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Over the course of  2022, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has
maintained a steady drumbeat of  provocations targeting Greece. The year
began with his foreign ministry issuing a statement threatening to declare
Greece’s sovereignty as “debatable” if  it continued to “militarize” its Aegean
islands. Since threatening to move against Greece’s Aegean territories in
September, Turkey’s president has seized upon the unveiling of  a new line
of  ballistic missiles as an opportunity to up the ante. He boasted that the
country’s new Tayfun missiles had “driven the Greeks crazy” and noted that
Athens could now be comfortably targeted. At the start of  December, he
echoed these sentiments again and added that Greece “should not stay
comfortable.” If  Athens attempted to ship American weapons to its Aegean
islands, “a country like Turkey,” he enigmatically warned, “will probably not
pick pears.” American representatives have responded to these threats with
public admonitions. State Department Spokesperson Ned Price recently
reiterated Washington’s “regret” over Erdogan’s provocations. “All that an
escalation of  rhetoric will do,” he emphasized, “is to raise tensions and to
distract us from the unity of  purpose … that we need to confront any
number of  challenges,” namely the dangers of  a more aggressive Russia.

Just what the United States would do in response to a Turkish assault
against Greece is even more opaque. Time and again, U.S. o"cials have
been steadfast in accenting the need for solidarity and coordination among
NATO allies in the face of  Russia’s war on Ukraine. Publicly outlining the
consequences of  a Turkish attack on Greece undoubtedly would be
interpreted as an admission that the alliance is weaker and more divided
than it appears.

https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/1177237/cavusoglu-reiterates-warning-on-demilitarization-of-greek-islands/
https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/gundem/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-yunanistana-tek-cumlemiz-var-izmiri-unutma/2675987
https://www.trthaber.com/haber/gundem/erdogan-tayfun-yunanlilari-cildirtti-cenk-ve-gezgin-gibi-fuzelerin-de-mujdelerini-verecegiz-720827.html
https://twitter.com/Medyanin50Tonu/status/1602001645956698115
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-12-2022/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/1186964/state-department-to-turkey-territorial-integrity-must-be-respected/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-7-2022/
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There is also a possibility that many pundits believe that they have seen this
movie before. Animosity derived from a long line of  wars and atrocities lie
at the heart of  Turkish-Greek relations. Since the $rst decade of  the Cold
War, Turkey and Greece have feuded over issues of  sovereignty and
security. The two countries have threatened to go to war on multiple
occasions in recent memory, only to pull back from the brink. At several
junctures, the United States played an instrumental role in soothing
tensions. Given this history, one may be forgiven in believing that this
current fever, too, will break. If  a crisis does come to pass, history appears
to endow the United States with the credibility to serve as a potential
broker. Perhaps, then, there is no need for the Biden administration to be
ahead of  the curve. 

A closer look at the historical record and present-day trends suggests that
things may be changing. If  one compares the past to the present,
Washington’s trilateral relations with Athens and Ankara has evolved
considerably. This break in continuity has grown considerably in the last
decade. Perhaps most importantly, contemporary Turkish views of  both the
past and present tend to cast its alliance with the United States in starkly
negative terms. A desire to undo the perceived damage of  U.S. involvement
in the region is among the factors that inspire Erdogan’s recent threats. To
believe, therefore, that past precedent would aid the United States in

https://warontherocks.com/membership/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/erdogans-ego-tripis-undermining-nato/2022/11/14/2635d6a0-63f3-11ed-b08c-3ce222607059_story.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/despite-rhetoric-greek-turkish-armed-conflict-seen-remote-/6899227.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Sorrowful_Shores/6DF4dNEjenIC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=ryan+gingeras&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Islam_and_Nationalism_in_Modern_Greece_1/dX0_EAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=muslims+making+of+greece&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Before_the_Nation/aKtgGZYim-gC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=nicholas+doumanis&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Turkish_Greek_Relations/S1GQAgAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=greece+turkey+1963+aegean&pg=PP1&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Cyprus_Before_1974/07QyEAAAQBAJ?hl=en
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/02/01/world/charges-fly-as-the-greeks-and-turks-avert-a-war.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/27/world/europe/greece-turkey-eu.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_United_States_and_Greek_Turkish_Rela/5IxNEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=United+States+turkey+greece&printsec=frontcover
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successfully mediating a present-day Greco-Turkish crisis may be ill-
founded. More pointedly, should events come to a head between Ankara
and Athens, Washington may be le% to make a series of  unenviable choices.

