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Summary

At present, the relationship between Turkey and the United States is in a deep crisis. The 
meeting between U.S. President Joe Biden and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
at the margin of the June 2021 North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Summit in 
Brussels raised expectations that the U.S.-Turkey relationship can be put back on track.  
And yet recovery from the present crisis is uncertain, as the underlying factors that  
previously shaped the relationship have changed. 

The end of the Cold War and the emergence of a more multipolar system have altered the 
nature of U.S.-Turkey engagement. In Washington, competition between global powers is 
now the overriding frame for U.S. foreign policy. Ankara, however, views the world very 
differently. The rise of Asia and the ascendancy of China are seen more as opportunities  
than threats. Ankara interprets these trends, as well as Russia’s growing regional activism,  
as signs of the lasting emergence of a multipolar world order. This understanding now  
shapes the strategic calculus of Turkish policymakers. Turkish political elites firmly believe 
that a successful repositioning of their country in this multipolar environment will benefit 
the nation in the long run.

This growing divergence in terms of how Ankara and Washington see the world creates 
a challenging environment for constructively addressing the range of prevailing bilateral 
disputes. This paper examines five main areas of disagreement between the two countries 
and explores how the two sides might overcome these differences. At the top of the list of 
current disagreements are Turkey’s acquisition of the S-400 air and missile defense system 
from Russia and ongoing U.S. support for Syria’s Kurdish military and political factions. 

This working paper is the first publication of Carnegie’s new  
Turkey and the World Initiative.
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Also important are the consequences of the erosion of democratic norms in Turkey; the 
U.S. position on the self-exiled Islamic preacher Fethullah Gülen, who many in the Turkish 
government believe was the architect of the failed coup attempt in Turkey in July 2016; the 
possible impact of the Halkbank court case on grounds of past violations of Iran sanctions; 
and the Biden administration’s decision to use the word “genocide” to refer to the killings 
and deportations of Ottoman Armenians during World War I. Under these circumstances, it 
is clear that the Turkey-U.S. relationship is in need of redefinition.

The Turkey-U.S. relationship has long been defined as a strategic alliance underwritten by 
NATO. Today, this definition has become obsolete and does not capture the new reality of 
this relationship. Turkey undoubtedly will remain a strong NATO ally, but its relationship 
with the United States will no longer be shaped by the power asymmetry of this military 
alliance. In other words, the reality of the United States being the main security provider 
will not be sufficient to override and contain the centrifugal trends that have shaped the 
relationship since the end of the Cold War and that have gained momentum in the past 
decade as a result of the growing divergences between Ankara and Washington.

Yet differences with Turkey cannot be managed with the same clinical approach reserved 
for adversaries of the United States. Turkey is not an adversary, and therefore, a categorical 
separation of areas of agreement and cooperation from areas of disagreement is unrealistic. 
Unlike in the case of the United States and its true adversaries, the perpetuation of areas 
of dispute will always hinder the scope of U.S. collaboration with Turkey. The underlying 
alliance relationship has a built-in expectation of solidarity and mutual trust. Without these 
values, the bilateral relationship cannot function effectively.

Neither will the “grand bargain” approach favored by Ankara be successful. Turkey wants 
a diplomatic process with the United States that would involve deliberations on all the 
disputed areas in a flexible manner. These deliberations could then lead to trade-offs that 
would create the conditions for a mutually beneficial reset. Ankara could also showcase its 
flexibility provided that Washington demonstrates its willingness for compromise. And yet 
there is little interest in Washington in undertaking such an enterprise with the Erdoğan 
government.  

A scenario of gradual rapprochement as an alternative to the grand bargain championed by 
Turkey or the principled engagement currently favored by Washington can be promoted. 
The gradual rapprochement would entail a series of confidence-building actions. Positive 
areas of engagement could include future negotiations with Iran, the reconstruction of Syria, 
the normalization of Libya, the stabilization of governance reform in Afghanistan given 
Turkey’s interest to operate the Kabul airport even after the U.S. and NATO withdrawals, 
the countering of Russian aggressiveness (especially toward Ukraine), and collaboration in 
Africa to dampen the influence of China. The Turkey-U.S. relationship may in that sense 
be in acute need of gradual but concrete steps that over time will set a new tone for a more 
positive and constructive strategic partnership and reestablish mutual trust.
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Introduction

At present, the relationship between Turkey and the United States is in a deep crisis. This is 
not the first difficult period that the two countries have seen. One may recall U.S. President 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s letter in 1964 to Turkish Prime Minister İsmet İnönü, warning Turkey 
not to intervene in the internal conflict in Cyprus between the island’s Greek and Turkish 
populations. Similarly, the U.S. arms embargo on Turkey in 1974, following the Turkish 
military campaign in Cyprus in support of the embattled Turkish Cypriots, severely strained 
the relationship during a period of regional tension. In 2003, Turkey’s refusal to allow the 
United States to open a northern front in advance of the war to oust Iraqi President Saddam 
Hussein was yet another issue of fierce contention. However, after each crisis point, the 
relationship recovered, essentially because of the underlying dynamics that argued for closer 
Turkey-U.S. cooperation. 

The meeting between Biden and Erdoğan at the margin of the June 2021 NATO Summit 
in Brussels raised expectations that the U.S.-Turkey relationship can be put back on track. 
At their meeting, the two leaders underlined the strategic importance of their countries’ ties. 
And yet, despite these well-meaning statements, recovery from the present crisis is uncertain, 
as the factors that previously shaped the relationship have changed. 

The end of the Cold War and the emergence of a more multipolar system has altered the 
nature of the U.S.-Turkey engagement. In Washington, competition between global powers 
is now the overriding frame of analysis. The Biden administration’s long-term strategic focus 
aims to counter China’s and Russia’s increasing international assertiveness and influence. 
Related to this outlook is a broader emphasis on democracy and human rights in general in 
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the administration’s foreign policy. A core aim of the Biden White House’s security strategy 
is the strengthening of democracy abroad through a set of effective partnerships, mirroring 
its domestic interest in protecting democratic practices. The corollary of this strategic shift 
is that Washington has started to view its alliances from the perspective of their real and 
potential contribution to the achievement of its evolving long-term strategic objectives. This 
reorientation inevitably has led to a downgrading of the geostrategic importance of regions 
and countries that dominated U.S. foreign policy thinking in the past.

Viewed from Ankara, however, the world looks very different. The rise of Asia and the 
ascendancy of China are seen more as opportunities than threats. Ankara interprets these 
trends, as well as Russia’s growing regional activism, as signs of the lasting emergence of a 
multipolar world order. This understanding now shapes the strategic calculus of Turkish 
policymakers. Turkish political elites firmly believe that a successful repositioning of their 
country in this multipolar environment will benefit the nation in the long run. The 2011 
Arab Spring was the spark for this changed vision. At the time, Turkish policymakers were 
hopeful that a more democratic shift in the Arab polities would present a historic opportu-
nity for Ankara. Turkey could then use its successful economic model and the example of its 
leadership cadre (and their close affiliation with political Islam) to acquire greater regional 
influence. In a clear departure from its secular foreign policy tradition, Turkey’s Muslim 
identity came to the fore of its engagement with its partners in the Arab countries. Against 
the background of this new and more sovereignist Turkish foreign policy, Ankara sought to 
diversify its foreign policy partners and establish closer relations with emerging and reemerg-
ing powers like China and Russia—sometimes to the detriment of its established ties with its 
traditional partners in the West. 

This growing divergence in terms of how Ankara and Washington see the world creates 
a challenging environment for constructively addressing the range of prevailing bilateral 
disputes. Moreover, the traditional institutions in both countries that have worked to sustain 
the bilateral relationship during past crises—including the defense establishment and the 
strategic community—have lost interest in attempting to ameliorate the growing tensions. 
Mounting anti-Americanism in Turkey has been paralleled by a serious erosion of support 
for Turkey in Washington’s political establishment, in particular in the U.S. Congress. As 
a result, the Turkey-U.S. relationship today stands at a critical juncture and a historically 
unique brittle position. 

