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Abstract 

 

Turkey, after a long period of neutrality, became integrated into the Western 

hemisphere between 1945 and 1952, which made it one of the most significant 

periods in recent Turkish history. After threats of the Soviet Union in the Turkish 

Straits, Turkey received American aid via the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan. In 

1952, after an intensive lobby and joining the Korean War, Turkey became a NATO 

member. It is widely debated whether this shift was based on realist motives, 

enhancing its security in the early Cold War, or on ideological motives, based on its 

desire to obtain the Western identity. In this research, the Turkish foreign policy 

perspective is supported by the American foreign policy perspective and 

developments in Turkish national politics, which gives new insights into Turkey’s 

motives. By examining primary sources from the United States Department of State, 

supplemented with articles from the Turkish journal Foreign Policy/Dış Politika and 

secondary literature, this study answers the question which strategies Turkey 

employed to become a NATO member and whether the Turkish strategies and 

arguments were based upon realist or ideological motives. 
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Introduction 
 

By virtue of its geography, Turkey has often been described as a bridge between 

Europe and Asia.1  Because Turkey is perceived as both Western and Islamic, 

European and Asian, democratic and authoritarian, it is said to incorporate 

contradictory features of both Western and Eastern civilizations.2 Turkey’s national 

identity and foreign policy are closely tied together.3 So, like its identity, Turkish 

foreign policy can be characterized by several and often competing currents. 

Bordering the Balkans, Middle Eastern countries and Russia, its geostrategic position 

makes Turkey an important element in the balance of power in Europe as well as in 

the Middle East.4 

The academic debate stretches from whether Turkey aims to present itself as 

the leader of its neighboring Islamic countries, whether it focuses on enhancing its 

relations with former Ottoman countries, or whether it intends to be the leader of 

the Turkic countries like Azerbaijan and Kyrgyzstan.5 Moreover, Turkey is engaging 

with Russia by, for example, purchasing advanced weapon systems. It is also 

following China into Africa.6 As a result of these various fixations in Turkish foreign 

policy, Turkey’s relationship with the West has been increasingly questioned. This is 

reflected in the Turkish position in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 

Currently, there is substantial debate about Turkey’s role within NATO and Turkey’s 

                                                        
1
 Nicholas Danforth, ‘Ideology and Pragmatism in Turkish Foreign Policy: From Atatürk to the AKP’, 

Turkish Policy Quarterly 7 (2003) 3, 83-95, 84. 
2
 Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’, Foreign Affairs 73 (1993) 42-43; Danforth, 

‘Ideology and Pragmatism in Turkish Foreign Policy’, 84. 
3
 Hakan M. Yavuz, ‘Turkish identity and foreign policy in flux: The rise of neo-Ottomanism’, Critical 

Middle Eastern Studies 7 (1998) 12, 19-41, 19. 
4
 Ü. Haluk Bayülken, ‘Turkey and the United Nations’, Foreign Policy/Dış Politika 1 (1971) 3, 95. 

5
 Danforth, ‘Ideology and Pragmatism in Turkish Foreign Policy’, 93; Seçkin Köstem, ‘When can idea 

entrepreneurs influence foreign policy? Explaining the Rise of the “Turkic World” in Turkish Foreign 
Policy’, Foreign Policy Analysis 13 (2017) 722-740 731; Alexander Murinson, ‘The strategic depth 
doctrine of Turkish foreign policy’, Middle Eastern Studies 42 (2006) 6, 945-964, 947; Hakan M. Yavuz, 
Islamic Political Identity in Turkey (New York 2003); Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’, 42. 
6
 BBC News, ‘Turkey signs deal to get Russian S-400 air defense missiles’, 12 September 2017 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-41237812 (2 October 2018); Mehmet Özan, ‘Turkey’s 
rising role in Africa’, Turkish Policy Quarterly 9 (2010) 4, 93-105, 103. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-41237812
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relations with the United States (US). Many NATO members, including the US, put 

the alliance with Turkey into question.7   

In order to decipher the true nature of Turkey’s relation with the West – 

specifically with the US – this research goes back to a period when Turkey, after a 

long period of neutrality between the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 

1923 and the end of the Second World War, changed its foreign policy in a radical 

manner. After 1945, Turkey became increasingly integrated into the Western world 

system. Integration occurred not only on an economic level, but also in the fields of 

foreign policy and defense. During the initial years of the Cold War, Turkey and the 

United States started to become important political, economic and military allies, 

especially within the framework of NATO. This resulted in Turkey becoming a 

member in 1952.8 However, the foundation of the Turkish alliance with the US – 

whether it was inspired by realist or ideological motives – is a subject of continuing 

controversy. 

In this framework, it is relevant to address the concepts of realism and 

ideology. In realism, states are seen as the main actors and global politics is about 

the shifting balance of power between those states. Since the global arena is 

arguably anarchic, there is a security dilemma, which implies that if one state 

becomes more secure, the other becomes automatically less secure.9 Therefore, 

smaller states – like Turkey in the period after the Second World War – strive to 

defend their sovereignty. They create relations and conditions that allow them to 

survive and develop in peace and security.10 An important element of realism is the 

idea that states pursue their national interests in order to ensure their security. In 

neorealism, the definition of national interest is quite broad. It not only includes 

military, but also economic and territorial interests. The level of capability a state 

possesses vis-à-vis others either holds back or enables that state to pursue such 

interests.11  

                                                        
7
 Şuhnaz Yılmaz, ‘Turkey’s quest for NATO membership: the institutionalization of the Turkish-

American alliance’, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 12 (2012) 4, 481-495, 482. 
8
 Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey, a Modern History (London/New York 2017) 237. 

