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ABSTRACT Following the Arab Spring, all the nations in the Middle East started
to pursue a phase of regional softness after a protracted era of strife and
rivalry. In many areas of the Middle East, the normalization agenda is be-
ing implemented in a coordinated manner based on specific concerns. For
a number of reasons, Tiirkiye has emerged as both a participant in the
brand-new normalization process in the Middle East and as a nation mak-
ing an effort to regulate it. This research article attempts to elaborate on the
dynamics of the normalization process ushered in by the Arab Spring and
Tiirkiyes role in spearheading this process with projected outcomes aimed
at long term stability in the region. Overall, the pursuit of normalization is
encouraging but not without flaws due to the persistence of ideological dif-
ferences and conflicts of interest among regional actors and between major
international powers.
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Making Sense of the “Post-American” Middle East amid Normalization

that aggressively compete with each other. Whereas many countries, in-

cluding Syria, Libya, Yemen, and Iraq, evolved into weak players in a state
of civil war, new axes of polarization emerged among the leading players —the
Gulf, Israel, Egypt, Iran, and Tiirkiye- as a result of that process. As such, the
current level of polarization exceeds the level that the United States” invasion
of Iraq introduced to the region in 2003. That chapter entailed the creation of
an anti-democratic political domain, which resulted in a crackdown on pop-
ular demands, militarized ongoing conflicts by transforming them into civil
wars, and caused the dominance of a reverse geopolitical wave that favored
the status quo and authoritarian regimes. One of the most striking examples
of that trend was Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s bloody coup in Egypt in 2013, which
prevented elected governments from forming a new axis in the region.' Later,
the regionwide polarization between the Gulf and Iran, which dates back to
1979, emerged anew in the form of proxy wars. At the same time, polarization
arose between the Gulf, Qatar, and Tiirkiye.

The Arab revolts dragged the Middle Eastern nations into separate camps

Itis possible to argue that the Trump Administration’s Middle East policy (2016-
2020) —which involved maximum pressure on Iran, strong support of Israel,
and an attempt to unite the Gulf around a single axis— deepened both kinds of
polarization. The impact of the Trump Administration, which facilitated rap-
prochement between Israel and the Gulf/Arab states, encouraged some coun-
tries to try and reshape the region. As those attempts at a new blueprint evolved
into intense efforts to wear down opponents, the Gulf experienced tensions with
Tiirkiye and Qatar, while countries like Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, and Tiirkiye
engaged in more fierce competition regarding questions of national security. As
the Arab states were ideologically divided and thus weakened, Iran and Tiirkiye
—two major players in the region- were compelled to concentrate on the Syrian
crisis, which would continue for a long time. Meanwhile, competition between
Saudi Arabia and Iran over the civil war in Yemen pushed the Gulf closer to
Israel. That process, in turn, gave rise to the argument that Israel benefited most
from the period of intense polarization in the aftermath of the Arab revolts.

While the tensions between various countries in the region, which were rooted
in fierce competition, peaked in 2017 with the Qatar blockade,” Joe Biden’s
election victory in the U.S. encouraged the Middle Eastern states to make a new
strategic assessment. The normalization process between Israel and the Arab
states, which had been expedited by the Abraham Accords during Trump’s
presidency, remained on track, as three new normalization trends emerged
in the region. Accordingly, the Gulf and Qatar, the Gulf and Tiirkiye, and the
Gulf and Iran tended to rely on diplomacy to end their disputes and manage
existing crises.
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In this regard, “security on the ba- The normalization process

sis of fierce competition” has been
giving way to “linking security con- between Israel and the Arab

cerns to new pursuits of issue-based ~ States, which had been

cooperation” in the Middle East. X i he Abraham
One could also argue that the mul- e ped ted byt e Abraha

tidimensional normalization at- Accords during Trump’s
tempts are rooted in a “post-Amer-  presidency, remained on track,

ican” realignment paradigm across three n normalization
the region. Indeed, Washington’s as ee new no alizatio

reduced interest in the region, cou- trends emerged in the region
pled with Russia and China’s grow-

ing influence and the toll that competition has taken on the regional powers,

have rendered new strategic assessments inevitable. In this sense, normaliza-

tion attempts have emerged as the most important factor shaping the region’s
geopolitical atmosphere in the short and medium terms.

Although it is impossible to predict the future course of this period of normal-
ization due to persisting problems linked to the Arab revolts and traditional
sources of instability, it goes without saying that a new regional architecture
is in the making, which deserves some thought. It remains unclear what the
distinguishing features of this new order will be and what exactly that means
for the Middle Eastern political order.

Tiirkiye, in turn, has emerged as part of this new process of normalization
and as a country that attempts to manage that process for a variety of reasons.
After all, it is directly or indirectly involved in the distinct yet interrelated
normalization processes that lay the groundwork for a new regional situa-
tion. That new state of affairs adds the idea of a new geopolitical consensus
to Tiirkiye’s long-standing list of defense and security-oriented foreign policy
parameters.