This paper examines five main areas of disagreement between the two countries and explores 
how the two sides might overcome their differences. At the top of the list of current disagree-
ments are Turkey’s acquisition of the S-400 air and missile defense system from Russia and 
the ongoing U.S. support for Syria’s Kurdish military and political factions—which Turkey 
regards as terrorist threats—in the Syrian Civil War. Also important are the consequences 
of the erosion of democratic norms in Turkey; the U.S. position on the self-exiled Islamic 
preacher Fethullah Gülen, who many in the Turkish government believe was the architect of 
the failed coup attempt in Turkey in July 2016; the possible impact of the Halkbank court 
case on grounds of past violations of Iran sanctions; and the Biden administration’s decision 
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to use the word “genocide” to refer to the killings and deportations of Ottoman Armenians 
during World War I. The assessment concludes that under these circumstances, the Turkey-
U.S. relationship is in need of redefinition. 

The essence of the engagement between the United States and Turkey can no longer be sum-
marized mainly by viewing their alliance within the historic NATO relationship. Another 
conceptual framework is necessary to better interpret the dynamics that have shaped these 
ties in recent years. But more importantly, a different engagement framework will be needed 
to ensure any improvement in these damaged ties. This paper offers a gradual rapprochement 
strategy that combines the quest to identify areas of collaboration with a willingness to 
address in a more flexible manner prevailing themes of divergence. 

The S-400 Dilemma

The S-400 is an advanced air and missile defense platform manufactured by Russia. In 
mid-2017, Ankara signed an agreement with Moscow to acquire this system, which was 
delivered in June 2020. In response, the United States imposed sanctions on Turkey under 
the parameters of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).1 
In addition, the U.S. government formally excluded Turkey from the manufacturing chain 
of the F-35 fighter plane and canceled planned deliveries of F-35s to Turkey.2 

Given these negative consequences, why did Ankara choose this option? A comprehensive 
answer to this question requires a quick review of Turkish plans to acquire a missile defense 
platform. Turkey’s defense planners have long viewed missile defense as a strategic short-
coming. Turkey is under the NATO missile defense umbrella, but owing to the country’s 
proximity to the potential crisis areas, Ankara has been facing an uphill struggle in NATO 
to ensure full coverage of its territory.3 To date, this situation has not been remedied—de-
spite Turkey’s contribution to NATO missile defense as the host of the X-band radar, one of 
the most critical components of NATO’s missile defense architecture. 

To remedy this vulnerability, Turkey launched in 2012 a tender for the acquisition of a 
missile defense system that would be owned and operated by the Turkish military. Initially, 
it selected a competitively priced Chinese system. Turkish planners have always sought to 
use the acquisition of strategic weapons platforms as an opportunity to transfer international 
know-how to the domestic military industry, and consequently Ankara expected that Beijing 
would provide both technology and expertise with its successful bid. However, Turkey’s 
decision to opt for a Chinese system raised concerns within NATO given its non-operability 
with NATO equipment. Eventually, the Turkish government canceled the tender, both in 
response to NATO pressure and because of the belated realization that China ultimately was 
unwilling to deliver the proposed technology transfer.4 Following the collapse of the Chinese 
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deal, Turkish decisionmakers engaged in bilateral discussions with remaining suppliers. The 
other bidders were Russia with its S-300 system, the U.S. manufacturer Raytheon with its 
Patriot systems, and the French/Italian consortium MBDA with its Eurosam system. 

The botched coup attempt of July 2016 became a turning point in many areas, including 
Turkey’s travails to acquire a missile defense system. The coup attempt triggered anti-West 
sentiments, bolstered by the widespread belief that the coup plotters had benefited from 
the support—or at least the benign neglect—of Washington.5 Another point of contention 
at the time was the U.S. decision to arm the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya 
Demokrat‎, or PYD), a Syrian Kurdish political party, and the Kurdish militia group known 
as the People’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel, or YPG) in the fight against the 
self-proclaimed Islamic State. This action was highly inflammatory to Turkey, not least 
because both the PYD and YPG are offshoots of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partîya 
Karkerên Kurdistanê, or PKK), a Kurdish political party that is listed as terrorist organiza-
tion in Turkey, the European Union (EU), and the United States. 

As relations with the West soured, Turkey’s political elites and security establishment 
decided to decrease the country’s reliance on Western systems. The domestic narrative 
shifted considerably. The West, and particularly the United States, came to be branded as 
an enemy of Turkey.6 The political discourse highlighted the need for Turkey to curtail its 
dependence on the West. Russia’s smart response to the coup attempt—notably, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s swift show of reaching out to the beleaguered Erdoğan—also 
helped accelerate this transition away from the West’s orbit. It is in this context that Turkey 
signed an agreement with Russia in mid-2017 to procure the S-400 system. 

A few further points, however, should be highlighted for a better understanding of this 
controversial decision. First, Ankara’s decision to procure the system may have been taken 
without full realization of its possible consequences. At the time, the Turkish government 
lacked reliable policy-level engagement with the U.S. administration, which was struggling 
with interagency coordination due to the unpredictable actions of President Donald Trump 
and his disdain for institutional rule.7 It was unclear whether the U.S. government could 
impose CAATSA sanctions for a transaction that predated the act’s congressional ratifica-
tion, given that CAATSA had been adopted in August 2017. Further, Washington did not 
clearly communicate to Ankara that Turkey’s sidelining from the F-35 program would be an 
explicit consequence of this transaction with Russia. Instead, the focus of the criticism was 
on the lack of interoperability between the Russian-provided equipment and NATO assets, 
rather than the source of the equipment itself.8 As late as November 2017—months after the 
Russia-Turkey agreement was signed—Heidi Grant, deputy undersecretary of the United 
States Air Force for international affairs, was unable to say exactly what course of action the 
United States would pursue if Turkey were to purchase the S-400. “As a major NATO ally, 
we haven’t really looked into this yet,” she said in a November 15 press interview.9

The emphasis on challenges that the S-400 deal with Russia would pose for continued 
Turkish involvement in the F-35 program came only after the signature of the S-400 deal.10 
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As late as July 2018, then defense secretary James Mattis was lobbying Congress to not 
exclude Turkey from the F-35 program.11 And in stark contrast with the immediacy of the 
issue, the United States took seventeen months to answer Turkey’s request for a renewed 
offer for the Patriot systems. Even as it was signing the deal with Russia, Ankara asked for 
a new U.S. proposal for its Patriot systems. Washington communicated its reply to Ankara 
in December 2018. The offered package was substantive, but it came too late in the game to 
make a difference.12

The S-400 debacle also was shaped by some ill-fated presidential-level politics. Erdoğan was 
one of the world leaders who had established a robust working relationship with Trump. This 
presidential dialogue was instrumental in managing the overall U.S. reaction to Turkey’s 
S-400 decision. Trump used his presidential prerogatives to refrain until the last moment 
from imposing the CAATSA sanctions on Turkey, even in the face of congressional pressure. 
He also encouraged U.S. authorities to seek a compromise based on the non-operational-
ization of this system: under such an agreement, Turkey would not be sanctioned provided 
that it would be willing to commit itself to keep the S-400 from ever becoming operational.13 
Ankara, wrongly interpreting the United States’ internal political balances, gave too much 
credit to Trump and his ability to deliver on his promises. As a result, Congress reacted 
negatively to Trump’s procrastination on the CAATSA sanctions, and in the 2021 National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) it inserted wording that not only compelled the admin-
istration to immediately impose CAATSA sanctions but also conditioned the lifting of these 
sanctions on Turkey “ceasing ownership” of these systems.14 

This heavy conditionality has now become the official position of the United States in the 
Biden era. It is, however, a hugely challenging political condition for Erdoğan, who has 
relentlessly defended the S-400 decision at home. The question, now, is this: can Turkey and 
the United States find a mutually satisfactory compromise to overcome this strategic divide?