9
 William C. Wohlforth, ‘Realism’, in: Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal (eds), The Oxford 

Handbook of International Relations (New York 2010) 131-149, 133. 
10

 Yohanan Cohen, Small nations in times of crisis and confrontation (Albany 1989). 
11

 Wohlforth, ‘Realism’, 141-142. 
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Ideology is another factor that plays a role in international relations. Ideology 

has the power to shape a country’s foreign policy. With regard to establishing 

alliances with other countries, the moderate constructivist Michael Barnett argues 

that countries with similar identities often have a shared construction of threat. 

Consequently, he argues, identity is a formative element in considering who is a 

legitimate ally and who is not. From this point of view, identity provides a better 

explanation than the security dilemma to understand which countries are desirable 

alliance partners.12 The importance of identity is related to political ideology. From a 

Turkish foreign and domestic policy perspective, the Kemalist ideology played a 

major role. Kemalism is the founding ideology of the Republic of Turkey that was 

implemented by its founder, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938). Many studies have 

been conducted about Atatürk’s vision for this modernization ideology.13  The 

predominant argument is that he aspired for Turkey to become a democratic, 

secular and nationalist constitutional republic while developing a state-controlled 

national economy and politics free from foreign domination.14 Atatürk’s aim was to 

transform Turkey into a European state because he believed there was only one real 

type of civilization – the Western model.15 In the words of a former diplomat and 

director of policy planning at the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the ‘West for 

Turkey is not only a location on [the] map, not only a partnership, not only an 

Alliance. West is a Philosophy’.16 

In the historiography, a debate can be detected surrounding whether realist 

or ideological motives influenced Turkish foreign and domestic policies after 1945. 

On the one hand, many authors focus on the realist notion that Turkey aimed to 

enhance its relations with the West for self-interested reasons such as security and 

economy. These authors argue that Turkish leaders aimed to become a NATO 

member to ensure the survival of the Turkish Republic. In order to achieve credibility 

                                                        
12

 Michael N. Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in Regional Order (New York 1998) 6, 
401.  
13

 Andrew Mango, Atatürk: The Biography of the Founder of Modern Turkey (New York, 2002); Şükrü 
Hanioğlu, Atatürk: An Intellectual Biography (Princeton 2011); Ali Kazancığıl and Ergun Özbudun (eds), 
Atatürk; Founder of a Modern State (London 1981); John Vander Lippe, The politics of Turkish 
democracy: İsmet İnönü and the formation of the multi-party system (Albany 2005). 
14

 Vander Lippe, The politics of Turkish democracy, 16, 19. 
15

 Bayülken, ‘Turkey and the United Nations’, 96. 
16

 Halit Güvener, ‘Turkey’s relation with the West’, Foreign Policy/Dış Politika 9 (1981) 1-2, 19. 
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in the West, Turkey made a transition to a more democratic multiparty system. On 

the other hand, it is argued that gaining NATO membership was directed at fulfilling 

Atatürk’s vision of Kemalism and thus at gaining Western identity. It remains a point 

of contention whether it was realism or Kemalism, or perhaps a combination of both 

factors that influenced Turkish motives to become a member of NATO. 

The broader issue of Turkey in the build up towards its NATO membership in 

the period between 1945 and 1952 has been extensively discussed from various 

perspectives. In this historiography, American foreign policy, Turkish foreign policy 

and Turkish domestic developments are discussed. Firstly, contributions focus on 

American foreign policy towards Turkey by taking a realist perspective. By drawing 

on American governmental files, historian Melvyn Leffler addresses the United 

States’ foreign policy towards Turkey in the period after the Second World War. He 

discusses the American strategic interests in Turkey, in which the containment of 

Communism played a major role.17 Political scientist Hakan Yılmaz also studies 

American documents. He argues that security was the principle motive behind the 

American interest in Turkey. Safeguarding Turkey’s security would cause benefits for 

the economies, politics and cultures of the whole Mediterranean and Near Eastern 

region.18 In addition to Leffler and Yılmaz, many articles and studies were written 

about the Truman Doctrine, which was aimed at supporting Turkey militarily and 

                                                        
17

 Melvyn P. Leffler, ‘Strategy, Diplomacy, and the Cold War: The United States, Turkey, and the 
NATO. 1945-1952’, The Journal of American History 71 (1985) 4, 807-825. 
The containment of Communism was an essential ingredient of American foreign policy from 1947 
onwards. Deputy Chief of Mission of the American Embassy in Moscow George Kennan formulated 
the original strategy of containment in his so-called “Long Telegram” in February 1946. In this 
telegram, he outlined his view on the Soviet Union. The telegram quickly became ‘the most plausible 
explanation for Soviet behavior, past and future.'

 
The telegram attracted so much attention because 

there was a growing understanding in Washington that the strategy that was used so far – quid pro 
quo – had not worked. The containment strategy differed from the past strategy in a couple of ways. 
First, there would be no more efforts made to cover up disagreements with the Soviet Union; second, 
the practice of making concessions with the Soviets should be halted, which implicated that all future 
targets of Soviet expansion should be defended by the US; third, to make this possible, the US should 
improve its military strength and consider giving military and economic aid to its allies; fourth, this 
would imply that negotiations with the Soviet Union would continue, but only to enshrine the 
American position and to acquire further allies. The policy of containment was implemented by the 
administration of President Truman by the means of the Truman Doctrine in 1947, in which 
Washington broadened its responsibilities to Greece in Turkey to a worldwide commitment to 
prevent the expansion of territory and influence of the Soviet Union. Source: John Lewis Gaddis, 
Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold 
War (New York 2005). 
18

 Hakan Yilmaz, ‘American Perspectives on Turkey: An Evaluation of the Declassified U.S. Documents 
between 1947 and 1960’, New Perspectives in Turkey 25 (2001) 77-101, 3. 
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economically.19 For the same reasons, Marshall aid to Turkey was established.20 

According to these studies, the primary initiative to aid Turkey was at the side of the 

US. Following this argument, the Truman Doctrine can be seen as a building block for 

other American policies of containment to protect Turkey from Communism, like the 

Marshall Plan and membership of NATO.21  

 Secondly, there are studies that focus on the Turkish foreign policy 

perspective. It is generally known that, in contrast to the Truman Doctrine, it was 

