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The debate on the future of the 
Turkish-American partnership has 
puzzled scholars in recent years due 
to its constant fluctuations. In the first 
year of the Obama administration, the 
parties tried to heal relations with high 
level exchanges and a new conceptual 
framework to define the relationship. 
However, in 2010 the discord between 
the US and Turkey on major policy 
issues, including Iran and relations with 
Israel, once again strained bilateral 
relations. With the Arab Spring, the 
pendulum swung once again. Since the 
eruption of the people’s movement in 
different parts of the Middle East, Turkey 
and the US have acted in coordination, 
and taken similar positions in debates 
in international forums. The Obama 
administration announced a new Asia-
Pacific strategy, which will entail the 
concentration of its diplomatic, military, 
and economic resources to build 
partnerships and curb emerging threats 
in this region. This new doctrine may 
have a major impact on US relations 
with Turkey by opening up new 
opportunities for cooperation and new 
necessities to deepen the partnership.

ABSTRACT

America’s Asia-Pacific Strategy 
and Turkish-American Partnership

The United States is in the pro-
cess of recalibrating its foreign 
policy priorities and shifting 

its grand strategy. Since the Obama 
administration took power in 2008, 
observers of US foreign policy have 
expected major policy changes prom-
ised during the presidential campaign.1 

Obama gave some signals of this 
change during the first two years of his 
administration by revitalizing relations 
with international institutions, and by 
appealing to the people of the Middle 
East in order to recover US standing in 
this part of the world. More important-
ly, the Obama administration attempted 
to build a new relationship with China, 
which has been considered by many 
the most important peer competitor 
of the US in the coming decades. In 
particular, the Strategic and Economic 
Dialogue meetings that were launched 
by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
and Secretary of the Treasury Timothy 
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Geithner intended to establish an infrastructure for a stable relationship be-
tween these economic giants. 

America’s Pacific Century

Although the Obama administration was in the process of shaping its strategy to-
wards China during this time period, the 2010 midterm elections, in which eco-
nomic relations with China constituted a major campaign issue for Republicans, 
accelerated this process. After some new key appointments in the White House 
and the State Department in early 2011, the administration signaled the prepa-
ration of a new US policy towards the Asia.2 With Hillary Clinton’s Foreign 
Policy article3 and later her policy speech at the APEC Summit meeting;4 this 
transformation in policy is now formalized and has a name—“America’s Pacific 
Century.” After focusing on Europe during the Cold War years and having spent 
the last 10 years in Iraq and Afghanistan, the United States has set up its new 

strategy with Asia at its center. 
This new strategy in foreign poli-

cy, often dubbed the“Obama-Clinton 
doctrine” and considered by some 
analysts to be long overdue,5 took 
place as a result of rapid regional 
transformations in the Asia-Pacific 
region over the last decade.6 Since 
the end of the Cold War and the rise 
of China’s economy in the 1990s, 

there has been some debate among scholars, observers, and practitioners of US 
foreign policy regarding the best strategy to deal with a growing China. Those 
who perceive China’s growth as a threat to US security and economic interests 
have called for increasing assertiveness in US policy towards China and, in 
some extreme cases, suggested a form of “containment strategy” throughout 
the years.7 On the other hand, those who believed that what most now call G-2 
can bring peace and prosperity to the region and stability to world politics and 
economy, defended engagement and partnership with China.8

For both parties, there are sufficiently strong and sophisticated arguments to 
support their cases.9 The alarmists have often cited China’s increasing military 
budget,10 (especially its attempt to build a massive navy), uncertainty of its mili-
tary and strategic intentions,11 human rights violations, copyright infringements, 
and currency manipulation.Those who foresee an optimistic future have pointed 
out the co-dependent nature of economies in a globalized world and the possibil-
ity of cooperation in some key security issues, such as North Korea.12 Since the 

The new strategy in the region 
will be the first comprehensive 
strategy that the US has 
adopted towards the Asia-
Pacific, specifically China, since 
the emergence of China as a 
major player at the global level
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Southern tour of Deng Xiaoping and the opening of China to world markets in 
1992, Washington has tried to keep a balance between alarmists and optimists. 
For more than 20 years, US policy makers pursued a complex engagement with-
out abandoning the benefit of doubt. The new strategy in the region will be the first 
comprehensive strategy that the US has adopted towards the Asia-Pacific, specifi-
cally China, since the emergence of China as a major player at the global level. 

