloped long-range missiles, enriched uranium to 20 percent, and operated 
the Bushehr nuclear reactor –all things that the Arabs have not done and for 
which Iran should be esteemed.90 According to a former senior inspector for 
the International Atomic Energy Agency, Yusri Abu Shadi, Iran’s construction 
of a thousand-megawatt nuclear reactor –nothing comparable exists in any 
Arab country– highlights its technological prowess and is the type of proj-
ect that Arab countries should emulate –especially because they need to find 
alternative sources of energy, as Iran has done.91 Iran knows that it cannot 
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have a strong economy if it fails to ensure energy diversity; as such, it can be 
considered a model for strategic planning in domestic and foreign affairs, as 
well as crisis management and response.92 Iran’s technological and industrial 
successes go beyond the military to other areas where it can inspire other 
countries.

In addition to its own military might and technological advances, Iran arms 
the Palestinian resistance organizations, which consequently feel that, in the 
words of Hamas leader Mahmoud al-Zahar, the Arab countries should copy 
Iran’s example of aiding the Palestinian resistance.93 Iran has also supported 
the Lebanese resistance (i.e., Hezbollah), which has fought against Israel for 
more than three decades and won popular support in the process. Israel’s 
withdrawal from southern Lebanon in 2000 is considered to be a great victory 
for Hezbollah, the Arabs, and Iran, the organization’s chief sponsor. Lebanese 
writer Marwah Abu Muhammad entitled her article to mark the anniversary 
of the Israeli withdrawal ‘Iran Won!’ and evaluated the Iranian role in Israel’s 
expulsion from southern Lebanon.94

The Iranian leadership, which has propelled the Islamic Republic forward, 
also engendered great excitement among some in the Arab world. As a former 
leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, Kamal Helbawy, told an interviewer, “I am 
strongly impressed by the Iranian leadership, especially Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei and President Ahmadinejad, because I have not found any Arab 
‘leader’ anywhere in the world with their integrity. They are heroes, coura-

Three energy 
companies from 

Russia, Turkey and 
Iran, the latter 

two considered 
as examples from 
most Arab states, 
signed a contract 

worth $7 billion 
in 2017.

AA Photo



2018 Sprıng 241

DIFFUSION IN THE ARAB WORLD: TURKEY AND IRAN AS MODELS OF EMULATION ON THE EVE OF THE ‘ARAB SPRING’

geous and honest, devoted to the 
Palestinian cause and helping oth-
ers while aiding guerrilla move-
ments. It is enough that they want 
to free the occupied land from the 
Zionist entity; it suffices to say that 
during the revolution they gave the 
Zionist embassy to the Palestinians 
after they expelled the ambassador. 
This could happen in Egypt; we’re 
praying.”95

Iraqi writer Omar Dhahir supports 
this notion, saying that Iran, as the 
only Islamic and Shiite state, enjoys emotional and ideological support that 
other Arab countries do not. This support comes primarily from Shiite Mus-
lims but also from millions of other Muslims who respect Iran’s independence 
and its leaders’ dedication. Muslims and Arabs also esteem Iran’s sincere op-
position to Israel.96

Iran is perceived as combining Islam and social values with democracy and 
free elections, and as a nation that is aware of its surroundings.97 Finally, the 
Iranian leadership itself views the Iranian republic as the model of democracy 
that should be copied by other countries in the region; according to Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, it is the local model that the rest of the re-
gion should learn from.98

From Inspiration to Implementation
The Iranian model has spawned serious study and attempts at implementation 
by some Arabs –but to a lesser extent than the Turkish model. The latter is 
more accepted and tends to be viewed more positively –especially after the first 
stage of the Arab Spring (2010-2012)– as a result of the negative perception 
of recent Iranian positions and because of the sectarian divide.99 But there are 
some who take the Iranian model as worthy of emulation and continue to try 
to learn from it. As noted above, the Iranian model was especially successful 
with regard to the country’s military might and nuclear program. The Arab 
world will not emulate this last element of the Iranian model –at least not 
openly– because of the sensitivity of this issue for the international commu-
nity. No countries are currently learning from or copying Iran on the nuclear 
front –at least not in public view.

