
Between Islamism and 
Pragmatism: Interrogating 
Neo-Ottomanism in Turkey-Africa 
Relations

Within Africa’s most populous nation, 
two buildings constructed over a cen-
tury apart point to the diverse avenues 
through which Turkey enhances its soft 
power in Africa today.
On a quiet hilltop outside the central 
districts of  Nigeria’s capital, Abuja, 
sits the $30 million Nizamiye Hospital. 
Known by many locals simply as “Turk-
ish hospital,” this sleek medical center 
offers a host of  specialized and high-end 
medical services largely unavailable to 
those in Africa’s most populous state: 
open-heart and cataract surgeries, MRI 
and CT scans, mechanical ventilators, 
and anesthesiology. With its mixed staff 
of  expatriate and Nigerian doctors, Ni-
zamiye serves as a quotidian yet powerful 
example of  Turkey’s growing role as an 
African donor and development partner.1 
Several hundred miles to the southwest 
in Lagos, Nigeria’s largest city, sits the 
130-year-old Shitta-Bey Mosque. Nes-
tled between overcrowded apartments 

1  For more on the hospital see Chinedu Asadu, “NIZAMI-
YE: The world-class hospital catering for the rich and poor,” The 
Cable, January 9, 2019, https://www.thecable.ng/nizamiye-the-
world-class-hospital-catering-for-the-rich-and-the-poor.
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on a hectic market street in the historic 
downtown, the “Turkish mosque” is not, 
in fact, Turkish. Though constructed in 
the Ottoman style, it was financed by a 
Sierra Leone-born Muslim who earned 
the Ottoman title “Bey” from the Sul-
tan in recognition of  his work on behalf  
of  West Africa’s Islamic communities. 
In 2018, Turkish state media gleeful-
ly reported that the mosque’s Nigerian 
caretaker was seeking a partnership with 
the Turkish government to cover mainte-
nance, renovations, and scholarships for 
members of  the congregation to study in 
Turkey.2

Across Africa, but particularly in the 
Muslim-majority countries north of  the 
equator, President Recep Tayyip Er-
doğan’s government is attempting to por-
tray Turkey as the face of  both modern 
development and modern Islam (albeit 
one with antecedents in the Ottoman 
2  Rafiu Ajakaye, “Nigeria’s oldest mosque seeks partner-
ship with Turkey,” Anadolu Agency, October 18, 2018, https://
www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/nigeria-s-oldest-mosque-seeks-part-
nership-with-turkey/1285107; “Nigeria’s Turkish mosque, the 
trust of Sultan Abdülhamid II,” Anadolu Agency, October 22, 
2018, https://www.dailysabah.com/religion/2018/10/22/nige-
rias-turkish-mosque-the-trust-of-sultan-abdulhamid-ii.
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era). At the same time, Turkey has spent 
the past few years steadily building up its 
military presence and security coopera-
tion with several strategic African states 
as part of  its heated competition with 
regional rivals such as Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). In the eyes 
of  these rivals, Turkey’s foreign policy 
in Africa represents a “Neo-Ottoman” 
power play designed to export political 
Islam onto the continent and develop 
Ottomanesque suzerainty over strategic 
real estate through which it can become 
the regional hegemon.

A closer reading of  the situation reveals 
that many aspects of  Turkey’s engage-
ment with Africa are relatively benign 
and quotidian. Turkish businesses see 
potential in African countries that are 
generally characterized by expanding 
populations and middle classes yet lack 
sufficient infrastructure or strong man-
ufacturing bases. This explains much of  
the uptick in Turkish investment in the 
continent in the past decade, just as oth-
er countries like China and India have 
increased their investments as well.
There is, however, an undeniable reli-
gious dimension to Erdoğan’s foreign 
policy that did not exist under his prede-
cessors. Does this make his foreign pol-
icy Neo-Ottoman, as critics allege? The 
label can be misleading as the Muslim 
Brotherhood-like Islamism of  Erdoğan 
and his AK Party is not one the Sultans 
would have ever endorsed (indeed, the 
Brotherhood owes a debt to an earlier 
generation of  Islamic revivalists who 
opposed the Sultans).3 Yet rarely do pol-
3  See, for example, Umar Ryad, “A Printed Muslim ‘Light-

iticians let historical complexities get in 
the way of  their narratives. Erdoğan has 
indeed invoked Ottoman history, albe-
it selectively, to explicate and justify his 
engagements with Africa today. The fact 
that the Ottomans were once the great-
est Islamic power in the world enhances 
Erdoğan’s credibility when he speaks of  
Turkey as the epicenter of  a new brand 
of  Islam and Islamist politics. As Turkey 
emerges as an expansionist power in Af-
rica and elsewhere, observers would do 
well to understand what drives the Er-
doğan regime’s unique engagement with 
the continent.

