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OBAMA, TURKEY AND THE 
MIDDLE EAST:

TROUBLES AHEAD?

The Obama administration might rebrand the U.S. in Turkey and reduce the scope for 

anti-Americanism, but we should be wary of expecting an automatic improvement 

in the relationship. There are many obstacles to negotiate, particularly with respect 

to the Middle East. The turn of events, especially in Iraq, might highlight awkward 

differences. Furthermore, Washington is likely to interpret multilateralism to 

include support from its friend when its initiatives fail. For Turkey in particular 

this might bring some diffi cult dilemmas, and raise questions concerning some of 

Turkey’s diplomatic relationships.
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M
any Turks will breathe a sigh of relief at the departure of the Bush 

administration. As a former U.S. ambassador to Turkey, Mark 

Parris, recently expressed it, the Bush administration left U.S.-

Turkish relations “worse than he found them”.1 In the 2008 Pew 

Global Attitudes Project, of those nations polled, Turks were identifi ed as the 

least favorably disposed towards the U.S. with only 12 percent of Turks holding 

a positive view of the U.S., fewer than the number favoring Saudi Arabia, Iran 

or Pakistan.2 Much of the explanation lies in differences over Iraq, dating back 

at least to the March 2003 Turkish National Assembly vote but also including 

Turkish frustration with the apparent license given to Partiya Karkaren Kurdistan 

(PKK) elements in northern Iraq and with Washington’s acquiescence, if not 

support to the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) bid for autonomy. More 

generally, the polarizing tone and content of the Bush administration’s diplomacy 

had its impact in Turkey as elsewhere.

The Obama Administration

It is widely anticipated that the new administration of President Barack Obama 

will adopt a more multilateralist approach to diplomacy than that associated with 

its predecessor. The Obama team is expected to favor constructive engagement 

with its adversaries, to consult more readily with its allies, and to be ready to 

commit the U.S. to institutionalized approaches to global problems. Washington’s 

cooperation with the UN and with bodies such as the International Criminal Court 

(ICC) is predicted to expand, and it has indicated its willingness to adopt the 

Kyoto Protocol. Obama himself appears to exhibit greater cultural sensitivity, a 

disinclination to think or speak in moralistic tones, and an aversion to ideological 

absolutes. There will be less talk of a Greater Middle East. In his person, policies 

and presentation, he will offer a much needed global “rebranding” of the U.S. 

and make its demonization more diffi cult than has latterly been the case.

On the other hand, the new administration is still somewhat short on specifi cs 

with respect to its foreign policy. It is early days of course. Furthermore, Obama’s 

electoral campaign generally avoided making hard promises and commitments. 

But there are suffi cient clues, offered by his own utterances and track record on 

key issues, by the foreign policy team he has gathered around him, by some of 

his administration’s early steps, and by the circumstances with which he must 

grapple, to enable us to make some educated guesses. 

1
 
Mark R. Parris, “Common Values and Common Interests? The Bush Legacy in U.S.-Turkish Relations”, Insight Turkey,Vol.10, No.4, (2008), p.5.

2
 
The Pew Global Attitudes Project, www.pewglobal.org/reports/pdf/262.pdf, 17 September 2008, p.33.
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Perhaps the fi rst observation to make is that the new administration’s policy 

priority will be to manage its way through the current economic meltdown. 

External diplomatic crises and dramas will always grab Washington’s attention 

of course, but the president might be too preoccupied to devote much attention 

to the more routine business of foreign affairs. European Union (EU) members 

will be similarly distracted, and Turkey’s EU accession could appear both less 

pressing and less appealing in Brussels in the coming years. In any case, the U.S. 

relationship with Turkey is just one of a number that needs re-energizing, such 

that Ankara might struggle to get the attention it thinks it deserves. If so, it will 

not be alone.