A Partner and a Peacemaker: A Brief History of American Mediation
in Turkish-Greek A!airs

Washington’s $rst direct foray into Greco-Turkish relations came at the
conclusion of  World War II. Before the close of  the con&ict, Allied
representatives understood that something had to be done about Italian
colonial possessions in the Mediterranean. Among the lands Rome
governed were the Dodecanese Islands in the Aegean Sea. Amid the war,
military bases on the islands had been used to interdict Mediterranean
tra"c. In agreeing to strip Italy of  the Dodecanese, American negotiators
believed the island would be best served under Greece’s rule (Greek
Orthodox Christian majorities dominated each of  the 11 islands). The Soviet
Union, however, initially demurred from granting the islands to Greece,
leaving U.S. and British o"cials to suspect Moscow was wary of  the islands’
strategic potential — even though an earlier U.S. assessment believed the
Dodecanese held “no signi$cant value either for surface warships or for air
bases.” Despite Turkey’s neutrality during World War II (which precluded it
from Allied decision-making), American negotiators were sensitive to the
history of  tensions between Ankara and Athens. These factors led
Washington to endorse a plan to “demilitarize” the islands. Per their
reading of  historical precedent, the Allies agreed that Greece would be
allowed to maintain local security forces at the price of  prohibiting

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943/d368
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943/pg_795
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permanent naval bases and forti$cations (be they Greek or foreign). Such
an arrangement, American o"cials contended, would help maintain
regional stability.

Such strategic thinking continued to prevail in Washington as the Cold War
began. Between 1950 and 1974, American relations between Greece and
Turkey remained anchored to a policy of  capacity building and amicability
based on shared security interests. Until the 1970s, U.S. policymakers
proved successful in maintaining the peace between Ankara and Athens in
spite of  a series of  crises. The focal point of  these tensions, the question of
Cypriot sovereignty, led both Greece and Turkey to threaten to deepen their
ties to Moscow as a way of  leveraging greater American support. When
Ankara threatened to invade Cyprus in 1964, President Lyndon Johnson
issued a strongly worded letter to Turkish Prime Minister Ismet Inonu
threatening a series of  consequences should an attack commence. Johnson
speci$cally intimated that a Cyprus invasion would force Ankara’s NATO
allies to reconsider their “obligation to protect Turkey against the Soviet
Union,” who some feared would intervene on the island in the event of
con&ict. Even as Greco-Turkish relations worsened into the 1970s,
American o"cials were sure they were capable of  bridging the gap between
the two sides. “Both states would like to be less dependent on the US,” one
intelligence estimate read in June 1974. Even in the worst-case scenario, it
seemed likely “that Athens and Ankara would seek—undoubtedly through
US mediation—to prevent larger-scale con&ict.”

Turkey’s invasion of  Cyprus in July 1974 tested the certainty of  this
assessment. Though American arbitration did help avert a full-&edged war