Turkey-Africa Rela-
tions: Then and Now

While the past few years have seen a 
flurry of  commentary over Middle East-
ern states’ increasing involvement in 
African political spaces, it is important 
to first recognize that the divides be-
tween Africa and the Middle East so 
often employed by analysts are rather 
arbitrary, late-modern constructs that do 
not reflect historical reality. The Bab-al-
Mandab strait that separates the Horn 
of  Africa from the Arabian Peninsula is 
barely 15 miles wide, while the Sahara 
Desert has no clear inception or termi-
nus. For millennia, societies have crossed 
these ostensible natural barriers, produc-
ing cultural, linguistic, commercial, reli-
gious, and political links across what the 
late Kenyan theorist Ali Mazrui dubbed 

house’ in Cairo: al-Manār ‘s Early Years, Religious Aspiration and 
Reception (1898-1903),” Arabica 56, no. 1 (January 2009): 27-60. 
JSTOR.
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“Afrabia.”4

This is not merely an academic point, as 
it reminds us that “Turkey-Africa” re-
lations are not a post-colonial phenom-
enon. The Ottomans exercised inter-
mittent suzerainty or direct control over 
parts of  North Africa and the Horn of  
Africa littoral between the 16th and 19th 
centuries, serving as checks on Spanish 
influence in the former and Portuguese 
influence in the latter. The Sultans also 
established trade, diplomatic, and mili-
tary links with West African states such 
as the Kanem-Bornu Empire in the same 
period. It is no surprise then that many 
Turkish officials and commentators scoff 
at the notion that Turkey is a “newcom-
er” to the African scene.
Post-Ottoman Turkey, however, was re-
duced to a second-tier regional player 
in the interwar and Cold War periods. 
It had hardly any interest in Africa and 
lacked embassies in most countries in the 
first decades of  African independence.5 
Interest in Sub-Saharan Africa grew 
modestly in the era of  Turgut Özal in 
the 1980s, while subsequent governments 
in the 1990s saw additional impetus for 
bolstering ties with the region, in large 
part as a balancing strategy for Turkish 
businesses whose access to lucrative Eu-
ropean markets seemed uncertain amid 
the slow pace of  EU ascension talks.6 
However, apart from a vague Africa Ac-
tion Plan commissioned in 1998, Ankara 
4  Ali Mazrui, “Afrabia: Africa and the Arabs in the New 
World Order,” Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies 20, no. 3 
(1992): 51-62. https://doi.org/10.5070/F7203016755.
5  Mehmet Ozkan, “What drives Turkey’s involvement in 
Africa?” Review of African Political Economy 37, no. 126 (De-
cember 2010): 533-540. JSTOR.
6  Soner Cagaptay, Erdogan’s Empire: Turkey and the Poli-
tics of the Middle East (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2020), 238.

made few tangible steps towards bolster-
ing African ties until the era of  AK Party 
rule. Credit for the significant Turkish 
presence in Africa today thus goes to 
President Erdoğan and his former For-
eign Minister and Prime Minister, Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, Turkey’s leading foreign pol-
icy architect of  the 2000s. Behind this 
pivot to Africa lie multiple commercial, 
geostrategic, and ideological rationales—
and the question of  regime security is 
ever-present as well.