However, former Egyptian president Mohamed Morsi declared that his coun-
try would use nuclear energy to generate electricity.100 Egyptian scholars have 
suggested that Morsi wanted to copy the Iranian model and that the Iranians 

In conclusion, we see that in 
the case of Iran, which was 
primarily a source of inspiration 
in the military field, technology 
and resilience, there has 
been less of a tendency for 
its influence on the Arabs to 
transition from ideology to 
implementation
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offered to help him develop a nu-
clear program.101 It is important to 
note, though, that Israel took a very 
dim view of Morsi’s declaration, 
seeing it the same way it sees Iran’s 
nuclear program.102

In the other hand statements by 
Hisham Bastawisy, the former 

vice-president of the Egyptian Court of Cassation, indicate that Morsi was 
planning to study and implement the Iranian model of religion-state relations 
and institute an electoral democracy along the lines of the Iranian model –
meaning that only Islamic parties would be allowed to run. Some, though, 
believe that Morsi was opposed to the Iranian plans for the region and wanted 
to increase Sunni power and head the Sunni bloc.103

Iran’s conduct of its negotiations with the West and to some extent the lead-
ership’s intransigence are also taken as a model for emulation in the Arab 
world. For example, Mohsen Abu Ramadan believes that the Palestinians must 
learn how to negotiate and record victories in their struggle with the Israelis; 
namely, they need to achieve superiority and the influence and power that will 
give them a negotiating edge –just as the Iranians did in their negotiations with 
the West.104

Iran is viewed favorably in the domains of energy, transportation, and even 
hygiene –the very areas in which Egypt and other Arab countries have much to 
learn.105 Thus, the Iranian model has also gained hold in industry and agricul-
ture; for example, Sudan tried to copy Iran’s lead in meat production. To that 
end, Iran and Sudan are working together; the Sudanese Agriculture Ministry 
and Iranian entrepreneurs are collaborating to improve the Sudanese market 
and learn from Iranian experience in agriculture and animal husbandry.106 The 
collaboration between the two countries extends to other realms as well. Sev-
eral economic agreements have been signed, and Iran has indicated its willing-
ness to help Sudan with problems such as desertification. There have also been 
several military cooperation pacts which allow Sudan to benefit from Iranian 
military advances, especially missiles. All of this reflects a positive view of the 
Iranian model and a desire to implement it.107

Although the Gulf States’ relations with Iran remain tense, some have tried to 
learn from its experience. Thus, the Omani Minister of Heritage and Culture 
noted the importance of the Iranian model and experience in preserving her-
itage and culture. The two countries signed an agreement for Oman to send 
experts to Iran to study research methods and techniques for preserving and 
documenting national heritage sites and antiquities.108

These successes are attractive 
because Iran and Turkey are 
Islamic and Middle Eastern 
countries and thus very close to 
the social realities of the Arab 
world
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Iran has been subjected to several rounds of sanctions imposed by the rest of 
the world because of its nuclear program, and has learned to live with these 
restrictions (mostly economic). Here too it can serve as a model. For example, 
Russia submitted an official request to learn from Iran’s experience in dealing 
with sanctions, in the wake of the sanctions that targeted Russian leaders.109 
In the same vein of economic management during a crisis, an Egyptian expert 
studied the Iranian model of financial support to the different social classes. 
This is what Iran has managed to do, and, according to the expert, what Egypt 
must do as well.110

In conclusion, we see that in the case of Iran, which was primarily a source 
of inspiration in the military field, technology and resilience, there has been 
less of a tendency for its influence on the Arabs to transition from ideology to 
implementation. This is largely because of the difficulty in implementing the 
Iranian nuclear program and the international community’s unwillingness to 
allow other countries to go nuclear. But there are other fields in which Iran is a 
source of inspiration; in those areas, various countries and groups in the Arab 
world have proposed implementing the Iranian model, as noted above.

Discussion and Conclusion

The willingness of some elements in the Arab world to adopt ideas that have 
been successfully implemented in various societies in Europe is not a new phe-
nomenon. The initiatives for these emulation projects came from leaders who 
wanted to make their societies more western; these included Muhammad Ali 
and his descendants in Egypt and the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II, as well 
as social activists and intellectuals who launched processes based on their per-
sonal experiences in the West or their study of the West’s successes from afar.

