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Introduction

The latest political change in Egypt, which occurred after ousting the former President 
Mohamed Morsy of the Muslim Brotherhood on 3 July 2013, not just influences the political 
scene in Egypt but has implications beyond its borders, effectively shaping a new 
constellation of power in the Middle East. 

This paper does not a take a position on one of the opposite sides, or gets mired in the 
heated discussion about whether to describe Morsy’s ousting as a "second wave of the 
revolution", as Liberals and Leftists would have it, or a "Coup d' Etat" as Islamists would like 
to label it. The paper focuses on the implications of this event for the bilateral relations 
between Egypt and Turkey as well as Egypt and Iran, rather than on the nature and 
desirability of the domestic changes in Egypt. 

Turkey and Iran are non-Arab regional powers in the Middle East, which lacks a stable 
regional system, a system which other geographical areas in the world happily possess. This 
paper argues that Egypt is a very important country in the Middle East, but can no longer 
play the role of the dominant regional power in the Middle East alone, as it has once played 
in the past (1955-1967), due to the lack of financial and economic resources. 

Still Egypt remains a very influential, indeed crucial player in building a regional alliance in 
the Middle East. In other words, currently Egypt is not the main regional power, but it can 
prevent any other power in the Middle East from becoming so. Egypt can enhance the 
regional-power status for any one of the other four competing powers—Turkey, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia and Israel—by cooperating with it, as it was the case with Turkey during 2012-2013. 

Thus, any ambitious regional power has to ally with Egypt in order to achieve the regional-
power status. Egyptian regional policy endeavored during the last decades to prevent any 
potential regional power from becoming as such. In order to be able to act in this capacity, 
Egypt had four pillars for its regional policy: first, strengthening its alliance with the United 
States; second, its adherence to the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty and taking on the role as 
mediator between the Palestinians and the Israelis; third, building an Arabic space in the 
region to prevent the non-Arab two regional powers, Iran and Turkey, from entering into the 
equations of the region; and fourth, building a special relationship with Saudi Arabia to 
ameliorate Egypt’s financial disruptions. 

These four pillars continued with slight changes through the period of President Hosni 
Mubarak (1981-2011), and the reign of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), after 
the revolution of January 25, 2011; in that sense, these two periods were an extension to each 
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other with minor changes related to the form and the substance of the country’s regional 
foreign policy. Then Egypt’s regional policy witnessed some significant changes during the 
year Mohamed Morsy held power (2012-2013), in terms of the deterioration of relations with 
Saudi Arabia and the remarkably improving relations with Turkey and to a lesser extent with 
Iran. 

The paper primarily offers an analysis of Egypt’s relations with the two competing regional 
powers Turkey and Iran in the periods of Mubarak and the Muslim Brotherhood, and then 
tries to predict its shape in the near future. 

Egyptian-Turkish Relations

Since the advent of Mubarak’s rule, Egyptian-Turkish relations were bound by two elements 
of convergence: the alliance with the United States, and the relations with Israel. The 
bilateral relations suffered however under the absence of two other elements: a shared vision 
on the future of the Middle East, and the presence of a “common threat”. With the beginning 
of the new millennium, the Middle East saw two major geopolitical changes: the arrival of 
the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) or “AK party” and its 
coming to power in Turkey in 2002, and the occupation of Iraq by a US-led coalition of 
mostly Western countries in 2003. 

Turkey mediated five rounds of negotiations between Syria and Israel during 2008, in order 
to expand Turkish soft power in the Middle East. Ankara’s mediation challenged the 
traditional roles of Cairo as mediator and initiator of peace initiatives in the Middle East, 
which contributed to the steady cooling of relations between Cairo and Ankara. The Israeli 
military attacks and operations in Gaza during 2008-2009—which arguably constituted acts 
of aggression (de jure and de facto)—became a milestone in Egyptian-Turkish relations; the 
aggressions came at a time when Turkey emerged as a “defender of Palestinian people” in 
Gaza Strip. 