Competition and the Domestic Drivers 
of  Neo-Ottomanism
As competition between Turkey and its 
regional rivals has increasingly spilled 
into Africa in recent years—especially 
following the 2017 Gulf  Cooperation 
Council (GCC) crisis, in which Turkey 
drew closer to Qatar—a narrative has 
taken hold in Western policy circles of  
a new “scramble for Africa.” There are 
vast differences between the colonial-era 
partition of  Africa and today’s geopoliti-
cal tussles, and the West’s newfound ob-
session with “Great Power Competition” 
has at times produced misreadings of  
Africa’s political landscape.7

Nevertheless, the Gulf  powers and Tur-
key have undoubtedly shaped the tra-
jectories of  African countries at crucial 
inflection points. In Sudan, economic 
protests that began in late 2018 of-
fered an opportunity for Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, and Egypt to shed a trouble-

7  Some Western and African analysts speculated, for 
example, that Russia was behind an August 2020 coup in Mali 
despite a lack of evidence supporting the theory, to say noth-
ing of a recent history of coups in the Sahel region. See “Was 
Russia behind the coup in Mali?” Deutsche Welle, August 26, 
2020, https://www.dw.com/en/was-russia-behind-the-coup-in-
mali/a-54705282.
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some partner, longtime dictator Omar 
al Bashir, who had grown increasingly 
close to Turkey and Qatar. At least one 
of  these three countries reportedly gave 
assent to the coup that toppled Bashir, 
promising the plotters increased finan-
cial support for a new military regime 
(which they eventually delivered on).8 
While events in Sudan proved a setback 
for Turkey’s position in the Red Sea re-
gion, Ankara had more success in Libya, 
where several thousand Turkish-funded 
Syrian mercenaries and dozens of  high-
grade Turkish drones deployed in sup-
port of  Libya’s UN-recognized govern-
ment helped turn the tide of  the conflict, 
stemming an assault on Tripoli by forces 
loyal to Khalifa Haftar, a warlord backed 
by the UAE, Egypt, and France.9 To Lib-
ya’s south, the Sahel is also emerging as 
an arena of  competition among Middle 
Eastern actors. Turkey has increased its 
outreach to Sahelian states, including 
through a defense pact with Niger and 
training programs for Malian forces, at 

8  The exact roles of the so-called “Arab troika” of Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Egypt in the 2019 coup remain subject to a 
degree of rumor and speculation, but each state visibly and pro-
actively sought to shape Sudan’s post-Bashir transition in ways 
that would favor their preferred partners within the Sudanese se-
curity sector, sidelining civilian technocrats backed by the West 
all the while. James Barnett, “Sudan Hints Yes to Israel, Then It 
Says No, Then It Says Soon,” Mosaic, October 2, 2020, https://
mosaicmagazine.com/observation/israel-zionism/2020/10/
sudan-hints-yes-to-israel-then-it-says-no-then-it-says-soon/; 
Justin Lynch, “Arab States Foment Sudan Chaos While U.S. 
Stands By,” Foreign Policy, June 5, 2019, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2019/06/05/arab-states-foment-sudan-chaos-while-u-s-
stands-by-sudan-khartoum-protests-violent-crackdown-saudi-
arabia-united-arab-emirates-egypt-democracy-push/; Khalid 
Abdelaziz, Michael Georgy, and Maha el Dahan, “Abandoned 
by the UAE, Sudan’s Bashir was destined to fall,” Reuters, July 3, 
2019, https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/su-
dan-bashir-fall/.
9  Isabel Debre, “Pentagon report: Turkey sent up to 
3,800 fighters to Libya,” Associated Press, July 18, 2020, 
https://apnews.com/article/tripoli-syria-turkey-libya-mid-
dle-east-c339f71bf029f36b1091ee31c9f0171a; for more on the 
role of Turkish drones in recent conflicts, see Francis Fukuyama, 
“Droning On in the Middle East,” American Purpose, April 5, 
2021, https://www.americanpurpose.com/blog/fukuyama/dron-
ing-on/.

a time when France is set to draw down 
its counterterrorism mission in its former 
colonies.10

In addition to pursuing economic oppor-
tunities, Turkey’s rivals claim that their 
presence in Africa is intended to combat 
extremism, a claim which often carries 
an accusation (implicit or explicit) of  
Turkey’s role in supporting radical actors 
on the continent. Similarly, charges of  
Neo-Ottomanism are frequently leveled 
against Erdoğan, suggesting that Turk-
ish foreign policy is driven by a quest to 
become the pre-eminent regional power 
and center of  Islamic civilization that it 
was under the Sultans.