The Main Reasons behind Normalization

The primary reason behind the regionwide normalization process in the Mid-
dle East is the changing nature of the U.S. engagement with the region, which
began during the Trump Presidency and has continued under the Biden Ad-
ministration. Essentially, Tiirkiye and the rest of the regional players have
made normalization attempts due to the direct and indirect reduction of U.S.
involvement in the region. Indeed, the U.S. role and its military presence,
which amounted to a security umbrella, and which peaked around the inva-
sion of Iraq, has significantly decreased compared to the past.’ Whereas great
powers like Russia and China appear to have most clearly benefited from the
U.S. withdrawal, the truth is that the medium powers, too, are attempting to
chart a new course in sync with that process.
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Despite abandoning Saudi In truth, Washingtons reduced in-

. . fluence over the region dates back
1/
Arabia and UAE amid Yemen’s to a choice that the Obama Admin-

civil war and pursuing a hew istration made and by which the

nuclear deal with Iran, the U.S. Trump and Biden Administrations
! have abided. It is a widely held belief

has not totally lost its interest  ,;,on¢ the American people and the

in the security of the Gulf American elite that the U.S. interven-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan have

failed. Keeping in mind that both Democratic and Republican U.S. presidents
campaigned on withdrawing from the Middle East, it is possible to conclude
that Washington won'’t revisit that decision. Indeed, the Asia-Pacific region
remains at the top of the U.S. list of priorities. That does not mean, however,
that the U.S. will ignore the delivery of hydrocarbon resources or the question
of Israel’s security. At the same time, the U.S. has resorted to a comprehen-
sive project of “delegating responsibility” in the region. Instead of engaging in
costly interventions in the Middle East, Washington has adopted a strategy of
power projection and course-setting through its allies in the region.* Israel, the
Gulf, Jordan, and Egypt are among those allies. In this regard, Washington’s
support for the Abraham Accords between Israel and the Gulf as a model of-
fers insights into its new policy toward the region. At this point, it appears that
Washington is implementing a policy of deeper, more nuanced engagement
with those nations with which it shares a common vision while retreating from
the region. In other words, the U.S. withdrawal from the region is merely par-
tial. Despite abandoning Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
amid Yemen’s civil war and pursuing a new nuclear deal with Iran, the U.S.
has not totally lost its interest in the security of the Gulf. The presence of U.S.
military bases across the Gulf attests to that fact. Again, the United States is
inclined to maintain a military presence in those regions it perceives as low
cost, as evident in its insistence on collaborating with the People’s Protection
Forces (YPG), a component of the terrorist organization Kurdish Workers’
Party (PKK), in Syria. Due to Israel’s concerns over Irans growing influence
and operations, it is possible that the United States will maintain an interest in
the region —albeit in different ways. The level of that interest, however, appears
to be too low to satisfy the perceived U.S. allies in the region, including Israel,
the Gulf, and Tiirkiye. That dissatisfaction, in turn, encourages the regional
powers to pursue normalization and engage in issue-based cooperation to en-
sure their national security. Whereas the Chinese presence in the region is
considered likely to increase, it remains unclear how Russia will position itself
in the aftermath of the war in Ukraine.

The second driving force behind regionwide normalization is that the regional
powers have become aware of the limits of their alliances with the great powers,
as well as the shortcomings of their own ambitious power projections. The pro-
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cess of change, which the Arab revolts entailed, compelled the regional powers
in the Middle East to engage in a challenging struggle to manage that process.
Counting on their alliance with the U.S. and Israel, the Gulf states attempted to
ensure that the new regional order would uphold the status quo, be anti-Iran
and contain Tiirkiye. Those efforts, which could be described as the pursuit of
a “regional design,” included weakening Iran in Lebanon and Yemen, where it
posed a direct threat, rebuilding the Assad regime in Syria, forcing Palestine
to reach a settlement with Israel, containing Tiirkiye with various instruments,
and slowing down Gulf adversaries such as Qatar through economic and even
military methods.

Yet the Gulf states, which engaged in such pursuits during the Trump’s presi-
dency, could not reach their goals. Iran’s resistance, Tiirkiye’s combination of
hard power and diplomatic activism, the Gulf’s insufficient capacity, and the
lack of consistency between Trumpss strategy and the claims meant that the at-
tempt to reshape the region achieved nothing more than deepening the chaos.’

The failure of those projects, which the regional powers implemented in coop-
eration with the great powers, led them to reposition themselves to reconcile,
cement their gains and strengthen their security and defense sectors. Whereas
almost all nations have prepared for or assessed realignment, the UAE and
Tiirkiye have been the leading players on that front. Having made those gen-
eral points, it would be useful to inspect each of the four normalization pro-
cesses more closely.

This study first analyzes the period of “polarization and design efforts” that
laid the groundwork for normalization trends in the region. Second, it points
out that the pursuit of normalization occurred due to the regional powers re-
alizing the limits of their own power against the backdrop of changes in the
international system and the new U.S. administration’s policy choices. Third,
it assesses the four distinct normalization processes in the region. The fourth
point will be to analyze Tiirkiye’s path to normalization and the current state of
that endeavor. Last but not least, it focuses on the problems with and the limits
of regional normalization, and what lies ahead in light of the Russian invasion
of Ukraine.