Thus, Cairo sought to undermine the “Arab neighboring initiative”, launched by the former 
Secretary General of the Arab League, Amr Moussa, about integrating Turkey and Iran in 
Arab affairs. And the situation was exacerbated by the rising popularity of AKP-leader and 
Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdo"an in the Arab street after the incident of the 
“Gaza Freedom Flotilla” of 31 May 2010 (whereby Israeli navy commando’s entered the ships, 
killing nine Turkish activists during the subsequent struggle on one of the ships); since then 
it appeared evident to Cairo that Ankara has become a fierce opponent of Egypt under 
Mubarak.

The Muslim Brotherhood (al-"Ik#w$n al-Muslim%n; English acronym MB) generally admires 
Turkey, especially under the rule of AKP. Economic cooperation was one of the key motives 
for improving relations with Turkey by the MB, since Turkey is the largest economy in the 
Middle East according to indicators like the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). This makes 
Turkey more qualified than any other Middle-Eastern country to help Egypt develop and 
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modernize its economy. However, the economic ties between Egypt and Turkey were 
monopolized by businessmen of the MB itself. 

The similarity of key actors in the political systems of both Egypt and Turkey (the military 
institutions versus political parties with an Islamist reference), and the similarity of domestic 
political balances in both countries (AKP and MB versus secular opposition parties), gave 
ample motivation for improving bilateral relations. In other words, the MB became the main 
parameter in (re)defining Egyptian-Turkish relations. Turkey promoted the definition 
“strategic partnership” 1 to describe the bilateral relations between Ankara and Cairo.

With Morsy’s ouster and the fall of Egypt’s MB, Turkey’s losses appear to be multiple and 
multifaceted. Turkey’s tactical and strategic losses posed a major challenge to its decision-
makers. Morsy’s fall ended the so-called "Turkish model" debate in the region, whereby the 
emerging elites of the "Arab Spring" countries were inspired by Turkey’s AKP. 

Therefore, another model or inspiring example needs to be adopted to become a true model 
for the Middle East. Egypt in 2013 is closer to Turkey in 1997 than to Turkey in 2002. By ending 
its experiment with the "Turkish model", Egypt has effectively turned it into a mere 
theoretical idea. Ankara has benefited from the “Turkish model” mantra to raise its stature in 
the West, where Turkey is considered the most able power to “tame” the MB and its potential 
role in the region. And paradoxically the MB, in turn, used the “Turkish model” to build 
bridges with the West as a way to fight its political opponents in Egypt. 

In short, during the MB’s rule, the “Turkish model” went from being an inspirational idea to a 
subterfuge by both Turkey and the Brotherhood so that each can achieve its aims through it.

Turkey’s attempt to help the MB—i.e. kindred Muslim Brotherhoods or direct branches of 
the Egyptian MB—gain power in Libya and Syria was greatly harmed by Morsy’s fall. Turkey 
lost its most important, and apparently irreplaceable, Arab ally in the region. Erdo"an’s 
dream to effectively enter Gaza and shape its future may have ended because the new 
Egyptian government will not allow him to use Egypt’s territory to enter Gaza. Worse, 
Turkey’s relations with Iraq and the Syrian regime are deteriorating. With the loss of its 
Egyptian partner, Turkey’s “zero problems” policy, as set by Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet 
Davuto"lu, has effectively ended.

Turkey now has good relations with only two of its neighbors: Hamas in Gaza and Israel—a 
tragic end to the dream of the Turkish regional leadership.

According to realistic estimates, Turkey’s ability to influence events in Egypt have become 
very low because Ankara has no special relations with any force in the new Egyptian interim-
government and political structure. Economically, Egypt can put pressures on Turkey, but the 
opposite is not the case, for the following reasons:  First, there is a $4.2 billion trade balance 
between the two countries. Turkey exports to Egypt $3.9 billion worth of goods, and imports 
only $0.3 billion according to 2011 estimates.2 Thus, negative economic relations would harm 
Turkey a lot more than they would harm Egypt.
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Second, Turkish goods are relatively non-competitive in general. Western goods are of better 
quality, and Chinese and Asian goods are cheaper. Thus, Egyptian importers can easily 
replace Turkish goods.

Third, Turkey can presently use only Egyptian ports to export its goods to the Gulf States and 
Africa, since Syrian territory has become unavailable to Turkish trucks heading to the Gulf 
States. The Turkish government will probably continue to denounce the “military coup” in 
Egypt for domestic Turkish purposes—to keep confronting and limiting the political power 
of the Turkish military. 

