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Abstract
Arab Spring movements that can also be labeled as regaining “Arab Honor” may have
occurred as a result of years long humiliation either from the West or from autocratic
administrations. For those groups in opposition that echoed more democracy and fair
living standards Turkey posed an inspiration. Turkish Prime Minister Erdoğan has
also captured the hearts and minds of the Arab streets and partly due to his
charismatic leadership, his rhetoric that grabs the grassroots in the society and lack of
a formal leadership in the Arab Spring movements. Lately, there has been some
discussions on whether Turkey, with her Ottoman heritage, could be accepted as a role
model or even a big brother in the Middle East. This paper will analyze the major
humiliating points in the Arab history and will assess whether Turkey can be a role
model.
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BÖLGESEL AŞAĞILANMIŞLIK DUYGUSUNU TAMIR ETME:
ORTADOĞU'NUN PSIKOLOJIK YARALARININ TEDAVISI
Özet
“Arap Onuru” olarak da adlandırılabilecek Arap Baharı hareketleri gerek Batı gerekse otokratik yönetimler tarafından halka yaşatılan aşağılanmışlıkların neticesi olarak
ortaya çıkmış olabilir. Demokrasi ve daha iyi yaşam şartları talep eden muhalifler
Türkiye’yi bir ilham kaynağı olarak görmüştür. Başbakan Erdoğan da karizmatik liderliği, toplumun tabanı etkileyen söylemleri ve Arap Baharı’nın resmi bir lideri olmamasından ötürü Arap halklarının zihin ve gönüllerini fethetmiştir. Son zamanlarda Osmanlı geçmişi sebebiyle Türkiye’nin Orta Doğu’ya bir rol model veya ağabey olup
olamayacağı tartışılmaktadır. Bu çalışma Arapların psikolojik aşağılanmışlık yaşamasına neden olan kırılma noktalarını analiz ederek bu bağlamda Türkiye’nin rol model
olup olamayacağını değerlendirecektir.
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Introduction
The Arab Spring or to put it in a more appropriate term the “quest for
the Arab honor” is generally being analyzed from a Western perspective. Most
of the time, discussions are about the possible result of these movements,
whether it will be more Islamic or not. However, most analyses fail to consider
the historical and psycho-political motives of the Middle Easterners. The Arab
Spring did not come out of nowhere. It is a cry, a mass protest against
injustices, trauma, humiliation inflicted by the West and the regional leaders. It
is also a call to take charge of their future. The Muslim world is diverse
within, ranging from the Arabian Peninsula to the great historical Persian
Empire and to the Ottoman Empire. Despite the diversity, there is still a
collective consciousness of what constitutes being a “Muslim” or being a
“Middle Easterner”. For a long time the success of the Islamic Empire was
shadowed by the late Middle Ages Christian development. Since then Islam has
mostly faced failures which might have created a feeling of humiliation
transmitted in the Muslim consciousness from one generation to another. This
article assesses the major stages of humiliation for Middle Easterners and
Muslims in general, connecting the past traumas to the current Arab Spring
movement.
Characteristics of Large-Group Identity
The notion of large-group identity must be addressed for a
comprehensive analysis on the Arab humiliation and the perceptions related to
the large group identity. All societies are formed by its individual members and
thus carry the psychology of these individuals to a level of group
consciousness. Freud describes the individual as a component of the identified
groups1 “The linkage between individual and group dynamics is seen in shared
rituals and symbols of identity which emphasize a group‟s distinctiveness even
where objectively defined intra-group variation may be high”.2 Although each
individual is different, they all bring together a certain group behavior that can
be described as a large-group. Large groups are described as a large number of
people sharing specific particular emotional and intellectual attitudes that
differentiate them from different groups.3 Individual behavior also influences
group behavior. When an individual identifies with a group, he/she is most
likely to behave or feel differently. For instance, people tend to follow the ideas
of the majority to assure they are included in a group. Although individuals
1
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belonging to the large group generally never meet each other they are still
bound by “sameness” and belonging to the same group.4 It can be suggested
that large groups are alive and has a level of collective consciousness that is
constructed and carried on from one generation to another. Based on these
definitions ethnic, national or religious groups may be categorized as large
groups. Large group identities invest in specific habits, attitudes, prejudices,
customs, traditions and values. While these attributes are perceived as being
positive; customs, traditions and values of other or unknown groups may be
perceived as being inferior or negative. Hence, Volkan describes the seven
threads of large group identities as follows: shared reservoirs for images
associated with positive emotion, shared good identifications, absorption of
others‟ bad qualities, absorption of leaders‟ internal worlds, chosen glories,
chosen traumas, formation of symbols that develop their own autonomy. 5
These qualities of the large group altogether shape how we perceive the
“others” and how “others” perceive us as perceptions are developed through
how we define ourselves and our large group. As the symbolic features of
group identity passes on from one generation to another, leaders may interfere
with how the large group perceives the outer world. During times of crises,
economic recession or mass humiliation, the group can regress and leaders of
large-groups can mobilize individuals to scapegoat or even attack those who
are perceived and presented as “others”.6 Similar to individuals, large groups
also try to maintain or repair the identity through rituals. It is necessary to point
that unlike crowds or masses, large groups share a common history or
collective memory that is shaped by historical events. Large groups have a
specific characteristic. In this sense, historical glories, traumas and humiliations
define the present day psychology and collective identity of such large groups.