The Erdoğan government indeed pro-
motes its brand of  Islam and Islamist 
politics in Africa as part of  an effort to 
make Turkey a model of  modern Isla-
mism. Erdoğan has also supported rad-
ical militants as part of  his intervention 
in Libya (though Turkey’s rivals have 
as well).11 Ankara’s ties with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood network are well-doc-
umented.12 At the same time, Turkey’s 
10  Hannah Armstrong, “Turkey in the Sahel,” International 
Crisis Group Commentary, July 27, 2021, https://www.crisis-
group.org/africa/sahel/turkey-sahel.
11  Whether directly or indirectly, both Turkey and its rivals 
have emboldened radical actors such as Madkhali-Salafi militias 
as part of their interventions in Libya. Additionally, in Yemen, 
the Saudi-Emirati coalition has supported radical Salafi militias 
with ties to al-Qaeda. “Addressing the Rise of Libya’s Madkha-
li-Salafis,” International Crisis Group, Middle East & North Afri-
ca / Report No. 200, April 29, 2019, https://www.crisisgroup.org/
middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/addressing-rise-lib-
yas-madkhali-salafis; Nicholas Heras, “Securing Southern Yemen 
for the UAE: Abu al-Abbas and the Battle for Taiz,” Jamestown 
Foundation Militant Leadership Monitor, June 6, 2018, www.
jamestown.org/brief/securing-southern-yemen-for-the-uae-abu-
al-abbas-and-the -battle-for-taiz.
12  For example, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was ini-
tially skeptical of AK Party but grew closer to its model follow-
ing its own rise to power in 2011-2012. Thousands of Egyptian 
Brotherhood members found refuge in Turkey following the 
2013 Egyptian coup and crackdown on the group. Abdelrahman 
Ayyash, “The Turkish Future of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood,” 
The Century Foundation Report, August 17, 2020, https://tcf.
org/content/report/turkish-future-egypts-muslim-brother-
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increasing engagement with Africa over 
the past decade has not been driven pri-
marily by a mindset of  zero-sum com-
petition with its regional rivals or by a 
desire to achieve anything like Otto-
man-era levels of  suzerainty in the re-
gion. Neo-Ottomanism is, first and fore-
most, a matter of  domestic politics. 
Erdoğan’s regime capitalizes on nostal-
gia for the one-time great-power status 
of  the Sultans, opportunistically mixing 
Ottoman-era rhetoric, ideas, and iconog-
raphy with more contemporary strains 
of  Islamism and even the sorts of  osten-
sibly secular Kemalist nationalism that 
dominated 20th-century Turkish politics. 
When engaging with African audiences, 
Turkish officials push a narrative that the 
Ottomans were benefactors and partners 
of  Africa’s pre-colonial Muslim societ-
ies, generally eliding the Ottomans’ own 
energetic (if  largely unsuccessful) partic-
ipation in the colonial-era scramble for 
Africa.13 As seen in the case of  the Shit-
ta-Bey Mosque in Lagos, the Ottoman 
legacy also provides avenues for Turkey 
to enhance its soft power by assuming its 
ostensibly historical roles of  sponsorship 
or custodianship.

However, Ottomanesque rhetoric is di-
rected at domestic audiences far more 
than it is at African audiences. Erdoğan’s 
neo-Ottoman rhetoric and expansionist 
adventurism appears intended to rile up 
his base at home. In this sense, Erdoğan 
is perhaps best understood as a populist 
more than a Neo-Ottomanist, and a po-

hood/?session=1.
13  For more, see Mostafa Minawi, The Ottoman Scramble 
for Africa: Empire and Diplomacy in the Sahara and the Hijaz 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2016).

larizing one at that.14 Some of  the most 
pronounced neo-Ottomanesque moves 
Erdoğan has undertaken in the past few 
years—converting the Hagia Sofia into 
a mosque, for example, or more aggres-
sively challenging the status quo in the 
eastern Mediterranean—have occurred 
at times of  acute domestic crisis and po-
litical blowback within Turkey, such as 
the implosion of  the national currency, 
the Lira. One thing that distinguishes 
Erdoğan’s situation from most other pop-
ulist leaders is that he has already sur-
vived one coup that he seems to believe 
was supported by his neighbors, and he 
now lives in constant fear of  another. 
Erdoğan’s insecurity thus feeds his ex-
pansionist foreign policy—and vice-ver-
sa as Turkish moves in the Middle East, 
Africa, and the eastern Mediterranean 
all harden the anti-Erdoğan sentiments 
of  his regional rivals.

