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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Though Turkey has traditionally been a staunch North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) ally, scarcely a day passes without a report or headline on the front pages of leading 
newspapers questioning Turkey’s reliability as a Western ally. Turkey-United States (US) re-
lations are at the center of this storm.  

We are observing the most turbulent period in Tur-
key-US relations, notwithstanding the congenial per-
sonal relations between Presidents Donald Trump and 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. While it is natural to observe 
occasional divergence of opinion between partners, the 
frequency and the intensity of such disagreements have 
sharply grown over time, fostering mistrust between 
allies. Therefore, it is imperative to understand the 

dynamics of the relationship between the two parties. 
After providing a brief overview of the history of bi-
lateral relations, this article addresses the main causes 
behind the rift between Turkey and the US. It then 
makes specific policy recommendations to prevent 
further deterioration in relations and warns against the 
path-dependent foreign policy behavior of operation-
alizing the S-400 missile defense systems. 

President Trump hosts President Erdoğan in the Oval Office on 13.11.2019. Source: AA
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INTRODUCTION

Turkey’s relations with the West are at an all-time low. Though Turkey has traditionally been 
well embedded in Western security infrastructures and was considered a fairly reliable West-
ern ally for over half a century, its reliability as a Western ally has been increasingly ques-
tioned. 

The increasing number and the growing complexi-
ty of the issues over which the two sides differ make 
it imperative to understand the dynamics of the rela-
tionship between the two parties. The developments 
in the aftermath of the failed coup attempt on July 15, 
2016, such as Turkey’s rapprochement with Russia in 
security and defense matters, the tariff wars in summer 
2018, the removal of Turkey from the F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighter Program in 2019, the passage of resolutions in 
the US Congress recognizing the events that took place 
in 1915 as the Armenian Genocide, and the measures 
related to Turkey in the recently approved US Nation-
al Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for Fiscal Year 
2020 further illustrate the timeliness and value of the 
current analysis. Accordingly, after providing a brief 
overview of the history of bilateral relations, this article 
addresses the main causes behind the rift between Tur-
key and the US and makes specific policy recommen-
dations to prevent further deterioration in relations.

The increasing number 
and the growing 

complexity of the issues 
over which the two sides 
differ make it imperative 

to understand the 
dynamics of the 

relationship between the 
two parties.
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A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF  
US-TURKEY RELATIONS

The US-Turkey relations officially began in 1927 and first gained momentum through the 
Economic and Technical Cooperation Agreement in July 1947, which implemented the Tru-
man Doctrine (US Department of State 2017). Turkey participated in the Korean War with 
three brigades between 1950 and 1953 and joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) in 1952. 

Economic factors played an important role in Turkey’s 
decision to become a part of the Western block. To il-
lustrate, from 1947 to 1961, Turkey received about 1.9 
billion USD in military assistance and about 1.4 bil-
lion USD in economic assistance from the US (Sakkas 
and Zhukova 2013). 

While Turkey and the US generally shared similar in-
terests during the Cold War, bilateral relations have 
not been immune to tensions during this period. The 
1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the 1964 Johnson Letter, 
and the 1975-1978 arms embargo by the US Congress 
due to Turkey’s Cyprus military intervention are cases 
that illustrate this point. At the public opinion level, 
the Turkish left was mainly against the US influence in 
domestic politics, economics, and society, and saw the 
US alignment as a project of the elites (Landau 1974). 
Nevertheless, Turkey typically played a significant role 
against the Soviet threat throughout the Cold War. 
During the Cold War, the US stationed B61 nuclear 
bombs in Turkey, which were instrumental in the US 
deterrence doctrine (Pomper 2019).