Anatomy of Four Normalization Attempts

It is possible to argue that there are four normalization attempts underway in
the Middle East —each with its own dynamics and processes. The Abraham Ac-
cords, which were shaped by the Trump Administration’s policy toward Iran
and Israel, represent the first such attempt. Originally designed to establish an
American-backed pact between the Gulf states and Israel to oppose Iran, the
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Accords went further. Indeed, the relevant agreements amounted to a radical
shift in the Arab states’ long-standing anti-Israel and pro-Palestinian policies.

As the regional competition that emerged out of the Arab revolts encouraged
the Arab states to focus on their security issues, the international system shifted
away from a situation where Israel could be pressured into implementing a
two-state solution in Palestine. Moreover, Trump’s decision to move the U.S.
Embassy to Jerusalem and to raise the issue of the Deal of the Century (albeit
without success) further reduced the importance Arab leaders attached to the
Palestinian question.® At this point, the Israeli government developed its rela-
tions with the UAE and Bahrain as well as Sudan and Morocco, which got on
board at a later point in time. Meanwhile, it is no secret that Saudi Arabia and
Egypt, as the region’s primary players, are among the de facto supporters of the
process to constrain Iran.’” It is obvious that the harsh sanctions Trump im-
posed on Tehran in line with his administration’s “maximum pressure” policy
upon withdrawing from the nuclear deal did not yield results. Tehran refused
to quit, and Trump ended up losing the election. Consequently, the Gulf states
opted to de-escalate tensions in their bilateral relations with Iran.®

The second normalization process —often described as “intra-Gulf normal-
ization’- originated in al-Ula Summit. That process relates to the end of
the blockade that Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain had imposed on Qa-
tar, which reached its peak in 2017. The Turkish support to Qatar, which
amounted to preventing a coup détat in Doha, led to the blockaders giving up
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on their severe demands. Partly due to  \While normalization with

the changing circumstances in the re- . .
gion, it was possible for both sides to Saudi Arabia is expeCted to

reach an agreement without looking gain momentum in the near

like victors or losers. Qatar’s autono- future Turklye approaches
mous and exceptional position within !

the Gulf thus landed on a permanent its rapprOChement with Israel

footing and came to be viewed as ale- much more cautiously
gitimate position by other countries in

the region. It would be difficult, however, to argue that the crisis of confidence
between Qatar and the other Gulf states, which is rooted in the blockade, has
ended or that the pre-blockade status quo has been restored.

Another important normalization process, which is quite relevant to the Gulf
region, remains underway between Iran and the Gulf —albeit more cautiously.
Since Iran views the Persian Gulf as a “Persian” Gulf, it seeks to position itself
as the obvious leader there.” Countries like Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bah-
rain (which pushed for an “Arab” Gulf) consider the Iranian influence a grave
threat. Despite persisting tensions, there are notable signs that the situation
continues to de-escalate. Indeed, Riyadh and Tehran have already launched
exploratory talks. Meanwhile, the UAE, as the most pragmatic Gulf state, has
revived a functional relationship with Iran at a senior level.°

The final normalization process in question has been pioneered by Ankara.
Since early 2021, Tiirkiye has pursued comprehensive yet cautious normal-
ization with the UAE, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt, with which it has ex-
perienced major tensions in recent years. That process, which has occurred
on a bilateral basis, has led to significant progress with the UAE in terms of
cooperation regarding investments and the defense industry. At the same time,
high-level visits have taken place with Saudi Arabia and Israel as a reflection of
the commitment to start a new chapter in bilateral relations. By contrast, the
normalization process between Tiirkiye and Egypt has yet to go beyond meet-
ings among intelligence and security officials. While normalization with Saudi
Arabia is expected to gain momentum in the near future, Tiirkiye approaches
its rapprochement with Israel much more cautiously. Specifically, the govern-
ment of Naftali Bennett is threatened by a comeback from the former Prime
Minister, Benjamin Netanyahu. At the same time, the actions of far-right Jew-
ish groups regarding Jerusalem, the al-Agsa Mosque, and Palestinian rights
render the process between Tel Avivand Ankara more fragile."

Although those four normalization processes, which were molded by a variety
of factors, face the risk of suspension or derailment, there is reason to believe
that they will stay on track. After all, the regional powers assess that normal-
ization serves their interests in the new international geopolitical environment
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The al-Ula Summit may have in which the U.S. strategic priorities in

ded t . bet the Middle East have changed and the
eénded tensions between global power struggle is gaining mo-

the Gulf states, but it mentum. At a time when the Russian

also confirmed that their attempt to invade Ukraine has revived
the discourse of the ‘cold war’ and the

differences over policy were <-4 world war anew, it is possible to
permanent think that attempts to repair bilateral
relations shall take place on a clearer
strategic basis. Indeed, Tiirkiye appears to have charted a new course for di-
plomacy due to reduced threats in its military and security perceptions, as the
other regional powers seem eager to become part of the geopolitical momen-
tum caused by Tiirkiye’s changing regional role. However, one cannot disre-
gard the fact that the conflicting aspects of those four-normalization process
could still create a new atmosphere of competition.