A possible solution is rekindling the concept of “non-operationalization” of the S-400. The 
United States would need to demonstrate some flexibility to negotiate a formula that departs 
from the wording of the 2021 NDAA, based on the assumption that the Turkish president 
cannot politically deliver on the condition that Turkey should “cease ownership” of the 
S-400. Biden should also be ultimately willing to convince Congress to accept the negoti-
ated settlement with Ankara on different terms than the congressionally approved NDAA 
wording. The system has already cost the Turkish taxpayer around $1.3 billion. More impor�-
tantly, the Turkish leadership cannot realistically be seen to totally yield to U.S. pressure and 
accept the NDAA-imposed conditionality. A hardened U.S. stance risks pushing Turkey to 
make new deals with Russia, further complicating the relationship between the two NATO 
allies. Indeed, Moscow has been making overtures to Ankara to sell a second battery of 
S-400s; its fourth-generation Su-35 as a replacement for the Turkish Air Force’s aging F-16s; 
as well as its fifth-generation aircraft, the Su-57, as a replacement for the F-35. 

In essence, for a lasting understanding to emerge, Ankara will need to satisfy Washington 
that any use of this system will be limited to exceptional circumstances, such as those that 
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present clear and imminent dangers to Turkey’s national security. A link to NATO could 
also be established to satisfy possible U.S. concerns over the utilization of this equipment. 
Under this agreement, Turkey would be allowed to rely on the S-400 system only if Article 
4 (response to a threat to territorial integrity, political independence, or security) or Article 
5 (response to an armed attack) consultations have been held at NATO at Turkey’s request, 
and Turkey’s treaty allies have not fulfilled Ankara’s consequent demand for the positioning 
of missile defense systems in Turkey within a specified time frame. This agreement would 
protect against the nonconditional use of the S-400 system and severely restrict its usage. 
It also rests on the assumption that Turkey will not abuse the fundamental procedures of 
the NATO alliance. Under this rubric, Turkey foregoes its sovereign right to use the S-400 
regularly as part of its missile defense infrastructure. 

The conditional-use formula may need to be accompanied by a set of verification rules 
designed to ensure the integrity and longevity of the agreed framework. Satellite technology 
easily could be used to achieve this goal. In addition, the S-400 could be placed at the 
Incirlik Air Base, where the significant U.S. Air Force presence would simplify any joint 
monitoring of the system. The choice of Incirlik also would help protect this missile defense 
equipment in times of military conflict.

In return for Ankara agreeing to these stringent conditions on the potential use of the 
Russian-made air and missile defense system, Washington would need to lift the barriers to 
more comprehensive military-industrial cooperation with Turkey. In addition to eliminating 
the CAATSA sanctions, possible measures would include lifting the congressional embargo 
on Turkey for the modernization of its aging F-16 fleet and allowing Ankara to rejoin the 
F-35 program. For Turkey to address its needs for a missile defense system, Washington 
should also reengage with Turkish authorities on the potential sale of Patriot systems. 
European allies also have a role to play to ensure that Turkey remains wedded to a NATO-
compatible ecosystem for its future strategic platforms. Given the United States’ reluctance 
to consider technology transfer and joint production with Turkey, the European Eurosam 
consortium could revitalize talks with Ankara for a jointly designed and produced air and 
missile defense system. The lifting of the CAATSA sanctions is therefore also crucial to 
incentivize other NATO nations to engage in such long-term military-industrial cooperation 
with Turkey. 

Despite the controversies that it has caused, the S-400 dispute is an eminently solvable 
problem. It will, however, require some creative thinking and, above all, a political willing-
ness both in Ankara and Washington to agree to mutual concessions for the greater purpose 
of normalizing bilateral relations. 
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The Syria Debacle

No policy choice on the U.S. side has been as toxic in recent memory for its bilateral rela-
tionship with Turkey as the U.S. decision to partner with and weaponize the Syrian-based 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), an alliance with a strong component of Kurdish militia 
groups, in the fight against the Islamic State. Arguably, the decision came in the wake of 
a series of failed negotiations between Ankara and Washington. Nonetheless, the United 
States mistakenly believed that it could keep its relationship with the SDF and still protect 
its ties with Turkey.15 Continuing U.S. support for the SDF has been a main driving force 
of the recent intensification of anti-Americanism in Turkey. According to a 2020 poll by 
Kadir Has University, 70 percent of the Turkish population see the United States as a threat 
to Turkey, and the same poll ranks Washington’s relationship with the SDF as the biggest 
problem in the bilateral relationship.16 

The United States’ engagement policy with the SDF is predicated on the claim that this 
mostly Kurdish group is a different entity than the PKK—a key distinction, given that for 
more than twenty years the Department of State has listed the PKK as a foreign terrorist 
organization.17 By contrast, Turkey considers the YPG, the SDF’s core component, as an 
organic offshoot of the PKK. The YPG was indeed established in the past by the PKK as its 
Syrian affiliate.18 Washington’s artificial separation of the SDF and PKK may have helped 
the alliance acquire a modicum of legitimacy at home, but it did very little to assuage 
Ankara’s concerns. 

Beyond the issue of the U.S. relationship with the SDF, the nature of Turkey’s former Syria 
policy was another controversial factor in regional politics. Since the beginning of the Syrian 
crisis in 2011, the Turkish government has taken a clear stance against the Syrian regime 
of President Bashar al-Assad. In a radical departure from the established tenets of Turkish 
foreign policy—which prioritized the principle of nonintervention in the internal affairs 
of neighboring countries—Ankara championed regime change in neighboring Syria. This 
policy took an active form with a campaign designed to help Syria’s civilian and military 
opposition accelerate the fall of the Assad government. The United States encouraged Turkey 
in this position, such as when then president Barack Obama declared in March 2013 that 
the Assad regime had lost its legitimacy and should go.19 Eventually, however, the Obama 
administration decided not to become more proactively involved in Syria. Turkey then 
relied on a host of different entities within Syria to continue its campaign against the Assad 
regime. Along with Qatar and Saudi Arabia, Turkey supported a cohort of Islamist armed 
groups. As in all conflicts, over time, the warring parties became more radicalized. 

The issue came to a head in September 2014, when the Islamic State began a campaign to 
take control of Rojava, a Kurdish province neighboring Turkey. At the time, Turkey and 
the United States were still negotiating their involvement in the deepening conflict. Turkey 
had offered a militia led by a Sunni Arab Syrian force to help with the campaign against the 
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Islamic State, but the United States “did not believe those fighters were sufficiently ‘moder-
ate’ and suspected that they (like Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan) were more focused 
on overthrowing Bashar al-Assad’s regime than eliminating the Islamic State.”20 With 
Ankara hesitant to intervene, Obama decided to airlift weapons to the Kurdish fighters. 
Ultimately, Ankara and Washington failed to reach an agreement on the overall strategy to 
eradicate the Islamic State or the role that each side would play. 

At the same time, the Turkish government, still fixated on its goal of regime change, con-
sidered the Islamic State as a useful enemy that could help bring down the Assad regime.21 
Policymakers in Ankara felt that regime change in Syria should be a priority at all costs 
because Assad’s continued presence and the dirty tactics he employed to remain in power, 
including the alleged use of chemical weapons, were radicalizing the country and the region. 
In that sense, the Islamic State was the symptom of a problem rather than its cause. For 
Ankara, there was no point in fighting the symptom without attacking its root cause. 

Turkey’s policy changed in 2016 when Ankara was forced to partner with Moscow and 
Tehran to impose a degree of stability in Syria. The main reason for this change was Russia’s 
military involvement in Syria, which gave the Assad regime the support it needed to survive. 
This forced partnership with two countries that had supported the regime compelled Turkey 
to drop its regime change agenda. The Moscow declaration of December 2016 formalized 
the end of Ankara’s military campaign against Assad.22 Turkey thus had to reprioritize the 
objectives of its Syria policy. It therefore decided that its foremost policy objective was to 
contain the influence of the Syrian Kurds, particularly the PYD, and its secondary objective 
was to eliminate the Islamic State. 

