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Tensions in bilateral and regional relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt, which had
escalated during the Arab Uprising, normalized since 2020. The aim of this article
is to explain the relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt in the context isolationist
and interventionist strategies in the Middle East. The differing approaches to
U.S. Middle East policies under Trump and Biden have been a determining factor.
Although the US has isolationist military preferences, it also intervenes in the
Middle East through other means. When the US interventionist approach is low, the
regional power vacuum increases, and consequently, tensions and conflicts among
the actors in the region increase. When intervention is high, the opposite result
occurs. Methodically, this article adopts qualitative process tracing to analyze and
examine the causal mechanism. This article argues that systemic factors, rather
than internal, identical or ideational factors, have been the primary determinants
of change in Turkish-Egyptian relations in 2020.
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Bolgesel i§birli§inin Sistemik Belirleyicileri: 2020’den Sonra Tiirkiye-Misir
Yakinlasmasi

Oz

Tirkiye-Misir iliskilerinde Arap Isyanlari siireci ile birlikte gerilen ikili ve bolgesel
iliskiler, 2020 yilindan itibaren normallesme siirecine girdi. Bu makalenin amaci,
Tirkiye ile Misir arasindaki iliskileri ABD'nin Orta Dogu’daki izolasyonist ve miidahaleci
stratejilerinin etkisi baglaminda ele almaktadir. Baskan Trump ve Biden dénemlerinde
ABD'nin Orta Dogu stratejilerine yonelik farkli yaklasimlari, bolgesel catisma ve is
birliginde belirleyici bir faktor olmustur. ABD'nin izolasyoncu askeri tercihleri olmasina
ragmen, Orta Dogu'ya siyasi sdylem/diplomatik araclarla da midahale etmektedir.
ABD'nin mudahaleci yaklasimi dustik oldugunda, bolgesel gii¢c boslugu yikselmekte
ve sonug olarak bolgedeki aktorler arasindaki gerilimler ve catismalar artmaktadir.
Miidahale yiiksek oldugunda ise tam tersi sonug ortaya ¢ikmaktadir. Bu makale,
nedensel mekanizmay aciklamak icin siire¢ takibi yéntemini benimsemektedir. Bu
makale, 2020 yilinda Turk-Misir iliskilerinde yasanan degisimde icsel, ideolojik ya da
kimliksel faktorler yerine, sistemik faktoriin temel belirleyici oldugunu savunmaktadir.
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Introduction

While the post-World War I international relations in the Middle East were
being established as a modern nation-state order, the great powers contin-
ued to seek to protect their interests in the region. The newly established
Republic of Tiirkiye, while trying to consolidate its internal stability, was
also trying to adapt to the regional order and was particularly cautious in its
Middle East policy. Egypt, on the other hand, was entering a period in which
British domination of the Egyptian political sphere continued and there were
frequent efforts to shake off colonial tutelage over the political institution.

On the centenary of the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1925,
Tirkiye and Egypt emerged as two regional powers in the Middle East. Di-
vergent domestic and foreign policy priorities and threat perceptions have
resulted in a mutually respectful but static relationship between Ankara and
Cairo. The two actors, trying to adapt to the new regional order in the post-co-
lonial Middle East, have been cautious about the conditions of the new re-
gional order on the one hand, and the overlaps and risk factors in the bilateral
relationship on the other. During the Cold War, Tiirkiye’s main national secu-
rity problem was the Soviet threat. Egypt, on the other hand, is an actor that
has experienced three major wars (1948, 1967 and 1973), mainly due to Isra-
el’s expansionist and aggressive behaviours. Since the Camp David Accords
in 1979, Egypt has sought to ensure its national security against internal and
external asymmetric threats and to maintain the regional status quo.

Tiirkiye and Egypt have never had a very high level of political, military
and economic cooperation or direct conflict in this century-long period. The
short-term positive leaps in these three areas have not produced strategic
results. In periods of strained relations, regional rivalry came to the fore, but
there was no conflict between the two actors. It is therefore worth noting
that the two actors did not share a common threat perception in this process,
except for regional power rivalry. However, at times when Egypt and Tiirki-
ye challenged the regional status quo, it was inevitable that they perceived
each other as threatening and reacted against each other. In terms of regional
power distribution, Egypt’s power expansion and revisionist behaviour have
periodically caused discomfort on the Turkish side, while Egypt has shown
status-quoist reactions in cases where Tiirkiye’s power capacity has increased
and Tirkiye has claimed regional leadership.