In the article released during her Libya visit, Clinton reveals her adminis-
tration’s strategy on Asia by stating that “the future of politics will be decided 
in Asia, not in Afghanistan or Iraq, and the United States will be right at the 
center of the action.”13 According to Clinton, the Pacific has become a key 
driver in global politics while the United States was busy struggling in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and allocating immense resources to those two wars. She states the 
necessity on the part of the US to focus on Asia in the next decade to sustain US 
leadership, secure US interests, and advance its values. For her, the first step of 
this strategy will be to devise some diplomatic, economic, and strategic means of 
assuring Asian nations on the US commitment to the region for the foreseeable 
future. President Obama underlined this message in every opportunity since the 
announcement of the new strategy and declared that America from now on will 
be in the Pacific and it will be there to stay.14

Clinton,in her article, also sends a message to the US domestic constituency 
and politicians who are increasingly raising their voices about the overexten-
sion of US forces and the need to focus more on the US economic meltdown 
and domestic issues, such as education instead of foreign policy. Against these 
isolationist voices, she responds, “those who say that we can no longer afford 
to engage with the world have it exactly backward, we cannot afford not to.”15 
Clinton argues that this new strategy will be win-win for both the US and its 
allies. According to her, while the United States, as the only superpower with a 
network of alliances and no territorial ambitions, will play a key role in provid-
ing peace and prosperity in the region, the region will help the United States 
economically in terms of providing a vast and growing consumer base, and stra-
tegically by advancing US interests through countering the proliferation efforts 
of North Korea and ensuring both military transparency of regional countries 
and freedom of navigation in the South China Sea.16

In order to achieve these ambitious goals, Clinton put forward a strategy of 
“forward-deployed” diplomacy, which will include the dispatch of the full range 
of US diplomatic assets to every country and every corner of the Asia-Pacific 
region. This strategy will entail six different methods including the following: 
strengthening bilateral security alliances, deepening working relationships with 
emerging powers, engaging with regional multilateral institutions, expanding 
trade and investment, forging a broad-based military presence, and advancing 
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democracy and human rights. Through these different policy initiatives, the 
United States aims to build a web of alliances and institutions just like the ones 
that it created across the Atlantic after World War II, including a partnership to 
promote free trade as well as a security cooperation framework in the region.17

US foreign policy toward the region in the last three months following 
Clinton’s piece demonstrated that the Obama administration intends to follow 
through on its rhetoric. Immediately after this article, Clinton visited Central 
Asian countries, including Uzbekistan and Tajikistan,to discuss regional initia-
tives, such as the New Silk Road project, and broker a new deal between Uz-
bekistan and the US on the construction of a GM factory in Uzbekistan.18 In the 
same period, Secretary of Defense Panetta was touring the Asia-Pacific region 
and emphasizing the US commitment to maritime security in the Pacific and 
the freedom of navigation in the South China Sea.19 Following this, both Presi-

dent Obama and Secretary Clinton 
attended the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation(APEC) forum and gave 
speeches on the new Asia strategy. In 
the same week, Obama also attended 
the Association of South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) meeting where 
a deal worth 20 billion dollars be-
tween Boeing and Indonesia was also 
signed20 and travelled to Australia to 

officially announce that 2500 Marines will be sent to Australia and US ships will 
use the port in Darwin.21 President Obama became the first president to attend 
the East Asian Summit and a couple of weeks later Secretary Clinton paid a 
historic visit to Myanmar, the first in 50 years. 

In addition to the White House and Obama administration, different branches 
and institutions of the US government also turned their focus on China and its 
relationship with the US. In recent weeks, some of these institutions announced 
new reports on China-US relations. Some of these reports emphasized possible 
threats to the US interests in the Asia-Pacific region and others focused on 
venues of cooperation for these two powers in different parts of the world. 
For example, the Senate Armed Services Committee last month declared that 
thousands ofUnited States’ warplanes, ships, and missiles contain fake elec-
tronic components from China, leaving them open to malfunction.22The US-
China Economic and Security Review Commission, an advisory Congressional 
panel warned aboutChinese military firms and their practices and stated that 
Chinese cyber intrusions “came at a substantial volume in 2011 and that China 
has identified the US military’s reliance on information systems as a significant 