It is also important to note that the large-group identity is a present reflection of
collective historical memory and that this collective memory is generated from
facts as well as emotions rooting from societal perceptions.
Traumas, Humiliation and Regression
Every individual and group possesses a certain level of narcissism
which can simply be described as self-confidence. There are times when this
narcissistic self is injured/wounded such as traumatic events which as a result
create a reaction.
The word trauma derives from its Greek origin “traumat” which stands
for wound. From a psychological perspective trauma is as an emotional upset7
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and can also be defined as a psychological injury to the identity caused by an
external factor. Humiliation, degradation, dehumanization, rape, war, genocide
or even bankruptcies and political failures can constitute traumatic events.
Although traumas endured by individuals are also very important in shaping
one‟s identity and characteristics of leaders, the main subject of this paper is
more related to mass traumas endured by a group of people who identify
themselves with a certain ethnic, religious or national group. As described
above, such groups are identified as large-groups.
One aspect of traumas is that such events can also be socially
constructed in the public memory and consciousness. Even though traumas can
either be real or constructed, the way that groups perceive such events as
traumatic is the most important element that may determine the course of
events. The mental images of a traumatic event shared by a large group may
become what Volkan has called a chosen trauma, a crucial marker of large
group identity. A chosen trauma is “a large group‟s mental representation of a
historic event that resulted in collective feelings of helplessness, victimization,
shame and humiliation at the hands of others and typically involves drastic
losses of people, land, prestige and dignity”.8 Hence, not all traumas are
“chosen” but only ones that are markers of collective identity, consciousness
and memory. For instance, Karbela for Shi‟ite Muslims is a chosen trauma that
is transmitted through the collective mind which played a major role in the
1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran.9
Humiliation can be described as a sense of disgrace, dishonor and
shame.10 According to Moisi humiliation is similar to impotence where one no
longer has the control of his own life.11 Saurette describes humiliation as a
feeling within a relationship where one party anticipating a higher status feels
shame or a loss of self-respect after being lowered in status.12 Humiliation at
the hand of others is a major attack on the large group identity which impacts
the self-perception of the large group and preoccupations with mending the
humiliated identity.13 Humiliation can also be described as an asymmetric
conflict in which a much stronger perpetrator insults a much weaker victim. 14 A
combination of anger and shame, humiliation is a typical emotion of
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asymmetric conflict.15 Despite being present in most cultures to a varying
degree humiliation can be destructive if it has no hope and can eventually lead
to revenge.16
Time to time feelings of humiliation is reassured by transmitting the reconstructed images of the traumatic events to the next generation.17
Expressions of humiliation can take “a central place in the language and the
practices of a culture”.18 In some cultures, such as the Arab and Muslim
culture, humiliation is deeply associated with “shame” which is remains a
distinct part of Muslim teaching. The feelings of humiliation and loss can be
spread via communication and political rhetoric. Moghadam states that
“humiliation is frequently absorbed through images on television channels,
such as Al-Jazeera, where pictures of Palestinians and Iraqis demoralized by
superior Western armies are transmitted on a daily basis”.19 Impacted by the
historical humiliations literature, poetry, arts and politics shape the oral history
which is re-constructed through the generations and becomes a different
structure. Furthermore daily rituals of groups might also be affected by such
unconscious transmitted images and may remind the group of the humiliation
on a daily basis.