Turkey that pressed for NATO admission for reasons that ranged from defense to 

identity politics.22 Many authors take a realist perspective. Political scientist Mustafa 

Aydın argues that Turkish foreign policy shifted to complete dependence on the 

West after 1945, which can primarily be regarded as a political decision within the 

Cold War framework.23 Others state that this shift was unavoidable, as Turkey was 

fully dependent on US aid.24 Most authors agree that Turkey’s participation in the 

Korean War in 1950 directly resulted in NATO membership. International relations 

theorist Cameron Brown demonstrates that Turkey was eager to join the Korean 

War for self-interested reasons, since an alliance with the US would lead to a 

guarantee against the Soviet threat and would provide further financial and military 

aid.25 Other scholars focus on ideology. Although Turkologist Erik Jan Zürcher agrees 

that Turkey had political motivations to join the Korean War, he explains Turkey’s 

shift to the West as an ideological move to achieve Western identity.26 Political 

scientists Pınar Bilgin and Eylem Yılmaz align closely with Zürcher. They argue that 

the Turkish decision to support the United Nations (UN) effort in Korea was not 

‘merely a military operation, but also a “cultural process of collective identity 

                                                        
19

 Yılmaz, ‘Turkey’s quest for NATO membership’, 486; Elizabeth Edwards Spalding, ‘The Truman 
Doctrine’, in: Daniel S. Margolies (eds), A Companion to Harry S. Truman (Malden 2012) 327-346, 338. 
20

 E. Ray Canterbery, Harry S. Truman: the economics of a populist President (New Jersey 2013) 155. 
21

 Spalding, ‘The Truman Doctrine’, 338. 
22

 Stephanie Trombley Averill, ‘Truman and NATO’, in: Daniel S. Margolies (eds), A Companion to 
Harry S. Truman (Malden 2012) 410-427, 421; George Crews McGhee, The US-Turkish-NATO Middle 
East connection, how the Truman doctrine and Turkey’s NATO entry contained the Soviets 
(Basingstoke 1990) 72. 
23

 Mustafa Aydın, ‘Determinants of Turkish foreign policy: changing patterns and conjunctures during 
the Cold War’, Middle Eastern Studies 36 (2000) 1, 103-139, 105. 
24

 William Hale, Turkish foreign policy, 1774-2000 (London/Portland 2002) 137. 
25

 Cameron S. Brown, ‘The one coalition they craved to join: Turkey in the Korean War’, Review of 
International Studies 34 (2008) 1, 89-108. 
26

 Zürcher, Turkey, 237-238. 
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formation”’.27 Political scientist Şuhnaz Yılmaz states that it was a longstanding 

Turkish desire to be recognized as equals by the West. She argues that NATO 

membership was not the final goal, but rather an important step towards a more 

equal relationship.28 

 Lastly, authors refer to developments in Turkish domestic politics that 

influenced foreign relations. The establishment of the multiparty system by the 

second Turkish President, İsmet İnönü (1884-1973), is seen as an important factor in 

Turkish internal affairs that affected foreign relations.29 William Hale and Sina Akşin 

argue that this was primarily because democratization led to greater credibility in 

the West.30 This went hand in hand with major pressure from the United States 

calling for the opening of the Turkish economy to market forces.31 Historian Barın 

Kayaoğlu states the opposite, arguing that bringing Turkey into NATO was not the 

motivation driving İnönü, but rather his determination to fulfill Atatürk’s legacy to 

make Turkey a true democracy.32 Moreover, it is useful to draw upon arguments 

made by political scientist Andrew Moravcsik. He writes about former European 

dictatorships that aimed to become a member of the European Convention of 

Human Rights because this helped to combat domestic threats from the totalitarian 

right and left, and thereby protected domestic democracy.33 The first free elections 

of 1950 signified an important turning point, as they were won by the Western-

focused Democrat Party.34 Nevertheless, Turkey’s relations with the US remained 

uneasy and ‘saturated with deep suspicion’.35 This, however, did not prevent the 

                                                        
27

 Pınar Bilgin, ‘The ‘Peculiarity’ of Turkey’s Position of EU-NATO Military/Security Cooperation: A 
Rejoinder to Missiroli’, Security Dialogue 34 (2003) 3, 345-349; Eylem Yılmaz, and Pınar Bilgin, 
‘Constructing Turkey’s “western” identity during the Cold War. Discourses of the intellectuals of 
statecraft’, International Journal (2005-2006) 39-59, 46. 
28

 Yılmaz, ‘Turkey’s quest for NATO membership’, 492. 
29

 Vander Lippe, The politics of Turkish democracy, 6. 
30

 Hale, Turkish foreign policy, 110; Sina Akşin, Turkey, from Empire to Revolutionary Republic (New 
York 2007) 243; Feroz Ahmad, The making of modern Turkey (1994), 102. 
31

 Ahmad, The making of modern Turkey, 103.  
32

 Barın Kayaoğlu, ‘Cold War in the Aegean: Strategic imperatives, Democratic rhetoric: The United 
States and Turkey 1945-52’, Cold War History 9 (2009) 3, 321-345, 323. 
33

 Andrew Moravcsik, ‘The Origins of Human Rights Regimes: Democratic Delegation in Postwar 
Europe’, International Organization 54 (2000) 2, 217-252, 237. 
34

 Henry J. Barkey, ‘Turkey and the Great Powers’, in: Celia Kerslake, Kerem Öktem and Philip Robins 
(eds), Turkey’s engagement with modernity: conflict and change in the twentieth century (Basingstoke 
2010) 239-257, 244. 
35

 Ibidem. 
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impact these changes in domestic policy had on Turkey’s relations with the West, 

and with the United States in particular. 