The Course of Normalization Experiments

The four normalization experiments in the region follow different courses. The
first process involves Israel and the Arab countries and originated in the Abra-
ham Accords," which have notably shaped the region’s political discourse for
the last three years. That process, which was backed by Trump, Netanyahu,
and the UAE, has already evolved into comprehensive cooperation between
the Gulf and Israel. It is possible to see that the Abraham Accords, which were
originally depicted as anti-Iran, represent a region wide change that won’t stop
there. Instead, it is about making public the long-standing, secret relationship
between the Gulf states and Israel and establishing a platform for cooperation.
At the same time, those agreements ostensibly give the upper hand to the UAE
and Israel in terms of their regional ambitions. The Abraham Accords, which
improved Israel’s bilateral relations with the Arab parties, appear to have un-
dermined the causes of Palestine and Jerusalem vis- a-vis the Arab people.
Indeed, the Accords, which did not prevent Israel’s establishment of new set-
tlements, did not entail any benefits for the Palestinians."” Again, that process
not only strengthened Israel vis- a-vis Iran; those agreements, which helped
Tel Aviv break its isolation in the region, ironically made an indirect impact on
the slow progress of normalization between Israel and Tiirkiye.

The second normalization process in the Middle East has been taking place
within the Gulf Cooperation Council.'"* The main developments in the Gulf
include Qatar’s shift away from an attempt to reshape the region around Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, its support for political forces that were inspired by the
spirit of the Arab Spring, and its decision to improve its relations with coun-
tries like Iran and Tiirkiye. However, the Gulf’s “traditional” powers punished
Qatar for pursuing an “alternative foreign policy” through the 2017 blockade.

That country, however, foiled a coup attempt with Turkish support, rendering
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the blockade effectively meaningless, as the partial U.S. withdrawal from the
region encouraged the Gulf states to start cooperating once more."

In the end, the al-Ula Summit of 2021 marked the conclusion of four years
of crisis in the Gulf. Accordingly, Saudi Arabia and the UAE essentially made
peace with Qatar’s pursuit of a different foreign policy and conceded that the
Gulf could no longer promote a singular worldview or foreign policy projec-
tion. The friendly photos of Sheikh Tamim, the Emir of Qatar, and the Saudi
crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, the lifting of a ban on Qatar-funded
news channels like Al Jazeera in the Gulf, and the restoration of al-Ula process.'¢

Notwithstanding these developments, the relationship between Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, and the UAE would best be described as a “cold peace.” After all, Riyadh,
Abu Dhabi, and Doha approach the Middle East with different worldviews and
policy choices. Indeed, the al-Ula Summit may have ended tensions between the
Gulf states, but it also confirmed that their differences over policy were perma-
nent. That the Gulf states no longer have a common vision for the region is man-
ifested by the disagreements between Saudi Arabia and the UAE over the situa-
tion in Yemen. Likewise, the UAE spearheaded the Abraham Accords (in which
Saudi Arabia was not involved) and Qatar preserves its unique position. Even
though the intra-Gulf competition is currently confined within normalization,
the situation that preceded the Qatar blockade has not been restored. Keeping in
mind the Gulf states’ ever-growing human capital, diversifying economic port-
folios, and increasingly ambitious foreign policy goals, one would conclude that
the ‘normalized’ Gulf region is in an ideal position for competition.

The third normalization process in the region continues between Iran and
Saudi Arabia, which suspended their diplomatic relations in 2016, when an at-
tack on the Saudi Embassy in Tehran'” took place in response to the execution
of a Shiite cleric in the Kingdom, causing a rupture in bilateral relations. Over
the last six years, Riyadh and Tehran (which pursued different policies after the
Arab Spring anyway) have been involved in a cold war with an impact on var-
ious conflicts across the region. It is possible to identify Syria, Iraq, Lebanon,
and Yemen as the main sites of competition through proxies. Obviously, the
most serious power struggle remains underway in Yemen. Indeed, both gov-
ernments make an effort to ensure the survival of their respective worldview
and keep their sectarian identity alive in such areas of competition. On occa-
sion, the competition through proxies ends up targeting one of the sponsor
countries. Cross-border attacks by the Iran-controlled Houthi groups against
Saudi Arabia from Yemen immediately come to mind."®

From Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy perspective, Iran represents a very serious
question of regime security that is difficult to address. Tehran’s post-1979 pur-
suit of expansionist goals under its ‘resistance policy; its attempts to export its
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regime and revolution to other countries and its establishment of a large net-
work of armed groups for that purpose pose a critical challenge to Riyadh. The
existence of a Shia minority in Saudi Arabia and that the Saudis keep stumbling
on Iran in places like Yemen and Lebanon (where they want greater influence)
are among the main factors that inform Riyadh’s foreign policy universe. As
such, Saudi Arabia strongly supported the Trump Administration’s decision to
withdraw from the Iran nuclear deal and its adoption of the ‘maximum pres-
sure’ policy. The Kingdom viewed that approach as an opportunity to isolate
Iran in the international arena and to actively combat Iranian expansionism.
That is how the relevant nations formed an alliance around the now-famous
orb that was established during Trump’s first obroad visit as the U.S. president.