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1946v03/d275
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1946v03/d276
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1888505
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Turkish_Greek_Relations/S1GQAgAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=greece+turkey+1963+aegean&pg=PP1&printsec=frontcover
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v29/d428
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4324028?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v16/d159
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v30/d15
https://academic.oup.com/ia/article-abstract/85/1/129/2326023
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between Greece and Turkey, Washington’s ties with both Athens and
Ankara weakened considerably. Greece, having felt betrayed by the United
States, brie&y withdrew from NATO’s military command structure and
sought closer relations with the Soviet Union. Despite having secured its
goals in intervening into Cyprus, Turkish o"cials were le% scarred a%er the
U.S. Congress imposed a three-year arms embargo on Turkey. Nevertheless,
the core assumption of  the 1974 assessment appeared validated.
Washington endured as the preferred mediator between Greece and Turkey
a%er a string of  territorial disputes in the Aegean in the 1970s and 1980s. As
it had earlier in the Cold War, shared concerns over NATO’s integrity
provided a base for negotiations between Washington, Ankara, and Athens.
U.S. o"cials equally understood that both Greek and Turkish leaders saw a
need in currying American and European favor if  they were to achieve their
respected aims. Neither Turkey nor Greece, as one CIA analyst put it in
1978, “can a'ord to leave the $eld to its rival by bolting the West altogether.”
The personal rapport and engagement of  senior American leaders also
proved instrumental in easing tensions. Henry Kissinger negotiated
directly with Greek, Cypriot, and Turkish leaders through the early 1970s.
When Ankara and Athens came to the threshold of  war over a dispute over
their con&icting claims to an uninhabited island in 1998, Bill Clinton spoke
directly to Turkish Prime Minister Tansu Ciller late into the night in the
hopes of  avoiding con&ict. This investment on the part of  U.S. o"cials,
however, did breed a certain amount of  exasperation within senior circles.
The enduring nature of  Greco-Turkish tensions, as well as pressures to pick

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v21/d24
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v30/d56
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v21/d157
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v21/d21
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v30/d149
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v30/d159
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v30/d141
https://www.milliyet.com.tr/gundem/cillerin-telefonuyla-az-daha-gulecektim-253666
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a side in their disputes, led to private expressions of  cynicism. “The worst
rat race I have ever been in,” Dean Acheson once chirped, was denying
“Greeks and Turks their historic recreation of  killing one another.”

Changing Times and Perceptions: Recent Turns in America’s
Relationship with Greece and Turkey

The threat of  a Greco-Turkish rupture subsided considerably as
Washington’s Global War on Terror began. As U.S. o"cials slipped more
into the background, U.N. mediation e'orts in Cyprus, as well as
intermittent bilateral e'orts at improving ties, led to expressions of  hope
that the threat of  con&ict had subsided. Below the surface, however, there
were signi$cant changes in the ways in which Turkish policymakers
perceived both Greece and the United States. Central to this change was the
establishment of  a new ethos with respect to foreign policy. The architect of
this new outlook, Ahmet Davutoglu, counseled then-Prime Minister
Erdogan to take a more assertive, ambitious approach to both regional and
global relations. In addition to reimagining Turkey as a leader within the
wider Islamic world, Davutoglu asserted that Turkey possessed a historic
right to play a more hegemonic role in its near broad (going so far as to use
the Nazi term “lebensraum” in describing Ankara’s strategic imperatives). As
for Greece, Davutoglu suggested that Turkey “had grown too accustomed”
to tensions with Athens even though Ankara’s handling of  Greek relations
was like “a heavyweight wrestler training with light weights.” The West, he
argued, had habitually used Greece to intimidate Turkey, thus preventing it
from opening “its horizons to action-oriented, large-scale and global
policies.”

https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_United_States_and_Greek_Turkish_Rela/5IxNEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Greeks+and+Turks+their+historic+recreation+of+killing+one+another+%252522acheson%252522&pg=PT92&printsec=frontcover
https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/western-europemediterranean/cyprus/cyprus-stalemate-what-next
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14683849.2004.9687239?journalCode=ftur20
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/02/29/opinion/a-new-beginning-for-cyprus.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2014.941570?casa_token=XV4wRxuCZWUAAAAA:lP4DNpCYO80wd0uHiCpOfWRY-suFxzJkZvg4QsjvqRX8zyJ2ghjMKFSg2lH9UvqsvTIpUYTShCAMSvk
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Stratejik_Derinlik_Ciltli/8bulMwEACAAJ?hl=en
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For many Turks, including Erdogan, events in the last decade have
con$rmed Davutoglu’s broader assessment. Cyprus’s decision in 2011 to
commence drilling for natural gas o'  its southern shore reignited long-
standing antagonisms over Turkish, Greek, and Cypriot maritime rights in
the Mediterranean and Aegean. Despite Ankara’s standing commitment to
“zero problems” with its neighbors, Erdogan vowed to resist international
pressure when it came to Turkish interests at sea. “From now on,” he
declared in 2011, “we will continue to implement whatever our national
interests require without hesitation.” It was in the wake of  this
pronouncement that the term “Blue Homeland (Mavi Vatan)” began to take
its place within the Turkish lexicon as a way of  describing Ankara’s
maximalist interpretation of  its maritime rights. Erdogan’s stewing
belligerence was further nurtured as a result of  Turkey’s growing ri% with
the United States. As Washington drew closer to Syria’s Kurdish militants
a%er 2014, boosters of  the Blue Homeland policy began to accuse the
United States of  plotting to close o'  Turkey from the sea the with aid of
Greece, Cyprus, and Syria’s Kurds. Although Turkish o"cials were initially
hesitant to back the accusations publicly, such sentiment echoed Erdogan’s
declaration in 2017 that there was a “project to besiege our country” led by
Turkey’s foreign and domestic enemies. 