The thinking in Washington obviously was different: the Islamic State was the primary 
target. This perspective was shaped by a presidential doctrine that aimed to limit U.S. in-
volvement in Syria—to the extent that Obama refused to condone strikes against the Assad 
regime even after it became clear that Damascus had used chemical weapons in its fight 
against armed militants. An offshoot of this policy was that the United States, after having 
failed to secure a deal with Turkey, reached out to the SDF as a potential fighting force in 
the region. In May 2017, Trump approved a Pentagon proposal to provide arms to the YPG. 
Even then, U.S. authorities were fully aware of the negative impact of this action on their 
ties with Turkey. At the time, Mattis sought to reassure Turkey that U.S. support for the 
SDF would be temporary, transactional, and tactical. In addition, he stated that weapons 
delivered to the SDF would be taken back after the Islamic State was defeated.23 

Yet over time, the U.S. attitude toward the SDF changed—much to Turkey’s chagrin. The 
“tactical” relationship started to acquire a visible “strategic” dimension, with Washington’s 
support for the SDF becoming a more mainstream U.S. objective rather than being limited 
to the fight against the Islamic State. In a further sign of apparent normalization of relations 
with the SDF, local U.S. forces in Syria attached to U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) 
openly publicized meetings and interactions with SDF officials who were on the wanted list 
in Turkey.24 In Turkish eyes, these initiatives were the actions of a major ally clearly under-
mining Turkey’s national security.



Sinan Ülgen   |   11

It now seems that there will be little change under the Biden administration concerning 
Washington’s engagement with the SDF.25 In May 2021, a U.S. delegation headed by Joey 
Hood, the acting assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs, visited northeast Syria 
and met with the SDF. During this visit, the United States pledged to continue its assis-
tance to liberated areas to ensure the enduring defeat of the Islamic State. Under this set of 
circumstances, what then are the options to salvage the U.S.-Turkey relationship?

Obviously, Ankara will continue to pressure Washington for a clean break with the SDF. 
But as long as there is no political settlement in Syria and the threat of renewed fighting 
or a further erosion of law and order remains a concern, the United States is unlikely to 
seriously consider reversing its policy. Washington’s current approach is predicated on an 
effort to separate the SDF from the PKK. Until 2015, when the internal peace process with 
the Kurdish political representatives collapsed, Ankara appeared to be following a similar 
strategy to delink the SDF from the PKK, even to the point of meeting with SDF political 
representatives.26 Today, however, the official Turkish position is that the PKK and the SDF 
are one and the same and any attempt to separate them would be futile. Ankara also claims 
that the SDF has developed a stronger sense of empowerment and legitimacy on account 
of the international support it has received for its role in the fight against the Islamic State. 
Under these conditions, therefore, it feels that the already slim prospect of separating the 
SDF from the PKK has become even less likely.

Another concern for both Ankara and Washington with regard to the PKK-SDF connection 
is Iran’s influence over the Kurdish entities in Syria. Even though the PKK has its roots 
in the predominantly Kurdish-populated southeast of Turkey, over the years the entity 
has become a more multinational enterprise with a growing number of Syrian recruits. 
Nonetheless, the PKK’s senior military leadership remains under the control of the original 
gerontocratic cast of Turkish origin. After having been forced to leave the border areas 
following Turkey’s successful counterterrorism campaigns, the leadership of the PKK’s 
military wing established themselves in the Kandil mountains and became increasingly 
reliant on Iranian support. Theoretically, the PKK-SDF split could be advanced on the basis 
of a nationalist agenda, with the Syrian-dominated SDF potentially willing to acknowledge 
a purely domestic role and to disassociate itself from the border-changing ambitions of the 
PKK. This end result would also significantly weaken the PKK wing that remains under 
Iranian influence. 

In reality, U.S.-Turkey counterterrorism cooperation efforts have been more functional 
in Iraq. The United States has provided real-time intelligence to back Turkish efforts to 
eliminate the PKK threat, yet the viewpoint of Turkish authorities is that even in the Iraqi 
theater, U.S. support has been considerably below its potential, falling short of the threshold 
of “actionable intelligence.”27 In Syria, however, the plan to separate the SDF from the PKK 
and assuage Turkey’s concerns has run into several obstacles. One critical dimension of this 
effort was to ensure the merger of the SDF with the Turkey-supported, non-PKK-aligned 
Kurdish National Council (KNC). The KNC is part of the National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, which operates under Turkish tutelage. These critical 
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negotiations to set up a more united Kurdish front in Syria and thereby to dilute PKK influ-
ence have reached a stumbling block owing to differences over power-sharing in a potentially 
merged entity. 

Given the damage caused to bilateral ties by the ongoing U.S. relationship with the SDF, 
Washington should take the lead in seeking to assuage Ankara’s concerns by devising con-
fidence-building measures. A key measure would be to return to the original commitment 
of transparency, in which the list of weapons supplied to the SDF would be shared with 
Turkey.28 This early and important practice appears to have been discontinued. A second and 
more meaningful step would be to design a realistic program, calendar, and road map for the 
United States to take back the majority of the weapons system supplied to the SDF. In this 
respect, it is important to make a distinction between weapons systems that can be used to 
fight the Islamic State and weapons systems that Turkey regards as a security threat. These 
two groups may overlap to some extent, but certain categories of weapons such as surface-to-
air systems (whether fixed or portable, as in the case of MANPADS) or anti-tank weapons 
will be of little use against a terrorist entity that has no rotary-wing assets or tanks. A joint 
Turkey-U.S. commission to deliberate on the nature and scope of this weapons take-back 
program could help mitigate the erosion of trust between the two allies.

More fundamentally, a real settlement will be conditional on strategic shifts in the foreign 
policy outlooks of both Washington and Ankara. The United States has to weigh whether 
its ongoing relationship with the SDF is really worth the damage it causes in its bilateral 
ties with Turkey. Much as with the S-400 issue from the American perspective, from the 
Turkish perspective, the real and most major stumbling block in efforts to improve mutual 
ties is the U.S. relationship with the SDF. If indeed the objective is to regain mutual trust, 
Washington will need to determine how these ties with the SDF can be severed gradually.

Nevertheless, for Turkey, the real stumbling block is Ankara’s long-term view on the future 
of Syria, which is also related to its democracy agenda at home. Turkish policymakers will 
need to realistically assess the implications of a likely scenario where the Kurdish entity is a 
constituent element of postwar Syria. The master objective for Ankara should be to ensure 
that this entity does not become a security threat to Turkey. This goal will be served by 
nudging Washington to implement a weapons take-back program as discussed above. It 
will be helped by the emergence of a lasting political settlement in Syria. But it will also 
require the broadening of democratic rights within Turkey so that the outreach to the Syrian 
Kurds is no longer viewed purely from the security angle. Such reforms also would further 
isolate the PKK and improve the SDF’s potential to disassociate itself from terrorism. Recent 
history tells us that this objective is not far-fetched. After years of conflict and suspicion, 
Ankara has been able to establish a mutually beneficial relationship with the Kurdistan 
Regional Government of Iraq. That framework may be the model for the future of Turkey’s 
relationship with the Syrian Kurds. 
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The Democracy and Rule of Law Challenge

Another highly divisive issue in the Turkey-U.S. relationship is the deterioration of democ-
racy and the rule of law in Turkey over the past decade. In the Trump years, the erosion of 
fundamental rights in America’s allied nations was not much of an agenda item. Trump saw 
the world in transactional terms and cared little for a values-based foreign policy. But under 
Biden, there has clearly been a shift toward reincorporating the goal of advancing democratic 
freedoms into U.S. foreign policy. As set out in the Interim National Security Strategic 
Guidance, the Biden administration has committed to rejuvenating American democracy 
and, at the same time, is intent on revitalizing “democracy the world over” with the help of 
like-minded allies and partners.29

Figure 1. Democracy Indicators

Source: Graph generated from V-Dem Institute’s interactive website, based on data from Michael Coppedge et 
al., ”V-Dem Turkey 2000–2020 Dataset v11.1,” Varieties of Democracy Project, 2021, https://doi.org/10.23696/
vdemds21.