The end of the Cold War removed the overarching So-
viet threat that bonded the allies and the Gulf War pre-

As the prospects of 
its European Union 

membership became dim, 
and its relationship with 
the US and other NATO 
allies deteriorated due to 
irreconcilable national 
interests with regard to 
the Middle East and a 
crisis of trust, Turkey 

seems to have increasingly 
adopted an aggressive and 

confrontational foreign 
policy vis-à-vis the West. 
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sented the first post-Cold War challenge to US-Turkey 
relations. Despite its concerns about the US foreign 
policy in Iraq of promoting Kurdish control of north-
ern Iraq, Turkey was the first country to support the im-
position of United Nations (UN) economic sanctions 
against Iraq. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks 
on the US underscored the significance of Turkey in 
combating terrorism. With the Greater Middle East 
Project, the George W. Bush Administration started to 
promote Turkey as a model “Islamic democracy”. The 
Memorandum of Understanding that was signed for 
the intervention in Iraq failed to receive approval from 
the Turkish Parliament in March 2003, which caused 
significant mistrust on the part of the US authorities 
towards Turkey. 

In July 2003, what is now commonly referred to as the 
“sack incident” took place, when the US forces appre-
hended a group of Turkish Special Forces members in 
northern Iraq. Since then, despite efforts by the Obama 
Administration to form a model partnership with 

Turkey, bilateral relations continued to have ups and 
downs, following a brief honeymoon period as Presi-
dent Obama chose Turkey as the first Muslim-majority 
nation he visited. In 2010, worsening Turkish-Israeli 
tensions in the aftermath of the Mavi Marmara inci-
dent and the Turkish-Brazilian initiative to broker the 
Iranian nuclear swap deal without consultation with or 
involvement of the US caused further tensions in Tur-
key-US relations.

Similarly, the Arab Spring and the subsequent develop-
ments in the Middle East further brought light upon 
the cracks in the relationship. As the prospects of its 
European Union membership became dim, and its 
relationship with the US and other NATO allies de-
teriorated due to irreconcilable national interests with 
regard to the Middle East and a crisis of trust, Turkey 
seems to have increasingly adopted an aggressive and 
confrontational foreign policy vis-à-vis the West. The 
goal is to signal that the country has other options be-
yond the Western alliance (Dursun-Özkanca 2019).
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US-TURKEY RELATIONS IN 
TRANSITION:  

MAIN CONTROVERSIES

Turkey’s relations with the US have always been fraught with tensions. For instance, one of 
the worst periods in bilateral relations was from 1975 to 1978, when Turkey expelled the US 
from İncirlik Air Base in response to an arms embargo from the US Congress. 

While some may argue that what we are seeing is part 
of a long tradition of cyclical relations in Turkey’s re-
lations with the US, the current period in US-Turkey 
relations is substantially different from the previous 
periods. While it is natural to observe an occasional 
divergence of opinion between partners, the frequency 
and the intensity of such disagreements have increased 
sharply over time, creating major trust issues between 
the two allies.

To address the status quo effectively, it is important to 
examine the main reasons behind it. Turkish foreign 
policy is undergoing a significant transition. The cur-
rent international systemic and regional changes, do-
mestic politics, and issue-specific differences between 
Turkey and its Western allies seem to motivate Turk-
ish foreign policy to act more ambitiously, as seen in 
the November 2019 military cooperation agreement 
signed with Libya and the ongoing drilling in the East-
ern Mediterranean. Many Turkish policymakers ac-
knowledge that Turkey wants to shape developments 
in its neighborhood more proactively.

There is also a deep sense of resentment and mistrust 
towards the West over the lack of understanding of 

Turkey’s legitimate security concerns, needs, and sen-
sitivities, causing alienation from the West. First and 
foremost, the cause behind the ongoing mistrust is 
the fact the two allies supported different factions in 
the Syrian civil war. Turkey expected the Assad regime 
to quickly fall from power and sponsored the Syrian 
National Council (SNC) and the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA). Whereas Turkey prioritized the removal of As-
sad from power, the US had the goal of fighting against 
the Islamic State (IS) terrorist organization. 

Turkey was a latecomer to the military coalition against 
IS. In fact, US administration officials made recurrent 
efforts to gain Turkey’s cooperation in the fight against 
IS. Yet Turkey was reluctant to join the anti-IS coali-
tion for a long time. Up until September 2014, Turkey 
maintained that any Turkish involvement in the fight 
against IS would jeopardize the lives of the 49 Turkish 
citizens that were kidnapped by IS, when the terror-
ist organization took control of Mosul in June 2014 
(Abramowitz and Edelman 2015).