The development of the Turkish alliance with the US in the period between 

the end of the Second World War in 1945 and 1952, the year in which Turkey 

acquired NATO membership, is an interesting subject of study due to the debate 

about the Turkish motives to join this alliance. Therefore, this research addresses the 

question which strategies Turkey employed to become a NATO member and 

whether the Turkish strategies and arguments were based upon realist or ideological 

motives. Analyzing the Turkish approach in relation to domestic developments in 

Turkey gives new insight into Turkey’s motives to become more integrated into the 

West. In this research, the Turkish foreign policy perspective is supported by the 

American foreign policy perspective and developments in Turkish national politics, as 

displayed in sources from the United States Department of State. This gives a more 

comprehensive view on the Turkish motivations to become a NATO member than 

most contributions to the academic debate, as many of them approach the matter 

from one perspective only.  

In order to answer the research question, the period between 1945 and 1952 

is divided into three sub-periods. The first sub-period encompasses the years well 

before the establishment of NATO, between 1945 and mid-1948. In the context of 

the changing geopolitical environment of the developing Cold War, Turkey made 

strong efforts to achieve American support. After Turkey requested diplomatic 

assistance during the Turkish-Soviet crisis over the Turkish Straits in 1945 and 1946, 

the American President Harry S. Truman (1884-1972) issued the Truman Doctrine in 

1947 and the Marshall Plan in 1948 that were both partially directed towards 

Turkey.36 These three events were formative in the establishment of the early 

relationship between Turkey and the US and show the Turkish eagerness to become 

a part of the Western hemisphere. In this timeframe, Turkey saw a transition from a 

one-party to a multiparty system, and redefined its position towards neutralism that 

also aided the Turkish objective. The second sub-period comprises the years 

between mid-1948 and mid-1950. This period is characterized by an intensive 

                                                        
36

 Aydın, ‘Determinants of Turkish foreign policy’, 110. 
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Turkish lobby for NATO membership or another pact entailing an American 

assurance for protection against possible Soviet aggression and a great deal of 

hesitance from the American side. This sub-period ends when Turkey managed to 

become an associate member of NATO in October 1950. Moreover, developments in 

Turkish domestic politics, particularly the election of the Western-minded 

Democratic Party in 1950, strengthened the Turkish focus on the West. The third 

sub-period covers mid-1950 until 1952. In these years, the most important 

development is the Turkish contribution to the Korean War, as this resulted in NATO 

membership.37 This research ends at the beginning of 1952 when Turkey reached its 

ultimate goal: full NATO membership.38 

By taking the geopolitical, bilateral and domestic context into account, an 

effort is made to answer the research question. The body of this research is based 

on the analysis of primary sources from the US State Department – although no 

sources from the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs have been used due to the 

language barrier – which is an advantage as many articles rely on secondary 

literature when discussing the Turkish perspective.39 Through studying American 

governmental files, principally documents related to the crisis about the Turkish 

Straits, the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, antecedents of NATO and the 

Korean War – as these developments and policies culminated in Turkish NATO 

membership – the development of the relation between Turkey and the United 

States in a Cold War context is assessed. These documents consist of memoranda, 

letters, policy papers and aides-mémoire written by the Presidents or Prime 

Ministers, Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Ambassadors of both countries, and 

American policy officials responsible for political, military, economic and financial 

affairs with Turkey. The files give insight into American foreign policy towards Turkey 

and the nature of the relations between Turkey and the US. Due to the focus on 

security and identity, the emphasis lies on the diplomatic and consequently the 

political relations between the two countries. Moreover, these documents provide 

                                                        
37

 Zürcher, Turkey, 237. 
38

 It has to be noted that a similar development took place in Greece, as Greece simultaneously 
obtained Truman aid, associate membership and full membership of NATO. However, as this research 
focuses on Turkey, these developments only play a minor role in the analysis. 
39

 For example: Aydın, ‘Determinants of Turkish foreign policy’; Bilgin, ‘The ‘Peculiarity’ of Turkey’s 
Position of EU-NATO Military/Security Cooperation’.  
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information about Turkish foreign policy towards integration in the West and how 

the American plans were received in Turkey.  

However, it has to be noted that because this analysis is made on the basis of 

American sources, the information available about the opinion of the Turkish 

government is less extensive and perhaps more colored than the American point of 

view. Therefore, secondary sources provide more information on developments in 

Turkish foreign policy, domestic political developments in Turkey and Turkey in the 

Korean War. For this, articles that were published in the journal Foreign Policy/Dış 

Politika from the Turkish Foreign Policy Institute – Turkey’s first foreign policy think 

tank that was established in 1974 – have been studied in Ankara, Turkey. It has to be 

noted that the journal was first published in 1971, which means that the articles 

were not written during the period this research encompasses. However, as Turkish 

Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Ambassadors, other officials and academics contributed 

to the journal, the articles are representative of the Turkish governmental 

perspective on Turkish-American relations and Turkey’s entry process into NATO. 
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Chapter 1. Developing a Turkish-American relationship (1945 - mid-
1948) 
 

After the Second World War, the world’s balance of power changed drastically. The 

United States and the Soviet Union (USSR) emerged as superpowers while the allies 

of the US, the United Kingdom and France began demonstrating signs of fatigue due 

to great losses in the war and their colonies.40 The early postwar years saw a 

transition from a multipolar to a bipolar order and in this transitional period, Turkey 

played a significant role due to its strategic location. The Soviet threat to Turkey and 

Greece gave urgency to the American undertaking to support these countries 

financially and militarily via the Truman Doctrine, and reviving European economies 

by supplying help in the form of the Marshall plan.41 These two developments, 

including American diplomatic support during the crisis of the Turkish Straits, were 

paramount in the development of the early Turkish-American alliance. Moreover, it 

encouraged the Turks to press for more support in the fields of economics and 

security. 