Former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein and Abu Ghraib images are
important markers in recent history that might have had humiliating effect on
the Arab nations. Images of Saddam‟s mouth being examined by American an
physician and later his public execution; inhumane images from the Abu
Ghraib can be mentioned as symbols of humiliation. Another recent
humiliation took place in 2006 in Denmark where a newspaper published a
cartoon devaluing to the Muslims. The Islamophobic cartoon depicting Prophet
Mohammed frustrated many Muslims around the world and was viewed as an
insult to Islam.20
The most recent humiliating incident can be identified as the death of
former Libyan dictator Col. Qaddafi. In October 2011, opposition forces in
Sartre, Libya captured the wounded Col. Qaddafi and killed him. Before his
15
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death videos show that Qaddafi was tortured and possibly sexually assaulted
both extremely humiliating, especially bearing in mind that these humiliating
images of the tyrants‟ death circulated in the mass media and social networks.
For the supporters of Qaddafi the humiliating images of his death might
become an important marker in Libyan history further on. Although it‟s fairly
early to make an analysis in the case of an unsuccessful revolution the same
psyche can be inferred for the opposing forces.
When a person or a group feels humiliated or insulted the ego defense
mechanisms start working in the unconscious mind to protect the self or the
group. These can be described as reactions to minimize the impact of the
wound. Most known defenses are repression, projection, displacement, denial,
sublimation and regression. Regression is defined as an “unconscious defense
mechanism in which a person undergoes a partial or total return to earlier
patterns of adaptation”.21 Not specifically good or bad, regression is a normal
response to humiliating, traumatic incidents that can either be a short term or a
long term reaction. As the individual or society stays in a regressed stage for a
long period, the effects can be more dangerous. Similar to that of individual
regression, societal or large-group regression “takes place when a majority of
group members share certain anxieties, expectations, behaviors, thought
patterns and actions that can be explained by the concept of regression. This
process reflects the efforts of a group and its leader to maintain, protect, modify
or repair their shared group identity”.22
The Arab Psychology: Years Long of Humiliation
Moisi states that even though the Arab world is comprised of various
nations they are united by a common psychology where humiliation is present
in large portions of the Arab-Islamic world. Moisi describes this common
psychology as Arab emotion which is also a portrayal of collective identity.23
Kassir points that contrary to the Western world, the Arab nations are faced
with a constant disappointment due to the loss of the glorious status and power
proclaimed in the past.24 Arab humiliation is also partly attributed to the lack of
technology and literature produced as well as the failure to adjust to new
developments. The psychology of humiliation seems to be one of factors
contributing to societal regression and the radical Islamist terrorism that can
easily mobilize masses by humiliation propaganda. This can be seen in Osama
bin Laden‟s 2001 speech in which he states that the Islamic world has faced
21
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humiliation for more than 80 years.25 In this sense, there is a perception that
history and the history makers were not fair to the Arab world and that history
is written by those who were victorious.26 Although a part of this Arab
psychology is based on perceptions, it has to be noted that underlying these
perceptions are the historical realities that pertain to a disappointment and
blame on the West. There are several cornerstones of the Arab collective
identity that may have created a humiliating effect for the Arab and
occasionally to the Muslim world in general. It can be concluded that the most
humiliating events took place in the last hundred years during the time when
the Middle East was re-shaped by the hegemonic powers. However, since
nations carry a historical memory it is possible that the Arab humiliation is a
build-up of a longer period that goes back to the Islamic dynasty. A more
thorough synopsis of these events will be discussed below:
1. Decline of the Islamic Civilization: Not all Arabs are Muslims but
the Arabs are predominantly Muslim. Therefore there is a direct link between
the journey of Islam and the Arab world which is very diverse in and of itself.
To understand the historical sense of humiliation the Arab-Islamic history is
needed to be addressed very shortly. Once a great civilization Islam stretched
its borders from the Middle East to Europe and dominated the Western world.27
The Arabic language became the equivalent of what English is today and Islam
excelled in science, medicine, math, astronomy, architecture, philosophy,
literature and arts.28 The Islamic civilization was at its peak when the Christian
civilization was struggling. However, after the Middle Ages the Christian West
became the pioneers of the civilized world and technology while Islam faced a
major decline. The loss of the glorious history of the Umayyad, Abbasid and
later Ottoman Empire is still present in the collective memory while the
Muslim societies yearn for the long lost success.29
2. Ottoman Domination/Conquer of Arab Lands: When discussing
the Arab humiliation psychology Ottoman conquers of the Arab lands should
also be mentioned briefly. Arabs fell under the Ottoman rule during the 16 th
century. Arabs had a privileged position in the Empire due to the Caliphate
institution which was passed on from the Arabs to the Ottoman Sultans in 1517
25
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with the conquer of the Holy Lands. The importance of religion in the Ottoman
Empire and the fact that Islam generated from the Arab lands were the reasons
behind this privileged position.30 However, this privilege does not change the
fact that the Arabs that once established a great civilization now lived under the
Ottoman rule in which the Turkish-Ottoman culture dominated the empire.31
According to Moisi, the Ottoman period was the “last great expression of the
world of Islam, but it also marked the beginning of decline for a great
civilization, symbolized by the fact that the ruling family spoke Turkish. The
West was on the move, and the Ottoman Empire was on the defensive”.32 For
centuries, due to the conquers of the European lands Islam has been associated
with the Turks.33 This is symbolically and realistically true in a way that the
Ottoman Empire represented Islam for a very long time and conquered Arab
lands. Therefore the decline of the Ottoman Empire might have created
ambivalence in the Arab mind where on one side this decline represented a
hope for national states, freedom and on the other side represented the failure
of Islamic dominance in world politics. Overall, decline of the great Islamic
empire, living under the Ottoman rule, the loss of power and finally the failed
efforts to create liberated states may have caused emotional humiliation.
