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If concepts of “stability, democracy and friendship” drive US policy in this vast 
geography from the Middle East to the Balkans and from the Caucasus to Central Asia, 
and if eradicating terrorism is an overriding objective for the US, then the US will need 
Turkey on its side.  While the US has a presence and interest in this wide space by virtue 
of being a superpower, in all these countries Turkey has a similar presence by virtue of 
its history, culture and location. This makes for a meaningful and effective partnership 
between the two. Not only is the Turkish-US relationship important in and of itself, but 
that it is also a link that could play a helpful role in the transatlantic repair process. Our 
relations, if successfully re-focused, could be instrumental in enhancing mutually 
supportive links across the Atlantic.  This, in turn, might be critical in improving our 
international capacity to deal with the common challenges we face. 
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 Momentous events continue to occur on the international stage, reflecting perhaps 
a transformation in global dynamics poised to shape humankind’s future anew.  
Terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, disease, poverty, ethnic strife and constrictive 
regimes are today’s identified challenges.  Traditional regional conflicts in the Middle 
East and elsewhere are compounded and made more complicated by transnational issues 
such as terrorism and religious fundamentalism. At the same time the demand for justice 
and participatory rights is getting stronger everywhere.  The concepts of international 
legitimacy, indeed of international law and of just war are being reexamined.  The role of 
the UN and the future of NATO and the EU are also being debated.  The US is more 
assertive in its leadership role, while Europe, Russia, China and other populous nations 
are vying for more power and influence.  We are faced simultaneously with trends toward 
more integration among states and at the same time processes of disintegration of 
countries into smaller and smaller units.   
 
            In short, this is a time unprecedented in the complexity of its challenges as well as 
in the breadth of its promises.  Surely, what we need is new theories and tools to help us 
analyze, understand and address the issues of our age.  But that is not the purpose of this 
article.  Our aim here is more modest and limited.  What we want to do is to take a look 
at the state of relations between Turkey and the US within this broader context and see if 
and how this relationship can be useful in enhancing our common ability to build a safer, 
healthier and more prosperous future.     
 
 I propose that not only is the Turkish-US relationship important in and of itself, 
but that it is also a link that could play a helpful role in the transatlantic repair process. 
Our relations, if successfully re-focused, could be instrumental in enhancing mutually 
supportive links across the Atlantic.  This, in turn, might be critical in improving our 
international capacity to deal with the common challenges we face. 
  
 In this article, I first present an overview of our relations, with emphasis on recent 
developments.  Then, I delineate the main dynamics in Turkey-US relations. Finally, I 
outline a partial plan of action that could help Turkey and the U.S. to renew their 
“strategic partnership” enabling both to work together with greater effectiveness in the 
future.   
 
 An overview of our relations 
 
 
 The relationship between Turkey and the United States is traditionally strong as it 
is based on shared values and converging national interests. It is one of the most enduring 
friendships and a steady alliance, comparable only to those between the US and U.K., 
Israel, Canada, Mexico and Japan. It has in recent years evolved into a strategic 
partnership.  
 
 Indeed, Turkey stood by the US during and after the Cold War. Our two countries 

 



 

were staunch allies in Korea, and as NATO members, in the stand against the former 
Soviet Bloc. In the Gulf War, Turkey was a partner in the international coalition against 
Iraqi aggression. Turkey subsequently hosted Operation Northern Watch, protecting the 
population in Northern Iraq.  The Turkish-American partnership played important roles in 
Bosnia, Kosovo and in Macedonia.  Even in far-flung geographies such as Somalia or 
East Timor, the two countries worked together.  Whether in the efforts to resolve the 
Middle Eastern issue or the dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan, Turkey and the US 
join their energies and coordinate closely.  Turkish-American solidarity in the war on 
terrorism provides perhaps the most consistent and outstanding example of its kind.      
 
 Turkey and the U.S. have been allies and strategic partners for decades not 
because they have seen eye to eye on all issues but because their national interests were 
alike to a significant extent.  These relations have endured and blossomed not because we 
have been able to support each other on every policy matter. Rather, it was because we 
shared and continue to share common values and interests that dictate our goals and guide 
us as two sovereign nations.  It is our mutual commitment to democracy, rule of law, 
respect for human rights, freedom, justice, gender, racial, ethnic equality, as well as our 
shared belief in the superiority of individual enterprise and market economy principles 
which put our countries and peoples within the same family.  It is also a fact that we 
share similar perceptions regarding security, stability and prosperity, buttressed by 
harmonious approaches to the resolution of different regional and transnational issues 
that have over time created for Turkey and the US a widening pool of congruent national 
interests.  
 
           In short, the Turkish-American relationship is one that has stood the test of time 
and has remained strong, gathering both breadth and depth over time.  It reached its latest 
zenith in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11th, when Turkey came 
forward with its genuine sympathy and unqualified support for the American people.        
 