Note: Unique aggregated scores on a 0–1 scale. As defined by V-Dem, the Civil Liberty Index includes measures for 
liberal freedom, where freedom is a property of individuals. Civil liberty is constituted by the absence of physical 
violence committed by government agents and the absence of constraints of private liberties and political liberties by 
the government. The Rule of Law Index combines measures for the independence of the judiciary, compliance with 
court decisions, ease of access to justice, and impartiality of the public administration. The Liberal Democracy Index 
includes measures for judicial and legislative constraints on the executive, individual freedoms such as the freedom 
of religion and freedom of movement, and the transparency and predictability of the legislation. See https://www 
.v-dem.net/media/filer_public/25/41/25418cbf-e680-4ec8-bede-b819587fb85d/structure_of_v-dem_v111.pdf.
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This redefinition of U.S. external engagement is a byproduct of a global vision where the 
White House believes that the world is at an inflection point and that the future of the 
world order will be determined by the competition between the alliance of democratic 
nations and the major authoritarian states, above all China and Russia.30 Its external aim 
to help American allies strengthen and rebuild democracy is therefore congruent with its 
strategic mission to combat the rise of authoritarianism. Yet it is easier to envision how such 
a foreign policy is to be implemented when America’s adversaries are authoritarian nations 
and much less obvious when America’s own allies, including Turkey, India, and Poland, are 
mired in democratic backsliding. 

From this perspective, Turkey will be a challenge for the implementation of the Biden 
foreign policy doctrine. The Turkey-US relationship presents a real-world test of how U.S. 
policymakers will balance their desire for the advancement of democracy abroad with the 
hard realities of strategic imperatives. Drawing on data compiled by the Stockholm-based 
V-Dem Institute, figure 1 captures the regressive trend of Turkish democracy. In the same 
vein, Freedom House has downgraded Turkey to the “Not Free” category of democracies 
since 2018. 

The botched coup attempt of July 2016 and the subsequent transition to a hypercentralized 
presidential system in 2018 has accelerated this downward trend. It is difficult to see how 
Turkish democracy can recover under the current constitutional order, which has failed to 
enshrine even basic checks and balances. The transfer of unparalleled power to the presiden-
tial office has greatly impeded the separation of powers. Erdoğan is not only the president 
of the country but also the chairman of the ruling Justice and Development Party (Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi, or AKP), which together with its minority partner, the Nationalist 
Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, or MHP), commands a majority in parliament. 
In addition, his constitutional prerogatives to nominate members of the high courts have 
given him sizeable influence over the judiciary, undermining its independence.31 As a result, 
the Turkish judiciary has distanced itself from European norms, as illustrated by the refusal 
of local courts to abide by the rulings of the European Court of Human Rights on the now 
symbolic cases of civic activist Osman Kavala and Selahattin Demirtaş, the former co-chair 
of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi, or HDP). 

In reality, this accumulation of powers has been a disservice not only to the Turkish 
democracy but also to Erdoğan’s political prospects. The presidential system has not func-
tioned as advertised. The break with Turkey’s decades-long tradition of a parliamentary 
system has undermined political and economic governance. The performance of the AKP 
government has been negatively affected by this major transformation. As a result, support 
for the presidential system has been dropping steadily. According to a December 2020 
poll by Istanbul Economics Research, popular support for a return to the parliamentary 
system reached 68 percent.32 In the 2017 referendum for the transition to the presidential 
system, only a narrow majority (52 percent of the electorate) had voted in favor. Mirroring 
this trend, support for Erdoğan and the ruling AKP has also been eroding. According to 
the June 2021 survey by Istanbul Economics Research, support for AKP reached a historic 
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low of 26 percent.33 The ruling People’s Alliance (Cumhur) is now in a minority position, 
commanding the support of 45 percent of the electorate. This may not be a grave risk for 
Erdoğan, given that presidential and legislative elections are still two years away. But the 
Turkish president will nonetheless need to redress political and economic governance and 
substantially improve the rule of law to maintain his electoral prospects. 

For a country like Turkey, the rule of law is intricately linked to economic performance. 
With low domestic savings and a lack of commodity resources, Turkey needs foreign 
capital to boost its growth. It has a high degree of economic interdependence with the 
West—55 percent of Turkey’s exports go to Europe, and Europe is the source of 73 percent 
of incoming foreign direct investments.34 The rule of law is a major factor in determining a 
country’s ability to continue to attract the needed investments. The rule of law also influenc-
es Turkey’s risk ratings and therefore its cost of capital. Improvements in the rule of law can 
only benefit Turkey’s economy through its positive impact on country risk and the lowering 
of its financing costs. 

A potential improvement in Turkey’s democratic standards would also positively contribute 
to the overall relationship with Washington in at least two major ways. First, it would 
eliminate a major conundrum for U.S. policymakers. A U.S. ally would have moved in 
the direction of upgrading its democracy, allowing the United States to avoid the difficult 
trade-off of how to manage a strategic relationship with an ally that is backtracking on 
democratic norms. Once a clear path of progress emerges in Ankara, many of the bilateral 
issues that have and continue to bedevil the relationship can be tackled under a more benign 
climate. For example, this improvement in atmospherics could be instrumental in making 
real progress on a long-standing major issue surrounding U.S.-based cleric Fethullah Gülen, 
who Turkey blames for the failed July 2016 coup attempt. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to detail the development of Gülen’s influence during 
the AKP years. But when AKP came to power in 2002, its leadership relied on the human 
resources of the Gülen network to gradually replace the traditional secularist bureaucracy of 
the country. Gülen instrumentalized this alliance to infiltrate and capture many important 
state institutions, including the judiciary and the police. For instance, by the end of 2013, 
seventy-seven out of eighty-one provincial police commissioners were Gülenist sympathizers, 
according to Turkey’s minister of interior.35 This control allowed the Gülenists to pursue 
their agenda. Major milestones in the rise to power of the Gulenist network are represented 
by the court cases brought against alleged clandestine networks known as Ergenekon and 
Balyoz. The cases targeted the top brass of the Turkish military, with army commanders 
being charged with plotting a coup to overthrow the government. Hundreds of military 
commanders were sent to prison on fabricated charges by a judiciary under the control 
of the Gülenists.36 The power-sharing alliance broke down in December 2013 when the 
Gülen followers in the judiciary and law enforcement sought to bring down members of the 
government. Within a few years, Gülenist members of the military led the coup attempt to 
oust the democratically elected government. 
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The past rhetoric of the Turkish leadership has nurtured the widespread belief that the 
United States has been backing Gülen and his organization.37 These alleged ties are a major 
source of mounting anti-Americanism in Turkey. The unwillingness of successive U.S. 
administrations to deliver on Turkey’s adamant demands to pressure this organization 
and disrupt its activities on U.S. soil is seen as proof of Washington’s complicity. In spite 
of Ankara’s repeated requests to extradite Gülen, U.S. authorities have not even taken the 
symbolic step of questioning him about his possible role in the coup attempt.38 The Gülen 
network operates several charter schools in the United States, which are partly funded 
by federal money; and despite recurrent Turkish demands, this funding has not ceased.39 
Similarly, U.S. authorities have been recalcitrant to put pressure on or fully investigate the 
network’s ongoing fundraising in the United States. Many local organizations tied to the 
Gülen network operate freely as fundraising nongovernmental organizations, and these orga-
nizations have provided financial support for U.S. political candidates, giving the Gülenists 
access and influence within state and federal structures.40 

Gülen and his followers appear today as the innocent victims of the degradation of the rule 
of law in Turkey. In reality, they are as responsible for this erosion as the country’s political 
elites. Their attempt to capture the state and infiltrate its institutions has corroded the 
Turkish state to its core. Yet this simple reality does not seem to have encouraged U.S. au-
thorities to fundamentally reassess their support for the organization and its adherents. One 
major reason for this surprising lack of reappraisal may be the continuation of the downward 
trend in democratic norms in Turkey. Had Turkey been able to chart a different trajectory 
after the failed coup attempt, the U.S. response may have been different. The elimination 
of Gülen’s influence from positions of power and authority gave the Turkish leadership a 
window of opportunity to rebuild a more inclusive system of governance in the wake of the 
coup attempt. This opportunity was squandered. But there is always a new opportunity for 
rebuilding democracy. Any real and sustained effort by the Turkish leadership to that end 
can only facilitate the emergence of a more permissive environment to constructively address 
this important range of bilateral disputes.