During the last 19th early 20th century the nationalist and reformist movements
influencing Ottoman Empire transformed the Ottoman identity and created a
gap between the Arab Muslims and the Porte.34 Awad states that “for centuries
Muslim Arabs identified themselves as Muslims and the Ottoman Empire was
their state. With the decline of the Ottoman Empire and other Muslim states
and the attendant rise of Christian states, traumatized Muslims sought
explanations. A group of Arab Muslims, the Islamists, continued to view Islam
as their primary identity”.35 However, in a very short period during the
Ottoman modernization and the new Turkish republic the religious symbols
pertaining the past were mostly alienated and Western symbols were
acknowledged instead.36 For that reason, it can be inferred that the Ottoman
modernization has been a cornerstone in the re-shaping of the Arab-Turkish
30
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relations where the Arabs no longer related themselves as Ottomans or saw
themselves as equal citizens of the empire.37
3. Re-carving the Middle East: Sykes-Picot Treaty:
Perceptions and reality may not always be on the same line but
perceptions are sometimes more important than reality. The Ottoman rule of
the Middle East was considered a hegemony and occupation for parts of the
Arab world specifically those groups affiliated with nationalist movements. It
should not be a revelation to find Arab nationalist movements across Arab
lands since it was the trend of the century that originated from the West and
was a cry for independence.38 The move for independence was shadowed by
the secret Allied treaty that conspired to divide the Ottoman lands. The Allied
powers signed the Sykes-Picot treaty in May 1916 that guaranteed the end of
the Ottoman Empire and Turkey by the end of WW I. Sykes-Picot granted the
Ottoman lands to Russia, France, Britain and later Italy. 39 At the same time the
British were offering a peaceful solution to the Arabian Peninsula and
supported the Arab revolts against the Ottoman Empire. Securing the British
support Arab leaders took up arms against the Ottoman Empire but failed to
gain their independence.40 The secret Sykes-Picot Treaty may have triggered
the emotion of betrayal which is seen as a major factor of the Middle East
humiliation.41 The impact of this treaty and current political rhetoric can be
seen in Osama bin Laden‟s 2003 speech where he said “…our wounds have yet
to heal from the Crusader wars of the last century against the Islamic world, or
from the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 which brought about the dissection of
the Islamic world into fragments”42
4. The Balfour Declaration:
The First Zionist Congress in 1897 was held in Switzerland by
Theodore Herzl where the congress defined the aim of Zionism as the creation
of a home for the Jewish people in Palestine to be secured by public law.43 A
sociopolitical and nationalistic movement in the 19th century Zionism was soon
transformed into a political movement due to the anti-Jewish sentiments in
Europe and Russia.44 The Holy Lands were a passionate subject matter for
37
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many Jews across Europe. During WWI the Zionist lobby for a Jewish national
home in Palestine intensified more than before. British Zionist Federation
President Chaim Weizmann, a close acquaintance of Arthur Balfour suggested
that a Jewish state would serve the interests of Britain and the US.45 On
November 2, 1917 one of the most influential documents of its time was
published by the British cabinet which was called the Balfour Declaration. The
Balfour Declaration was a letter that favored the establishment of a Jewish
national home in Palestine.46 Despite suspicions, the British managed to
convince the Arabs that the Arab revolt and Zionist movements both can coexist without clashing.47 Mainly, the Balfour declaration secured Jewish
immigration to a country that was 90% populated by the Arabs.48 Another
humiliation and betrayal by the West, the Balfour Declaration, was signed
without informing or involving the Arab leaders.49 Moreover, the mass
displacement of the Palestinians from their homeland was perceived as a
compensation for the Western crimes.50
5. Occupation of the Arab lands by Western powers: The San
Remo Conference
By the end of the 19th century as nationalism became more popular
within the Ottoman Empire, just as in Europe the Arabs were also influenced
by this sentiment as well another major ideology, Ottomanism. Partly due to
the Turkish modernization the Arab nationalism drew attention from the Arab
societies which helped the mobilization of masses against the Ottoman Empire
to gain independence.51
Following the Great War the world witnessed the fall of empires and a
new map was drawn for the Middle East. American administration mainly
believed that Arab peoples were incompetent of self-governance.52 No decision
was made at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. Consequently, based on the
1916 Sykes-Picot Treaty the mandate system, agreement on oil and pipelines
was recognized in 1920 at the San Remo Conference.53 As a result, the Arab
nationalists who desired independence from the Ottoman Empire were
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deceived by the West.54 Moreover, the British and French signed an agreement
regarding the Turkish Petroleum in Mosul. Fattah and Fierke state that “the
boundaries and structures of the Middle Eastern states were imposed by
European colonizers. The Middle East itself is an artificial Western construct.