Transformation of US foreign 
policy strategy and priorities 
will also have important 
repercussions and implications 
for US policy and involvement 
in different parts of the world, 
including the Middle East
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vulnerability.” The commission also warned the US administration about the 
economic problems between these two countries and more particularly with the 
unfair trading practices of the Chinese government.23The Office of the National 
Counter-Intelligence Executive declared that foreign industrial espionage against 
the US represents a significant and growing threat to the US and indicated China 
as the most aggressive country in terms of industrial and military espionage.24 A 
report by the RAND Corporation, which is known for being close to the Depart-
ment of Defense, also stressed these concerns and underlined the possibility of 
conflict in the areas of cyberspace and economy between the US and China in 
the future.25 All of these reports demonstrate that in addition to the policy shift at 
the administration level, there is also increasing public discussion on the nature 
of the relationship between China and the US in American society. 

This dramatic and historic transformation of US foreign policy strategy and 
priorities will also have important repercussions and implications for US policy 
and involvement in different parts of the world, including the Middle East, 
especially after the US announcement to pull out its troops from Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. Of course, the pullout plan will not result in the total abandonment 
of the region by the US. Recently Secretary Panetta stressed that the US will 
continue to play an important role in the security of the Gulf region and the 
Middle East.26 The Obama administration plans to bolster American military 
presence in the Persian Gulf after the withdrawal from Iraq in order to respond 
to a possible security collapse in Iraq or a military confrontation with Iran. The 
repositioning of combat forces within the region may include new combat forces 
in Kuwait and a possible expansion of military ties with other members of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).27 Moreover, following the recent report by 
the UN nuclear watchdog organization, which revealed that Iran had carried out 
tests “relevant to the development of a nuclear device,”28 the US may devise 
some military contingency plans in the Persian Gulf. However, Washington’s 
new foreign and defense policy initiatives highlight a new framework for future 
US involvement in the region that necessitates further coordination with regional 
powers. The cuts in the defense budget and a decrease in the number of service-
men will require especially that the US look for possible venues of cooperation 
with other countries of the region. 

Pacific Century and the Future of the US-Turkish Partnership

At this critical juncture of US foreign policy, US relations with Turkey also 
faces a major transformation. Analysts interpret the recent thaw in bilateral 
relations, especially in the increased cooperation between these two countries 
in the Arab Spring, after the crisis-driven year in 2010, as possible grounds for 
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revitalizing the partnership.29 During significant periods of the Arab Spring, the 
two countries pursued parallel policies and coordinated their efforts to aid the 
democratization movements in the region. 

In a recent piece, David Ignatius refers to this new working relationship that 
has been developed throughout 2011, as “one of the most important but least 
discussed developments shaping this year of change in the Arab world.” Ac-
cording to him, this partnership is actually one of the most important factors that 

can keep the Arab Awakening from 
turning into a nightmare. In particu-
lar, the rapport between President 
Obama and Prime Minister Erdogan, 
which started to develop last year, 
has played an increasingly important 

role in the formation of this new phase in bilateral relations and cooperation in 
the management of events in Egypt, Libya, and Syria.30

In addition to the Arab Spring, the parties also reached a common ground on 
some other critical foreign policy and security issues. For example, Turkey’s 
agreement to host the NATO radar system, the US vocal support for Turkey 
after the recent PKK attacks,31 and the US decision to sell three Super Cobra 
attack helicopters and four Predator UAVs,32 mostly to be used against the 
PKK, provided significant opportunities to build mutual trust. At this moment, 
a critical question arises on the possible impact of the American Pacific strategy 
on the future of this revival of Turkish-American relationship and cooperation. 
Prominent strategists, such as Zbigniew Brzezinski have been recommending 
strengthening of this partnership in order to deal with global problems and chal-
lenges. They argue that the West can balance and counterweight China only with 
the inclusion of Turkey and Russia in the Western camp.33 But it will be vital to 
figure out the nature of this partnership and deepen existing bonds. 

An important part of this new period is that the transformation of US foreign 
policy is coinciding with a period of change in Turkish foreign policy. Turkey is 
currently attempting to follow a more multilayered and multidimensional foreign 
policy and trying to connect to the different parts of the world. On one hand, 
Turkey is playing a more assertive role in the Middle East and abandoning its 
practice of non-involvement and non-interference in regional politics. On the 
other hand, it is exploring different opportunities for cooperation in other re-
gions, such as Asia and Africa. Turkish foreign policy makers’ efforts to estab-
lish relationships in the Asia-Pacific overlap with US attempts to rejuvenate its 
relationship with this region. 