So, what might be the immediate prospects for U.S.-Turkish relations under 

Obama, both as North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies and as states 

with high stakes in the Middle East and other regions surrounding Turkey? Much 

could depend on his foreign policy team and how it gels. Continuity and caution 

could become watchwords of Obama’s foreign policy approach. In his key 

appointments, he has favored the tried, trusted and experienced, many of whom 

have a good knowledge of Turkey. It is a team that should instill confi dence, 

even if it fails to excite. It also reminds us that there is rarely a clean slate in 

international relations. With respect to both personnel and problems there are 

a number of legacy hangovers from the past which could interrupt any smooth 

transition to an improved U.S.-Turkish atmosphere. Furthermore, Bush’s second 

term exhibited more sensitivity towards Turkey than his fi rst, but it failed 

nevertheless to signifi cantly dispel anti-U.S. sentiment across Turkish society.

 

The new head of an expanded and more centralized National Security Council 

(NSC), General James Jones, will be familiar with Turkey’s contribution to 

the alliance through his spell as NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander Europe 

(SACEUR). He is thought to have been instrumental in smoothing ruffl ed 

feathers after the infamous Süleymaniye incident of July 2003. Secretary of State 

Hillary Clinton served for six years on the Senate Armed Services Committee. 

Furthermore, her husband’s presidency is remembered as a high point in U.S.-

Turkish relations, then assessed as a “strategic partnership”. Defense Secretary 

Robert Gates, retained from the Bush administration, did much to restore the 

damage of the Rumsfeld years, both at home and abroad, and was involved in 

Washington’s November 2007 decision to “green light” Turkish cross-border 

incursions into northern Iraq. Vice-President Joseph Biden is an experienced 

former chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee. Less happily from 
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Ankara’s perspective, Biden has a track record of sympathy with the Greek 

Cypriot case, of disappointment with Turkey’s human rights record towards 

its own Kurds, and of support for the aspirations of Iraq’s Kurds. Obama has 

also appointed experienced fi gures to serve as regional envoys, notably George 

Marshall to oversee the Middle East and Richard Holbrooke to take care of 

relations with Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The Logic of Events

In any case, it is often events that propel international relations, and there are a 

number of outstanding issues which could drive a wedge between the two allies 

regardless of their best intentions. One such issue is the question of the Armenian 

events of 1915. The Democratic Speaker of the House of Representatives Nancy 

Pelosi took the lead role in the 2007 attempt to pass a congressional resolution 

recognizing the events as genocide. Indeed, Democrats are generally more likely 

to sympathize with this cause, and they currently hold the majority in both 

U.S. houses. More worrying from Ankara’s perspective is the fact that Biden, 

Clinton and Obama himself have all declared their support for the passage of an 

Armenian genocide resolution. Sensing blood, the Armenian lobby in the U.S. is 

already stepping up the pressure.

Of course, the responsibilities of offi ce often induce circumspection, and this 

would not be a good time for Washington to tweak Ankara’s tail on the genocide 

issue. In recent months, the fi rst uncertain steps have been taken towards a 

normalization of Turkish-Armenian relations. Turkish society has also begun 

for the fi rst time to openly debate the 1915 events. These small but important 

steps could be stillborn if a genocide resolution were introduced in Congress, let 

alone passed. 

Furthermore, during Washington’s 2007 genocide resolution debate Ankara 

warned that U.S. use of the İncirlik airbase in eastern Turkey as the main 

supply route and troop rotation hub for the U.S. forces in Iraq could be put at 

risk should the resolution pass. Obama has already announced that the U.S. 

combat mission in Iraq will be terminated by 31 August 2010, and that he 

intends to honor the U.S.-Iraq security pact by withdrawing all U.S. troops by 

end 2011. U.S. access to İncirlik will be vital for this monumental logistical task. 
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The Obama team would surely be reluctant to put this arrangement at risk. On the 

other hand, the Armenian issue will not simply disappear as a factor in U.S.-Turkish 

relations, and Turkey could yet be pressed to adopt a less emotional approach.

Indeed, Iraq is another problematic issue. There is nervousness in Ankara at the 

implications of the U.S. troop pullout, as Turks are more likely than Americans 

to fret over the scope for events in Iraq to escape control. Furthermore, Ankara 

remains committed to minimum autonomy for the Iraqi Kurds, who in turn 

are intent on securing maximum autonomy. Nor does Ankara wish to see the 

KRG’s writ run to oil rich Kirkuk and its environs, although this very much 

remains Erbil’s aspiration. These issues remain unresolved, and Baghdad does 

not at present possess the wherewithal to mount a direct challenge to the KRG. 