The current political map has thus been historically constructed by Western
powers, and this international, regional and national configuration is
understood to be the source of ongoing humiliation and betrayal in the region.
Against this background, Islamists have employed a narrative of „paradise lost‟,
of a past empire of glory, followed by a loss, and the possibility of restoring a
transnational Muslim ummah”.55
6. Establishment of an Independent Israeli State
The existence of Israel is a major symbolic humiliation. On 29
November 1947, the UN General Assembly endorsed the partition of Palestine
by a two-thirds majority.56 The state of Isreael was proclaimed by David BenGurion in 1948 and one of the first laws was the Law of Return which provided
the right to return for the Jewish people.57 Kagan points that Islamists, present
in the Arab world, have more than a century of humiliation which Israel has
become the living symbol.58 More importantly Jerusalem is a holy city for
Muslims where the Dome of the Rock, Masjid Al-Aqsa, Masjid al-Haram are
situated. Similarly Moisi points that the creation of Israel in the midst of Arab
lands was a proof of humiliation and weakening. According to Arabs the state
of Israel was established as a result and reparation of the Christian barbarism
against Jews, however this incident was paid for by the Muslims which was
seen as unfair.59 In addition to the betrayal by the West after the WWI, another
betrayal took place when an independent Israeli state was established by the
assistance of the international community while the Palestinians were displaced
from their homeland. This pain associated with the establishment of an
independent Israeli state can be seen in Osama bin Laden‟s speech where he
says: “…the banner of God‟s unity is raised once again over every stolen
Islamic land, from Palestine to al-Andalus and other Islamic lands that were
lost because of the betrayals of rulers and the feebleness of Muslims”.60
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7. The Six Day War: 1967
The Arab-Israeli War broke out in 1967 which resulted in the defeat of
the Arabs with the loss of Golan Heights, Sinai Peninsula, Gaza, West Bank
and East Jerusalem.61 Hence, the war is described as an-Naksah or “The
Setback” in Arabic.62 The Six-day War has demonstrated the Arab inability and
lack of power against Israel.63 According to Moisi the Arab defeat in the SixDay War was a military and moral setback which caused the Arabs to lose
confidence in themselves and was a feeling that accumulated over the years.64
One reason of the Arab humiliation is that Israel is geographically small
compared to the Arab lands. Thus, a defeat by the hands of the Israelis, a
geographically small state, might have had some effect. It is important to note
that Egypt felt most humiliated by the defeat in the Six-Day War as the failure
demonstrated the decline of Nasser‟s Arab nationalism. One psychological
reason for this might be the historical relations between the Jews and Egyptians
where one was the slave and other was the Pharoah.65 The Six Day War defeat
and the Israeli attitude towards the Occupied Territories can be considered as
one of the sources of the Arab anger towards the West.66
8. From The Yom Kippur War to Camp David and The Siege of
Beirut
Egypt‟s influence as a regional leader was diminished after the 1967
Six Day War. Moreover, the Israeli occupation of Arab territory had expanded
by 1973. Anwar Sadat, the Egyptian successor of Nasser, initiated the Yom
Kippur War to restore the honor and self-confidence of the Arabs, reverse the
humiliation of Egypt from the Six Day War and restore Egypt‟s dominant
status in the Arab world.67
With the aid of US President Jimmy Carter Israeli Prime Minister
Menachem Begin and Egyptian President Anwar Sadat concluded the Camp
David accords in 1978 and Israel returned Sinai to Egypt by 1982. Israeli
administration then planned to destroy the PLO and impose a peace treaty on
Lebanon which resulted in the invasion of Lebanon. Lebanon became a
showcase of power between Israel and Syria which resulted in the siege of
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Beirut by the Israelis. The Western capital of Lebanon was mostly destroyed.68
Kassir describes the Israeli siege of Beirut in 1982 as one of the most
humiliating incidents of the Arab history that demonstrated the incapacity of
the Arab countries to defend themselves.69
Long Awaited Charismatic Leader
The last charismatic leader in the Middle East is considered to be
Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt who was the champion of the Arab nationalist
movement. Nationalizing the Suez Canal and fighting with corrupt leaders
Nasser is regarded as the first revolutionary leader to appeal to the streets of the
Arab world.70 Since then Egypt is perceived as the flagship of the Muslim
Middle East. However, Nasser‟s failure in the Arab-Israeli War can also be
considered as a failure of Arab nationalism and Egyptian lack of ability to fight
Israel. Despite Egypt‟s implicit leadership in the Arab world the successor
administrations could not fill Nasser‟s shoes of such a role model.