In recent years, Turkey increased its trade volume with certain Asian eco-
nomic powerhouses, such as China and Japan,34 and signed numerous bilateral 

The West can balance and 
counterweight China only with 
the inclusion of Turkey and 
Russia in the Western camp
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economic relations agreements with these countries. Especially Turkish-Chinese 
economic relations have strengthened in recent years and trade volume between 
the two has increased, although this has resulted in a trade deficit on the part 
of Turkey. Political exchanges have also become more frequent over the last 
ten years. However, this relationship faced an important challenge during the 
Chinese crackdown of Uyghur demonstrators, as happened in Urumchi in 2010 
when Prime Minister Erdogan blamed the Chinese government for committing 
genocide in the region. 

Turkey has increased high level diplomatic exchanges and started to improve 
its diplomatic relations with other regional powers, including India and Indonesia, 
which together with Turkey are considered rising powers (as part of TIMBI).35 
Bilateral trade witnessed a significant increase in recent years and Turkey is cur-
rently negotiating free trade agreements with both of these countries.36 Further-
more, social relations with Indonesia, which have expanded after the earthquake 
and tsunami in the region in 2004, reached a new high with the annulment of 
reciprocal visa requirements.37 Turkey also launched initiatives to improve its re-
lations with other countries of the re-
gion, including Malaysia, with whom 
Turkey is negotiating a free trade 
agreement,38 and with South Korea, 
which is another state that is expected 
to challenge the great powers in com-
ing decades.39 Turkey and South Ko-
rea signed a joined action plan that 
covers political, economic, cultural, 
and security issues of concrete coop-
eration between 2012 and 2016 and 
built the infrastructure for a free trade 
area agreement.40 Although Turkey’s economic and trade initiatives are quite re-
cent and are not comparable with US economic relations with the region, Turkey’s 
establishment of these ties over a relatively short amount of time shows promise. 

The overlapping Turkish and American interests in the Asia-Pacific region 
may serve to consolidate an emerging new partnership by increasing the sensi-
tivity of both of these countries to the economic and political developments in 
the region. Turkey and the United States both have strong economic relations 
with China and both can adopt a posture critical of human rights violations in 
this country. The use of force by Chinese security forces on demonstrators and 
its suppression of dissenting groups may not eradicate economic ties, but in 
every instance, it strains bilateral relations and creates social outrage toward 
China in Turkey and harsh reaction by rights groups in the US. The US strategy 

The overlapping Turkish and 
American interests in the 

Asia-Pacific region may serve 
to consolidate an emerging 

new partnership by increasing 
the sensitivity of both of these 
countries to the economic and 

political developments in the 
region
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in the Asia-Pacific and Turkey’s coinciding regional foreign policy opening may 
pave the way for new areas of cooperation and coordination for these countries, 
especially in terms of economic relations which are considered the weakest link 
in Turkish-American relations. Thus, the free trade areas that both countries are 
negotiating in the region can play an indirect role in improving economic ties. 
In addition, the US, Turkey, and the countries of the region can transform their 
economic cooperation into political coordination and form partnerships within 
international organizations.

While the US is rearranging its priorities and relocating its resources towards 
the Asia-Pacific region, the partnership between Turkey and the US will be vital 
for promoting shared interests in other parts of the world, such as stability in the 
Middle East, security of energy pipelines in Central Asia, and improving eco-
nomic relations with Africa. Particularly, cooperation between the two countries 
will play a key role in providing support for the countries in the midst of politi-
cal upheavals and in the post-US withdrawal from Afghanistan and Iraq. In the 
meantime, the shift in US strategy towards Asia may also open a new window 
of opportunity for cooperation between the US and Turkey, especially in Africa 
and Central Asia, by balancing the power of third countries and outweighing 
them in terms of economic relations with these countries. This partnership, how-
ever, will be different than the alliance against the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War. In its new independent foreign policy and new position as one of the few 
emerging regional powers in the international system, Turkey aims to follow a 
more balanced approach with other regional powers and a more multilayered 
strategy in its relations with individual countries. This will mean a more equal 
relationship with the US and more willingness on the part of Turkey to become 
a geostrategic player, game maker, and norm giver in its region, instead of be-
ing a geopolitical pivot and a norm and policy taker.41Thus, the new partnership 
needs to be less hierarchical, more horizontal, and considerate of mutual goals, 
interests and concerns. If these conditions can be met, the Asia-Pacific opening 
may help the US and Turkey develop a “special partnership” just as the Arab 
Spring brought them closer than ever. 