In the early years of the Cold War, Nasser’s strategy of expansion in the
Middle East and Tirkiye’s pursuit of a regional policy within the framework
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of the Baghdad Pact marked the first period of confrontation between the two
countries. Egypt’s abandonment of revisionist policies, as a result of its de-
feat against Israel and Tiirkiye’s abandonment of its Western-oriented foreign
policy due to its problems with the US in the same period caused the rela-
tions between the two countries to be stabilised until 2010. The second cycle
of tension and détente pendulum experienced during the Arab Uprisings.

This study, which analyses Turkish-Egyptian relations, in light of balance
of power, consists of four main parts. The first part examines the theoretical
framework of the balance of power. The second section provides a critical
review of the literature on the subject. The third part analyses the historical
background of bilateral relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt from the begin-
ning of the Cold War to 2010. The fourth section focuses on the periods of
cooperation, tension and normalization during the Arab Uprisings within the
framework of the relevant theoretical approach.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Turkish-Egyptian relations have been characterized by successive processes
of tension and normalization. Both during and after the Cold War and the pe-
riod that began with the Arab Uprisings, relations between the two countries
have followed this pattern. The fundamental question that needs to be asked
in order to explain the relations between the two countries in a holistic, the-
oretical and systematic way is the following: What is the determinant factor
behind cooperation, conflict and normalization between Tiirkiye and Egypt?

Many academic studies have emerged to answer this question. These
studies can be categorised into two groups. The first group focuses only on a
specific period or analysis the relations in the context of the political identi-
ty and ideology of decision-makers. Meral argues that the principled stance
taken by Tiirkiye at the beginning of the Arab Uprisings later evolved into an
ideological context, ‘paving the way for the AKP to form an alliance with ac-
tors with the same Islamist roots’(Meral, 2014). Cagaptay and Sievers also ar-
gue that an ideological affinity between Turkish decision-makers and Morsi
was crucial (Cagaptay & Sievers, 2015). Ozlem Tiir highlights the ideological
factor in Tirkiye’s Egyptian policy. Tiir analyzes the power change in Egypt
following the July 3rd coup attempt not only as a sign of Tirkiye losing its
leadership role in the regional/Islamic world and a key ally, but also as a col-
lapse of its middle east strategy (Tiir, 2019: 9). Ozkan draws attention to the
importance of internal legitimacy and identity affiliation in understanding
Egyptian foreign policy and examines the tension with Tiirkiye after 2013 in
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this context (Ozkan, 2014: 408). Tetik, on the other hand, examines the impact
of the identity-based transformation in Turkish foreign policy on bilateral
relations. He argues that secular and conservative segments of Turkiye have
different foreign policy perspectives, and that the AK Party government has
a normative discourse framework shaped by majotarianism. He argues that
this normative and identity based foreign policy approach has periodically
created problems in Turkish-Egyptian relations (Tetik, 2021: 15).

The second group, on the other hand, makes eclectic use of many fac-
tors, such as the influence of global powers, regime security, changes in the
regional balance of power, conjunctural conditions, economic opportunities
and costs. Altunisik, highlighted more domestic (ideological) factors during
the rapprochement period, while emphasizing the international context along
with regional issues during periods of tension (M. Altunisik, 2020: 18). Ye-
silyurt, analyzing Turkish-Egyptian relations since the Cold War years, used
‘regional power balances, economic opportunities/challenges alongside ide-
ologies, political identities and domestic calculations of the ruling elite in an
eclectic framework’ (Yesilyurt, 2020: 341). A similar approach is observed in
Oztiirk’s study (2021: 203-207) and Magued (2016: 18-22), on the other hand,
explained the rise and fall in relations between the two countries in terms
of their ‘mational roles’. The ambiguity in defining the concept and the in-
terpreting their foreign policy preferences as steps taken against each other
weakens the explanatory claim of the study. Stein argues that Tirkiye and
Egypt, despite being part of the Western alliance, are attempting to shape
their own regions as sub-imperialist powers. Accordingly, during the Arab
Uprisings after 2013, Egypt vehemently opposed the Turkish model of Islam-
ic democracy, viewing this not solely as an ideological motivation but as a
reflection of regional power rivalry (Stein, 2025).