The Western oriented successors of Nasser lacked popular support and
were considered as the puppets of the West who couldn‟t protect the rights of
the Arab states.71 For instance in 2008 Egypt blocked Gaza‟s Rafah border to
stop arms smuggling which caused a lot of suffering for the Palestinians
including starvation.72 The recent movementsf in the Middle East, mainly in
Egypt and Tunisia, were movements for citizens to take charge of their own
destinies against the Western oriented regimes.73
It can be inferred that Arab collective humiliation increased as the Arab
dominance in Middle Eastern policies declined drastically and the Israeli
influence increased by each day. One of the most important points that should
to be mentioned is the perceived incompetence of the Arab leadership during
the Arab-Israeli war and peace talks. As a result it is highly possible that the
Camp David accords may have ignited the belief that Arab leaders are
incapable of protecting their own rights and honor.74 This is most likely to be a
source of frustration in the Arab Spring movements.
Another important point is the corruption in politics which helped
spark the upheavals in Tunisia with Bouazizi‟s self immolation. For instance in
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Tunisia, it was reported that half of the country‟s commercial elites were
related to former President Ben Ali. Egypt was a similar case where President
Mubarak was connected to business elites despite widespread unemployment
and poverty.75
In the midst of all the economic, psychological troubles and repeating
traumas of the above mentioned Middle Eastern states, Turkey and Turkish
Prime Minister Erdogan‟s already shining star started to rise with a boost from
a pro-Palestinian, anti-Israeli rhetoric. In the Near East and North Africa
Erdogan is perceived as a leader replacing corrupt governments and represents
a more Islamic style in a secular-democratic country with policies towards the
Palestinians that offered much more than the Arab states. For instance Turkey‟s
efforts and Erdogan‟s personal support in sending a flotilla aid to Gaza and
bringing up the Palestinian cause in the political scene might have all
influenced what can be termed as the “Erdoğan charisma” in the Middle East.
More importantly, vacuum generated by the lack of formal leadership in Arab
Spring movements might have also increased the influence of Erdoğan. Since
most Arab leaders were perceived as Western pawns, Erdoğan could easily
capture the hearts and minds of the Arab streets.
It should also be noted that Erdoğan is perceived as a man of the
people, one who is more close to the grassroots rather than the political elite.
This image might have also triggered a populous base for Turkish Prime
Minister Erdoğan‟s perceived charisma. The fine line between the leader and
the country represented by the leader seems to be lost in this regard. The
admiration for Erdoğan is transmitted as the admiration for Turkey which
eventually improves Turkey‟s soft power in the Middle East.
Restoring the Honor of the Humiliated Middle East
It could be said that the pro-Israeli Western allies of the Arab countries
such as Egypt‟s Mubarak and Tunisia‟s Ben Ali have brought on shame to the
Arab people. Corruption, unemployment rates, Western skepticism and
historical psychological humiliation from the Israeli state have fed up the
people of the Middle East.