Partnership in the Middle East

The doctrinal shift in US foreign policy is taking place in a period when the 
Arab Spring is shaking the foundations of Middle Eastern politics. The turmoil 
and uncertainty in the region and the possibility of state failures and civil wars, 
which can be unfortunate symptoms of some democratic transitions in countries 
with weak institutions and sectarian cleavages, necessitate closer cooperation 
between the US and Turkey. These two countries can cooperate in preventing 
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and containing domestic conflicts in multiethnic countries of the region dur-
ing their transition to democracies and form multinational initiatives to prevent 
bloodshed. The recent collaboration on Libya and Syria between the US and 
Turkish governments may create a pattern of cooperation. The reactions of third 
countries to the economic, political or humanitarian interventions inregional 
conflicts, such as the Russian and Chinese opposition to sanctions against the 
Assad regime in Syria, may necessitate a better coordination between the US and 
Turkey in international forums. Especially, in operationalization of the norm 
of “Responsibility to Protect,” these two countries need to create a common 
understanding on the conditions, timing, and strategy of possible diplomatic, 
economic or military interventions. 

The most significant issue area for the partnership in the coming years will 
continue to be the Arab Spring and its consequences.In recent years, Turkey 
has gained influence and popularity among the people in the Arab world and is 
increasingly becoming a source of inspiration for many since the start of demon-
strations in the Middle East. Economically, 7.5 percent expected growth in the 
economy in a period when the global financial meltdown has paralyzed some of 
the neighboring European countries leaves Turkey as one of the few countries 
in the world that still can grow and expand its economy.42 Political reforms in 
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Turkey in recent years make Turkey an important source of motivation and in-
spiration for the democratizing forces in the Middle East.

The assertive foreign policy Turkey pursued before the Second Iraq War and 
its stance against the Israeli operations in Gaza added to Turkey’s prestige in the 
region and increased its impact on Arab public opinion. A recent survey com-
piled by Shibley Telhami of the University of Maryland demonstrated that Turk-
ish Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan continues to be the most popular leader in 
the Arab World and Turkey is perceived more favorably than any other country 
in terms of playing a constructive role in the Arab Spring.43 Moreover, although 
the Turkish side always cautiously approached the “Turkish model” argument, 
in terms of political transformation of the Arab world, the concept is becoming 
increasingly popular among intellectual circles as a viable option for the future 
of transition.44 In fact, as recently stated by Elias Harfoush: 

This is the powerful Turkey on the political, military, and economic levels. It is 
the Turkey that can stand up to Israel, impose its terms on NATO and represent 
a successful commercial partner for the European Union. It is also ruled by an 
Islamic party that deals with the Western parties and Christian blocs from the 
position of an equal.

This is the model that is being followed by the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 
and Syria, the supporters of the Nahda in Tunisia, and the Islamists of Morocco 
and Libya. This is a model that is making Turkey turn “Arab” as never before, 
even under its Ottoman sultans.45

The US has a considerable amount of clout in Middle East politics, due to 
its immense economic and military resourcesand it retains a substantial number 
of troops as well as civilian officials in the region as part of its “civilian surge” 
strategy in Iraq. However, the US has been suffering fromchronic low standing 
and public approval in the Arab world. The new Asia-Pacific strategy, which 
entails the relocation of some resources in the region may stretch US influence 
further in the Middle East. To cooperate with Turkey, whose soft power is 
becoming one of its most important assets, may become essential to provide 
security and stability in the region. 

In addition to the Arab Spring, the partnership between Turkey and the US 
is also going to be vital in Iraq and Afghanistan, particularly after the pull out of 
a significant portion of US troops from these countries. Turkey and the United 
States share similar concerns about the future of Afghanistan and many of Tur-
key’s diplomatic initiatives in the region have goals similar to US objectives, 
which include protecting territorial integrity of these countries, improving rela-
tions between Afghanistan and Pakistan, and increasing its economic integration. 
Turkey has shown its willingness and commitment to be part of the peaceful reso-
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lution of conflicts and fostering cooperation among the nations in the region by 
hosting a recent meeting of Afghanistan’s neighbors and Central Asian countries 
in Istanbul and bringing together the leaders of Afghanistan and Pakistan multiple 
times in Turkey to broker an agreement between the parties.46