Turkey will also#continue its behind-the-scenes efforts to change the Egyptian policy of 
Turkey’s Western and Arab allies. But in the end, Turkey will be forced to bow to the new (if 
perhaps short-lived) status quo in the Middle East, and seek instead to limit its losses in 
Egypt. 

However, the author of this paper expects a continuing diplomatic escalation between Cairo 
and Ankara in the foreseeable future, since Turkish Prime Minister Erdo"an is ceaselessly 
attacking the new regime in Egypt and trying to delegitimize it regionally and 
internationally. 

Egyptian-Iranian Relations

Iran suspended diplomatic relations with Egypt opposing the “Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty” 
of 1979. Since then, there have been many fluctuations in the relations between both 
countries. Since the eighties, Egyptian-Iranian conflictual relations exhibited many 
innovative features; thus it has become part of Egyptian politics to accuse Iran of supporting 
and funding political-Islamist groups. 

Egypt clearly sided with Iraq in the Iraqi-Iranian war (1980-1988), and ceaselessly accused 
Iran of spreading Shiite Islam in the region. In the nineties Egypt tried to soften its stance 
toward Iran, especially after Mohammad Khatami became Iran’s President in 1997. Both 
countries opposed the atomic program of Israel, and Cairo launched the initiative of an 
atomic free zone in the Middle East, an idea which Iran supported. A meeting between 
Mubarak and Khatami was held in Geneva in December 2003, but full diplomatic relations 
with Iran were not restored. Egypt was keen to satisfy Saudi Arabia and Arab Gulf countries 
in their regional confrontation with Iran.

In the early years the new century, Cairo continued to take a softer stance toward Tehran, 
and adapted the relations with it seasonally in order to prevent potential pressures to 
escalate, or to collect regional benefits. The proof of this new pragmatism can be seen in the 
timing of the announcement of launching an air route between Cairo and Tehran in October 
2010 3, before the Egyptian parliamentary elections in November 2010, in an attempt to 
bargain with Washington. These elections were rigged and designed to bring loyalists to 
Gamal Mubarak, Mubarak’s ambitious son, into the Parliament. Cairo used Tehran as 
leverage to weaken American pressure. As for the purpose of collecting regional benefits, this 
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can be seen in the timing of the visit of Ali Larijani, head of Iran’s parliament, to Cairo 4 and 
his meeting with Mubarak on 20 December 2009, one day before the start of Mubarak’s tour 
to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), to discuss economic 
cooperation with Egypt. 

However, historical experience of Egyptian-Iranian relations in the twentieth century shows 
that there cannot be any developed and prosperous relations unless there is a common 
international umbrella in which both countries can participate. 

Thus the Arab League is an unsuitable body—if only because of its very name—for an non-
Arab country like Iran to join. The Organization of Islamic Cooperation  (OIC), of which both 
countries are member, provides a much better ‘organizational common ground’ in that 
regard—though its scope and membership goes beyond the Middle East. 

Inevitably, any regional or international organization draws boundaries and horizons of 
cooperation between member and non-member states, like the diverging memberships and 
alliances of Egypt and Iran as two regional powers with their own designs on the Middle 
East. Such divergent designs and policies, and divergent memberships and alliances, 
consequently hinder any substantive coalescence of their interests.  

The Muslim Brotherhood (MB) had historical relations with Iran that date back to the times 
of Navab Safavi in 1951, up to the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979, the 
Iraqi-Iranian war and up to now. The MB used Iran as a “wild card” to pressure Arab Gulf 
countries and to create a space of its own in regional affairs, but was careful not to restore 
full diplomatic relations with Tehran. Here MB differs from Mubarak somewhat, as Iran 
nearly managed a restoration of full diplomatic relations with Egypt. 

The visit of Mohamed Morsy to Tehran to attend the Non-Aligned Movement Summit at the 
end of August 2012 was the first visit of an Egyptian president to Iran since the latter’s Islamic 
Revolution in 1979. Morsy exploited the platform offered by the Non-Aligned Movement to 
direct political messages to both international and regional actors. The aim of the visit was to 
widen Egypt’s regional maneuverability and to gain popularity among Sunnis in the region at 
the same time. 