Studies that claim to explain Middle Eastern relations and problems at
the regional level tend to emphasize political identities and ideology. The
use of variables such as religion, sectarian and ethnic identities is both com-
fortable and convenient for providing quick answers. The explanatory claim
of ideological approaches can be criticized on three points: First, it focuses
solely on periods of crisis. Second, Tiirkiye and Egypt have ruled by the same
leaders during both periods of tension and normalization. Third, despite their
strained relations, Tiirkiye and Egypt adopted a similar stance in response to
Israel’s attacks on Gaza (2014 and 2018), which are a typical example of Isra-
el’s expansionist policy.
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On the other hand, very few studies focus on the structure of the inter-
national system and systemic effects (Erboga & Yigit, 2023: 284-293; Gause,
1999). Accepting systemic influences as a variable naturally leads to a fo-
cus on the behaviour of external factors, and thus on the behaviour of great
powers, rather than on individual or cultural factors. The structural approach
based on great power behaviour ignores the behaviour of secondary actors
and the impact of domestic factors (Waltz, 1979: 60-79). Structural realism,
which focuses on the balance of power, emphasizes that structure is the main
determinant of state behaviour and that therefore behaviour of the states will
have similar tendencies within the limits set by the structure. This approach
also emphasizes that the distribution of power affects the behaviour of states
both in a region and at the global level. Accordingly, revisionist states defined
as states try to change the distribution of power in their favour and focus on
power enhancement are; actors that try to maintain the existing structure and
distribution of power and try to preserve their power are defined as status
quo actors (Chan, Feng, He, & Hu, 2021; Goddard, 2018; Ward, 2017).

Although the terms revisionism and status quo have been used with dif-
ferent meanings, they are basically categorised as those who are satisfied
with the existing order and those who are not (Schweller, 1994:85-88). For ex-
ample, there is a clear difference in approach between the view of revisionism
as imperialism (Morgenthau, 1948: 21-40). The main aim of revisionist strat-
egy which is carried out by states through aggressive behaviour, is to change
the order in their favour. Therefore, revisionism can be read as a reflection
of the increase of power and the status quo as a reflection of the search for
security (Ali, 2023: 21). In this sense, revisionism and the status quo have ob-
jectives beyond offensive-defensive. There is a relationship between the two
concepts in the spiral of preserving the established hegemony and disrupting
this hegemony (Aslan, 2024: 9).

Revisionism is often used to refer to rising non-Western actors challeng-
ing established hegemony, and the theories developed often focus on the ad-
vantages of the Western-centric status quo. One such theory is hegemonic
stabilization theory, which posits that stability in the international system,
and hence the maintenance of power, is possible through the existence of
a hegemonic power capable of maintaining the liberal world order (Gilpin,
1981; Keohane, 1984; Kindleberger, 1973). Power transition theory, on the
other hand, focuses on the risk of war because actors who increase the capa-
bilities and power capacity of states, with a focus on power transitivity, natu-
rally challenge the dominant power in control of the system. In this sense, it
attempts to explain the behaviour of states by claiming that the distribution
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of power is the determining factor (Organski & Kugler, 1981: 27). Defend-
ing the status quo in the international system is an ideologically Western
perspective, and this is also a moral problem. Accordingly, it is argued that
the perspective of Western-centric academia is motivated by the desire to
maintain power, stability and the international order as Western-centric, and
therefore revisionism is actually a non-Western challenge from a civilization-
al approach (Turner & Nymalm, 2019: 411). However, Walt, who focuses on
international relations in the Middle East and emphasizes the need to focus
on threat rather than power, notes that the threatening actor will be balanced
by others if it has geographic proximity, overall power capacity, offensive ca-
pability, and aggressive intent (Walt, 1987: 22-20).

Tirkiye and Egypt can be defined as regional powers, middle powers or
secondary actors in the international system. As part of their balancing and
bandwagoning strategy, regional powers generally try to prevent situations
from arising that could benefit their rivals in the regional power distribution.
They act through internal balancing by increasing their material capacity or
external balancing by forming alliances. Therefore, it can be said that balanc-
ing behaviour is one of the most frequently used strategies in processes that
have the potential to change the distribution of power at the regional level.
The bandwagoning strategy, on the other hand, emerges when states act by
leaning on the great power when they do not have the capacity to balance
their rivals. The security and defence umbrella provided by the great power
also limits the ability of the rival actor to accumulate power.

The revisionist behaviour of actors who are uncomfortable with the re-
gional status quo first disturbs the Western actors who established the status
quo. The international system in the Middle East was created by the West
as an artificial order based on nation-states, non-state actors and economic/
military dependence. Therefore, the desire to revise the international sys-
tem in the Middle East appears as a threat to the West itself. For this reason,
in the century since the Sykes-Picot order, all revisionist tendencies in the
Middle East, no matter which actor they came from, were either punished by
the West itself or the revisionist actor was tried to be limited by the West’s
balancing strategy.’