This conspiracy theory became more mainstream as a result of  deepening
U.S.-Greek relations. In the fall of  2017, President Donald Trump welcomed
Greece’s Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras to Washington in the hopes of
expanding military and political ties with Athens. A number of  incentives
push American o"cials in this direction. With Greece only beginning to

https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/western-europemediterranean/cyprus/aphrodite-s-gift-can-cypriot-gas-power-new-dialogue
https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/08/22/how-turkey-went-from-zero-problems-to-zero-friends/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-greece/greece-in-trouble-elsewhere-boosts-cooperation-with-turkey-idUSBRE9230V120130304
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMt260vH94M&list=UL5gcGllPwVvM&index=41
https://www.aydinlik.com.tr/haber/cem-gurdeniz-neden-mavi-vatan-tamami-158669
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_US_War_Against_ISIS/BMZKEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1910866332256704
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/haberler/410/84709/maalesef-ak-parti-ve-erdogan-kaybetsin-de-gerekiyorsa-turkiye-batsin-gibi-hastalikli-zihniyet-icinde-olanlar-var
https://www.wsj.com/articles/president-trump-meets-with-greek-prime-minister-at-the-white-house-1508273162
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emerge from a near-decade-long depression, both Tsipras and the Trump
White House saw mutual economic bene$ts in expanding American energy
and trade interests. Perhaps more importantly, increased tensions with
Ankara a%er the 2016 coup attempt encouraged many in Washington to see
Greece as a potentially more stable security partner in the eastern
Mediterranean. For commentators in Greece, building stronger bonds with
the United States was an ironic but necessary turn. Profound historical
misgivings regarding American interests still pervaded Greek society
(particularly as a result of  U.S. support for Greece’s Cold War-era
dictatorship). Yet the changing geopolitical environment in the region,
particularly as a result of  a more aggressive Russia, compelled Tsipras’s
government to seek “the familiar, warm ‘embrace’ of  the traditional
historical ally across the Atlantic.” It was in this spirit that Athens and
Washington arrived at a mutual defense cooperation agreement in the fall
of  2019. The accord, which entailed expanded training opportunities and
basing rights for U.S. forces in Greece, was hailed as a breakthrough that
aided both countries. Greek o"cials, however, remained careful not to
promote the agreement as an explicit anti-Turkish arrangement.
Americans, one Greek columnist observed in 2018, “do not wish to ‘lose
Turkey’ and on this it seems that Athens and Washington agree. Few
serious decision-makers in the Greek capital would wish for an economic
collapse of  the neighbor or its attachment to the Russian sphere, an
element that would automatically turn our country into a border between
the West and the Middle East.”