That alliance morphed into an attempt to reshape the region to contain Iran,
as a priority, and, to some degree, Tiirkiye. Yet Trump’s sanctions against Iran
failed to yield results. Furthermore, the Biden Administration’s arrival in 2020
compelled Saudi Arabia and those Gulf states with which it collaborated to re-
vise their policy of escalation with Iran. The following year, Iraq hosted a series
of meetings between Iranian and Saudi officials for the purpose of establishing
a framework for normalization.”” Even though those talks have yet to yield re-
sults, the two governments are actually talking to each other signals that their
foreign policy development process has changed. Indeed, the United States,
which partly withdrew from the region, and Joe Biden, who keeps Saudi Arabia
at arm’s length due to the murder of Jamal Khashoggi, appear to have left Ri-
yadh alone in its efforts to counter Iran’s influence. That new state of affairs ap-
parently encouraged the Kingdom and the UAE to pursue normalization with
Tiirkiye and Iran alike. It is likely that Iran will take fresh steps to strengthen its
regional influence if it successfully signs a nuclear deal with the Biden Admin-
istration. Iran’s attempts to fill the power vacuum that Russia left behind in Syria
due to the war in Ukraine with its Shia militias attest to that fact.”

Saudi Arabia, which does not wish to confront Iran without U.S. security guar-
antees, aims to bolster its defense industry by cooperating with Tiirkiye. It also
seeks to de-escalate tensions over the civil war in Yemen by repairing its rela-
tions with Iran. Nevertheless, the ideological, cultural, and sectarian aspects
of the competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran continue to impose certain
limits on the normalization process. As such, it seems realistic to expect nor-
malization between Tehran and Riyadh to be slow and fragile.

Tiirkiye’s Path to Normalization

Among the normalization trends in the Middle East, the last one, specifi-
cally Tirkiye’s pursuit of normalization with the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Israel,
and Egypt has been the most comprehensive and the most influential over
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the other processes. The Turkish policy Tﬁrkiye’s recent miIitary

of normalization represents an attempt o eze e .
to turn over a fresh leaf in bilateral rela- activities in the Middle East,

tions with multiple states. Since some of the Gulf, the Red Sea, and

the problems that the post-Arab Spring the Eastern Mediterranean
policies created for countries in the re-

gion have since disappeared, and other supported, rather than
problems have created a new status quo, yndermined, its dip|omatic

the normalization talks between Tiirkiye fforts amid normalization
and the relevant nations did not require eftorts ami ormalizatio

any party to leave aside their respective

national interests. Quite the contrary, it was enough for those players to make
new strategic assessments about their circumstances and to conclude that they
could just go down that path to consolidate their national interests. Tiirkiye’s
recent military activities in the Middle East, the Gulf, the Red Sea, and the
Eastern Mediterranean supported, rather than undermined, its diplomatic ef-
forts amid normalization.

In this regard, Tiirkiye adopted a policy of hard power as well as a policy of
normalization in an attempt to respond to emerging power vacuums in its
neighborhoods. In other words, those changes in policy were not informed
by ideological pursuits.” Instead, they aimed to cope with certain threats, in-
cluding the refugee wave, terrorism, and proxy wars, and represented policy
choices that took into consideration the changing priorities of the time and the
relevant players. Indeed, during the Arab Spring, Tiirkiye threw its weight be-
hind elected politicians to oppose the military coup in Egypt. Yet the country’s
rhetorical critique of the coup never evolved into a policy akin to “democracy
promotion.” Likewise, Tiirkiye was the last country to intervene in Syria in
2016, despite having dealt with problems like terrorism and refugee waves for
some time. The purpose of that intervention was to eliminate the PKK-YPG’s
“terror corridor” and to establish a safe zone for Syrian refugees.

Tiirkiye’s national interests, which are pursued in a multi-dimensional setting,
are far too complex and dynamic to be reduced to any specific ideological pref-
erence or bloc. Countries like Russia became aware of that fact and have suc-
cessfully worked with Tiirkiye despite strategic disagreements.

Another factor that has encouraged the countries in the region to consider nor-
malization with Tiirkiye is the progress of that country’s defense industry —spe-
cifically armed unmanned aerial vehicles (aka drones)- and its resulting success
in theaters like Syria, Libya, Karabakh, and Ukraine. Having experienced the
negative impact of fierce competition with Ankara, the region’s governments
came to require Turkish assistance to beef up their defense and ensure their
safety from Iran, with which the U.S. aims to conclude a nuclear deal.
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Itis possible to argue that President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s leader-

o 1 e . . to-leader diplomacy also plays a crucial
Turklye and Saudi Arabia role in Tiirkiye’s management of the nor-

ended up needing each malization process. His leadership was key

other more to promote to starting that process on the back of in-
telligence-to-intelligence talks, determin-

Stability in the Middle East ing its scope and setting its pace. Another
and create a new order important point is that Tiirkiye’s normal-

. . ization attempts focus on repairing bilat-
fOIIOWIng the partlal Us. eral relations rather than acting as part of

withdrawal from the region a pact or other collective entity.