It is also necessary to focus on the intra-regional balance of power. The ac-
tors in the Middle East perceive any change in the regional balance of power

*

In this sense, Israel is an exception. Israel’s expansionist and revisionist behaviour was never
considered as a threat by the West and was not subjected to punishment and containment, even if
it had consequences that threatened the regional status quo and global stability.
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as a threat and try to limit each other. The revisionist behaviour that occurs
from time to time in the region is largely within the framework of the strategy
of following the West in order to maintain dependence on it, even if intra-re-
gional balancing is possible. Approaching the revisionist initiatives of Gamal
Abdel Nasser-era Egypt and Erdogan-led Tiirkiye, which challenged the re-
gional status quo during the Arab uprisings, and the relations between the two
countries from this perspective, will allow for more favourable explanations.

Historical Background

In the early years of the Cold War, significant changes occurred in both the
domestic and foreign policies of Tiirkiye and Egypt. Although the two coun-
tries did not pose a direct threat to each other, the fact that they were in
different blocs caused them to confront each other on regional issues. Tiirki-
ye’s Western-oriented policies were institutionalized with its accession to the
Middle East Command in 1951 and to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) in 1952 due to the alignment of its regional interests with the United
States of America (US). On the other hand, after the coup d’état of the Free
Officers in 1952, Egypt intensified its cooperation with the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) (Heikal, 1978: 55-75) and has employed a strate-
gy of claiming Arab world leadership in order to consolidate domestic pow-
er and both regional and international status and regional balance of power
(Doran, 1999; Yigit, 2022). Nasser’s nationalization of Suez, his support for
the change of governments in Syria and Iraq, and creating the United Arab
Republic under his leadership are examples of revisionist behaviour (Bagci,
2001), because the status quo in the region was not favorable to Egypt, ac-
cording to Nasser’s perspective (Sayed-Ahmed, 1993: 89).

In the same period, Tiurkiye’s policy towards the region, especially its
leading role in the Baghdad Pact, was seen by the Egyptian administration
as a revisionist behavior (Sever, 2012: 12; Yildirim, 2018: 138). Egypt’s defeat
against Israel, and the embargoes imposed by the US on Tiirkiye due to the
Cyprus issue led to changes in Tiirkiye’s and Egypt’s regional policy. In short,
Turkiye and Egypt, had softened this strategy due to the changing regional
conditions and retreated to an optimal point. The easing of tensions in rela-
tions between the two countries after 1967 is a result of this situation. As a
member of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Tiirkiye was ex-
empted from the oil embargo imposed by Arab countries on the West in 1973
(Sinkaya, 2011: 85).
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In the aftermath of the Cold War, Tiirkiye-Egypt relations were softened
compared to the previous period. During the Mubarak era, Egypt had a stra-
tegic interest in regional stability and the two actors acted together in the
establishment of the D-8 in 1997. The role played by Egyptian President
Mubarak in 1998 as a mediator in the tensions between Ankara and Damas-
cus (Oktav Alantar, 2001: 144) throughout the 1990s, is important in terms of
the rapprochement between the two countries.

After 11 September 2001, the rupture in global politics led to the emer-
gence of security-centred regional politics in the Middle East. The US pref-
erence for interventionist military strategy in the Middle East. Tiirkiye and
Egypt, which emphasize foreign policy preferences in line with the US, have
reacted similarly to the regional conditions determined by US hegemony,
preferring to pursue an active foreign policy. The two countries’ parallel read-
ing of systemic and regional developments led to the development of bilater-
al relations and an active stance on regional issues.

Following its invasion of Iraq, the US military presence in the Middle East
has prevented a power vacuum in the region. Regional actors adopted their
strategies in accordance with the great power’s behavior. For this reason,
regional powers have chosen cooperation over conflict. Tiirkiye responded
to the complex equation created by the invasion of Iraq by strengthening its
relations in the region (Larrabee, 2007: 103). Instruments such as interdepen-
dence, mediation and conflict resolution formed the discursive framework of
this activism (M. B. Altunisik & Martin, 2011: 7-24). As a result of the politi-
cal and economic developments observed in Turkish-Egyptian relations, the
two countries agreed to base their relations on a strategic roots. President
Hosni Mubarak’s visit to Tiirkiye in 2007 and the signing of ‘“Turkey-Egypt
Strategic Dialogue Framework Memorandum’ was a new mechanism and a
declaration of intent for the deepening of bilateral relations (M. Altunisik,
2020: 20). In this document, it was decided to develop bilateral political, eco-
nomic and cultural relations and to hold an annual meeting at the level of
foreign ministers. In the military field, the two countries signed a “Memoran-
dum of Understanding on Training, Technical and Scientific Cooperation in
the Military Field” in November 2009 (D1s Politika Kronolojisi, 2009).