Before and during the war, Turkey was able to remain neutral until February 

1945, when it entered the war symbolically on the side of the allied forces and could 

therefore start the postwar period with relatively well functioning domestic 

institutions and economy. However, as Aydın argues, in this bipolar structure it was 

not realistic for a small power like Turkey, which was situated in such a geopolitically 

important area, to maintain a policy of neutrality.42 President İsmet İnönü – who 

took over the presidency of Republican People’s Party (RPP) in a one-party political 

system after the death of Atatürk – quickly came to the conclusion that Turkey’s 

largest problem was facing the increasingly powerful Soviet Union on its own.43 In 

the postwar period, therefore, realist arguments dominated the debate; all major 

parties agreed that it was best to depart from interwar neutralism and to increase 

                                                        
40

 Theodore A. Couloumbis, The United States, Greece and Turkey (New York 1983) 8. 
41

 Baskın Oran (eds), translated by Mustafa Akşin, Turkish foreign policy, 1919-2006, facts and 
analyses with documents (Utah 2010) 287. 
42

 Aydın, ‘Determinants of Turkish foreign policy’, 106. 
43

 Ibidem, 105. 
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their focus on the West in order to receive support and secure their territorial 

integrity and sovereignty. 

 Although the Soviet threat was the most important factor that pushed 

Turkey to the Western bloc, there were other reasons that made Turkey choose a 

Western course. The war had not only proven the superiority of the Western armed 

forces but also the triumph of democracies, which became of significant influence in 

the transition to a new, pluralist political system in Turkey in which liberalization was 

favored.44 The first challenge for Turkey, however, was the Soviet threat to the 

Turkish Straits. 

 

The question of the Turkish Straits 
 
The relationship between Turkey and the Soviet Union had been relatively close 

between the foundation of the Turkish Republic and the start of the Second World 

War. Their relations worsened because of the British-French-Turkish alliance of 1939 

that provided assistance to Turkey in the case of aggression.45 Moreover, as the 

documents of the US State Department suggest, the Soviets were bothered by 

Turkish neutralism during the war. As a result, the USSR announced on the 19th of 

March 1945 that it would not renew the Soviet-Turkish Treaty of Friendship and 

Neutrality and subsequently demanded that any substitute agreement must provide 

special privileges for the USSR.46 In a conversation with the Turkish Ambassador, the 

Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Vyacheslav Molotov drew up a number of 

conditions. First, Molotov demanded influence over two provinces in the northeast 

of Anatolia, Kars and Ardahan.47 Second, the USSR requested the revision of the 

Montreux Convention in order to gain more control over the Black Sea region.48 The 

                                                        
44

 İsmail Soysal, ‘The influence of the concept of western civilization on Turkish foreign policy’, Foreign 
Policy/Dış Politika 6 (1977) 3-4, 5. 
45

 United States Department of State/Foreign relations of the United States (hereafter referred to as 
FRUS), Diplomatic Papers, the Near East and Africa, Vol. VIII 1945, ‘Turkey’, 1219-1311, 1226, 
telegram March 26, 1945, Ambassador Laurence Steinhardt, Ankara, to Secretary of State Edward 
Stettinius Jr., Washington. 
46

 FRUS, Diplomatic Papers, the Near East and Africa, Vol. VIII 1945, ‘Turkey’, 1219-1311, 1220, 
telegram March 21, 1945, Ambassador Laurence Steinhardt, Ankara, to Secretary of State Edward 
Stettinius Jr., Washington. 
47

 Kars and Ardahan were Russian between 1878 and 1918. Source: Zürcher, Turkey, 210. 
48

 Ibidem. 
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1936 Montreux Convention gave Turkey control over the Bosporus Straits, Sea of 

Marmara and the Dardanelles and regulated the transit of naval warships. The 

Soviets demanded a revision of the convention as they claimed it necessary to have 

a permanent military presence in and joint control over the Straits. 

According to the Soviets, Montreux needed to be modified in a way that 

compromised Turkish sovereignty. As the Turks were very keen upon their territorial 

integrity and sovereignty historically, for example due to the capitulations to 

European powers in the period of the declining Ottoman Empire, this prospect 

strongly alarmed the Turkish Government.49 The Turkish reaction was sharp and 

emotional. Şükrü Saracoğlu, the Turkish Prime Minister, argued that the Turkish 

sovereignty was a matter ‘of life and death’.50 If the Soviets would make an attempt 

to infringe on their independence, he articulated ‘we shall fight. It may be hopeless 

or it may be not but we shall fight in any case’.51 In a conversation with the American 

Embassy in Moscow, the Turkish Ambassador elaborated that if Turkey ‘had 

accepted these demands, he believed that [Turkey] would soon have been 

confronted with [a] second step – demands regarding Turkish internal matters 

designed to bring Turkey “like Poland” under direct Soviet influence’.52 This did not 

indicate, however, that the Turks were not prepared to consider proposals for the 

modification of Montreux.53 Similarly, a new friendship treaty with the USSR was a 

                                                        
49

 FRUS, Diplomatic Papers, the Conference of Berlin (the Potsdam Conference), Vol. I 1945, ‘Sunday, 
July 22, 1945’, 225-270, 256, minutes of the sixth plenary meeting.  
The capitulations were bilateral acts that granted rights and privileges to foreigners in the Ottoman 
Empire. For example, foreign courts and foreign officers were allowed to minister their own law, 
which made economic and political abuse by European powers widespread. Atatürk abolished this 
system.  
50

 FRUS, Diplomatic Papers, the Conference of Berlin (the Potsdam Conference), Vol. II 1945, ‘Near 
Eastern and African Questions’, 949-1054, 1035, telegram July 3, 1945, Ambassador Edwin C. Wilson, 
Ankara, to Secretary of State James Byrnes, Washington.  
51

 Ibidem. 
52

 FRUS, Diplomatic Papers, the Conference of Berlin (the Potsdam Conference), Vol. II 1945, ‘Near 
Eastern and African Questions’, 949-1054, 1030, telegram June 25, 1945, Ambassador William Averell 
Harriman, Moscow, to Acting Secretary of State Joseph Grew, Washington. 
53

 FRUS, ‘Turkey’, 1221, telegram March 21, 1945. 