https://www.ft.com/content/25b108d6-b3bc-11e7-aa26-bb002965bce8
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/10/17/trumps-message-to-tsipras-us-may-up-investment-in-nato-ally-greece.html
https://academic.oup.com/dh/article-abstract/30/3/471/420833
https://www.tovima.gr/2018/09/08/politics/pws-tsipras-syriza-eginan-oi-kalyteroi-filoi-twn-amerikanwn/
https://www.mfa.gr/usa/en/the-embassy/news/us-secretary-of-state-michael-pompeo-to-visit-athens-and-meet-with-minister-of-foreign-affairs-nikos-dendias-mfa-october-2019.html
https://www.kathimerini.gr/opinion/interviews/1043710/nikos-panagiotopoylos-stin-k-epikeitai-symfonia-gia-tis-vaseis-me-ipa/
https://www.tovima.gr/2018/09/08/politics/pws-tsipras-syriza-eginan-oi-kalyteroi-filoi-twn-amerikanwn/
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Turkish responses to the signing of  the U.S.-Greek defense accord have
been uniformly negative and suspicious. Since the fall of  2019, Turkish
media outlets have regularly depicted the agreement as a Greco-American
pact aimed at war with Turkey. Evidence for these misgivings have ranged
from provocative news reports of  U.S. arms transfers to Greece, accusations
of  joint Greek-U.S. support for Kurdish terrorist activities, and misleading
maps illustrating an ominous string of  “U.S. bases” spanning Greece,
Cyprus, and northern Syria. With the country’s currency swooning, and his
hopes for reelection in doubt, Erdogan has endorsed these conspiratorial
views. He has consistently misconstrued the demilitarization status of  the
Aegean Islands in arguing that the United States intends to use to use
Greece to undermine Turkey. “America currently has [nine] bases in
Greece,” he declared last May. “Against whom are these bases established?
… ‘Against Russia’ is the thing that they say … It is a lie, they are not honest.
In the face of  all this, their attitude towards Turkey is obvious.” 

Towards a Moment of Catharsis? American Policy and the
Implications of a Greco-Turkish Crisis

Erdogan’s provocative allegations are not purely the product of  domestic
anxieties or personal paranoia. One may say that his views represent a
broad consensus on the history of  America’s relationship with Turkey. It is
widely believed, even among Erdogan’s opponents, that the United States
has consistently sought to bridle or demean Turkey since the early stages of
the Cold War. When the Trump administration publicly threatened to evict
Turkey from the F-35 program, pundits in Turkey likened the ultimatum to
the embarrassment brought on by Johnson’s 1964 letter warning Ankara

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gETTkPS-lHw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0SfCB9_QuNc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ApBNoX75Fug
https://www.yenisafak.com/dunya/kusatma-3472531
https://www.milliyet.com.tr/yazarlar/tunca-bengin/saldirida-yunan-parmagi-mi-6858450
https://youtu.be/qmhnbM8Vjgc?t=63
https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/gundem/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-amerikadan-beklentimiz-yunanistani-yanlis-hesaplara-sokmamasi-/2697416
https://www.yenisafak.com/gundem/bu-usler-kime-karsi-kuruluyor-rusyaya-karsi-oldugu-yalan-3832205
https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/her-turkiye-ziyareti-yeni-bagimliliklar-getirdi-1787749
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Policy-paper-101-Danforth-final.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=video&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj8m_Kd-6T8AhXaMzQIHcn7DtUQtwJ6BAgJEAI&url=https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CJ3uRZNWQFk&usg=AOvVaw351B3PviFpT_XaI3UIndlm
https://yetkinreport.com/2019/06/08/iste-turkiyeye-askeri-ve-ekonomik-tehditlerde-bulunan-amerikan-mektubunun-tam-metni/
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not to invade Cyprus. Widespread suspicions of  U.S. complicity in the July
2016 coup attempt echo a commonly held belief  that the United States aided
the formation of  a military junta in 1980. It is not uncommon for pundits
and former o"cials to suggest that the destruction of  Turkey had always
been a part of  an American-led Western project. This premise is arguably
central to how Erdogan himself  sees the past, present, and future of  U.S.-
Turkish relations. His “new Turkey,” as it is o%en described, di'ers from the
old precisely because he has successfully untethered the country from any
patron or broker. “Turkey is not the old Turkey,” Erdogan’s director of
communications declared. “Now there is a Turkey that protects its interests
at all costs and demands eye-level relations with every interlocutor and on
every stage.”