The visit of then Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to Cairo in February 2013 to 
attend a summit of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) was the first such 
presidential visit to Egypt since 1979. During the visit Ahmadinejad met with Sheikh al Azhar, 
and was faced with demands focused on the Sunni-Shiite rift. Tehran achieved an important 
goal: showing the region that imposed economic sanctions did not prevent it from opening 
doors that had been locked for many years. 

At the same time, the MB achieved a goal against its opponents across the Gulf: waving the 
card of improved relations with Iran. Tehran welcomed the Egyptian Initiative to solve the 
Syrian crisis by forming a commission consisting of representatives from Egypt, Iran, Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia. Cairo and Tehran moved a step forward and coordinated their regional 
initiatives, which constituted a significant improvement in bilateral relations. However, the 
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MB changed its position on Syria due to domestic and regional pressures, and at the end 
broke ties with the regime of President Bashar al-Assad in Syria. The initiative was dead and 
bilateral relations with Iran took a huge step back. 

The Muslim Brotherhood never became a strategic partner of Iran, as it has once been to 
Turkey; still the Muslim Brothers were conducive to the interests of Iran. Tehran lost a 
potential partner in Egypt and the whole region, after Morsy’s ouster in Egypt.

Strategic and regional losses for Iran after the ouster of the Muslim Brotherhood

1-! Arab-Persian divide: Iran wanted to become the leader of political Islam in the 
region for both ideological and strategic reasons, because political Islam is an excellent tool 
to neutralize the Arab-Persian divide that emerged over a thousand years ago. 

2-! Sunni-Shiite sectarian tension: The Muslim Brotherhood is considered the largest 
Sunni political organization in the world. And its importance from the Iranian perspective 
comes from the theoretical capacity of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt to achieve Sunni-
Shiite reconciliation, in order to soften the pressure on Iran. 

3-! Saudi Arabia: The mutual aversion between the Muslim Brotherhood and Saudi 
Arabia suits Iran, because it is an effective way to divert the attention of Saudi Arabia from 
the mobilization of the regional media against Iran. 

4-! The return of the “axis of moderation”: The direct result of the “Arab Spring” was 
regional realignment, since Egypt’s transition toward a new Turkish-Egyptian-Qatar axis, 
which made Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Arab states lose clout vis-à-vis Iran. 

The latest change in Egypt created a new impetus, one that is unpleasant for Iran.

5-! The demise of the narrative of “Islamic awakening”: The fall of the Muslim 
Brotherhood represented the fall of this narrative; this weakened the moral and ideological 
arsenal of Iran.

Iran has developed common relations with the Muslim Brotherhood, and saw it as the most 
suitable partner in Egypt instead of the army and Mubarak’s state apparatus, or the Salafis 
and liberal and leftist parties. The restoration of better relations with Iran will probably not 
be high on the agenda in Egypt in the light of the new structure of power in Egypt: an odd 
political alliance consisting of the army, the remnants of the old regime, the Salafis and the 
democratic and revolutionary forces. 

Most probably, Egyptian-Iranian relations will linger in its current limited status for some 
time to come. Neither Cairo nor Tehran is interested in a new escalation, but the conflicting 
interests of both countries in the Levant draw sharp limits to their eventual cooperation. 
Cairo would try to keep bilateral relations with Tehran on an even if low keel, and above all 
prevent escalations; at the same time there is no frame for real cooperation between both 
parties.
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Conclusion

It is evident that Turkey under Erdo"an would be the most critical regional opponent to the 
new power constellation in Egypt. Egyptian-Turkish relations will likely deteriorate further in 
the near future. Regarding Iran, bilateral relations will probably remain pragmatic if cool, 
which means neither full diplomatic ties and nor open hostility as it was under Mubarak. It 
is hard to predict exactly the new regional policy of Egypt after the ousting of Morsy, since it 
would depend to a large extent on the internal stability of Egypt, i.e. its success in achieving 
the goal of stabilization according to the “road map” announced by General Abdel Fattah Al 
Sissi, Egypt’s current defense minister. 

Egypt’s regional policy has focused over the last decades to prevent any regional power from 
emerging as the predominant one. We can assume that the four mentioned pillars of 
Egyptian foreign policy would remain so in the near future, with relatively slight alterations 
in Egypt’s relations to the other competing powers in the Middle East.
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