 16 

possibility if the USSR would not infringe on the sovereignty of Turkey.54 Therefore, 

they proposed the internationalization of the Straits.55  

Although the US was not a signatory of the Montreux Convention, the 

Turkish government was aware of the importance of American cooperation in the 

matter of internationalization of the Straits and for the protection of the Turkish 

integrity. Therefore, the Turks were very concerned when they noticed a decrease in 

American interest in Turkey. In his conversation with the Deputy Director of the 

Office of Near Eastern and African affairs, George V. Allen, the Turkish Ambassador 

in the US Hüseyin Ragip Baydur expressed his feelings of disappointment vis-à-vis the 

US and argued that he even indicated a ‘letdown in American support for Turkey’.56 

In his eyes, this would cause severe dangers for Turkey, as American disinterest in 

the territorial issues of Turkey would serve as ‘a green light to Russia to do whatever 

she desired’.57 This resulted in a request, many more of which would follow in the 

future. In October 1945, the Turks hinted for some sort of American assurance 

against Soviet aggression for the first time using realist arguments. The Turkish 

Ambassador said that if Russia would be allowed to send warships through the 

Straits, Turkey would desire an American guarantee for its territorial integrity. 

Although the Americans understood the Turkish position, they were not prepared to 

give such a guarantee and referred to principles of the United Nations for their 

defense.58 

The Americans did not realize that Turkey was already confronted with early 

signs of the upcoming Cold War. The American stance towards the USSR was still 
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relatively mild in the months directly after the Second World War and American 

policymakers did not yet believe that the Soviets intended to use military power to 

achieve their goals concerning Turkey. Therefore, American officials acknowledged 

the legitimacy of the Soviet desire to revise the Montreux Convention but opposed 

the Soviet wish to build bases in the Straits.59 The American Ambassador in Turkey, 

Laurence Steinhardt, did not expect that the USSR wanted to expand its territory at 

the expense of Turkey, but rather that it desired complete freedom to navigate the 

Straits ‘with every type of vessel in times of war as well as in times of peace’.60  

In the case of the claims on the Turkish provinces, the United States turned 

out to be right. Although the Soviets did not renounce the issue, the USSR stopped 

raising it and its importance faded quickly.61 The revision of Montreux, however, 

remained of continuing significance. It was officially recognized at the Potsdam 

Conference in July 1945 that the Montreux Convention required revision, but no 

agreement could be reached with respect to the principles on which the revision 

should be based. President Truman proposed a regime of freedom for the Straits, 

approved and guaranteed by Britain and the USSR within a UN-framework. Stalin, 

however, continued to demand the possibility to build bases.62 Next to these 

demands, the Soviet press started an extensive propaganda campaign against Turkey 

urging the Turkish people to rebel against their own government, which according to 

Moscow was ‘fascist’ and ‘reactionary’.63 According to the political scientists Metin 

Tamkoç and Oya Akgönenç Mughisuddin, the psychological penetration had reached 

such a high level at a certain moment that it caused serious alarm among Turkish 

political leaders. At the same time, these leaders were observing with increasing 

unease the taking over of Germany, Poland, Rumania and Hungary by local 

Communists, assisted in their efforts by the Red Army.64 
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  Although most American officials agreed that the ‘war-weary’ USSR had no 

intentions to attack Turkey, the new American Ambassador in Ankara, hardliner 

Edwin C. Wilson, followed a different line as he interpreted the Russian behavior as a 

cover for its real intentions.65 It seemed to him that the question of the Straits 

instead of being an essential matter to the USSR, appeared to be merely a façade 

that camouflaged the real Soviet objective: domination of Turkey.66 In 1946, Wilson 

gave a more elaborate clarification of his view by arguing that the USSR intended to 

close the gap in the Soviet security belt from the Baltics to the Black Sea. Moreover, 

it wanted to put an end to Western influence in Turkey. He acknowledged, however, 

that the risk for a general war remained small.67 This was in line with what the 

architect of the American containment policy, Deputy Chief of Mission of the 

American Embassy in Moscow, George Kennan, formulated with regard to Turkey. 

Kennan stated that the US should have no hope that the Soviets would be satisfied 

with concessions regarding the Straits. He warned that ‘any concessions of this 

nature will be exploited to utmost in Moscow with the view to [the] elimination of 

western influence in Turkey and establishment of regime “friendly” to [the] Soviet 

Union’.68 

It appeared that the American motives with regard to Turkish sovereignty 

were not based on the intrinsic wish to maintain Turkish independence; rather, it can 

be seen as an early manifestation of the domino theory. If the USSR was not halted, 

Turkey could be the first domino to fall, which would subsequently start a chain 

reaction of Soviet expansionism. If the USSR was allowed to destroy Turkish 

independence and set up a friendly regime in the country, nothing would prevent 

them from ascending to the Persian Gulf and the Suez Canal, and once this occurred 
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‘another world conflict becomes inevitable’.69 Therefore, the interests of the US 

became more substantial as the year 1946 progressed. The Turkish determination to 

defend their country and the observation that ‘Turks are tough obstinate people’ 

reassured the American policymakers that the Turks would not give up easily.70 They 

also started to see it as their task to keep this spirit high, as they were doubtful 

whether ‘Turkey will continue to adhere to this determination without assurance or 

support from the United States’.71 

In August 1946, the Soviets increased their pressure on Turkey with the 

issuance of a formal diplomatic note. The proposal called for shared Turkish-Russian 

control over the Straits and the increased naval activity in the Black Sea, which led to 

much agitation in Ankara and Washington. Although it was not threatening in tone, 

the note in combination with the disposition of new troops along the Turkish border 

made the Soviet message more bellicose, especially as a civil war was breaking out in 

neighboring Greece.72 As the former diplomat and Turkish Foreign Minister Haluk 

Bayülken explained in 1971, Turkey gave a very determined and negative reply and 

began to prepare itself against a Soviet military intervention after receiving this 

diplomatic note.73  

The US also feared further Soviet expansion in the future, which would 

endanger essential British petroleum supplies and communication networks. 74 

Anticipating the disintegration of the British Empire, Soviet control over the Balkans 

and the Middle East would adversely affect American security. The note led to a 

significant revision of Washington’s policy towards the Turkish Republic, which 

implied that they started to resist Soviet expansionism towards Turkey. The urgent 

call of Turkish officials for support and their desire for a coordinated response 

backed the new American policy line.75 Acting Secretary of State Dean Acheson 
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stated: ‘the only thing which will deter the Russians will be the conviction that the 

