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Impact on the United States 
How does this affect U.S. interests? Turkey cannot, any more than the United States globally, or China in East Asia, be in-
strumentalized as a “model” for other societies to follow. With few unique exceptions—such as the United States immedi-
ately after World War II—international relations usually does not work in so direct a fashion.  . Nevertheless, Turkey has 
demonstrated that a Muslim-majority country anchored in part in the broader Middle East could adopt Western political, 
economic, and security systems, prosper under all of them, and become a partner to the United States and European Union. 
Turkey’s relative success or failure in this regard does have some effect on the populations of other countries in the region. 

But, more directly, a Turkey confident of its internal situation and economic progress is more likely to play an active and 
positive role in the region, to the extent feasible in close coordination with the United States. Although such U.S.-Turkish 
coordination has been particularly close in the Obama administration, continued social unrest and resulting questions about 
the nature of Turkish democracy will make this coordination more difficult. A distracted Turkish government could well 
ally itself further with anti-Western elements that support its hardline policies. The United States would then be obliged to 
speak out on violations of democratic principles, rendering cooperation and coordination even more problematic. Nonethe-
less, assuming that Turkey remains reasonably stable under a democratic system, continued partnership will be possible. 
Under the chaotic circumstances that reign in the region, this partnership will, in fact, remain essential in dealing with Syria, 
Iran, Iraq, and Israel’s role in the region.  

But here, another caution. Many analysts not only overstress the ‘model’ concept but also project a Turkey that is little 
more than a faithful follower of Western, especially U.S., values and specific interests. Thus, when Turkey inevitably deviates 
in some way from our “expectations,“ incomprehension, indignation, and even anger arise on our part. This all flows from a 
misunderstanding of Turkey’s role in the world, and with us. In my view, Turkey is not in the same category as the EU 
states, Japan, South Korea, and a number of other close allies. In these countries, eternal bonds with, and security subordina-
tion to, the United States are political givens for the leaderships and populations. But this is not the case with Turkey: it is 
an independent international operator, similar to India or Brazil, but with extraordinarily high popular skepticism of the 
United States and the EU. Likewise, it generally shares the same political and economic values as the West and is integrated 
into various Western institutions. Unlike India or Brazil, however, Turkey has a longstanding security relationship with us, 
shared security interests, and strong institutional security arrangements—from NATO membership to massive U.S. arms 
purchases—that are central to its security and its regional role. This produces a strong tendency to consider and if possible 
go along with U.S. initiatives, as seen in Afghanistan. But Turkey will act independently, particularly in its ‘near abroad,’ and 
expect us to back it, rather than Turkey automatically backing us. This was true before the Erdogan government, and re-
mains true today. In this regard, we need to remember that with its huge burden of Syrian refugees and the actions of the 
PKK-offshoot PYD along the Turkish border,Turkey’s regional security is at stake in a way that ours is not,  

What Should We Do? 
The United States, though speaking out repeatedly about Turkey’s actions and statements being at variance from our view 
of democratic norms, has nonetheless been restrained in its reaction. That is a wise decision. First, if we are faithful to the 
concept of democracy, then we recognize that only the people of a given state, not outsiders, have the right to pass judgment 
on the government and the demonstrators. Second, publicly condemnation of Turkey and Erdogan would be strongly coun-
terproductive. It would not push the Turkish government to tailor its response, but, as I have seen repeatedly in the past, 
would make us the central problem, lessening any chance of a more compromising government position. 

Our goal thus should be to do whatever is in our power, mainly privately and without antagonizing, to ensure that a 
complete and honest debate takes place in Turkey and to encourage the Turks to resolve the serious splits in their society in 
a democratic, peaceful manner. This is not only an end in itself for a more successful, more stable Turkey, but is also essential 
if we want to continue to work effectively with Turkey on the huge range of problems we face together in the broader Mid-
dle East and more widely in Eurasia. These problems are the most serious we have encountered in the Middle East in three 
decades, and regional stability, the survival of regimes, the security of the oil trade, and even the overall structure of U.S.-led 
international security are all at risk. We need Turkey by our side, and Turkey needs us. But from America to Anatolia, we all 
need a stable, democratic Turkey. 

2