 The recent developments pertaining to Iraq have not altered the nature of Turkish-
US relations, at least, not irreversibly.  Indeed, Turkey, from the outset and much more 
actively than most, made its best effort and did support the US on Iraq, even when this 
meant facing difficult political and economic risks at home. What then happened?  What 
occurred in Turkey were democracy, public opinion and media in action and interaction 
together.  The Turkish people were still fearful of the fallout of another war at their 
doorstep, unable to forget the devastating impact of the Gulf War on the Turkish 
economy.  These feelings were coupled with strong international sentiment against the 
war. This was not anti-Americanism nor any affection for the regime in Baghdad, but the 
mood on the street impacted the Turkish Parliament.   Contrary to persistent 
misrepresentations in the US press and media, one thing established by the outcome of 
the  March 1st , 2003 vote in the Turkish Parliament was that money was not the deciding 
factor for the Turkish Government.   
 
 Although it was clearly a democratic choice, the decision of the Turkish 
Parliament disallowing the basing of foreign troops in Turkey for eventual deployment in 
Iraq caused frustration in the US. Because the US administration so strongly wanted, 

 



 

planned for and counted on Turkey to deliver the Northern Front option in the operation 
against Iraq, the disappointment was intense when it did not happen.   These emotions 
had to be and were largely vented. But we must be guided by an objective perception of 
our relationship and a clear vision of the benefits of our partnership.  Though its 
consequences might be debated, the maturity of Turkish democracy will prove to be an 
asset in the long term US vision of promoting democracy in the Middle East and beyond.  
 
            Ironically, although it is Iraq that has brought the depth of our strategic alliance 
into question; I submit that it is Iraq again that will compel us to strengthen our bilateral 
bonds even further.  It is on Iraq that we complement each other’s assets most 
conveniently. Those who believe that a brief engagement with limited commitment will 
do the trick in Iraq are very wrong. Bringing a sense of well-being in a context of security 
and stability to a country as diverse and fractured as Iraq is a colossal undertaking by any 
standard. Now that the hostilities are over, it is time for the international community to 
rise above the divisions of yester months and join resources and skills for success in Iraq, 
a key to establishing a viable peace in the Middle East as a whole. Turkey, with its 
historical know-how, its familiarity with its culture and society as a neighbor and the 
experience of having extensive economic and commercial relations with Iraq, is 
eminently poised to contribute significantly to the physical and political rebuilding of 
Iraq.  As the only successful model for a secular democracy in a Muslim society, the 
Turkish experience is of much relevance to the gigantic task in Iraq and the region 
beyond.    
  
 Moreover, Iraq is just one issue on our shared agenda. No two countries 
understand better the why and how of the war on terrorism in all its forms. The US has 
been a steady supporter of Turkey’s struggle against terrorism over the years. Turkey for 
its part has done everything possible to work with the US against terror. Additionally, 
Turkey has not only supported Operation Enduring Freedom, it has also played a major 
role in establishing security in Kabul by commanding for eight months the International 
Stabilization Force in Afghanistan. 
 
 In the Balkans, together with the United States, we joined the international 
community in its response against aggression and ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, as well as 
in Kosovo. We have also acted in close cooperation with the United States in efforts to 
stabilize the situation in Macedonia. Had it not been for our joint resolve and continuing 
commitment, the suffering in the Balkans would have continued.   
 
 In the troubled region of the Caucasus, our two countries have been partners for 
peace in the Minsk Group to bring about a negotiated settlement to the Nagorno-
Karabakh issue. Turkey and the United States have also been supportive of Georgia’s 
efforts to maintain its territorial integrity as well as its sovereignty. 
 
 Turkey and the United States have been working together to build the East-West 
energy corridor that will help ensure energy security through diversity and the integration 
of the economies of the Caspian region with the markets of the rest of the globe. The 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline and Shahdeniz natural gas pipeline projects are 

 



 

becoming a reality thanks to our cooperation. 
 
 
 The present dynamics 
 
 
 There is no question that 9/11 was a turning point.    
 
 We have to understand the consequences of  9/11 for US foreign policy and for 
US projection abroad. Success in Iraq will surely send the right signals in the region, but 
it is not going to be easy.  The Middle East in its entirety is ripe for a fundamental 
transformation toward democracy and rule of law.  US policies towards Syria and Iran, 
the commitment of the Bush administration to the implementation of the Road Map, and 
developments in US relations with friendly Arab countries are some of the landmarks 
which will set the tone in that region.  The Caucasus and Central Asia as well as the 
Balkans are other geographies where the US is to pursue a more active diplomacy in the 
years ahead.   
 
 If concepts of “stability, democracy and friendship” drive US policy in this vast 
geography from the Middle East to the Balkans and from the Caucasus to Central Asia, 
and if eradicating terrorism is an overriding objective for the US, then the US will need 
Turkey on its side.  While the US has a presence and interest in this wide space by virtue 
of being a superpower, in all these countries Turkey has a similar presence by virtue of its 
history, culture and location. This makes for a meaningful and effective partnership 
between the two.      
 