Turkey was also ambivalent in permitting the use of İn-
cirlik Air Base by the US for anti-IS operations from 
June 2014 until July 2015. The US Air Base in İncirlik 
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is of strategic importance for the US-led military op-
eration against IS and hosts tactical US nuclear weap-
ons. Within a couple of weeks of the parliamentary 
elections in June 2015, 
Turkey finally allowed 
US warplanes to operate 
out of İncirlik and joined 
the airstrikes against IS. 
Even after the opening 
of the İncirlik Air Base 
to US warplanes, Turkey 
continued to threaten as-
set denial to ensure that 
its national interests and 
priorities in Syria and Iraq 
were addressed by the US 
and other NATO allies. 

US officials often made 
the argument that the 
Kurds are the best-orga-
nized ground force in the 
fight against IS in Iraq and 
Syria. Despite strong ob-
jections from Turkey, the 
US relied on the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD) 
and its military wing the 
People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), later Syrian Dem-
ocratic Forces (SDF), in 
the fight against IS since 
2014. This deepened the 
rift between the US and 
Turkey and contributed to mistrust and resentment 
towards the US, as Turkey sees the YPG as organically 
tied to the PKK, which is recognized as a terrorist or-
ganization by both countries. This seems to have con-
firmed suspicions among the majority of the Turkish 
public and the elites that US support for Kurds in Syria 
constitutes a significant security threat for Turkey’s ter-
ritorial integrity. 

Turkey’s rapprochement with an increasingly assertive 
Russia on a number of energy and security/defense ini-
tiatives since 2016, such as the acquisition of the S-400 
missile defense system and TurkStream, a gas pipeline 

from Russia, adds to growing concerns about Turkey’s 
trustworthiness as an ally. Turkish authorities frequent-
ly express feeling let down by their NATO allies on the 

acquisition of a missile 
system, due to challenges 
of pricing and technology 
sharing. With the path-de-
pendent decision to pur-
chase the S-400 missile de-
fense system from Russia, 
it is reasonable to expect 
the military and defense 
industrial ties between 
Turkey and Russia to gain 
further momentum at the 
expense of Turkey’s rela-
tions with the US and oth-
er NATO allies.

US policymakers have 
long warned the purchase 
of the S-400 missile de-
fense system would con-
stitute an act sanctionable 
under US law as it presents 
a threat to NATO due to 
security infiltration risks 
and lack of interoperabil-
ity. Under Section 231 of 
the Countering Ameri-
ca’s Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act (CAATSA) 
passed by the US Congress 
and signed by US Presi-

dent Trump in August 2017, sanctions will be imposed 
on those establishing transactions with Russian intelli-
gence and military entities (United States 2017). There 
is no prescribed timeline for the implementation of the 
CAATSA sanctions and there is a wide array of options 
regarding the type of sanctions that could be applied to 
Turkey (Gould and Mehta 2019). The Trump Admin-
istration has yet to reveal how and when it will imple-
ment CAATSA sanctions on Turkey (Townsend and 
Ellehuus 2019).

What is sure is that the operationalization of the S-400 
missile defense system will carry significant conse-

Turkey’s rapprochement 
with an increasingly 
assertive Russia on 
a number of energy 

and security/defense 
initiatives since 2016, 

such as the acquisition of 
the S-400 missile defense 
system and TurkStream, 

a gas pipeline from 
Russia, adds to growing 
concerns about Turkey’s 

trustworthiness as an 
ally. 
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quences for Turkey, such as costs to its defense indus-
try as a result of its removal from the F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighter ( JSF) program. Turkey has been a partner on 
the F-35 program since 2002 and was scheduled to 
purchase 100 F-35s from the US over multiple years, 
starting in 2018. As part of the F-35 JSF consortium, 
Turkish industries were eligible to become suppliers to 
the global F-35 fleet, creating industrial opportunities 
of about 12 billion USD 
for Turkish companies (F-
35.com 2019). A Turkish 
facility in Eskişehir was 
already designated for the 
F135 engine production 
and sustainment as well 
as for overhaul capabilities 
(F-35.com 2019). Never-
theless, with the purchase 
of the S-400s, Turkey loses 
all these rights and privi-
leges. 