That repair process undoubtedly paid off quickest with the UAE. That process,
which could be analyzed as normalization at the top level, achieved a high
level of clarity thanks to the proposed solutions, as the process of repair was
completed within a short period of time.*> Due to a visit by Mohammed bin
Zayed, then crown prince of the UAE, to Ankara on November 24, 2021, and
President Erdogan’s February 14-15, 2022 visit to Abu Dhabi, the Tiirkiye-UAE
normalization process appears to have made significant progress. In addition
to their trade relations, which remained relatively unharmed amid tensions,
political cooperation and security/military coordination have been among
the main components of Tiirkiye-UAE relations. Having left behind escalation
and competition in the aftermath of the Arab revolts, the two nations adopted
a flexible and pragmatic approach to foreign policymaking and made a firm
commitment to repairing their relationship, —-which caught the attention of all
the other players.

It remains to be seen how the quick recovery of Tiirkiyes bilateral relations
with the UAE will impact their approaches to the problems in the broader
Middle East; it goes without saying that the two nations will continue to have
different takes on regional issues. Nevertheless, they are inclined to avoid con-
frontation and to work together in places like Libya, Syria, and the Horn of
Africa, where they used to compete. In other words, Ankara and Abu Dhabi
not only repaired their bilateral relations but also cleared the path to new part-
nership opportunities in many strategically important areas. As a result of nor-
malization, the perspectives of both nations on the Horn of Africa and Libya
have already tended to align.

Another country that Tiirkiye included in its normalization agenda through
leader-to-leader diplomacy is Israel. Israeli President Isaac Herzog’s visit to An-
kara on March 9, 2022, marked the beginning of a new chapter in bilateral rela-
tions, characterized by de-escalation, after more than a decade. During Turkish
Foreign Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu’s visit to Israel and Palestine on May 24-
25, 2022, the two governments agreed on gradual normalization.”® Both An-
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kara and Tel Aviv continue to make an effort to ensure that the normalization

process, in which the Israeli side engages cautiously due to domestic political
concerns, proves resilient. It would seem that the two nations have agreed to
identify their differences, require the involvement of their leaders for crisis
management and adopt an approach that would not jeopardize their relations
with third parties. A case in point involves the tensions Israel made the Pal-
estinians experience during Ramadan 2022 over the al-Agsa Mosque. During
that period, President Erdogan spoke with his counterpart, President Herzog,
to end the violence. That incident both put the Turkish-Israeli normalization
process to the test and demonstrated that Erdogan is pursuing normalization
with Israel without necessarily disregarding Tiirkiye's policy toward Palestine. **

Indeed, Ankara supports Palestine independently of the normalization process.
Furthermore, the Turkish government endorses a two-state solution, criticizes
Israel’s policy regarding the settlements, and remains vocal about the status
of Jerusalem and the al-Aqsa Mosque. It requests that the rights of Palestin-
ians, who were forcibly removed from their homes in Jerusalem’s Sheikh Jarrah
neighborhood last summer, to be protected. It is obvious that crisis manage-
ment, together with an active and positive agenda, is needed to ensure that
tensions related to the Palestinian question do not hinder the normalization
process. Meanwhile, Israel chooses not to weaken its relationship with Greece
against the backdrop of normalization with Tiirkiye. Nonetheless, it is possible
to identify the following developments as facilitating normalization: the end
of Tiirkiye’s exclusion from the Eastern Mediterranean, Washington’s decision

2022 SPRING 173



[XAi(qR] BURHANETTIN DURAN

to stop supporting the EastMed pipeline project, and Tiirkiye s growing im-
portance vis-a-vis the delivery of energy to Europe due to the war in Ukraine.

Speaking of energy, although the natural gas discovered in the Leviathan field
is apparently enough for Israel and its engagement with neighboring countries,
energy cooperation between Tiirkiye and Israel remains an important agenda
item due to opportunities that it could create in the medium- and long-term.
Iran’s growing influence in the region is among the issues that Ankara and Tel
Aviv shall discuss among themselves. The likelihood of Iran filling the power
vacuum that Russia leaves behind, and of Iran adopting more ambitious poli-
cies in light of the nuclear deal are among the main reasons behind Tel Aviv’s
rapprochement with Ankara. Tiirkiye, whose bilateral normalization attempts
are not intended to antagonize any third party, should be expected to play a
more active balancing role in the region.

Saudi Arabia is the third country on Tiirkiye s path to normalization. A
new chapter began in that country’s bilateral relations with Tiirkiye once the
Khashoggi trial, a key source of tensions between the two nations, ended.
(Saudi Arabia had been asking Tiirkiye to hand over the case to Riyadh, where
the perpetrators would be held accountable.) On April 28-30, 2022, Presi-
dent Erdogan visited the Saudi capital and met with both King Salman and
the Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to clear the path to cooperation in
bilateral relations and on a regional scale. Reviving trade (which had declined
due to Riyadh’s decisions) and promoting partnerships in the defense indus-
try were also on the agenda. The two major regional powers could potentially
reposition themselves and work together on Syria, Palestine, Iran, and a range
of other issues.”