Turkish policy in Africa is heavily col-
ored by Erdoğan’s feud with the one-
time ally and now banished cleric Fethul-
lah Gülen, a feud that has grown much 
more acute since Gülen’s suspected in-
volvement in the July 2016 coup attempt. 
The Gülen network’s investments in 
Africa, particularly in the education sec-
tor, began in the 1990s, thus predating 
the other aspects of  Turkey’s increased 
engagement on the continent. Erdoğan 
initially championed Gülenist schools as 
flagships of  new, internationally engaged 
Turkey.15 However, the Turkish govern-
14  Soner Cagaptay, A Sultan in Autumn: Erdogan Faces 
Turkey’s Uncontainable Forces (Washington D.C.: The Washing-
ton Institute for Near East Policy, 2021), xv.
15  Frederico Donelli, “The Gülen Movement in Africa: 
From Turkish Transnational Asset to Anti-State Lobby,” Israel 
Journal of Foreign Affairs 13, no. 1 (2019): 67-80. https://doi.org/
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ment has recently pressured African 
governments to close Gülenist schools, 
though it has only had mixed success in 
these efforts. Some African governments 
are hesitant to do so, either because the 
schools have proven quite popular or 
because these governments wish to retain 
bargaining chips they can use in play-
ing Turkey against its Middle Eastern 
rivals. Yet, on the whole, Erdoğan holds 
the upper hand in Africa against his ex-
iled rival. Most recently, Turkish agents 
managed to capture and extradite one of  
Gülen’s nephews in Kenya under vague 
circumstances.16

Privileging Muslim States? Pragmatism 
and Ideology in Turkey-Africa Relations
While much of  the discussion of  Tur-
key-Africa relations among Western an-
alysts focuses on Erdoğan’s outreach to 
Muslim-majority parts of  Africa, Ankara 
has not been picky in its partnerships. 
Turkey now has embassies in 41 out of  
54 African countries (up from just 12 
in 2003)17 , while Turkish firms operate 
everywhere from Morocco to Madagas-
car. Indeed, a good deal of  Turkish en-
gagement in Africa can be explained by 
relatively straightforward business calcu-
lations. Turkish construction firms with 
strong global reputations from their work 
in Central Asia have found demand in 
infrastructure-poor Africa, while Turkish 
Airlines has taken advantage of  opportu-
nities traveling the continent’s under-ser-
viced routes.
10.1080/23739770.2019.1632588.
16  Carlotta Gall and Abdi Latif Dahir, “Turkey Claims to 
Have ‘Captured’ Cleric’s Relative in Kenya,” New York Times, 
May 31, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/31/world/eu-
rope/turkey-kenya-gulen.html.
17  Cagaptay, Erdogan’s Empire, 237.