Furthermore, recent de-
velopments in the region, 
including the military 
and defense coordination 
agreement between Tur-
key and Libya and the sub-
sequent Turkish decision 
to send troops to Libya, 
the killing of Iranian Gen-
eral Qasem Soleimani, the 
oil and gas drilling in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, 
and the killing of Turkish 
troops in Syria each have the potential to influence 
the bilateral relations between Turkey and the US. On 
Libya, Turkey and Russia back opposing sides in the 
conflict, which presents a window of opportunity for 
Turkey and the US to mend their bilateral relations. 
Having said that, following his phone call with Presi-
dent Erdoğan, President Trump recently warned that 
“foreign interference is complicating the situation in 
Libya” (Manson, Pitel and Saleh 2020). 

Regarding the crisis between Iran and the US follow-
ing the killing of Soleimani, Turkey could play the role 

of a mediator between the two countries. On Decem-
ber 8, 2020, in his address to the nation following the 
Iranian airstrikes on two US bases in Iraq, President 
Trump called on NATO allies to get more involved in 
the Middle East (Karimi, Vahdat, and Gambrell 2020). 
Any kind of escalation of the conflict would result in 
further regional instability, which would damage Turk-
ish interests. As Turkey has been maintaining good re-

lations with Iran, it could 
help de-escalate the situa-
tion with the US. 

Regarding the gas and oil 
drilling activities of Tur-
key in the Eastern Medi-
terranean, Turkey had two 
additional goals, besides 
having access to natural 
resources. When Turkey 
first started its drilling 
activities, the country 
initially aimed to put 
pressure on the govern-
ment of the Republic of 
Cyprus in regards to a ne-
gotiated settlement with 
the Turkish Cypriots to 
share profits from natural 
resources. Additionally, 
Turkey’s recent oil and 
gas drilling in the East-
ern Mediterranean made 
it possible to increase its 
presence in the region. 
This becomes especial-

ly important given Turkey’s increased isolation in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. On November 27, 2019, Tur-
key signed a maritime agreement with the UN-backed 
Libyan Government of National Accord in Tripoli, 
Libya, engaging in maritime delimitation in the east 
of the Mediterranean. Greece, the Republic of Cyprus, 
Israel, Egypt, and the US criticized the deal by noting 
it violates international law. It is possible to argue that 
the deteriorating US-Turkey relations brought the US 
and Greece together. The US engaged in several agree-
ments with Greece, including an agreement to expand 
the deep-water naval base used by the Sixth Fleet in 

These painful losses may 
lead Turkish authorities 

to reconsider Turkey’s 
rapprochement with 

Russia and may create a 
window of opportunity 
for mending relations 
with the US. After all, 

these attacks were made 
possible with Russian air 

support. 
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Crete. Furthermore, at the beginning of January 2020, 
Greece, Cyprus, and Israel signed a trilateral undersea 
gas pipeline deal bypassing Turkey, which in turn in-
creased the stakes for Turkey’s maritime policies in the 
region. 

On February 3, 2020, eight Turkish soldiers were killed 
in Idlib by Syrian shelling. A week later, on February 
10, 2020, five more Turkish soldiers died under similar 
circumstances. These painful losses may lead Turkish 
authorities to reconsider Turkey’s rapprochement with 
Russia and may create a 
window of opportunity 
for mending relations with 
the US. After all, these 
attacks were made possi-
ble with Russian air sup-
port. As a result, Turkish 
authorities have been in-
creasingly critical of Russia 
in the last couple of weeks 
(BBC 2020). Any future 
configuration of Tur-
key-US relations would 
ultimately be affected by 
these recent developments 
in Turkey’s neighborhood.

In addition to systemic, 
regional, and issue-specific 
factors, domestic political 
factors are similarly influ-
ential in contributing to 
the ongoing bilateral rift. 
The extradition of Fethul-
lah Gülen, a Muslim cleric 
that lives in self-imposed 
exile in Pennsylvania and 
who is the alleged mastermind behind the failed July 
2016 coup, proved to be another major factor driving 
bilateral tensions. According to a November 2016 sur-
vey, 79% of Turkish participants believed the US was 
behind the 2016 coup attempt (Zanotti and Thomas 
2017). Ankara demands that Gülen be extradited to 
Turkey, but US authorities emphasize the lack of any 
direct evidence implicating his direct involvement with 
the failed coup ( Jeffrey 2016). 