It is possible to argue that Tiirkiye and Saudi Arabia ended up needing each
other more to promote stability in the Middle East and create a new order fol-
lowing the partial U.S. withdrawal from the region. Whereas Tiirkiye remains
compelled to establish a safe zone for refugees in Northern Syria and combat
the YPG, Saudi Arabia is unhappy with the current state of the war in Yemen
and attacks by the Houthis. It goes without saying that Iran’s expansionist pol-
icy encourages Riyadh to take an interest in Ankara’s robust defense industry
with an eye to its own national security. Riyadh, whose relationship with the
Biden Administration remains tense, has witnessed an uptick in its hydrocar-
bon revenue thanks to the war in Ukraine. Having launched a development
drive in line with its 2030 Vision, the country competes with Abu Dhabi on
that front.

Furthermore, normalization between Tiirkiye and the Kingdom is significant
enough to impact the remaining Gulf states. That process should be expected to
promote stability by improving trade relations and facilitating security-based
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rapprochement. It is particularly  Normalization between Tiirkiye

important to note that normaliza-
tion between Tiirkiye and the Gulf and Egypt has not featured a

states, which has replaced tensions rapprochement akin to that of
with cooperation, has the potential the UAE and Saudi Arabia; it
to counter-balance Iran.* . . .

has rather relied on intelligence

The final part of Tiirkiye’s policy of agencies and diplomats
regionwide normalization relates to

Egypt. It is important to bear in mind that the two governments have experi-
enced a significant loss of trust since 2013. In this regard, it was not unexpected
that both sides would adopt a cautious stance toward normalization and that
this process would move forward more slowly than the rest. Specifically, the
Turkish-Egyptian normalization process has not been expedited by leader-to-
leader diplomacy. Normalization between Tiirkiye and Egypt has not featured
a rapprochement akin to that of the UAE and Saudi Arabia; it has rather relied
on intelligence agencies and diplomats. Although the Muslim Brotherhood’s
continued presence in Tiirkiye is among the subjects of negotiations for repair-
ing the relationship, which was derailed by Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s coup, Cairo’s
eagerness to take into consideration many factors and its decision to play for
time has thus far prevented the start of a new chapter in bilateral relations.

It would seem that Cairo does not want to undermine its relationship with
Athens, which it strengthened in recent years. However, normalization be-
tween Tiirkiye and Egypt could potentially make an impact on the regional
balance of power. An important Arab country that isolated itself from the
world in recent years, Egypt could take the lead in the Eastern Mediterranean,
Libya, North Africa, Syria, and Palestine. If Tiirkiye (which already has a de-
limitation agreement with Libya) were to conclude a similar agreement with
Egypt, it would likely cause Greece to abandon its maximalist demands. After
all, those same demands happen to hurt the interests of Libya, Egypt, Israel,
Lebanon, and Palestine. Indeed, finding a just solution to pressing problems
in the Eastern Mediterranean would certainly de-escalate tensions between
Tiirkiye and Greece as well as the European Union. By contrast, Egypt’s failure
to participate in the regional normalization process prevents it from playing a
balancing role in regional crises and competition.

Condlusion: The Limits and Future of Normalization

The Arab Spring undermined the traditional order on the national and re-
gional levels, exposing the Middle East to pressure for comprehensive change
for more than a decade. Following a lengthy period of conflict and competi-
tion, all countries in the region began to pursue a period of regionwide soft-
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Normalization between ening. The agenda of normalization is being

o 1 e implemented on the basis of certain issues
Turklye and Egypt could in many parts of the Middle East in a coor-

potentially make an dinated manner. The areas that this trend af-
impact on the region al fects nfos"t intensely i{lclude the Gulf, Israel,

and Tirkiye. The various processes of nor-
balance of power malization, which continue independently

of one another, actually establish a regional
pattern. At the same time, they represent a precursor to potential stability in
the post-American Middle East, which continues its search for clarity. It is
inevitable for the partial retreat of a superpower from the region to encourage
the existing middle powers to pursue fresh balancing. It is apparent that the
remaining regional players, including Tiirkiye, have embraced a comprehen-
sive pursuit of normalization in response to that inevitability. It would be more
accurate, however, to describe that process of normalization as the zeitgeist
of regional politics for the short- and medium-term, rather than a trend to-
ward forming pacts or security-based partnerships. In the aftermath of a con-
flict-heavy decade, the region currently yearns for policies that build on peace
and quiet.