That said, Muslim countries have played 
a central role in Erdoğan’s Africa strat-
egy. Somalia stands out as the first and 
clearest example. As the country was 
reeling from famine in 2011, Erdoğan 
visited Mogadishu to announce major 
relief  efforts. At a time when Western 
diplomats refused to set foot in the coun-
try, Erdoğan invoked Islamic solidarity to 
explain Turkey’s unusual investment in 
the war-torn country. This moment was, 
in many ways, the signal of  a new phase 
in Turkish engagement with Africa, al-
though it is not clear if  Turkish officials 
saw the initial outreach to Somalia as 
part of  long-term strategic investment.18 
Regardless of  Ankara’s initial inten-
tions, Turkey quickly became one of  the 
strongest backers of  the fledgling Somali 
state. Since 2011, Turkey has made sig-
nificant investments in everything from 
schools and ports to Somalia’s military, 
which it trains at a massive military fa-
cility unveiled in 2017 in Mogadishu.19 
In this sense, Somalia was a high-risk, 
high-reward gamble for Erdoğan (chron-
ically unstable on the one hand, geostra-
tegically well-positioned and in need of  
friends on the other). To date, it seems to 
have paid off. Not only does Turkey en-
joy strong relations with the current So-
mali government, but its largesse appears 
to have earned Turkey genuine support 
among the Somali public outside of  the 
breakaway Republic of  Somaliland as 
18  Zach Vertin, “Turkey and the New Scramble for Africa: 
Ottoman Designs or Unfounded Fears?” Lawfare, May 9, 2019, 
https://www.lawfareblog.com/turkey-and-new-scramble-afri-
ca-ottoman-designs-or-unfounded-fears.
19  Abdirahman Hussein and Orhan Coskun, “Turkey 
opens military base in Mogadishu to train Somali soldiers,” 
Reuters, September 30, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-somalia-turkey-military-idUSKCN1C50JH.
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well as some semi-autonomous regions.
Beyond the Somalia example, Turkish 
diplomacy in Africa has privileged Mus-
lim countries. Erdoğan’s flagship tour of  
West Africa in January 2013, for exam-
ple, consisted of  visits to Muslim-majori-
ty Niger and Senegal followed by a sum-
mit with the Muslim president of  oil-rich 
Gabon, which is a member of  the Orga-
nization of  Islamic Cooperation.20 
Neo-Ottoman rhetoric and Islamist ten-
dencies are apparent in Erdoğan’s ap-
proach to Africa, even as they are hardly 
the defining feature of  Turkey-Africa 
relations in every instance. Turkey’s leas-
ing of  the Sudanese port of  Suakin in 
2017 is a prominent example. While the 
decision to invest in Suakin was largely 
driven by shrewd strategic calculations, 
as the port gave would give Turkey a na-
val toehold in the strategic and increas-
ingly contested Red Sea, the choice of  
Suakin also held symbolic significance. 
Suakin was once, for a time, an Otto-
man port. More broadly, the port was 
part of  a flurry of  joint Turkish-Suda-
nese agreements that seemed to reflect 
Erdoğan’s genuine affinity for Sudan’s 
Islamist then-dictator, Omar al-Bashir, 
who was suffering from international 
isolation over the crimes against humani-
ty committed by his regime as well as his 
support for African and Arab Islamists 
(including Palestinian militant organi-
zations like Hamas with which Erdoğan 
also sympathizes). Erdoğan also claimed 
that one of  the primary reasons for revi-
talizing Suakin was to make it a tourist 

20  Yilma Haile Michael-Hinz and Ludger Schadomsky, 
“Turkey sets its sights on Africa,” Deutsche Welle, January 8, 
2013, https://www.dw.com/en/turkey-sets-its-sights-on-af-
rica/a-16506268.

stop for Africa’s Hajj-bound pilgrims.21 
In the early 2010s, Erdoğan used ap-
peals to Islamic solidarity to explain his 
commitment to Somalia while Niger’s 
president, for his part, welcomed Turkish 
investment in 2013 by praising Erdoğan 
for overseeing the “modernizing of  Is-
lam.”22 Erdoğan’s efforts to make Turkey 
an international model of  Islam go be-
yond rhetoric, however. The AK Party 
government has promoted a “Turkish 
model” of  Islam overseas through the 
work of  the Directorate of  Religious 
Affairs or Diyanet, which has been sig-
nificantly empowered under Erdoğan.23 
Naqshbandi schools have also proliferat-
ed in Africa, while imam-hatip schools, 
which meld secular and religious edu-
cation, serve as a basis for many Turk-
ish-funded education projects in Africa 
(Erdoğan is himself  a product of  an 
imam-hatip school).24 Turkish Sufi orders 
have additionally served as a vector of  
religious and ideological dissemination in 
Africa, which Ezgi Guner argues is root-
ed in the NGO-ization of  Sufi orders af-
ter decades of  state repression in Turkey 
as well as the growth of  neoliberal edu-
cation policies in Africa.25 Erdoğan has 