The Kirkuk issue is currently waiting on UN efforts to devise a power sharing 

formula which it hopes will satisfy all parties and negate the requirement for a 

divisive referendum. 

Turkish policy has helpfully shifted towards economic and political cooperation 

with and accommodation to the KRG, and the Turkish economic presence there 

is considerable. Ankara is also more satisfi ed with the cooperation it is receiving 

from the U.S. and, to a degree, from the KRG in its endeavors to combat the 

PKK presence in northern Iraq. Indeed, the U.S. pullout could force Erbil into 

Ankara’s arms as an alternative to isolation or to Iraqi Arab domination. It also 

obliges Ankara to seek Baghdad’s permission to conduct cross-border military 

operations against the PKK. On the other hand, it is hard to see the KRG giving 

up either its hard won autonomy or its claim to Kirkuk without a struggle. Yet 

the Obama administration would not relish any brutal termination of Kurdish 

self-determination in Iraq, and also might yet base the bulk of its residual troop 

presence in Iraq’s north pending their fi nal withdrawal. If a major threat to the 

tranquility of U.S.-Turkish relations is to be avoided, Iraqi Kurdish ambitions 

and Turkish preferences will need to be maneuvered towards greater alignment 

than hitherto. All in all, U.S.-Turkish relations remain highly vulnerable to any 

Kurdish or Turkish lack of restraint, or to a wider collapse of the Iraqi state. 

Turkey’s approach to its domestic Kurdish problems might also be more 

closely scrutinized by a Democratic Washington, and any Turkish human rights 

transgressions or restrictions on political freedoms would be poorly received. This 

is already the case in Europe of course. In particular, Turkey could be subjected 

to severe criticism should any undue pressure be put on the Kurdish MPs of the 
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Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP). The Obama administration’s preference will 

be that Ankara adopts a more conciliatory, civilianized and democratic approach 

to its Kurdish problem. It is far from clear that Ankara will satisfactorily comply. 

Washington may also conclude that the current wave of U.S. sanctioned attacks 

against the PKK in Northern Iraq appear no more likely to end PKK terrorism 

than did the successive and often large scale Turkish cross border actions during 

the 1990s. In short, Turkey is unlikely to meet with complete satisfaction in its 

endeavors to persuade its American and European allies to adopt its preferred 

interpretation of the ‘war on terror’. This too might generate tension in the 

relationship. 

Trouble in the Neighborhood?

Turkey’s immediate neighborhood is replete with problems that the new U.S. 

administration is obliged to address and which impact on U.S.-Turkish relations. 

Ankara’s commitment to constructive engagement with both Iran and Syria often 

drew the fi re of the Bush team. Obama’s approach to these two states will seem 

more to Turkey’s liking, and may offer an opportunity to exploit the role of regional 

mediator that it has carved out for itself in recent years. Noises can be heard in 

Washington concerning the desirability, even necessity, of establishing a regional 

stabilization group of countries to help Iraq avoid becoming a battleground in 

which its neighbors pursue their national agendas and regional rivalries. It is 

an idea that is already and usefully refl ected by Iraq and neighboring countries 

group established at Ankara’s initiative. Turkey, Iran and Syria, each of which 

shares a border with Iraq, would be crucial to the success of any such plan, and 

they have already acquired the habit of mutual consultation and cooperation with 

respect to Iraq. Ankara could seek to encourage Washington to build on this.

Obama has also adopted a more open approach to bilateral relations with Iran 

and Syria. In contrast with his predecessor, he has declared his readiness to 

open talks with Iran without preconditions, and is holding out the carrot of an 

end to sanctions and to Tehran’s international isolation. This approach alone 

removes a major thorn in the side of Washington’s relationship with Ankara. 

Again, Turkey’s offer to mediate, which has been taken up by Iran, will be 

appreciated. However, Obama’s approach to the issue has been characterized as 

“speak quietly and carry a big stick”. He has also declared his fi rm opposition 

to Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability. Indications that Tehran is 

prepared to countenance the extensive international inspection regime that will 



23
TURKISH POLICY QUARTERLY

be necessary to reassure the international community remain meager. Should 

U.S.-Iranian talks fl ounder, Washington is likely to push for a tightening of 

sanctions. This will put Ankara on the spot, a dilemma that will be intensifi ed by 

Turkey’s membership of the UN Security Council. 