Arab Uprising and Regional Balance of Power

Policies towards the Arab Uprisings led to cooperation, tensions and normal-
ization processes in relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt respectively. The
revisionist behaviour of one side, or the perception of the other side as revi-
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sionist, leads to tension. The anti-revisionist behaviour of the parties, on the
other hand, leads the two actors to meet at an optimal point.

The question of what kind of regional order will emerge has become a
struggle between states (Lynch, 2018). During the Arab uprisings, Tiirkiye’s ap-
proach to disrupting the regional status quo and supporting social movements
is essentially a desire for democratic transformation in the region and a desire
for change based on creating interdependence (Mercan, 2022). While Egypt
shared Tiirkiye’s perspective of change before the 2013 coup, it abandoned this
approach after the coup and relations reached a breaking point. The revisionist
tendencies of Tiirkiye’s regional policy were perceived as a threat to Egypt’s
national security, and in this context, the actors in favour of the regional status
quo and the support provided by the West contributed to the limitation of Tiir-
kiye in the Middle East. As can be understood from this point, no matter which
actor changes the balance of power in the region, balancing behaviour comes
to the fore and the two countries are positioned on opposite sides.

The anti-Mubarak demonstrations in Egypt reached their peak on 25 Feb-
ruary 2011. The demonstrations clearly demanded Mubarak’s resignation
and a change of power. On 29 January, US President Obama called for the im-
plementation of the principles of reform and universal human rights (Good,
2011) meant that the US supported the masses, albeit passively (Yal¢in, 2015:
58). Tiirkiye’s position became clear in a short period of time, in line with the
statements of the US and other Western actors.

According to Kardas (2011: 2), democracy promotion has never been a part
of Tirkiye's official discourse and it was a risky position. Erdogan’s advice
to Mubarak to resign (Aljazeera, 2011) was considered, and somewhat un-
expected, by many as a very strong statement given the fact that. Naturally,
Erdogan’s call was not received well by the Arab leaders in general and Egyp-
tian leadership in particular. Egypt’s then Foreign Minister in a letter to his
Turkish counterpart expressed dismay at Erdogan’s statement and termed it
as interference in Egypt’s internal affairs (Ozkan & Korkut, 2013: 170).

The main determinant of the rapprochement between Tiirkiye and Egypt
in the first phase of the Arab Uprisings is systemic factor, rather than inter-
nal dynamics. Despite the US military withdrawal, its political position in-
fluenced regional actors. In the Arab Uprisings, both President Obama’s and
Tirkiye’s supportive attitudes imply to a harmonised foreign policy between
Ankara and Washington. Therefore, their approach to the demands for democ-
racy in Egypt was similar.
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The Egyptian government under the leadership of The Supreme Council of
the Armed Forces (SCAF), which does not engage in significant foreign policy
commitments, has generally adopted an attitude in line with the US and Arab
League. In this context, the discourse that ‘the Syrian government should
reform’ (Abdul-Aziz, 2015) prevailed, and indicated new Egyptian policy al-
though regarding regional transformation. However certain issues, such as
Tiirkiye’s regional role and civil-military relations, were considered potential
areas of divergence between the two countries (El-Labbad, 2014: 86). Turk-
ish-Egyptian relations, which became closer during the SCAF era, began to
evolve into cooperation during the Morsi era.

However, it should be stressed that the relations that gained momentum
during the Morsi era began to develop during the SCAF period. While the
Morsi government has continued the traditional foreign policy legacy it in-
herited in many areas (Ozkan, 2013: 10), it has in part differentiated itself
from previous periods in terms of content and discourse. While economic
outcomes are prioritized in relations with China (Ide, 2012), it can be ar-
gued that traditional policies continue with a more active discourse in rela-
tions with Africa, Saudi Arabia and the US (Grimm & Roll, 2012: 1-4). During
this period, Tiirkiye and Egypt strengthened their economic and political ties
through reciprocal official visits (Mihaila, 2012), resulting in a tangible in-
crease in both areas (Sariaslan, 2019: 539). The improved relations between
the two countries has facilitated their collaboration in resolving regional
conflicts. Morsi also proposed the establishment of a new mechanism called
the ‘Islamic Quartet’ with Saudi Arabia, Tiirkiye and Iran. He also openly stat-
ed that ‘Assad must leave power’ (Bilan, 2012).