 Turkey’s integration into the European Union is also a crucial dynamic to be 
taken into account in our relationship. This process is not only a foreign policy issue.  
European integration is “political space” in the making. Turkey’s accession to the EU 
could be achieved only if it is conceived as a phase of the larger European integration 
process and without which it would be incomplete.   For the EU to transform itself from a 
privileged club of like-cultured nations into a community of  nations sharing and 
promoting universal values, the EU needs Turkey because of  its different background 
and assets which no other member possesses.     
 
           The US, on the other hand, had its own experiences and difficulties with the EU.  
As Pascaline Winand underlined in the introduction to her remarkable book on the United 
States and European unity, published as the Iron Curtain vanished, it can still be observed 
that “now, as in the past, the United States considers European developments both an 
opportunity and a challenge, if not a threat”.  
 
 In this respect, the continuity of support by different American administrations for 
Turkey’s European integration is a story of wisdom and foresight.  Certainly, Turkey as 
an EU member would be a stronger and more effective partner for the US.  Both the US 
and the EU stand to gain from the strategic depth, experience and know-how Turkey’s 
membership would bring to the EU.  This was certainly evidenced in the negotiations 

 



 

between NATO and the EU on European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP) where 
Turkey’s position enhanced the quality of the end product.  As both NATO and the EU 
expand and enlarge, we need to magnify the authenticity of their claims for leadership 
and for meeting challenges, whether regional or global.  Turkey’s membership in NATO 
proved its worth.  Now it is the EU’s turn.       
 
 Ours is an age where the Euro-Atlantic vision should have a critical impact in 
geographies important for global security. However, this will depend largely on whether 
or not a steady synergy is created between the US and the EU in the near future. The 
present difficulties in the transatlantic link could be detrimental in this task.  Turkey 
could serve as a bridge and act as a pivotal facilitator for both entities in overcoming 
these difficulties. 
 
 
 
 A five-point action plan for Turkish-US relations 
 
 
 The 5-point action plan will have to take into account two major dynamics as its 
backdrop. One is 9/11 and the change of paradigm in US foreign policy.  The other is the 
state of Turkey’s efforts to join the EU.   
 
 The first element of the plan is to ensure “a cross-fertilization process” among the 
views held by the Turkish and American intelligentsia for the further deepening of our 
relations. The establishment of a Turkish-US think tank could be an important vehicle in 
this regard. This cross-fertilization process must also be initiated between the Turkish 
Parliament and the US Congress to achieve a better understanding and dialogue between 
the two entities that have a major role to play in our relations.    
 
 A Transatlantic Action Committee for Turkey’s integration to the EU can be 
created and be made into a clearance-center.  The present challenges in US-EU relations 
must not lead us to pursue an EU strategy not taking into consideration the relationship 
between US and EU. On the contrary, it should stress the need of a renewed impulse in 
the dialogue between the US and the EU. US support for Turkey’s integration to the EU 
must not be seen as a US involvement in EU affairs, but as US commitment to European 
integration. It goes without saying that the decision for membership would be taken by 
the EU according to the Copenhagen criteria. But American policy towards European 
integration, as has been the case from the very beginning of this process, is always 
important. At a moment of history in which a new transatlantic agenda could help the US 
and the EU pave the way for mutually beneficial cooperation in facing common 
challenges, Turkey’s integration can become a concrete  debate with a spill-over effect 
that would corroborate the universal messages that we wish to see received in this critical 
geography.    
 
 The third element of the plan could be focused on the Middle East. As the US 
Secretary of State has said recently, there is now a “new strategic dynamic” in the Middle 

 



 

East. There is an American perspective for the region. But, if this is also about the 
widening of the Euro-Atlantic vision with economic prosperity, political stability and 
dedication of nations to common principles and values, such as democracy, rule of law, 
human rights, it requires a proper strategy between the different actors; not only of the 
countries in the region but also from both the US and the EU. Turkey and US can thus 
initiate a Euro-Atlantic Mediterranean (or Middle Eastern) Forum, to help cultivate a 
better understanding between the different actors. 
 
 Similarly, Turkey and the US can act together to reinvigorate the Caucasus 
Stability Pact Initiative undertaken three years ago by Turkey’s former President 
Demirel. This fourth element of the strategy is particularly important, given the fragile 
situation in that very strategic region where problems, if left unattended, will come back 
to haunt us later and at a greater cost. 
 
 Last, the two countries have to advance and develop their bilateral cooperation in 
the fight against terrorism. This is crucial. It is closely related to global security and the 
vision we share on both sides of the Atlantic. 
 
 The American experience was a decisive one for the Founding Father of European 
Integration, Jean Monnet who spent many years in the United States between the two 
World Wars. Monnet understood well the American experience and the American 
psychology in its drive for unity in diversity.   Looking at the future of European 
integration from Washington and the role Turkey could play in it, I am confident that this 
time the common vision of European unification will prevail again and that Turkey will 
be able to play the role of enhancer in the advancement of Euro-Atlantic values and the 
role of facilitator between Europe and the US to that end.   
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