Aaron Stein recently posed that “there is no broad rapprochement in the
making for Turkish-Western relations.” With Ankara poised to expand its
cooperation with Russia, and perhaps widen its footprint in northern
Syria, there is, he argues, “little — if  anything — that can be done to
manage Turkey and its foreign policy aspirations.” If  this is indeed the case,
America’s position between Turkey and Greece appears especially grim. In
spite of  the past, Erdogan’s positioning appears to negate Washington’s
place as a mediator between the two neighbors. While it is possible that
Brussels may be more successful in closing the divide, the possibility exists
that even European mediation may have only limited success. Although
some have argued that Erdogan’s posturing may be an election ploy, there
appears to be little room for compromise between Greece’s sovereign rights
and Ankara’s strategic designs. Moreover, as one Turkish pundit recently

https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-dunya-55952909
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1876266679195268
https://www.milliyet.com.tr/yazarlar/guneri-civaoglu/bizim-cocuklar-basaramadi-6790525
https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/bercan-tutar/2022/12/29/devran-degisti
https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2022/yazarlar/aytunc-erkin/abd-turkiyeyi-natodan-cikarip-isgal-plani-yapiyor-7406187/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=231329525189906
https://twitter.com/fahrettinaltun/status/1533366002964172800
https://warontherocks.com/2022/12/turkeys-zero-sum-foreign-policy/
https://warontherocks.com/2022/12/turkeys-russian-red-light-in-syria/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/turkey-the-eu-and-the-eastern-mediterranean-crisis/
https://warontherocks.com/2022/11/the-path-ahead-in-turkeys-upcoming-electoral-campaign/
https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/hasan-basri-yalcin/2022/09/26/midilli-ve-sisam-adalari


3/21/23, 5:24 PMAn Honest Broker No Longer: The United States Between Turkey and Greece - War on the Rocks

Page 12 of 15https://warontherocks.com/2023/01/an-honest-broker-no-longer-the-united-states-between-turkey-and-greece/

mused, the wind now may be at Turkey’s back. With war raging in Ukraine,
the West may be compelled to stomach a Turkish attack, for the sake of
NATO unity, as it had during Turkey’s 1974 invasion of  Cyprus. These
fundamental conditions may very well push Ankara towards war with
Athens within the foreseeable future.

Where does that leave the United States? The threat of  a Turkish attack
upon Greece compels Washington to contend with several undesirable
scenarios. If  Erdogan intends to wage war, the façade of  balancing between
Athens and Ankara may become impossible to maintain. For Washington,
maintaining peace may come down to two unfavorable choices. U.S.
o"cials could pressure Athens to cede aspects of  its sovereignty. Further
still, the Biden Administration could abruptly abandon its mutual defense
cooperation agreement with Greece. Otherwise, it is more likely the U.S.
may be le% with the no other alternative but to act as the de facto guarantor
of  Greece’s territorial sovereignty. Embracing that role, even if  it deters
Ankara in the short term, puts American policymakers in the contradictory
position of  having to plan for a possible military con&ict with an allied
state. The mere suggestion that the United States anticipates a clash with
the Turkish military undoubtedly would raise questions regarding the
integrity of  the NATO alliance — let alone Turkey’s future as a U.S. partner. 

If  the United States is obliged to come to Greece’s defense, policymakers in
Washington may be forced to do something even more profound:
Reimagine Turkey as a direct competitor or adversary. Adjusting to such a
reality would certainly be a signi$cant challenge for American
policymakers. U.S. security planning, as well as NATO’s defense strategy as
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a whole, depends upon Turkey’s support as an ally in both Europe and the
Middle East. To reconceive of  Turkey in antagonistic terms would therefore
result in a broader geostrategic reassessment for American planners. Like
an aggressive Russia, a belligerent Turkey potentially jeopardizes the free
&ow of  tra"c through the Black Sea and Mediterranean. Countering this
possible threat would lead to new defense commitments, such as expanded
security ties to Greece, Cyprus, and Egypt. While few in the United States
may wish to see these changes come to pass, circumstances may demand
that Washington recognize Turkish hostilities as a destabilizing force in the
world.
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