It is important to highlight the crucial role of Tiirkiye, which acts in line with
the spirit of normalization in the region, vis-a-vis all such developments. In this
regard, decision-makers in Tiirkiye subscribe to a new model that will set the
tone for that country’s relations with the Middle Eastern states over the coming
years, rather than focusing on short-term interests or quick economic gains. In
line with the paradigm ushered in by the Arab Spring, Tiirkiye adopted a pol-
icy that attaches importance to popular demands and opposes military coups
across the region. That choice entailed obligatory tensions with certain estab-
lished political entities that favored the status quo, including the Gulf monar-
chies and Egypt. At this stage, where the notion of the Arab Spring has lost its
importance, however, it is perfectly natural for Tiirkiye to try and rehabilitate
its relations with many nations. In this regard, normalization has become the
main component of the foreign policy development process. At a time when the
UAE, Bahrain, Morocco, and Sudan are normalizing their relations with Israel,
tensions are de-escalating among the Gulf states and the regional players pre-
pare for the post-American period, Tiirkiye, too, is pioneering normalization in
an attempt to defend its national interests. The normalization processes, which
occurred relatively quickly with the UAE and Saudi Arabia and more cautiously
with Israel, sheds light on Ankara’s relations with other nations in the region as
well. Normalizing bilateral relations with those countries with which Tiirkiye
competed in the past, whether openly or in a veiled manner, through compart-
mentalization and an emphasis on potential areas of joint action appears to be
Tiirkiye’s main strategy. President Erdogan’s active and intense leader-to-leader
diplomacy has been a defining factor in the normalization process.”
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While regional normalization has emerged as a new political inclination for
most players, it continues to have certain limits. The first limitation is that nor-
malization efforts have emerged against the backdrop of fierce competition on
the global level. As the competition between the United States and China (and
Russia and the West) evolves into violent confrontation day by day, systemic
chaos might not have a positive impact on the region. That has been closely
witnessed in the Russian intervention in Ukraine, as systemic competition
morphed into a regional-conventional military conflict. In this context, an-
other important point is that the United States has shifted its attention toward
China, signaling that it has left the Middle East to fend for itself. Although
the Biden Administration has made public statements contradicting that view,
what happened in Afghanistan represents a lesson for the Middle Eastern play-
ers. With that said, Russian attempts to fill that power vacuum, together with
China’s growing interest in the Middle East and Washington’s strategic ambi-
guity, could once again turn the region into a front of global competition.

The second important point is that many regional problems are yet to be re-
solved. The possibility of military or armed conflict in countries like Libya,
Lebanon, Yemen, and Iraq -not to mention Syria- has not ceased to exist.
Another issue is the lack of a consensus vis-a-vis the political struggles that
accompany those conflicts. For example, the postponement of the Libyan elec-
tion, which was scheduled to take place on December 24, 2021, established yet
again the difficulty of implementing decisions taken without political consen-
sus. Meanwhile, the Syria talks continue slowly and remain far from an actual
solution.

The third issue relates to the continued uncertainty surrounding Iran’s nuclear
policy. It is obvious that Tehran needs to make concessions, rather than a sin-
gle concession, for the Vienna talks to yield results. Yet each day that passes
without a solution makes it more likely for Israel to facilitate an agreement
between London, Washington, and the Gulf over a military solution against
Iran. The risk of that possibility turning into a military conflict threatens to
completely undermine the atmosphere of normalization in the region. Israel,
which made significant progress vis-a-vis normalization with the Arab states
under the Abraham Accords, would opt to prevent a rapprochement between
the Gulf states and Iran. The regional players, which predict that Iran will be-
come a nuclear power by 2030, are not expected to calmly accept that outcome.
Furthermore, the likelihood of Tehran exploiting the room for maneuver that
potential normalization with Washington would create for Iran to further its
expansionist agenda makes regional governments nervous. As such, Iran pos-
sibly represents the weakest link in the regionwide normalization process. At
the same time, Iran’s prominent role in Syria makes it likely for Tehran to un-
dermine the normalization process between the Syrian regime and the Arabs
—an important part of regional normalization. Again, Tehran shows no inten-
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tion of leaving aside its sectarian ideological expansion, ballistic missile proj-
ects, or proxies, which it uses to exert influence over the region, as the Iranian
leader Ali Khamanei’s statement —“political Islam is Iran”™*- suggests. Quite
the contrary, the country is far more likely to view the Gulf’s disunity and the
possible reduction of U.S. pressure from an excessively confident perspective.
That is why the Gulf states feel the need to work with countries like Tiirkiye
and Israel against Iranian influence.

The fourth and possibly most important point relates to the idea of normaliza-
tion itself. There is a lack of complete political consensus regarding any regional
issue among the above-mentioned players. Neither the normalization process
between Tiirkiye and Israel nor between Tiirkiye and Egypt are anywhere near
the point where they would begin to generate a geopolitical consensus in the
region. The same goes for the normalization processes between Israel and the
Arabs, as well as among the Arabs.

Moreover, the continued existence of ideological divisions and conflicts of in-
terest point to the risk that the four ongoing normalization processes might
not lead to renewed regional stability and order.” It is also possible that the
regional players could use their repaired bilateral relations to form fresh blocs
for regional competition. The pursuit of normalization in the Middle East,
which involves a multitude of players and remains issue-based, must not be
expected to create a lasting equilibrium in the near future. It goes without say-
ing that there will be no absence of strong tensions in the region —even when
diplomacy gains importance. Whereas the great powers, including the U.S.,
Russia, and China, shall continue to play an important role in the future of
regional normalization, the decisions of regional powers will have more prom-
inence. It is noteworthy that Tiirkiye, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, countries
that have close relations with the United States, have not joined Western sanc-
tions against Russia in response to its invasion of Ukraine. It is also necessary
to note that those nations that pursue normalization are inclined to act more
independently. @
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