21  James Barnett, “Parsing the Red Sea,” The American 
Interest, March 23, 2018, https://www.the-american-interest.
com/2018/03/23/parsing-red-sea/.
22  Samuel Ramani, “Eye on Niamey: Middle East regional 
powers vie for influence in Niger,” Middle East Institute, May 
20, 2021, https://www.mei.edu/publications/eye-niamey-mid-
dle-east-regional-powers-vie-influence-niger.
23  Ezgi Guner, “The Scalar Politics of Turkey’s Pivot to Af-
rica” in “Africa and the Middle East: Beyond the Divides,” Proj-
ect on Middle East Political Science POMEPS Studies 40 (June 
2020): 59-63. https://pomeps.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/
FINAL-POMEPS_Studies_40_Web-rev.pdf.
24  Daren Butler, “With more Islamic schooling, Erdogan 
aims to reshape Turkey,” Reuters, January 25, 2018, https://www.
reuters.com/investigates/special-report/turkey-erdogan-educa-
tion/.
25  Ezgi Guner, “NGOization of Islamic Education: The 
Post-Coup Turkish State and Sufi Orders in Africa South of 
the Sahara,” Religions 12, no. 1 (2021): 24-46. https://doi.
org/10.3390/rel12010024.
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also stressed Islamic connections in his 
outreach to the Sahel, building or refur-
bishing a number of  prominent mosques 
in Mali and Niger.26

The Future of  
Turkey-Africa 
Relations

What sort of  role Turkey plays in Afri-
ca moving forward will hinge to a sig-
nificant degree on how it manages its 
relationships with its regional rivals. 
The more hostile its competition with 
states such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Egypt, the more likely we are to see 
Libya-like scenarios play out across the 
region, particularly in the Maghreb, the 
Sahel, and the Horn of  Africa, offsetting 
any positive aspects of  Turkish engage-
ment. There have been some encourag-
ing signs of  détente of  late, with a for-
mal resolution to the GCC dispute in the 
form of  the January 2021 al-Ula Decla-
ration as well as an initial step towards 
normalizing Turkish-Egyptian ties in the 
form of  a May 5 deputies meeting in 
Cairo.27 Suspicion of  Erdoğan’s Islamist 
proclivities remains high among Arab 
leaders, however, as do concerns over 
the foreign policy of  Turkey’s ally, Qatar. 
The Middle East’s geopolitical landscape 
remains prone to upheaval, as seen in 
the escalating Saudi-Emirati tensions of  
summer 2021, which may, interesting-
ly enough, bring Saudi Arabia closer to 

26  Armstrong, “Turkey in the Sahel.”
27  Samy Magdy, “Egypt, Turkey officials meet for talks 
to reset frayed ties,” Associated Press, May 5, 2021, https://
apnews.com/article/egypt-africa-middle-east-europe-tur-
key-55317e240824c3870fb41d1151ceff98.

Turkey.28 Any predictions must therefore 
be grounded in some intellectual humili-
ty.

Nevertheless, it seems likely that volatile 
and fragile African states will continue to 
offer tempting arenas for competition if  
not outright military intervention on the 
part of  expansionist, mutually suspicious 
Middle Eastern powers. Unfortunately, 
there is no shortage of  such states. War-
ring parties in Libya reached a ceasefire 
in October 2020, but the peace is fragile, 
and it is uncertain if  foreign mercenar-
ies will leave the country in line with the 
terms of  the UN peace process.29 Soma-
lia remains in the throes of  conflict and 
political paralysis, placing it at constant 
risk of  further political and territorial 
dismemberment. Sudan’s democratic 
transition has faced several setbacks, its 
security forces prone to infighting and 
seemingly eager for foreign patronage to 
help sideline their rivals. The Sahel re-
mains unstable, and France, which under 
President Emmanuel Macron has taken 
a hard line against Islamism and op-
posed Erdoğan in Libya and the Medi-
terranean, could conceivably seek to bol-
ster the UAE’s position in the Sahel as a 
counterweight to Turkey’s, creating the 
conditions for more confrontation.30

One would hope then that Erdoğan 
would exercise some restraint and prag-

28  Neil Quilliam and Sanam Vakil, “The Rocky New Era of 
the Saudi-Emirati Relationship,” Foreign Policy, July 27, 2021, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/07/27/the-saudi-emirati-love-af-
fair-is-over/.
29  “Mercenaries ‘impede’ peace, must leave Libya to allow 
elections,” United Nations UN News, July 30, 2021, https://news.
un.org/en/story/2021/07/1096752.
30  For more on Macron’s rivalry with Erdoğan, see Michael 
Doran and Peter Rough, “Macron’s Turkish Gambit,” Tablet, 
December 1, 2020, https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/news/
articles/macron-turkish-gambit.