On the other hand, Turkey has been dealing with her own humiliation
for a long time. The successors of the great Ottoman Empire have faced an
unbearable decline since the capitulations. The capitulations which provided
privileges to Western powers have been a symbol for humiliation.76 It can be
argued that even the establishment of modern Turkey by Ataturk, a charismatic
and visionary leader, could not fully outdo the humiliation resulting from the
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fall of the Ottoman Empire.77 It can also be argued that the tragic fall of the
Ottoman Empire and the Western occupation has been quite traumatic for the
peoples of the Empire, mainly the Anatolian Turks. The defeat in the WWI,
loss of lives of millions of Muslims starting from the Balkan Wars, Western
occupation and the Greco-Turkish War can be said to have an effect on the
collective memory of the Turks. However, Turks could not properly mourn
their previous losses because of an extraordinary leader, Atatürk‟s strategy in a
new nation building. At that time it was necessary to maintain a psychological,
political and physical distance from the Arab countries as both parties only
remembered -or chose to remember- the last 30 unpleasant years of their
history together. However, Turkey failed to reconnect to the long lost Ottoman
lands even after Ataturk. It can be argued that for a short time until the death of
Atatürk, Turks were able to restore the long history of humiliation. However,
successor administrations obliged to the West for all policies and acted as a
security guard in the region to control the spread of Communism during the
Cold War era. During the same time Turkey‟s bid for the European Union
became a major issue in determining the policies where the Middle East was
mostly ignored and unfortunately looked down upon. Despite a very long
process Turkey‟s EU bid still remains unsolved. Due to the complicated
relations with the EU and Western criticism Turkey has also felt humiliated.
For almost 50 years Turks could not see the glory of the Ataturk era. Weak
coalition governments, corruption and inflation rates also effected this
humiliation. It seems that most Turks felt the need to be taken seriously, to be
respected. To sum up, both Turks and the Arabs carried psychological wounds
that were not healed.
Until the Arab Spring the Arab honor and pride was represented by
Iran‟s President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad crediting his anti-Israeli rhetoric and
aim to gather all Muslims nations under Iranian leadership. In the meantime,
becoming a bridge between the West and Muslim world Turkey‟s AK Party
administration started the process of what could be called a historic
reconciliation or rediscovery.78 It would probably not be possible for other
administrations to achieve this rapprochement because of the lack of trust from
the Arab countries. It can be inferred that the Arab communities had a certain
dislike of the modern Turkish Republic because of changing the Arabic
alphabet –the Holy language of Islam- to Latin alphabet and the abolishment of
the caliphate.79 Nevertheless, the AK Party‟s Islamic roots eased this
perception in the Arab minds. As the Iranian government failed to respond to
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the unexpected Arab Spring movements, Turkey with her ever growing soft
power took the role of a regional influence by responding to the requests of the
Arab street. It would not be an overstatement that Erdogan‟s “One Minute”
frenzy in Davos and the Mavi Marmara flotilla incident upgraded Turkey‟s
credit in the region as a true supporter of the Palestinian question. Unlike the
Arab leaders, Erdogan, the Turkish Prime Minister, openly took a stance
against Israel‟s policies towards Palestine and became an international voice
for Palestinian human rights. Therefore, Erdogan‟s image won the hearts and
minds of the Arab communities.
As mentioned above, a humiliated Arab world showed signs of
regression mainly due to the events of the 20th century. This regression could
only be reversed by the support of a charismatic leadership. It can be suggested
that because of the lack of a leadership in the Arab Spring movements and the
increasing soft power of Turkey, the charismatic Turkish Prime Minister Erdoğan has become a symbol to repair this humiliated identity.
Is Turkey a Role Model or Big Brother?
The grassroots movements dubbed as the Arab Spring is a revolt in a
way that tries to replace the decades old humiliation with hope, dignity and
honor.80 The psychological wounds and humiliation of Arabs and Turks might
have created an opportunity for Turkey during the Arab Spring. As the Turkish
foreign policy rhetoric switched from a Cold War containment policy to a new
rhetoric re-discovering and embracing the Middle East Turkish influence
became more visible. For the last couple of years the AK Party administration
has mastered the use of public diplomacy and creating public opinion in and
outside the country.81 Increasing commercial ties through companies and
cultural ties through NGO‟s and most importantly presenting the image of an
ideal Turkey through TV series all became Turkey‟s soft power tools.82 It
seems that Turkey became a point of attraction for its neighbors and Middle
Eastern countries by setting an example of a state that is modern, prosperous,
and considerably democratic yet, Muslim. This can be called the “Turkish
Experience”.83 More importantly, Turkey‟s bid for the EU might have been a
humiliating process for the Turks but it is rather viewed with admiration by the
Middle Eastern countries where Turkey can be their only link to Europe,
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modernization, yet again with a Muslim identity. Additionally Arab and
Turkish nationalism both seem to change its course which might have made
this rapprochement more possible.