Before the coup attempt, the Turkish military’s close 
relations with the US military provided the backbone 
of bilateral relations. However, after the coup attempt, 
the Eurasianist camp within the Turkish military, 
which advocates greater ties with Russia, Iran, and Chi-
na, seemed to have acquired a more dominant voice 
vis-à-vis the transatlanticist one. For instance, since the 
failed coup attempt, Ankara has rarely sent Turkish 
military officers to NATO allies for training purpos-
es (Dursun-Özkanca 2019). Moreover, anti-Ameri-
canism has been at an all-time high in Turkish public 

opinion. According to a 
2018 public opinion poll, 
54% believed that the US 
was Turkey’s biggest secu-
rity threat (Ünlühisarcıklı 
2018). According to a 
2019 public opinion poll, 
only 13.1% of respondents 
considered the US as an 
ally/friend of Turkey, and 
about 64.5% considered 
the US a threat to Tur-
key (Kadir Has Univer-
sity 2020). Additionally, 
increased nationalism 
seems to contribute to an 
anti-Kurdish stance and 
encourage further con-
frontation with the US in 
northern Syria. Similarly, 
the US Central Com-
mand acquired a negative 
perspective of Turkey, es-
pecially in light of the fail-
ure of the security mecha-
nism agreement between 
Turkey and the US and 

the Turkish incursion in Syria (Votel and Dent 2019).

The security mechanism agreement came to an end fol-
lowing a phone call between Presidents Trump and Er-
doğan in early October 2019. President Trump’s tweet 
ensuing the phone call practically gave Turkey a green 
light to engage in a military incursion in northern Syr-
ia. The subsequent agreement reached between Tur-
key and Russia deepened their military collaboration 

While the US Congress 
traditionally defers to 
the executive branch 
on foreign policy, it 
plays an important 
role in shaping US-

Turkey bilateral 
relations, expressing its 
deep frustration with 
Turkey’s increasingly 

aggressive foreign policy 
behavior. 
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in Syria. Russian authorities appeared to be somewhat 
more willing to accommodate Turkey’s concerns with 
regards to YPG in northern Syria, prompting Turkey 
to choose cooperation with Russia instead of the US.

While the US Congress traditionally defers to the ex-
ecutive branch on foreign policy, it plays an important 
role in shaping US-Turkey bilateral relations, express-
ing its deep frustration with Turkey’s increasingly ag-
gressive foreign policy behavior. The US Congress is 
motivated to bring momentum to important issues 
that are not being effectively addressed by the Trump 
Administration. Different US administrations have 
been reluctant so far to recognize the events that took 
place in 1915 as the Armenian Genocide due to alli-
ance ties with Turkey. However, given the intense de-
terioration of bilateral relations, especially in response 
to the agreement between Turkey and Russia for the 
purchase of the S-400 missile defense systems despite 
repeated warnings from the US, and the Turkish incur-
sion in northern Syria, the US Congress went ahead 
with the official recognition of the issue, with the US 
House of Representatives passing the resolution in Oc-
tober 2019 and the US Senate passing the resolution 
in December 2019. It is noteworthy that it was a bi-

partisan bill and was supported by a large margin. Due 
to its nonbinding nature, it does not require President 
Trump’s signature. The passage of the bill infuriated 
the Turkish public opinion and confirmed the senti-
ment that the US is motivated to punish Turkey. 

Once again, more recently, the US Congress approved 
the US National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Year 2020, which contained several recommendations 
for measures to be taken against Turkey, including 
sanctions related to TurkStream, the prohibition of the 
transfer of F-35 stealth fighter jets, and the renewed de-
mands to the US administration for implementing the 
CAATSA sanctions on Turkey. In response, Turkey has 
threatened to expel the US forces from the İncirlik and 
Kürecik military bases, if CAATSA sanctions were to 
be implemented. All in all, Turkey increasingly signals 
its growing dissatisfaction with its membership in the 
Western alliance and engages in “boundary-breaking” 
foreign policy behavior (Dursun-Özkanca 2019).