Iraq constitutes an important area where the US and Turkey can cooperate in 
the post-withdrawal period. After Obama’s announcement that the US will pull 
its troops out of Iraq, Turkey and the United States started to discuss possible 
security complications and implications of the withdrawal from the region. Tur-
key is particularly concerned about the security of Northern Iraq, cross-border 
infiltration of the PKK militants into Turkey in the absence of US forces, and 
the surveillance of the border region.47 After the October 19th PKK attack, which 
left 24 Turkish soldiers dead, the administration in Washington as well as senior 
members of Congress also made statements acknowledging Turkey’s concerns 
and the possible destabilizing role that the PKK can play in the region.48 At this 
point, to establish a better coordination and cooperation between the parties in 
countering terrorism becomes imperative to prevent possible crises in relations 
due to misperceptions and mistrust. Furthermore, both countries acknowledged 
the threat that a sectarian conflict in Iraq may pose to the security and stability 
in the region as well as economic and financial relations of Turkey and the US 
with the region. 

In spite of these areas of cooperation, Turkey and the US still face important 
challenges in this new partnership on issues such as Iran.49 When combined with 
the US apprehension over the Iranian nuclear dilemma and the rift between the 
two countries over the Tehran Declaration of May 2010, the issue becomes more 
sensitive on both sides. Although parties partially resolved this impasse when 
Turkey allowed NATO radar systems to be hosted on Turkish territory, and de-
spite a considerable amount of uproar on the Iranian side,50 the issue is still “too 
nuclear to underestimate.” Increasing concerns about a unilateral Israeli strike to 
Iranian nuclear facilities, if realized, may especially strain US and Turkey rela-
tions. In a period when the US is trying to focus on the issues in the Asia–Pacific, 
a possible dispute in this issue may result in unintended consequences and spread 
to other areas of cooperation. As a result, in his last visit to Turkey, Vice Presi-
dent Biden was cautious in describing the situation to journalists. While asking 
for the implementation of tougher sanctions against Iran, considering the energy 
dependence of Turkey, Biden said that “the United States and Turkey might dis-
agree ‘tactically’ about sanctions on Iran, but shared the same strategic goal.”51 
It is also significant to remember at this point that the US also had disagreements 
with China and Russia on the issue of Iran and, although Turkey’s policy priori-
ties and concerns do not exactly match the Chinese and Russian positions, there 
is again a multidimensional relation that both sides will need to balance. 
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Partnership in Central Asia and Africa

The shift in US foreign policy towards the Asia-Pacific may also pave the way 
for new venues of cooperation between Turkey and the United States, particu-
larly in Africa and Central Asia. Part of the new Asia-Pacific strategy is to 
pay more attention to other regions left “unattended”over the last decade and 
where China has become an important player. Since the late 1990s, China has 
become increasingly pro-active in Africa and developed very close relations with 
the leadership of many African nations, including Zambia, Congo and Kenya, 
mostly because of dire need for natural resources and minerals to provide energy 
and infrastructure to its booming industry.52 However, aside from intervening 
in the economies of these African countries by purchasing the mines and signing 
multibillion dollar infrastructure deals, China has also become a political actor in 
these countries’ domestic and foreign policies.53In consideration of the increasing 
assertiveness of Chinese foreign policy in Africa, the US also took some steps 
to gain a foothold in the region as early as 1998, when Clinton paid a historic 
visit to Africa. This policy also continued during the Bush administration, which 
launched ambitious social and economic initiatives in the region, including a 
multilateral debt relief initiative, which aimed to reduce the burden of highly in-
debted poor countries, and the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief.54 It 
has accelerated during the with Obama administration, which launched initia-
tives such as Feed the Future Program the Global Climate Initiative.55 Recently 
the Obama administration started to be overtly critical of the Chinese influence 
in Africa. Secretary Clinton in her last visit to Zambia stated that the Chinese 
model of economic development and governance should not be a model for 
Africa and the African renaissance should be more open and depend on good 
governance.56 Moreover, in addition, to providing security for the ungoverned 
spaces in Africa and combatting terrorism, the formation of AFRICOM in 2007 
was also partly a response to the increasing Chinese engagement in Africa. 