Tension in Bilateral Relations

The death of the US ambassador to Libya in a terrorist attack on 11 Septem-
ber 2012 (on the anniversary of 9/11) was a turning point in US Middle East
strategy. Since then, the Arab uprisings have become a security issue for the
US rather than a matter of political transformation (Kurt, 2019: 81-82). The
balance of power at the regional level has shifted once again as a result of the
change in the US stance. Although the Obama administration preferred an
isolationist foreign policy within the framework of the retrenchment strate-
gy, the positive agenda it used in favour of the Arab Uprisings has completely
changed and implemented a strategy focused on fighting terrorism in a way
that paves the way for power competition in the region. As a result, the actors
seeking change in the Middle East lost influence, while the status quo actors
formed a broad alliance and sought to align themselves with the US.
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The fall of the Muslim Brotherhood by a military coup was not only a do-
mestic political issue, but also a turning point for Egypt to seek new alliances
and reassess its regional status (Monier & Ranko, 2014: 62). Repositioning of
the Egypt in the region naturally reflected to the Turkish-Egyptian relations.
Tiirkiye saw the coup as a setback for the Egyptian revolution and the return
of democracy and described it as ‘unacceptable (Deutche Welle, 2013). As a re-
sult of mutual reactions, Egypt declared the Turkish ambassador ‘persona non
grata’ on 23 November 2013, and Tirkiye took the same step in accordance
with the principle of reciprocity. On the other hand, the US’ interpretation of
the the coup, as a ‘restoration of democracy’, (Gordon & Fahim, 2013) laid the
foundation for a new alliance between the two countries and also including
UAE, Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, according to Aktiirk, international observers
often saw the collapse of Egyptian democratization as a microcosm of the tra-
jectory of the entire Arab uprising. (Aktiirk, 2023: 351). In this equation, Tiirki-
ye which still sees the Arab uprisings as a process of political transformation
stood against the US-Egyptian bloc which sees them as a security issue.

During his first term, President Trump avoided military intervention in
the Middle East, instead pursuing a policy that exacerbated political and dip-
lomatic polarization in the region. This led to a power vacuum and increased
conflict among regional actors. In a context of rising security concerns, Tiir-
kiye and Egypt have diverged on three issues: The Gulf crisis, the Libyan civil
war and energy competition in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The main reason for the Gulf crisis, which started in 2014 (then deepened
in 2017), is that Qatar and the bloc formed after 2013 (Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
UAE) were on opposite sides of the policy towards the Arab uprisings. Qatar’s
relationship with the MB and Iran, which is considered a national security
issue by this bloc (Erboga, 2016: 12), paved the way for these crises. On 5 June
2017, the crisis entered a new dimension with the decision by Saudi Arabia
and its supporters to impose an embargo on Qatar. On 12 July, the Saudi-led
bloc published a thirteen-point list of demands, including ‘Tirkiye to close
its military base in Qatar’ (Aljazeera, 2017). From the beginning of the cri-
sis, Egypt supported Saudi Arabia, while Tiirkiye not only delivered food and
medicine to Qatar but also increased its military presence in the country
(VOA, 2017). While US President Trump’s messages in favour of Saudi Arabia
(Landler, 2017) caused the crisis to deepen in a short time, the US State and
Defence Departments preferred to soften the US stance (Ulrichsen, 2018: 13).

Libya was the second regional crisis facing Tirkiye and Egypt. Since May
2014, the military operation launched by Haftar to seize power has dragged
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the country back into a civil war environment. Egypt was one of the coun-
tries that supported this military operation, which was carried out under the
rhetoric of ‘fighting terrorism’. The ambivalent policy of the US has also led
to Haftar’s forces receiving support from many countries. While Obama sup-
ported the opposition units fighting DAESH, he remained silent and passively
supported the attacks of Haftar’s forces. The phone calls of President Trump
and National Security Advisor Bolton with Haftar was interpreted as legiti-
mising this actor (Megerisi, 2019: 12). On the other hand, Tiirkiye joined the
anti-Haftar bloc in Libya with the ‘Maritime Jurisdiction Delimitation Agree-
ment’ and the ‘Security and Military Cooperation Agreement’ signed with
the Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA) on 27 November 2019 (Al-
jazeera, 2019). The support provided to the Libyan government under these
agreements has had a significant impact on the balance of power in Libya and
played an important role in Haftar’s retreat.