To date, the Biden administration’s policy response to the erosion of democratic norms in 
Turkey has been to rely on the EU to incentivize reforms in Turkey.41 The administration 
has nudged Brussels to reengage with Ankara, believing that the absence of constructive 
European engagement with Turkey has been detrimental to the prospects of democratic 
normalization. Washington seems to be promoting early and positive European engagement 
as a vehicle to gradually improve democratic norms and the rule of law in Turkey. On the 
European side, consensus appears to be growing that, despite the potential drawbacks, the 
EU sorely needs an engagement strategy with Turkey. In its absence, and with Turkey’s 
accession process on hold, Brussels has lost a great deal of its leverage over Turkish policy-
making, especially domestic reforms. EU leaders have been deliberating on a road map for a 
positive agenda with Turkey, which is set to include the start of negotiations for the modern-
ization of the Turkey-EU Customs Union, the revitalization of the visa liberalization process, 
a renewal of the refugee deal, and a high-level policy dialogue. 



Sinan Ülgen   |   17

For Washington, a coordinated EU-U.S. approach to combat Turkey’s democratic back-
sliding is obviously the favored and diplomatically least costly option. If this effort proves 
to be ineffective, however, Washington will face a conundrum. One alternative could be to 
downgrade the importance of democracy and rule-of-law issues in U.S. bilateral relations 
with Turkey and maintain a working relationship based on geostrategic considerations. This 
approach would still imply a more open criticism of Turkey’s human rights record compared 
to the Trump era but nonetheless suggest a willingness to refrain from creating barriers to 
cooperation with Turkey on these grounds. The other alternative is for Washington to adopt 
a more aggressive stance. For instance, the Biden administration could deny Turkey an 
invite to the Summit for Democracy slated for the end of 2021 or possibly employ Global 
Magnitsky sanctions, as it has done with Russia. In either case, the policy impact of the 
U.S. reaction is likely to be handicapped by widespread anti-Americanism in Turkey, which 
has created a political environment where U.S. measures are more likely to be seen as an 
unjustified attack on Turkish interests rather than a reaction to the democratic failures of the 
Turkish government. 

The Halkbank Case

A potentially significant area of disagreement between the United States and Turkey has 
reemerged with the slated start of the court proceedings against the Turkish state-controlled 
Halkbank on grounds of its past violations of Iran sanctions. According to the allegations 
of the U.S. Department of Justice, Halkbank willfully played a role in several long-running 
schemes to illegally transfer around $20 billion in funds to Iran. The indictment charges the 
bank with conspiracy to defraud the United States, conspiracy to violate the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act, bank fraud, and money laundering.42 

The case had already made headlines when Halkbank’s deputy manager, Hakan Atilla, was 
convicted in January 2018 following a five-week jury trial.43 He was one of the nine indicted 
individuals, including the former Turkish economic minister Zafer Çağlayan. Reza Zarrab, 
a Turkish-Iranian gold trader who appears to have played a major role in the alleged scheme, 
had already pleaded guilty and was cooperating with the justice authorities. Zarrab was 
instrumental in the creation of a pool of Iranian oil funds held in the names of front compa-
nies, with some of the money flowing through U.S. banks.

The Halkbank case has also acquired a visible political dimension. It has been reported that 
the case was frequently on the agenda of the talks between Erdoğan and Trump. According 
to former national security adviser John Bolton, Erdoğan raised the issue repeatedly with 
Trump, seeking to have the case dismissed.44 Trump was criticized for wanting to interfere 
with the functioning of the judiciary. He allegedly asked the former secretary of state Rex 
Tillerson to pressure the U.S. Department of Justice to drop the case. In an interview, 
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Tillerson said that he refused to do so and “objected to Trump’s efforts, considering them 
illegal interference.”45 There have been separate claims that Trump forced the resignation 
of Preet Bharara, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, as well as his 
successor Geoffrey Berman, for failing to drop the case.46

This case is particularly sensitive for the Turkish government as well because of its potential 
economic and political implications. U.S. authorities have in the past prosecuted several 
foreign and domestic banks for their role in violating Iran sanctions. The largest penalty 
issued to date has been the $8.9 billion fine against BNP Paribas in 2014.47 But in all previ-
ous cases, the banks came to an amicable settlement with Justice Department. The fine was 
issued as a result of direct negotiations with the banks and the Treasury Department’s Office 
of Foreign Assets Control. The Halkbank case is therefore the first one that will have reached 
the threshold of litigation. 

Previous negotiations between Halkbank and U.S. authorities did not lead to an agreement. 
Several reasons explain why such talks may have fallen through. First, Trump’s personal 
efforts to squash the investigation may have given Halkbank a false sense of confidence, and 
the bank’s officials may not have had enough of an incentive to negotiate in earnest under 
these warped conditions. Second, in these negotiations, Halkbank seemingly defended the 
view that the violations were the result of negligence, whereas the Treasury Department 
wanted the defendant bank to accept its wrongdoing.48 From Halkbank’s perspective, ac-
cepting wrongdoing would have involved full disclosure of its illegal activities, which would 
then have consequences going forward for the bank’s international credibility and its ability 
to raise money in international markets.

The arguments on the Turkish side are that the trade with Iran did not violate U.S. law 
because the trade in question largely involved gold and food, was not conducted in U.S. 
dollars, and did not involve U.S. banks.49 Domestically, the Turkish government also main-
tains the narrative that ultimately Turkey is not legally bound by U.S. laws and American 
attempts to penalize Turkey are an illegal application of the principle of extraterritoriality. 
Moreover, the claims against Halkbank have been contaminated in the eyes of the Turkish 
public because they initially were raised by the Gülenist members of the Turkish judiciary 
back in December 2013.50 The police investigations and ensuing arrests of several individuals 
linked to Halkbank were led by Gülenists in an early effort to attack the Erdoğan govern-
ment.51 The evidence put forward by the Gülenists was also compiled through extrajudicial 
means like illegal wiretaps incongruous with universal legal norms. Yet the allegations were 
serious enough to have led to the resignation of four members of the Turkish cabinet—in-
cluding economics minister Zafer Çağlayan, who is included in the U.S. indictment. In fact, 
the Justice Department’s indictment also refers to other members of the Turkish cabinet who 
allowed or facilitated these alleged criminal transactions.52 These serious allegations necessar-
ily raise the prospect of further political escalation between Ankara and Washington.

Unlike the Trump administration, the Biden administration likely will have a much 
more standoffish approach to the Halkbank litigation and await the verdict of the court. 
Obviously, if the court finds no wrongdoing, a serious political escalation would be avoided. 
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In the alternative scenario, the Justice Department, with the cooperation of the Treasury 
Department, will take the lead in determining the scope of the fine. U.S. law empowers the 
Treasury to demand up to twice the amount of the illegal financial activities. The real scope 
of such activities will need to be determined by the relevant authorities, but the $20 billion 
figure mentioned in the indictment represents the overall amount. What ostensibly matters 
for the potential fine is the share of these transactions that went through the U.S. financial 
system illegally. According to a statement issued by Democratic Senator Ron Wyden of 
Oregon, the chair of the U.S. Senate Finance Committee, at least $1 billion in funds from 
Iranian oil proceeds were transferred through correspondent banking services at U.S. 
financial institutions.53 Therefore, the eventual fine, if Halkbank is found guilty, may be in 
the range of $1 to $2 billion, an amount that would not imperil the financial sustainability 
of the defendant bank. From that perspective, however, Ankara’s reaction would also be 
important. If Halkbank refuses to pay the fine to avoid recognizing its wrongdoing, U.S. 
authorities could contemplate additional sanctions, such as excluding the state-owned bank 
from the SWIFT international financial transaction system and therefore prohibiting it from 
accessing the international payment system for U.S.-dollar-denominated transfers. 

Yet even under the alternative scenario of a guilty verdict by U.S. courts, Ankara and 
Washington’s interests would be best served by avoiding political escalation. This goal would 
essentially require the U.S. administration to incentivize the Turkish government to settle—
through two possible considerations. The first would require a degree of leniency from the 
relevant U.S. authorities to fix the fine at more manageable levels. The second would entail 
Washington acknowledging a role for Turkey in any future negotiations with Iran. With the 
United States returning to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the new round 
of nuclear nonproliferation negotiations with Tehran are set to be broader in scope. The talks 
will include Iran’s ballistic missile program as well as its regional policies—themes that were 
left out of the initial JCPOA under the Obama administration. As a neighbor of Iran, as a 
state that often competes directly with Tehran over regional influence, and ultimately as a 
country that is under threat by Iran’s burgeoning missile program, Turkey has a legitimate 
claim to be part of or associated with these negotiations. Turkey’s inclusion would need to 
be countenanced especially if Gulf Cooperation Council countries like Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates were to be brought into these negotiations.