What Turkey has come to achieve mostly in the last 10-15 years
through a more active foreign policy to re-connect with the Middle East can be
also understood as the maturation of the Turkish identity. For a long time, the
West or anything related to the Western world had a high status in Turkey. Yet
today, Turkey seems to come to terms with her unique identity which a
combination of modern Turkish identity incorporating both Middle Eastern and
Western cultural characteristics and Muslim identity. This can be described as
acknowledging that the modern Turkish identity is not totally separate but
rather continuous in a sense that it also incorporates Ottoman identity.
Turkish social, political, cultural and economical experience has
become an influence in the Middle Eastern countries in general. However, it is
very crucial to note that Turkey‟s influence should not be exaggerated or blown
out of proportion. It is probably in Turkey‟s best interest to call this influence
“an inspiration” The major argument behind this is that a political discourse of
“influence” might have negative impact on Arab countries. An influence might
resonate a feeling of interference which then might invoke the emotions
associated with the Ottomans.84 Turkish Foreign Minister Davutoğlu mentioned
of a common destiny, history and future for Turkey and Syria. Davutoğlu‟s
remark on Turkey and Africa or Syria having a “common destiny” is a bit too
fanciful and stands on unreasonable grounds.85 It is important to keep in mind
that Turks and Arabs have had different histories which at times crossed paths.
There are two sides of a story and two sides of history. In this regard, most
Turks recall the Ottoman Empire with nostalgia, while some segments parts of
the Arab society do not even want to hear about the Ottomans. Therefore, it is
very important not to present a dominant image and use a pretentious rhetoric
that might invoke negative feelings, but rather to be candid and become an
inspiration. This means that Turkey must be aware of cultural differences and
vulnerabilities while dealing with other nations especially those who were
formerly under the Ottoman rule. For that reason, Turkey cannot risk the
decline of her rising star in the region by acting like a big brother. Instead with
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all the historical experience, Turkey should take the role as a key negotiator to
sustain her role as a regional power promoting peace.
The historical humiliation of Turkey and eagerness to become a
regional superpower seem to be intertwined in shaping Turkish perceptions
towards the Middle East. Although neo-Ottomanism might not be a foreign
policy objective, such a feeling is constantly being implied by domestic and
foreign media. For instance the national press coverage of Erdogan‟s Africa
visits, Time magazine cover of Prime Minister Erdogan, the Der Spiegel front
page article on “Turbo State Turkey” and various other news boosting Turkish
ego should carefully be managed. Such a boost should not overshadow
Turkey‟s factual influence in the Middle East. Such domestic and international
news might have an effect in creating a nostalgic neo-Ottomanism only in the
minds of the Turkish public. Although at times such a boost in self-image and
self-respect is necessary to maintain an identity it should not be a foreign
policy discourse. Therefore, it is important for Turkey to grasp her factual
influence and continue being an inspiration for those nations that have hopes to
do better.
Conclusion
Emotions have almost no part in constructing foreign policy; however
emotions do play a major role in persuading the public to follow those policies.
Moisi describes the Arab psychology as drawn into “nostalgia”, reminiscence
of the glorious past. The same could be said for the Turks. Middle Eastern
nations, most being Muslims have feelings associated with years long of
humiliation either by Western hands or unfortunately by the hands of their own
autocratic leaders, authorities. For a very long period, humiliated and devalued
Muslims of the Middle East craved for a glory, a victory. Turkey, has
demonstrated that economic, social and technological progress and that
democracy is possible. In that sense Turkey represented the revenge of the 20th
century Muslim humiliation. As a matter of fact Turkey has been in inspiration
to the Muslim Middle East or what can be described as the aggrieved nations
since becoming the third in 2002 World Cup Finals. It actually did not matter if
Saudi Arabia lost if Turkey continued to win.86 Therefore, the Arab Spring
movement was a response to humiliation, a cry to take charge of the future.
Turks as well had been for a long time craving for a success which has been
exemplified in the charismatic leadership of Prime Minister Erdogan and
proactive Turkish Foreign Policy towards the Middle East/North Africa.
Turkey‟s influence in the region has a dual psychological effect for the Turks
and Arabs where Turkey is a candidate to restore the regional humiliation. As a
matter of fact, Turkey is the most likely candidate to reverse the feelings of
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humiliation. However, regional and national differences in perceiving history
should be kept in mind at all times. More importantly Turkish influence and
Erdoğan‟s aura might diminish if the Arabs choose their own Arab Spring
leader. Turkey can and should be able to grasp her proper role as an inspiration
through non-coercive policies towards the Arab nations.
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