During the same time period that the Bush administration launched its major 
foreign policy programs in Africa, Turkey also started to explore the region and 
tried to form economic and social relations with African countries.57 The major 
initiatives on the part of Turkey started only after 2005, which was declared 
as the “year of Africa” in Turkish foreign policy.58 After this period Turkish 
foreign policy makers worked actively in the region to increase its diplomatic 
and economic presence in different African capitals. Since then, Turkish of-
ficials have paid high level visits to African countries, brought together their 
counterparts in summits, and launched important education initiatives, such as 
exchange programs for African students and development projects through the 
Turkish Agency for Cooperation and Development (TIKA). Turkish civil soci-
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ety organizations and business associations also initiated different programs to 
foster economic cooperation between Africa and Turkey. Turkish companies 
have built a presence on the continent, such as Arcelik, which agreed to buy 
the South African company Defy Appliances for 327 million dollars. In a recent 
report by the Financial Times, Turkey was listed together with Thailand, In-
donesia, and Saudi Arabia as rapidly 
rising countries in terms of economic 
relations with Africa.59

Although both Turkey and the US 
are still far behind Chinese commit-
ment to and influence in the long run 
they can jointly form projects and 
initiatives that can complement each 
other.These programs may entail de-
velopment and humanitarian assis-
tance programs in African countries, initiatives which would be vital to prevent 
humanitarian crises as a result of drought and famine, and forming trilateral eco-
nomic relations with individual African countries, which would allow African 
countries to diversify their resources and market their natural resources. More-
over, both countries have important interests in providing security, especially in 
the Gulf of Aden and the Horn of Africa for shipping and preventing maritime 
piracy. These forms of cooperation would be beneficial to mutual economic 
interests and, in some circumstances, even serve to balance Chinese dominance 
in some parts of the continent. 

Another region of concern for the US-Turkish partnership in this new era 
will be Central Asia. Since the establishment of independent states in Central 
Asia, both Turkey and the US have tried to cultivate close cooperation with 
this region, but have failed to devise a long term working strategy, leaving the 
region mostly in the Chinese and Russian spheres of influence. In the 1990s, 
Turkey failed to reach its ambitious goals in the region and to create a ‘Turkish 
century’ due to its negligence of regional realities, such as other regional pow-
ers including China and Russia, and as a result of Turkey’s limited economic 
and political resources.60 Although strong economic relations were formed with 
Central Asian countries and important projects were initiated, especially in the 
realm of energy cooperation this did not lead to economic integration. More-
over, the existence of historic, religious and ethnic ties with the people of this 
area did not bring political cooperation. In recent years, Turkey has recalibrated 
its foreign policy towards the region and initiated a new set of policies, which 
mainly focus on balancing its relations with other regional powers, including 
Russia, Iran, China, India and Pakistan, promoting stability and prosperity in 

The power vacuum which 
may arise as a result of the 

US commitment to the Asia-
Pacific region will provide new 

opportunities for Turkey but 
may also result in new security 

threats



KILIÇ BUĞRA KANAT

170 INSIGHT TURKEY

the region, and facilitating energy transfer through its own territory, whose out-
comes are still to be determined.61

The US also did not have a solid policy regarding the future of the region fol-
lowing the collapse of the Soviet Union. Throughout the 1990s, Washington was 
particularly concerned about China’s policies in the region. In thepost-Septem-
ber 11th period,the Afghanistan operation was the first eye opener for Washing-
ton to move Central Asia higher on the foreign and security policy agenda and 
a reminder that the region may mean more than energy security. Since then the 
US engaged with Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan to acquire permission for military 
bases to provide support lines in its operations in Afghanistan and continued to 
involve in energy pipeline negotiations. However, although the Tulip Revolu-
tion in Kyrgyzstan and the meetings of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
created short term Central Asian fevers in Washington, the US administrations 
has still not able to devise effective strategies in relation to countries of this 
region and its policies are mostly energy-focused. As a result, many regional 
initiatives, such as the SCO and a possible Eurasia Union, which was recently 
suggested by Putin,62 were put forward by either China or Russia. 