In recent years, we have seen both the public and elites calling for Arab society 
to learn from the West and adopt some of its achievements to improve their 
situation. But we have also witnessed a clear trend of public advocacy to em-
ulate the successful models of non-Arab Muslim countries. Turkey and Iran 
stand out as the most important magnets in this regard. During the past two 
decades, the Arab world has conducted a wide-ranging discussion of Turkey’s 
and Iran’s achievements and has recognized a need to learn from their experi-
ence and copy their successes. These successes are attractive because Iran and 
Turkey are Islamic and Middle Eastern countries and thus very close to the 
social realities of the Arab world.

In addition, the relationship between Turkey and Iran, on the one hand, and 
the Arab world, on the other, exemplifies the four prerequisites for diffusion to 
take place. First, there is an asymmetry between Iran and Turkey, and the Arab 
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world. The two countries’ achieve-
ments are impressive on an objec-
tive scale –and even more so when 
compared to the Arab world, where 
the achievements are more modest 
and failure has been more common 
than success. Second, the models 
or ideas that many Arabs believe 
should be copied from Turkey or 
Iran have a broad and comprehen-
sive effect on their societies. A close 
look at the economic, social, and 

structural successes in Turkey and Iran shows that they encompass the totality 
of each society. Third, the call in the Arab world to adopt parts of the success-
ful Turkish and Iranian models is based on a study of these successes and the 
conviction that the situations in Turkey and Iran, on the one hand, and the 
Arab world, on the other, are analogous, so that it would certainly be possible 
for the latter to emulate or adopt the Iranian and Turkish experience in spe-
cific areas. Fourth, there is broad support in large sections of the Arab world 
–both among the masses and the elites– for adopting the successful models 
from Turkey and Iran. In other words, the idea of learning from these two 
success stories enjoys the broad public support and is not just the pet project 
of regimes and rulers.

During the years before the eruption of the Arab Spring, especially following 
the rise to power by Erdoğan in 2002, and the intensification of western pres-
sure against Iran under the shadow of its nuclear project, many Arabs among 
the public as well as the elites expressed a high level of admiration for the Turk-
ish and Iranian experience and these countries’ successes in different domains. 
This growing admiration was accompanied by a clear call by Arab elites and 
activists to emulate and adapt different aspects of achievements by Turkey and 
Iran into the Arab world.

Our main theoretical and analytical lessons in this article are reflected in the 
following points: 

First, emulation of and the learning process from successful cases is not lim-
ited to leaders, elites and activists. In the age of mass communication and so-
cial media, it is also related to the public’s awareness of the gaps between them 
and surrounding successful cases. Second, the accelerated level of diffusion is 
a major source of unrest in weak societies, i.e. diffusion and demands for emu-
lation help explain the unrest and revolutionary mood among the Arab public 
during the Arab Spring. Third, diffusion, by nature, is related to the willingness 
of the weak and less successful to learn from the strong and successful; still, 

The failed regime-change 
process in parts of the Arab 
world and the slowdown in 
the wave known as the Arab 
Spring has led to a decrease 
in motivation and in the 
discussion of the need for the 
Arabs to copy Turkey and Iran
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the learning process is a selective one, and related to perceptions of success, 
something that was clear as part of our analysis. Turkey and Iran are sources of 
a learning process and emulation in different aspects of life, rather than com-
prehensive models on all fronts. Fourth, diffusion is not a process of learning 
from the west only; regional powers, Iran and Turkey in our case, are a major 
source of diffusion and emulation in the Arab world.

The call to emulate aspects of success from Turkey and Iran enhanced the 
level of unrest in the Arab world and cultivated the ground for public protest 
in several Arab societies during the Arab Spring, and was part of the pub-
lic agenda of the newly elected regimes in Tunisia and Egypt during the first 
phase of the Arab Spring, i.e. until the military coup against Mohamed Morsi 
in July 2013. 

Recently, the failed regime-change process in parts of the Arab world and the 
slowdown in the wave known as the Arab Spring has led to a decrease in moti-
vation and in the discussion of the need for the Arabs to copy Turkey and Iran. 
Nonetheless, there is still broad support for this idea. A new surge in its favor 
could constitute a major element of the public discourse in the Arab world if 
the countries’ stability permits it in the future. 
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