The Armenian Question

The tragedies associated with the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire in the early twentieth 
century continue to impact interstate relations in the Middle East and beyond. The proper 
characterization of the large-scale massacres committed against the Armenians under 
Ottoman rule remains controversial to this day. Beginning in 1915, the Ottoman leadership 
began to arrest, kill, deport, and forcibly resettle the empire’s Armenian minority, in order 
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to quash potential resistance or independence movements among the Armenian population. 
Armenians claim that these events amount to genocide. Turks, in return, claim that it was a 
forced relocation under the conditions of war, which ended tragically. This historical memory 
has been a divisive issue not only between Turkey and modern-day Armenia but also between 
Turkey and other countries around the world that label these events as genocide.

Until very recently, the U.S. government had shied away from characterizing these events as 
genocide. Statements by past administrations recognized the mass murders of Armenians but 
preferred to use different terminology to remember these events. In 1981, president Ronald 
Reagan alluded to the events of 1915 as genocide, but he did not do so in a specific statement 
on the Armenian tragedy.54 Instead, the phrasing appeared in a speech delivered on the 
occasion of the commemoration of the Holocaust. Reagan retracted this wording in his sub-
sequent statements as a result of domestic pressure, which highlighted Turkey’s importance 
as a strategic partner. Later, the Obama administration used the Armenian term “Meds 
Yeghern” (Great Tragedy).55 The key concern at this time was the fear of “losing Turkey” at a 
time when Ankara’s support was seen to be critical to advance U.S. foreign policy objectives 
in the Middle East.56

This long-standing position changed recently. On April 23, 2021, Biden labeled the events 
as genocide in his statement commemorating the tragedy.57 The change under the Biden ad-
ministration can be attributed to several factors. First, Turkey’s geostrategic importance for 
U.S. policymakers has declined at a time when their strategic focus is clearly shifting to East 
Asia and China. Second, the U.S.-Turkey relationship itself has deteriorated. Ankara and 
Washington have a growing number of unsettled disputes—to the extent that the funda-
mentals of this bilateral relationship have come to be questioned. For instance, Secretary of 
State Anthony Blinken spoke of Turkey as a “so-called strategic partner” in his confirmation 
hearing before the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee.58 In Washington, the fear of 
“losing” Turkey is therefore considerably less acute than before. 

Finally, Erdoğan has few friends left in Washington. His decline in standing comes from 
Turkey’s recent antagonistic policies toward Israel as well as the erosion of democratic rule in 
Turkey under his presidency. The pro-Israel lobby had been a long-standing political friend 
of Turkey in Washington, not least because Turkey was viewed as a friendly nation to Israel. 
Turkey traditionally had relied on the assistance of the pro-Israel lobby in Congress to rebut 
earlier congressional initiatives that would have recognized the events of 1915 as genocide. 
With the decline of the Turkey-Israel relationship, this support evaporated. In 2019, for the 
first time in history, both Houses of Congress passed a resolution recognizing Armenian 
genocide. Before 2019, similar bills had all failed to receive enough support in Congress. 
As a result, the political cost to a U.S. president intent on recognizing the events of 1915 as 
genocide is considerably lower in 2021 than it was in earlier years. 

Even though it had opted to use terminology long resisted by Ankara, the Biden adminis-
tration sought to reassure Turkey that the president’s statement should not be construed as 
an attack against the Republic of Turkey. The statement does not refer to Turkey but to the 
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Ottoman Empire and to Constantinople rather than Istanbul. This message was conveyed 
to Turkish authorities on the occasion of the first direct conversation between Biden and 
Erdoğan—a day before Biden made the statement. The readout of the maiden conversation 
between the two leaders emphasizes the U.S. president’s interest in a “constructive bilateral 
relationship with expanded areas of cooperation and effective management of disagree-
ments.”59 Turkey’s official reaction to the Biden statement has been surprisingly calm and 
has so far remained at the level of rhetoric, with Erdoğan stating that Biden’s announcement 
had opened a deep wound in bilateral relations between the NATO allies.60 The Turkish 
Foreign Ministry stated that “the US President’s statement will not yield any results other 
than polarizing the nations and hindering peace and stability in our region.”61 The Turkish 
government has so far resisted pressure from the political opposition to react more strongly 
against the United States, such as by closing Incirlik Air Base to U.S. access. 

Nonetheless, for the bilateral relationship a potential risk going forward will be a legal one 
related to U.S.-based claims of compensation surrounding this historical tragedy. Several 
such claims have been submitted to U.S. local courts. In every instance, local courts ruled 
against the complainants on grounds that courts did not have the competence to rule on 
these claims. The case brought before the Los Angeles District Court in 2010 by Carbis 
Davoyan and Hrayr Turabyan, two Americans of Armenian origin, is illustrative in this 
respect.62 The plaintiffs put forward a claim to compensate for the real estate and property 
of their ancestors, which had been seized by the imperial government and ultimately 
brought under the control of Turkish state-owned banks such as the Turkish Central Bank 
and Ziraat Bank. The Turkish government argued that these actions fall under the Foreign 
Sovereign Immunities Act of 1976, which establishes circumstances under which foreign 
states are immune from lawsuits.63 Ankara thus claimed that U.S. courts do not have 
jurisdiction under this act. 

In return, the complainants argued that under the “expropriation” or “international takings” 
exception of the said act, a foreign state is not immune from U.S. jurisdiction in any case 
of rights in property taken in violation of international law and by extension as a result of 
a genocidal act. Although the court confirmed that under the jurisprudence of the state of 
California, genocide violates international law and that therefore claims of genocide fall 
within the limited category of claims constituting a violation of internationally accepted 
norms for jurisdiction, it nonetheless ruled that “allowing the lawsuit to proceed would 
involve judicial interference in foreign relation, here because establishing that ‘genocide’ 
occurred is a jurisdictional prerequisite. In light of the political question doctrine and 
analogous Ninth Circuit precedent, this Court cannot resolve such an inherently political 
question that our Constitution reserves for the other two coordinate branches of govern-
ment.”64 Therefore, the court decided to dismiss the lawsuit. The official viewpoint of the 
U.S. administration on the nature of the events of 1915—as of 2010—was therefore instru-
mental in the outcome of the adjudication. 

Thus, the Biden administration’s use of the genocide terminology is a drawback for Turkey 
in potential litigations in the United States over submitted compensation claims. It elimi-
nates the validity of the argument that Turkey used on the lack of competence of tribunals 
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to decide on the nature of historical facts surrounding the events of 1915. Now that the 
White House has officially recognized these events as genocide, local courts can rely on this 
categorization in future litigation. 

This is not to say the route for American Armenians to seek compensation before U.S. courts 
is now completely open. This path has been legally barred, at least in California; Davoyan 
and Turabyan appealed to the U.S. Court of Appeals, which ruled on the matter in August 
2019.65 The Appeals Court upheld the decision of the Los Angeles District Court on grounds 
that the plaintiffs’ claims were time barred and that the statute of limitations for these claims 
had expired. 