President Erdoğan and Minister of Foreign Affairs Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu together with US Senator 
Lindsey Graham, who had said over Turkey’s military incursion into the northern Syria that he 

would lead efforts in Congress to make Erdoğan pay a heavy price (France24 2019). Source: IHA
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MOVING FORWARD: POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

A key question that emerges from this discussion is how the US will engage an increasingly 
boundary-breaking foreign policy behavior on the part of Turkey. The challenge is that of 
engaging Turkey in a mutually beneficial way, through a mix of policy tools that can encour-
age it to abandon its foreign policy trajectory in its search for a new place in the changing 
international and regional orders. This could be done in four unlikely yet plausible ways. 

First and foremost, rekindling trust is central to this 
endeavor and will improve the ability to navigate the 
ups and downs of the relationship. It is important to 

keep bilateral ties between different bureaucratic insti-
tutions, such as the military and diplomatic corps. A 
renewed emphasis on the training of Turkish officers 
in US institutions could prove helpful. Having direct 
channels of communication between the diplomats 
in the Turkish Foreign Ministry and the US Depart-
ment of State would also facilitate coordination and 
consultation on central topics. It is also important for 
the allies to employ empathy and to understand each 
other’s sensitivities. In that sense, the security mech-
anism agreement signed between Turkey and the US 
was a step in the right direction for furthering collabo-
ration as the two sides started to hold joint patrols and 
worked on the de-fortification of areas held by YPG 
forces in northern Syria. However, Turkish authorities 
were not satisfied with the pace of the joint endeavor in 
achieving the desired goal of removing the YPG from 
its southern borders. Turkey and the US would benefit 
from continuing bilateral meetings and trust-build-
ing measures, closely monitoring the situation on the 
ground in Syria. 

Here, it is important to remember that Turkey and 
the US are in a formal alliance for collective security, 
whereas Turkey and Russia lack a formal institutional 

It is important to 
remember that Turkey 

and the US are in a 
formal alliance for 
collective security, 

whereas Turkey and 
Russia lack a formal 

institutional framework 
for their increasing 

defense cooperation. 
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framework for their increasing defense cooperation. 
Turkey and the US have alliance commitments that 
require the improvement of their bilateral relations 
and recognition of mutual interests. This, in turn, will 
contribute to the strength of NATO. NATO has vital 
mechanisms that ensure the security of its members 
and Turkey continues to benefit from these mecha-
nisms. For Turkey, the costs of defection from the al-
liance are greater than its benefits. Defection carries 
with it the heavy burden of sanctions not only from the 
US but also from other European NATO allies, with 
whom Turkey maintains heavy trade relations. 

Secondly, the two NATO allies should refrain from 
further escalation of inflammatory rhetoric. NATO is 
still very important for Turkey, as its membership con-
tributes to the international power and prestige of the 
country. Through its NATO membership, the country 
is perceived to be part of the Western alliance, which 
in turn enhances the soft power of the country in the 
eyes of many Balkan and 
Central Asian countries. 
Similarly, NATO benefits 
significantly from Tur-
key’s membership. Turkey 
continues to contribute 
to NATO missions in the 
Balkans, Afghanistan, and 
elsewhere. The two sides 
should refrain from any 
actions that would dam-
age the reliability and ef-
fectiveness of the alliance. 
Despite the rifts caused 
by the S-400 systems, the 
Turkish defense industry 
continues to be depen-
dent on NATO allies. Fur-
thermore, there are many 
common threats the alli-
ance faces, ranging from 
an increasingly assertive Russia in Turkey’s immediate 
neighborhood to a rising China to international terror-
ism, making the stakes high and requiring unity. There-
fore, Turkey and NATO should continue focusing on 
issues that are of common interest. Fractures between 
allies at a public level only play into the hands of Rus-

It would effectively 
convey to the rest of the 
world that Turkey does 

not consider Kurds as an 
enemy and is willing to 

sit at the same table and 
listen to the concerns of 

its Kurdish citizens. 

sia and China, undermining the perception of alliance 
unity. The fact that Turkey did not exercise a veto over 
NATO’s defense plan for the Baltic states and Poland 
at the NATO’s London Summit in December 2019 is a 
good indication there is some room for reconciliation. 