Journal of Middle East Politics and Policy 33



matism in engaging Africa moving for-
ward, as he indeed has before. The rapid 
reversal of  fortunes that Turkey expe-
rienced in Sudan following the collapse 
of  the Ankara-aligned Omar al-Bashir 
regime in April 2019 has forced Erdoğan 
to adopt a less ideological approach 
to the country, for the time being, di-
versifying Turkey’s partnerships rather 
than doubling down on the Brother-
hood-linked Islamists who dominated 
the former regime (and who have now 
been sidelined, imprisoned, or exiled at 
the hands of  Gulf- and Egyptian-backed 
generals). In April, Erdoğan held a 
phone call with the military head of  Su-
dan’s transitional government—a gen-
eral closely linked to the Gulf  states and 
Egypt—and invited him to a bilateral 
summit in Ankara which eventually took 
place in August.31

Ankara may similarly judge elsewhere 
that exclusive or disproportionate sup-
port for Islamist actors may carry risks 
that are not worth the reward. A blanket 
cessation of  support for Muslim Broth-
erhood-aligned groups is highly unlikely, 
but Erdoğan appears capable of  adopt-
ing more cautious and calibrated ap-
proaches when appropriate. The lack of  
significant Islamist political mobilization 
in Ethiopia, for example, suggests that 
Turkey will focus on securing the clo-
31  “President Erdoğan, Chairman of the Sovereignty Coun-
cil of Sudan General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan talk over phone,” 
Presidency of the Republic of Turkey: Directorate of Communi-
cations, April 2, 2021, https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/English/haber-
ler/detay/president-erdogan-chairman-of-the-sovereignty-coun-
cil-of-sudan-general-abdel-fattah-al-burhan-talk-over-phone; 
“Erdogan invites al-Burhan to visit Turkey,” Sudan Tribune, April 
4, 2021, https://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article69397; 
“Turkey promises to stand by Sudan as leaders vow to enhance 
ties,” Daily Sabah, August 12, 2021, https://www.dailysabah.com/
politics/diplomacy/turkey-promises-to-stand-by-sudan-as-lead-
ers-vow-to-enhance-ties.

sure of  the country’s remaining Gülenist 
schools,32 the soft proselytization of  
“Turkish Islam” among Ethiopia’s Mus-
lim minority, and encouraging growth 
in the sectors of  the Ethiopian economy 
where Turkey enjoys a comparative ad-
vantage over its competitors. In other 
words, Turkey is unlikely to challenge 
the status quo in the country or get too 
deeply involved in its turbulent politics 
in an attempt to transform Ethiopia into 
some battleground on which to confront 
Egypt or the Gulf  states. Indeed, during 
a summit with Ethiopian Prime Min-
ister Abiy Ahmed in August, Erdoğan 
expressed his desire for a peaceful reso-
lution to Ethiopia’s internal conflicts as 
well as its border dispute with Sudan.33 
Such rhetoric, boilerplate as it is, sug-
gests that Erdoğan would rather be seen 
for the time being as a regional peace-
maker rather than a party to any con-
flict.

What is clear is that Turkey is building 
the foundations of  a long-term presence 
in Africa. The establishment of  de facto 
military bases in Libya and Somalia sug-
gests that Erdoğan believes Turkey must 
retain a sizeable presence in the Medi-
terranean and—to a lesser extent—the 
Red Sea if  it is to enjoy anything like the 
international status it once enjoyed. One 
32  As of July 2021, the government-aligned Maarif Foun-
dation had taken over two Gülenist schools in Ethiopia while at 
least four additional schools in the national capital, Addis Ababa, 
remained under Gülenist administration. Maarif is currently 
in legal proceedings to assume administration of these schools. 
“Turkey’s Maarif takes over 2nd FETÖ-linked school in Ethio-
pia,” Hürriyet Daily News, July 15, 2021, https://www.hurriyetda-
ilynews.com/turkeys-maarif-takes-over-2nd-feto-linked-school-
in-ethiopia-166340.
33  “Erdogan backs peaceful resolution to Ethiopia’s Tigray 
conflict,” Al Jazeera, August 18, 2021, https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2021/8/18/erdogan-offers-to-mediate-end-to-ethio-
pias-tigray-conflict.
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