In the new Asia-Pacific strategy, the US presence in the region will become 
increasingly critical due to its proximity to Afghanistan and due to its energy 
resources. The US administration has put forward initiatives such as the “New 
Silk Road” to boost north-south trade linking India and Pakistan via Afghanistan 
to the former Soviet republics of Central Asia.63 In her first trip after the publi-
cation of her article in Foreign Policy, Secretary Clinton paid a visit to Uzbeki-
stan and Tajikistan to push forward this initiative.64 Turkey’s recent efforts to 
be involved in the reconstruction process in Afghanistan and the Istanbul forum 
that was convened in October 2011 were attempts to be among the game makers 
in the politics of the region.65

The US and Turkey can also play an active role in political and economic 
reforms of the countries in this region. The recent democratization movements 
in Kyrgyzstan and ethnic clashes in the Osh region demonstrated that the transi-
tion to a democratic government can be challenging and may need the attention 
of international actors. Moreover, possible leadership changes in more authori-
tarian countries, such as Uzbekistan, can also destablize not only that country 
but also its neighbors due to the intricate demographic structure in the region, 
which do not always correspond with territorial boundaries. For analysts like 
Richard Weitz, Turkey’s pro-activism in the region can play a constructive role 
in the region, especially in regards to the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s 
increasing anti-Western stance. According to Weitz, a possible role for Turkey 
in the SCO may make Turkey a “dialogue partner” and may have a direct im-
pact on the future of the organization. According to him “Washington might see 
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Turkey’s entry as a means to help keep the SCO from moving in an anti-Western 
direction by diluting Moscow’s and Beijing’s domination of the organization.” 
This speculation becomes more meaningful in a period when SCO members 
were planning to expand their influence in the Afghan conflict and started to take 
steps toward a regional economic cooperation conference on Afghanistan for 
next year.66 However, it is important to realize that the current pragmatic foreign 
policy in Turkey does not necessitate the improvement of relations with the US 
at the expense of relations with SCO members or a Cold War-type alliance or a 
commitment to protect and promote Western interests and agenda in the region. 
It will require a careful evaluation and a fine balancing act on the part of Turkey 
to prevent possible misperceptions of its foreign and security policies. 

Conclusion

The new era in US foreign policy, which will bring increasing concentration on 
the Asia-Pacific region, and particularly on China, will lead to the initiation of 
new instruments and strategies in US foreign and security policies. This will not 
only shape bilateral relations between China and the US but also have global 
implications. These transformations also necessitate revision of the Turkish-US 
partnership to meet the demands of this new era. Especially at the critical junc-
ture of Middle Eastern politics, the still under-diagnosed US-Turkey “model 
partnership” needs to be properly defined to include methods for strengthening 
cooperation in existing and emerging areas. 

The power vacuum which may arise as a result of the US commitment to 
the Asia-Pacific region will provide new opportunities for Turkey but may also 
result in new security threats. Although Turkey and the US have shared con-
cerns regarding Iraq and Afghanistan, Iran may still be a possible seismic zone 
in bilateral relations. In case of possible disputes between China and the United 
States in these areas, Turkey may be obliged to follow a trilateral diplomacy 
in order to keep its relations workable with both countries. This trilateral di-
plomacy will be particularly significant in other regions, such as Africa and 
Central Asia. To promote cooperation in these areas, Turkey and the US need to 
strengthen their economic interaction and financial and trade volumes, which is 
miniscule compared to their political and strategic relations. 

Although in recent years both countries pursued parallel strategies of us-
ing economic statecraft and trade and financial interactions in their foreign 
policies,67 until today the economic cooperation between Turkey and the United 
States has remained one of the weakest links in their bilateral relations. Both 
administrations have taken important steps to improve economic cooperation 
and to increase the volume of trade, such as the establishment of the US-Turkey 
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Framework for Strategic Economic and Commercial Cooperation, and regular 
meetings of the Turkey and United States Economic Partnership Commission.68 

These ties still, however, need to be strengthened in order to have a full-fledged, 
stable, and comprehensive partnership in the Middle East and in the Asia-Pa-
cific. The economic relations will need to be fully integrated into the model 
partnership framework. Finally, since the nature of this partnership will have to 
be significantly different than the Cold War alliance in many ways, Turkey will 
continue to take an independent stand and pursue more multi-dimensional and 
multi-layered relations with different countries. This multidimensional foreign 
policy, whose misperception was the source of some important crises between 
the United States and Turkey in the last ten years, will have to be acknowledged 
in the new era. 

The revival of the Turkish-American partnership last year has been a result 
of mutual respect and understanding on both sides and if both actors want to 
pursue the relationship in the coming Asia-Pacific decade of the US, these deli-
cate principles need to be observed by both parties. To reinforce binary dialogue 
and a horizontal relationship while precluding the possible clash of ideas from 
transforming into crisis and expanding over into realms is a key requirement.
Ultimately, Turkey and the US should now prepare for the possible opportuni-
ties and problems in this new international system and take strategic revisions 
into consideration.
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