Turkey might thereby discover that multilateralism means what it says, that 

along with a greater U.S. readiness to engage multilaterally will come a greater 

U.S. expectation that its allies act multilaterally. Europeans in general might fi nd 

that the U.S. multilateralism they welcome also implies greater burden sharing, 

which might be less welcome. This could apply to Afghanistan in particular, a 

cause to which Obama is committed. U.S. pressure on its allies to commit more 

troops there is expected to intensify, and Turkey will not escape the limelight. 

Pakistan too, with which Ankara has cultivated a close relationship, could fi nd 

itself under U.S. pressure to contribute more fully to the fi ght against the Taliban 

specifi cally and terrorism generally. More than most, Turkey might fi nd that it 

is confronted with some diffi cult diplomatic dilemmas in the years to come, and 

resorts to anti-Americanism could prove a less plausible means to address them. 

U.S. overtures to Syria will in large measure be aimed at kick starting the Arab-

Israeli peace process. This will not be easy, and would be embarrassing for 

Ankara if Damascus fails to respond positively. Although there is an expectation 

that the Obama administration will be less automatically sympathetic to Israel, 

his position remains somewhat opaque. Obama is a strong supporter of Israel, but 

he has dubbed the West Bank Jewish settlements “not helpful.” He has described 

Hamas as a terrorist organization and demanded it recognize Israel’s right to 

exist, but seems ready to enter into contacts with it. The return of Binyamin 

Netanyahu to the prime ministership in Israel will not make progress easier, and 

could even cost Israel some sympathy in Washington.

Ankara had hoped that its role in facilitating communication between Syria and 

Israel, suspended as a consequence of Israel’s onslaught against Gaza, would 

both vindicate its diplomatic opening with Syria and augment its value to the 

U.S. as a regional partner. However, Prime Minster Erdoğan’s outburst at Davos 

in January 2009, combined with the stark language used to condemn Israel’s 

actions in Gaza, has clearly reduced U.S. and Israeli trust in him. It has also 

weakened the support to Turkey afforded by the Jewish lobby in the U.S., which 

has in the past been so vital in obstructing the congressional passage of Armenian 

genocide resolutions. 
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Erdoğan’s sympathy with Hamas has added to the impression that he is anything 

but neutral where the Arab-Israeli dispute is concerned. Unless he can retract his 

past statements, or unless they can somehow be diplomatically quarantined, it 

will be hard to resuscitate Ankara’s role as an effective mediator to the dispute. 

Turkey’s cultivation of President Omar Hassan al-Bashir of Sudan, who is 

now the subject of an ICC arrest warrant for alleged war crimes and crimes 

against humanity, will similarly draw the attention of a human rights conscious 

Washington to Turkey’s occasional propensity to keep unsavory company. Again, 

Turkey’s seat on the UN Security Council will leave it with few hiding places.

To be sure, Obama’s readiness to listen and consult will, at fi rst glance, suggest 

Washington will prove a more agreeable partner for Turkey. Obama’s willingness 

to engage with its adversaries  and to adopt a less confrontational approach to 

Russia, now Turkey’s major trading partner, will lull Ankara into the belief 

that the dark days of U.S.-Turkish relations will be confi ned to the past. Turkey 

would welcome any improvement in the overall tenor of transatlantic relations 

too, although this might serve to highlight Ankara’s blocking of enhanced EU-

NATO institutional cooperation. However, as a former Turkish ambassador to 

the U.S. has said of post-cold war U.S.-Turkish relations, “neither country is 

indispensible to the other”.3 The glue of the Cold War has gone, and each partner 

is in the process of acquiring a more realistic understanding of the limits and 

potentialities of their relationship. Of the two, Turkey might need to work harder 

to ensure that the correct assessment is made.                

   

          

           

3 O.Faruk Loğoğlu, ‘The State of U.S.-Turkey Relations: A Turkish Perspective’, pp.29-42, in Colloquium Report: The Evolution of US-Turkish Relations in a 

Transatlantic context, ed. Frances G. Burwell, (April 2008), p.36, at www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil 