United States is prepared, if necessary, to meet aggression with force of arms’.76 This 

position also implicated that the US thought that Turkey should continue to bear 

primary responsibility for the defense of the Straits.77  

Although the US expressed its wish to resist Soviet expansionism, it still 

regarded the Balkans and the Middle East as a British area of responsibility. For that 

reason, the American policy change had no direct consequences and American 

support remained limited to words.78 The Turks, however, knew that good relations 

with the US would be far more profitable than relations with the weakening Great 

Britain, as the US was the only country capable of supplying the funds that the Turks 

found their economy required at that time. Another reason that Turkey saw the US 

as the logical party for support was that the US started to take up the leadership and 

protection of Western democracies, which can be associated with their ideological 

wish to be perceived as both European and democratic. Moreover, the Turks 

considered it important that the United States had no history of colonial domination 

and that it was located at a safe distance from Turkey.79 The Turkish Prime Minister 

Recep Peker said therefore that he attached great importance to increasing 

friendship and understanding with the US. He stressed that the US had been playing 

an outstanding international role in the maintenance of peace and security, which 

was, although he did not mention it directly, something the Turks wished to receive 

from the Americans. He acknowledged that Turkey was little and often unfavorably 

known in the US and intended to improve American familiarity with Turkey.80 

The wish for a more democratic system in Turkey can primarily be seen in the 

light of the search for closer relations with the United States and the Turkish hope – 

motivated by realist arguments – to join the Western camp. Turkish leaders realized 

that in order to profit fully from American support, it was beneficial to comply with 

American political and economic ideals. As the former Turkish policy officer Ismail 
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Soysal argued, President İnönü considered cooperation with the West necessary for 

the security and development of the country and therefore he deemed it essential to 

have a political order similar to the West, which ‘established a special place for 

Western civilization and democratic order in Turkish foreign policy’.81 

 To a lesser extent, it was internal factors that contributed to this 

development. Firstly, there was growing criticism on Turkey’s one-party system. 

İnönü’s regime had become unpopular by the majority of the Turkish public because 

it failed to produce viable economic policies, and the lack of improvement in living 

conditions of most Turkish people.82 Secondly, the regime lost the support of many 

higher educated people and civil servants as well due to high inflation and taxes.83 As 

the Republican People’s Party was closely related to the state apparatus under the 

one-party system, criticism was directed at the party as well as to the state. This 

combination of demands and influences led İnönü – well aware of the tensions in his 

country and party and keeping the wish to receive American support in mind – to 

start developing policies that would ultimately lead to political liberalization and the 

establishment of political opposition.84 In a speech İnönü gave in November 1945, he 

stated that the main deficiency of the Turkish system was a lack of opposition parties 

and he announced that the next elections would be free and direct. A few months 

later the Democrat Party (DP) was founded, led by former RPP-member Celâl 

Bayar.85  

The process of democratization went alongside with increasing attention 

from the US. Regarding the question of the Straits, it appeared that no consensus 

could be reached. Therefore, the question remained dormant from October 1946 

onwards.86 However, US officials had ‘no reason to believe that the USSR has 

relinquished its determination to obtain a share in the control of the Straits’ as ‘a 

foothold in the Straits regions would open the way for the USSR to achieve complete 
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domination of Turkey and subsequently of the rest of the Near East’.87 This direct 

Soviet threat let realist Turkish arguments for American support prevail. 

 
 
 

The proclamation of the Truman Doctrine  
 
Turkey appeared slowly but surely on the United States’ radar. In concrete terms, 

the US was afraid that Turkey would become a Soviet puppet in the near future if no 

support was given. At the beginning of 1947, almost all American officials agreed 

that Turkey was in need of military assistance.88 It is needless to emphasize that this 

would not only benefit Turkey, but also the US. The US feared territorial gains by the 

Soviet Union and chaos in the region, which would immediately lead to the 

weakening of the strategic and economic position of the whole Western world. This 

could lead to a security threat to the US and a greater possibility for a third world 

war.89 In February 1947, the UK announced its inability to supply military products to 

Turkey and it became clear that Britain also intended to withdraw its aid to Greece 

due to strains on their economy from postwar shortages.90 The Brits asked the 

American government to shoulder the major share of this burden.91  

The American interest in Turkish military power for deterring the Soviets and 

the British decision to opt out culminated in the Truman Doctrine that directly 

targeted Turkey. By means of this doctrine – formally announced on March 12, 1947 

by President Truman – the US took responsibility for overseas presence during 

peacetime. On that same day, Turkey became a member of the International 
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Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development.92 

The doctrine provided three hundred million dollars to Greece and hundred million 

dollars to Turkey in order to counter the Soviet threat to these countries and bring 

them in the sphere of influence of the United States.93 In his famous and dramatic 

speech, Truman stated that the ‘fateful hour’ had come and that if the United States 

did not act immediately, ‘the effect will be far-reaching to the West as well as to the 

East’.94  

   The American objectives were twofold. On the one hand, the US aimed to 

secure Turkey and the region. The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) aimed to strengthen the 

Turkish will and ability to resist against Soviet pressure and to improve the Turkish 

military potential so ‘that in the unlikely event of war […] the Turks will resist with 

force any Soviet aggression and will have the maximum possible military capability 

to undertake a holding and delaying action in their own country’.95 In this way, the 