The Eastern Mediterranean was the third regional issue where Tirkiye
and Egypt were in different blocs. The US, which has been more active in the
Eastern Mediterranean than in other areas, has both a mediating and a guid-
ing influence in the formation of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum (Ko6k-
yay, 2021: 228). While Israel, the Greek Cypriot administration of southern
Cyprus, Greece, Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine and Italy are included in
the forum, which is openly supported by the United States, Tiirkiye has been
explicitly excluded from the forum. The exclusion of Tiirkiye from the geopo-
litical and energy resource distribution in the Eastern Mediterranean is one
of the reasons that led Tiirkiye to conclude the above-mentioned agreements
with Libya.

These crises have three common threads: First, these crises have largely
emerged as a reflection of the regional transformation that began in 2011
rather than tensions between Tiirkiye and Egypt. Second, the isolationist for-
eign policy of the US has created space for cooperation or conflict between
the countries. This indicates that the tensions between Tiirkiye and Egypt are
not only due to bilateral relations, but also to a clear divergence as a reflec-
tion of regional power competition.

In this period, almost all actors in the Middle East seeked revisionist strat-
egy in the power vacuum left by the United States. Naturally, the actors, acted
according to their power capacities, tried to change the balance of power in
the region in their favor on the one hand, and to align their national security
with the strategic behavior of the US on the other. For this reason, the tensions
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between Tiirkiye and Egypt were directly affected by the opportunities and
constraints in the region during the Obama’s presidency and Trump’s first era.

Tirkiye’s revisionist behaviours was sought to be balanced by Egypt
through alliances with other status quo actors in the region, and systemic
constraints were used to restrict Tiirkiye’s regional policy to a more limited
scope of action. Therefore, it should be noted that the harsh tension between
Ankara and Cairo in this period is a manifestation of realpolitik and external
factors rather than an ideological and identity-based approach.

Normalization and Cooperation

Following the 2020 US presidential election, there has been a serious rup-
ture in global and regional developments. President Biden’s value-centered
foreign policy approach has pressured nearly all actors in the Middle East,
except Israel, leading regional powers to reduce their tensions. Under this
pressure regional powers have begun to emphasize détente rather than com-
petition and power-oriented approaches in order to avoid strategic costs. In
fact, almost all the Middle Eastern states in tension with each other, from
Saudi Arabia to Iran, Qatar to Egypt, Israel to Syria, have preferred diplomacy
and normalization.

Tirkiye and the other actors such as the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Is-
rael normalized their relations as a result of reciprocal efforts. Thus, the pro-
cess of normalization in the Middle East, which developed under the influ-
ence of systemic conditions, was reflected in Turkish-Egyptian relations, and
reciprocal visits took place after the direct contact between the two leaders,
Erdogan and Sisi in Doha in 2022. President Erdogan’s visit to Cairo (Febru-
ary 2024) and President Sisi’s visit to Ankara (September 2024) are important
in terms of demonstrating the normalization of relations. During these meet-
ings, 17 memorandums of understanding (MOU) were signed between Tiir-
kiye and Egypt. These included a $15 billion trade volume target, the sale of
Turkish unmanned aerial vehicles, and the launch of a joint High-Level Stra-
tegic Cooperation Council (Morsy, 2025: 1-7). As of 2024, the trade volume
between the two countries was approximately $8.5 billion (TUIK, 2025). From
this perspective, both actors had to update the positions they had developed
since the Arab Uprisings and move towards the centre of the revisionist-sta-
tus quo spectrum. Tiirkiye abandoned its revisionist tendency at the begin-
ning of the Arab Uprisings, while Egypt abandoned its status quo approach
centred on regime security. Thus, with the change in the political objectives
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of the actors, conditions have been created that facilitate the appeasement of
regional power rivalry and thus rapprochement.