It goes beyond the remit of this paper to fully analyze whether the lack of legal consequences 
of the adopted White House terminology to describe the events of 1915 will be permanent. 
Ankara may, for instance, press the Biden administration to issue a statement to that effect. 
But on the chance that the U.S. court system is nonetheless used to advance these claims, 
Turkey may consider going to the International Court of Justice with the United States 
to preempt U.S.-based compensation claims. Ankara believes that it stands on solid legal 
ground regarding the allegation of genocide, with the following specific points: (1) the 1948 
Genocide Convention cannot be used retroactively; (2) under prevailing international law, 
only an international court can rule on the validity of genocide claims; and (3) the burden of 
proof remains with the plaintiff, so in this case, the United States will need to demonstrate 
that all the requirements set out in the 1948 Convention had been fulfilled in 1915. Yet 
Ankara has reason to fear that the newly adopted “genocide” rhetoric of the White House 
could encourage other nations to move in a similar direction and politically recognize the 
1915 tragedy as genocide. To date, more than twenty countries already have done so.66 

The Turkish government has strongly reacted to these initiatives for several reasons. First, it 
regards many of them as politically motivated. Second, many Turks believe that the West 
was singularly interested in the fate of Christian Armenians but totally aloof to the large-
scale tragedies that affected Muslim Turks in the same period, including those who were 
displaced and perished in large numbers as a result of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans in par-
ticular. In addition, the collective memory of many modern-day Turks has been shaped by 
the violence committed against their ancestors during World War I by Armenian militants 
in eastern Anatolia, who allied themselves with Russia in a bid to obtain independence from 
a weakened Ottoman Empire. In more recent memory, the assassination campaign carried 
out by Armenian terrorist groups such as the Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of 
Armenia (ASALA) against Turkish diplomats in the 1970s and 1980s has entrenched the 
viewpoint of Turkish victimhood. A poll carried out by the Turkish EDAM think tank in 
2015 found that only 10 percent of the Turkish population regarded the events of 1915 as 
genocide.67

Finally, the gap between the popular understanding of genocide and its legal definition re-
mains unabridged. The popular narrative maintains that events of 1915 must be categorized 
as genocide, at a time when the world has recognized acts of ethnic cleansing (for example, 
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the killings of Bosnian Muslims at Srebrenica) as such. But as illustrated by a ruling of the 
European Court of Human Rights in 2013, the genocide claim cannot be substantiated on 
the basis that there is a consensus within the academic community about the nature of these 
events.68 Under international law, the definition of genocide is conditional on the fulfillment 
of specific criteria set out by the Genocide Convention—criteria that the court maintained 
would be exceedingly difficult to prove for an event that happened more than a century ago. 

Against this fraught background, true historical conciliation can only happen by way of 
direct negotiations between Turkey and Armenia rather than through resolutions passed 
by foreign legislatures. A third party like the United States could play a positive role by 
encouraging this rapprochement. Paradoxically, the consequences of the Karabakh war of 
2020 could be viewed as an opportunity in this respect. As a result of Azerbaijan reestab-
lishing control over a sizeable part of Karabakh, the conditions that had led Turkey to close 
its land borders with Armenia—namely, the illegal occupation of several rayons (districts) of 
Karabakh by Armenian armed militants—have now become obsolete. It is therefore easier 
for Ankara to open the land border. More importantly, Washington could use its diplomatic 
leverage to revitalize the critical reconciliation process between Ankara and Yerevan, which 
began in 2009. The two nations initially agreed on a scope of confidence-building measures, 
including the establishment of a commission of historians to examine the controversial 
period in 1915 as well as more practical measures such as the opening of the land border. 
Yet, ultimately, the initiative failed because of Azerbaijan’s severe reaction to the potential of 
a Turkey-Armenia rapprochement. After last year’s war in Karabakh and the strong support 
that Turkey provided to Azerbaijan, Baku has less to fear from such a rapprochement. 

Another area of the potential Ankara-Yerevan talks where the United States could provide 
significant value is in relation to augmenting the safety and security of the Metsamor nuclear 
power plant, which according to the European Commission “cannot be upgraded to meet 
internationally recognized nuclear safety standards and its closure and safe decommissioning 
remains a key objective for the EU.”69 Metsamor is a mere 36 kilometers from the Turkish 
border, meaning that any nuclear accident that affects its reactor—which is similar in 
technology to the Chernobyl power plant—will create enormous risks for Turkey as well. 

A Strategy for Managing the  
Relationship Under Duress

The Turkey-U.S. relationship has long been defined as a strategic alliance underwritten by 
NATO. Today, this definition has become obsolete and does not capture the new reality of 
this relationship. Turkey undoubtedly will remain a strong NATO ally, but its relationship 
with the United States will no longer be shaped by the power asymmetry of this military 
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alliance. In other words, the reality of the United States being the main security provider 
will not be sufficient to override and contain the centrifugal trends that have shaped the rela-
tionship since the end of the Cold War and that have gained momentum in the past decade 
as a result of the growing divergences between Ankara and Washington. These differences 
are not only the result of Turkey’s democratic deficit and its quest for a more independent 
foreign policy but also of the structural changes in global and regional geopolitics. In addi-
tion, the current Turkey-U.S. relationship is handicapped by such a large mutual trust deficit 
that it stands apart from other gulfs in Washington’s bilateral ties with other NATO nations.

The reaction of the Biden administration to this uncomfortable reality has been to seek to 
transpose to Turkey the conceptual framework that initially was designed to undergird the 
relationship with adversaries like China and Russia. This approach postulates that there 
will be unbridgeable differences between the United States and its diplomatic counterparts. 
The United States will not concede on its established positions for the sake of maintaining 
an improved climate for its bilateral ties. At the same time, it will seek to collaborate with 
these countries in other areas where a convergence of policies can be secured. For instance, 
Washington will continue to criticize the human rights abuses in China or the aggressive 
politics of Russia while at the same time urging these countries to cooperate on climate 
change and the global pandemic. This willingness to accept and manage differences while 
at the same time seeking commonalities defines the Biden administration’s emerging policy 
toward its strategic rivals. In stark contrast to Turkey’s status as a NATO ally, the White 
House seems inclined to transpose this frame of relationship to Turkey as well. The lack of 
any serious reaction in Washington to Ankara’s demands to reassess the U.S. position on the 
Syrian PYD/YPG or even on the S-400 issue is evidence, at least so far, of this observation.

This “clinical” approach is bound to fail, however; Turkey is not an adversary, and hence the 
categorical separation of areas of agreement and cooperation from areas of disagreement is 
unrealistic. Unlike in the case of the United States and its true adversaries, the perpetuation 
of areas of dispute will always hinder the scope of U.S. collaboration with Turkey. The 
underlying alliance relationship has a built-in expectation of solidarity and mutual trust. 
Without these values, the bilateral relationship cannot function effectively.

This logic may explain why the Turkish government wants a “grand bargain,” in which the 
United States should agree to discuss with Turkey all the disputed areas in a flexible man-
ner.70 These deliberations could then lead to mutual trade-offs that would be instrumental 
in overcoming the prevailing disagreements. In this type of negotiation, Ankara could also 
showcase its flexibility provided that Washington demonstrates its willingness for compro-
mise. A win-win solution for the strategic alliance could then be achieved. Yet in view of the 
Biden administration’s reluctance to engage in this type of a grand bargain with the Erdoğan 
government, repairing the Turkey-U.S. relationship may depend on whether Ankara and 
Washington can nonetheless agree on an overriding framework for the management of 
bilateral ties that is different than either side’s diplomatic position.71
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A scenario of gradual rapprochement as an alternative to the grand bargain championed by 
Turkey or the principled engagement currently favored by Washington can be promoted. 
The gradual rapprochement would entail a series of confidence-building actions. Positive 
areas of engagement could include future negotiations with Iran, the reconstruction of Syria, 
the normalization of Libya, the stabilization of Afghanistan given Turkey’s interest to oper-
ate the Kabul airport even after the U.S. and NATO withdrawals, the countering of Russian 
aggressiveness (especially toward Ukraine), and collaboration in Africa to dampen the 
influence of China. Along with the main topic of engagement, these interactions also would 
seek to resolve gradually the differences over the main themes highlighted in this analysis. 

In other words, unlike a grand bargain, a strategy of gradual rapprochement would not 
ambitiously seek to solve all differences through mutual concessions. And unlike the current 
U.S. posture, it would not exclude negotiations over any of the areas of disagreement but 
would chart a road map where clearly identified sequential steps can start to address mutual 
grievances in a more conducive environment, helped by collaboration in areas of common 
interest. The Turkey-U.S. relationship may in that sense be in acute need of gradual but 
concrete steps that over time will set a new tone for a more positive and constructive strategic 
partnership and reestablish mutual trust. 
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