Another venue through which an improvement in 
US-Turkey bilateral relations could be pursued is the 
revival of the Kurdish peace process in Turkey. This 
could possibly alleviate the security concerns of Turkey, 
while simultaneously helping restore Turkey’s image 
in the eyes of the international community. It would 
effectively convey to the rest of the world that Turkey 
does not consider Kurds as an enemy and is willing to 
sit at the same table and listen to the concerns of its 
Kurdish citizens. This, in turn, would have a spillover 
effect across the border into northern Syria, as Tur-
key is primarily concerned with the establishment of 
a Kurdish state along its southern borders. Therefore, 
any political resolution of the Kurdish issue in Tur-

key would have positive 
implications for Turkey’s 
security concerns in Syr-
ia. Nevertheless, given the 
electoral alliance between 
the Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) and 
the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP), the revival 
of the Kurdish peace pro-
cess seems highly unlikely 
as long as this alliance re-
mains in power, even if its 
Western allies press Tur-
key to do so. 

Finally, and perhaps most 
importantly, not opera-
tionalizing the S-400 sys-
tems is vital for avoiding 
further escalation and 

fractures in the relationship. Russia is eager to take ad-
vantage of US-Turkish tensions and to drive a wedge 
between the two allies. Turkish authorities typically 
make the argument that Turkey is facing neither West 
nor East. However, in case of the operationalization 
of the missile defense system purchased from Russia, 
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it may be too late to undo the damage. It will, there-
fore, prove to be a major turning point, due to sanc-
tions and the possibility of Turkey seeking to meet its 
additional defense needs through Russia, which will 
move Turkey further 
into the sphere of in-
fluence of Russia. How-
ever, the fact that the 
Trump Administration 
still has not imposed 
the CAATSA sanctions 
for Turkey’s purchase of 
S-400 missile defense 
systems provides an en-
vironment that could 
induce further negoti-
ations between Turkey 
and NATO allies about 
missile defense systems, 
especially given the re-
cent tensions between 
Turkey and Russia over 
Idlib, Syria. For in-
stance, in the case of a 
possible war between 
Turkey and Syria, Tur-
key would not be able to 
use the S-400s against 
missiles that might be 
fired from Syria. This 
might further illustrate 
the strategic importance 
of purchasing a missile 
defense system from a 
NATO ally.

Expression of sympathy 
from the US authorities 
in the face of the loss of lives of Turkish soldiers in Idlib 
is a good start. The two sides should come to the real-
ization that the risks of increased Russian presence in 
the region are antithetical to their common national 
interests. Whereas the Trump Administration’s will-
ingness to delay the implementation CAATSA sanc-

tions against Turkey presents another good window 
of opportunity, it should not be perceived by Turkish 
authorities as a free pass for Turkey’s defection from the 
alliance. Turkey’s reputation as a credible ally is on the 

line. The path-dependent 
decision to operationalize 
the S-400 missile defense 
systems will ensure that Tur-
key is further dependent on a 
country with which it has no 
formal alliance ties. This will 
prove that Turkey becomes 
more vulnerable to Rus-
sian pressure and influence 
in a region where the two 
countries have numerous 
differing national interests. 
Turkish authorities should, 
therefore, err on the side of 
caution rather than risking 
the country’s place in the 
Western alliance. 

Turkey is indeed urgently in 
need of a missile defense sys-
tem. Nevertheless, instead of 
meeting this need through 
Russia, Turkey would be well 
advised to consider the pur-
chase of alternative missile 
defense systems from NATO 
allies for both political as 
well as strategic reasons. 
Since there is no prescribed 
timeline from the US Con-
gress for the imposition of 
the CAATSA sanctions, in 
the case of a potential ac-

quisition of US Patriot missiles and as long as S-400s 
are not operationalized, Turkey’s place in the F-35 JSF 
consortium could be restored, further contributing to 
the development of Turkey’s internal defense industry 
and economy.