Following normalization, Tiirkiye and Egypt have replaced their diver-
gence on three issues with cooperation. Firstly, The end of Gulf tensions af-
ter the Al-Ula summit, Tiirkiye’s relations with the Gulf and Egypt have im-
proved. Erdogan and Sisi, who attended the 2022 World Cup final in Qatar,
met for the first time in years. This meeting reflects the relationship between
the regional powers. Secondly, the two countries that supported opposing
sides in Libya have worked together to defuse the internal conflict and en-
courage cooperation among Libyan actors. The reopening of the Turkish Con-
sulate General in Benghazi is an example of the steps taken to ensure peace
and stability in Libya. Thus, the normalization between Ankara and Cairo is
having a very positive impact on ensuring political stability by protecting
Libya’s territorial integrity. And thirdly, the Eastern Mediterranean, which
makes the two countries maritime neighbors and has useful energy resourc-
es, is the most important area of potential cooperation for both countries.
The Maritime Delimitation Agreement signed between Greece and Egypt
(August 2020) has been declared null and void by Tiirkiye (Republic of Tiirkiye
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020). On the other hand, the Egyptian govern-
ment’s “statement that it does not completely ignore Tiirkiye’s sensitivities”
draws attention (Goksedef, 2021). The statement that Egypt had serious loss-
es in this agreement and that it would have more gains if it signed a maritime
delimitation agreement with Tiirkiye (Reuters, 2021) means a call from Tiir-
kiye to Egypt for an agreement. Therefore, the softening and normalization
processes in the Ankara-Cairo line have the potential to directly affect the
balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Another rupture that accelerated normalization between Tiirkiye and
Egypt was the Gaza war, which began on 7 October 2023. Following Hamas’s
attack on Israel, large-scale Israeli aggression involving Gaza, Lebanon, Ye-
men, Syria and Iran has increased fragility and instability in the Middle East.
It should be noted that Egypt has had the highest level of threat perception
in its relations with Israel since Camp David in 1979. Israel’s aggressive be-
haviour in the Gaza Strip, which has not only imposed serious political, eco-
nomic and security costs on Egypt, but also implies a revisionist behaviour
aimed at changing the regional balance of power that costs for Egypt and
Tirkiye, has naturally brought them closer. In this process of restructuring
international relations in the Middle East, it is important to emphasize that
the regional balance of power is taken into account in the Ankara-Cairo line,
and the sensitivity caused by the US offering Israel the opportunity to attack
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freely is an important threshold. The initial tension and subsequent normal-
ization between Tirkiye and Egypt invalidates identity and ideology-based
explanations. Beside, prioritization of Israel in the threat perception of both
countries has influenced the close engagement. President Trump’s pressure
on Israel for a ceasefire in Gaza, and his close work with Tiirkiye and Egypt
in this context, has brought about further strengthening of Ankara-Cairo co-
operation. The inclusion of Egypt and Tiirkiye, along with Qatar, as guarantor
countries in the Gaza ceasefire agreement at the summit held in Sharm al-
Sheikh, Egypt, under the leadership of President Trump, reflects not only bi-
lateral relations but also the regional strategic engagement between the two
countries (Anadolu Agency, 2025). For example, the joint military exercises of
the Turkish and Egyptian navies in the Eastern Mediterranean on September
22-26, 2025, demonstrate that bilateral relations are moving towards a strate-
gic partnership in the military dimension (Simsek & Canakci, 2025).

Conclusion

This article argues that regional cooperation and conflict among states stem
from systemic determinants. The behavior of actors in the Middle East inter-
national system is not independent of this fact. The cycle of conflict and coop-
eration in relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt can be explained in this con-
text. In particular, the cooperation, conflict, and normalization that emerged
clearly between the two countries after 2010 were largely determined by the
strategic choices of the United States. The article argues that when the US
Middle East strategy is low interventionist, a regional power vacuum occurs,
intensifying conflict and competition among regional actors. Conversely, it
contends that during periods when the US adopts a high interventionist ap-
proach, regional actors turn to cooperation due to the absence of a power
vacuum in the Middle East. Alliances, counter alliances and repositioning
in the Middle East have also been the result of regional power competition.
It should not be forgotten that the positioning of global players, especially
the US, is crucial. The strategic preferences of the US, which have led to the
emergence of various power differentials in the Middle East, have been a de-
termining factor in escalating the rivalry and deepening the crises.

Based on this assumption, this study explains the cycle of tension and
normalization in Turkish-Egyptian relations. As US interventionism in the re-
gion increases, relations between Tiirkiye and Egypt tend to soften, as they do
with other actors. The U.S. policy of not leaving a power vacuum causes these
actors to restrain themselves and avoid revisionist behavior. In this case, the
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softening of relations becomes the norm. However, when the U.S. adopts a
non-interventionist strategy in the Middle East, the resulting power vacuum
causes actors to engage in more aggressive and revisionist behavior. Thus,
the source of tension or cooperation between Tirkiye and Egypt lies in the
behavior of the great power. Based on these assumptions, the study concludes
that relations have been strained as a result of the revisionist behaviour of
both countries or one of them, while normalization and stabilization have
been achieved in cases where both actors have abandoned revisionism or a
balancing has taken place. How the balance of power, of which we see signs
today, will be shaped in the coming periods is closely related to how be-
haviour of the global powers will shape regional dynamics.
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