The fact that the Trump 
Administration still 
has not imposed the 

CAATSA sanctions for 
Turkey’s purchase of 
S-400 missile defense 
systems provides an 
environment that 

could induce further 
negotiations between 

Turkey and NATO allies 
about missile defense 

systems, especially given 
the recent tensions 

between Turkey and 
Russia over Idlib, Syria.
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CONCLUSION

Many International Relations scholars draw attention 
to the danger of soft balancing, i.e. balancing between 
friends/allies, turning into hard balancing, i.e. balanc-
ing through military means. They note this switch is 
possible “when the hege-
mon’s behavior becomes 
intolerable to the weaker 
powers” (Fortmann et al. 
2004, p. 370, Pape 2005, 
Paul 2016), or when 
there are perceived in-
justices in the status quo 
(Paul 1994). Confirming 
this, President Erdoğan 
(2018) concluded his 
New York Times op-ed 
with a threat: “Before it 
is too late, Washington 
must give up the mis-
guided notion that our 
relationship … [is] asym-
metrical and come to 
terms with the fact that 
Turkey has alternatives.” 
It is true that Turkey has 
alternatives, however, it 
is important to note that the same problems that trou-
ble the Turkey-US relations also haunt Turkey-Russia 
relations, including the lack of trust. Not only did the 
two countries fight countless wars in the past, they also 
experienced different democratic trajectories over the 
course of their recent histories. Furthermore, Turkey 
and Russia may not necessarily see eye to eye with one 
another on a variety of issues, ranging from the future 
of the Syrian regime to the Libyan quagmire. 

Given the long-standing alliance between Turkey and 
the US, both sides have a multitude of vested inter-
ests in saving this relationship. Nevertheless, bilateral 
relations are currently at a breaking point. There is a 

fundamental gulf between 
Turkey and the US, which 
is reaching an irreversible 
point. Turkey is aggrieved. 
It feels like its voice is not 
heard by its allies and that 
it is not accepted as an equal 
partner. With the latest 
developments in Turkish 
foreign policy regarding 
the Middle East and the 
Eastern Mediterranean and 
increasing emphasis given 
to self-sufficiency in defense 
matters, Turkey is emerging 
as a hard power state. Turk-
ish authorities are cognizant 
of the advantages of having 
a large military and the lat-
est military technology to 
defend the country’s nation-
al interests. With rising na-

tionalism and anti-Western sentiments, and significant 
grievances against the US and NATO comes increased 
antagonism against the West. Yet, it is important to 
recognize the risks of Turkey spreading itself too thin 
militarily when it comes to its increasing regional am-
bitions. 

Many concur that Turkey’s alienation from the US 
would be unsettling for the common strategic interests. 

Furthermore, Turkey 
and Russia may not 

necessarily see eye to eye 
with one another on a 

variety of issues, ranging 
from the future of the 
Syrian regime to the 

Libyan quagmire. 
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Turkey and the US still need each other. They need to 
collaborate and maintain a close dialogue on a variety 
of pressing issues, such as the developments in the Mid-
dle East, the Eastern Mediterranean, the Black Sea, 
trade, energy, and counterterrorism. Turkey’s geopolit-
ical location and military bases provide important stra-
tegic advantages for the US in an increasingly volatile 
region. Furthermore, in the medium run, Turkey might 
have concerns about the increased presence of Russia 
in its immediate neighborhood. This might provide 
ripe conditions for cooperation between Turkey and 
the US. However, in the short term, strategic cooper-
ation between the parties seems to be increasingly un-
realistic, given the mutual distrust and grievances and 
the intensified security competition based on diver-
gent interpretations of their national interests. Unless 
both parties invest in trust-building measures, it may 
be too late to save the relationship and reverse Turkey’s  
boundary-breaking foreign policy behavior.

Having said that, improvements in Turkey’s democratic 
track record would have positive repercussions for its 
relations with the US. This would help alleviate some 
of the human rights concerns held by the US Congress 
regarding Turkey. Revoking the agreement with Russia 
on the purchase of S-400 missile defense systems would 
further help improve the relations between Turkey and 

the US. Engaging in effective public diplomacy that 
emphasizes the rightful place of Turkey within the 
transatlantic alliance would ensure that Turkey restores 
its damaged public perception in the US.  

Turkey and the US still 
need each other. They 

need to collaborate 
and maintain a close 

dialogue on a variety of 
pressing issues, such as 

the developments in the 
Middle East, the Eastern 

Mediterranean, the 
Black Sea, trade, energy, 

and counterterrorism. 
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