US sought to take advantage to improve their strategic interests in the Middle East 

and Eastern Mediterranean.96 On the other hand, the Truman Doctrine was directed 

at stimulating the United States’ interrelated objectives of democracy, freedom and 

economy. They attempted to assure the survival of Turkey as a fully independent 

and increasingly democratic nation. As a means to this end, the United States would 

assist Turkey in strengthening the security forces that were required for the 

protection of their freedom and independence while continuing to maintain the 

stability of their economy, which would also serve the American economy in an 

indirect manner.97 

Via the Truman Doctrine, the US intended to reorganize and modernize the 

Turkish army. It desired to enhance the fighting capabilities of the army, air force, 
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and navy through a military training program, to help build strategic highways and to 

restock Turkish arsenals and war reserves.98 They also advised partial demobilization 

of the Turkish forces because no immediate armed clash between Turkey and Russia 

was foreseen and the most immediate threat to Turkey was destabilization caused 

by economic problems relating to maintaining a large army.99 In return, the fighting 

forces should become more effective, ‘equal to Western standards’.100 Demobilized 

soldiers would be able to join economic activities, and thus the economic situation 

would improve.101 By doing this, they intended to prevent bankruptcy that occurred 

in Greece in order to maintain the internal stability in Turkey.102 İnönü and various 

other Turkish officials warmly welcomed the aid supplied through the Truman 

Doctrine.103  

The Turks, however, conscious of their nation’s history of foreign 

involvement from the West as a result of the Treaty of Sèvres of 1920 – designed by 

the allied powers after the First World War to split the Ottoman Empire into 

different spheres of influence – were also afraid that if they accepted the aid, this 

would imply a certain amount of American control exercised in Turkey.104 Secretary 

General of the foreign office Feridun Cemal Erkin therefore requested an emphasis 

on dialogue when it came to making agreements with the US and asked them to be 

receptive of Turkish sensitivities in relation to notions of supervision and control.105 

                                                        
98

 Leffler, ‘Strategy, Diplomacy, and the Cold War’, 817; FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. V 1947, 
‘United States economic and military aid to Greece and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-484, 234-
235, report July 14, 1947, Ambassador Edwin C. Wilson, Ankara.  
99

 Leffler, ‘Strategy, Diplomacy, and the Cold War’, 816; Vander Lippe, The politics of Turkish 
democracy, 164. 
100

 FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. V 1947, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece 
and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-484, 259, report July 15, 1947, Ambassador Edwin C. Wilson, 
Ankara.  
101

 Jamil Hasanli, Stalin and the Turkish crisis of the Cold War, 1945-1953 (Lanham 2011) 333. 
102

 Executive Session on the Bill to Provide for Assistance to Greece and Turkey, March 13, 1947, 
Legislative Origins of the Truman Doctrine, 9. 
103

 FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. V 1947, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece 
and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-484, 118, telegram March 14, 1947, Ambassador Edwin C. 
Wilson, Ankara, to Secretary of State George Marshall, Washington.  
104

 FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. V 1947, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece 
and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-484, 138, telegram April 4, 1926, Ambassador Edwin C. Wilson, 
Washington, to Embassy in Turkey, Ankara; Hakan Yılmaz, ‘Two Pillars of Nationalist Euroskepticism in 
Turkey: The Tanzimat and Sèvres Syndromes’, in: Ingmar Karsson and Annika Strom Melin (eds), 
Turkey, Sweden and the European Union: Experiences and Expectations (Stockholm 2006) 29-40, 29. 
105

 FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. V 1947, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece 
and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-484, 191, telegram June 4, 1947, Secretary of State George 



 25 

The US, well aware of the Turkish suspicion and distrust of Western countries, stated 

that because Turks were proud people who viewed their sovereignty as of utmost 

importance, it was considered desirable to ‘avoid any aspect of unwarranted U.S. 

interference in Turkish affairs’.106 Once these problems were solved, the Turkish 

Prime Minister Hasan Saka and Ambassador Wilson signed the agreement on aid to 

Turkey on July 12, 1947.107 

 With regard to the American advice to partially demobilize armed forces, the 

Turks were initially very hesitant because of the continuing Soviet menace. The 

General Staff of the Turkish army considered the ‘world situation’ too dangerous to 

warrant a reduction of the army.108 Saka also agreed that they could not afford to 

reduce their armed forces.109 Internal political considerations, however, influenced 

the Turkish decision to a certain extent. The Turkish people expressed their 

discontent over the high living costs and the cabinet received strong criticism by the 

opposition as it, in their eyes, failed to improve the economic situation. No reduction 

in the armed forces and an increase of the taxes would severely decrease the 

Government’s popularity. 110  Eventually, the Turks decided for demobilization, 

although they anticipated intensified psychological warfare from the Soviets, forcing 

further expenses when the Soviets learned of this demobilization.111 This decision 

was of course made for budgetary reasons, but also contributing to the decision was 

the idea that they could rely on American financial aid.  

Directly after, the Turks started to request an acceleration of the delivery of 

aid and additional financial assistance to cover the budget deficit, as a large part of 
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this was caused by national defense expenditures.112 They argued that this was 

necessary to avoid an economic crisis and in turn prevent public discontent and the 

domestic spread of Communism.113 The US was greatly disturbed by this request and 

informed the Turks that it wished that the Turks maintained their own financial 

stability and ‘scrutinized carefully its budget appropriations in order to ensure that 

only most necessary expenditures were approved’.114 Apparently, the economic 

situation of Turkey was not as bad, as the US was not prepared to give financial 

assistance to cover their budget deficit. For additional money, they advised Turkey 

to consult the International Bank.115 

 By the start of 1948, no shipments with military supplies had arrived, leading 

the Turks to become impatient. Ambassador Baydur argued that delays were 

disappointing and ‘had an adverse effect on the morale of the Turkish government 

and people, who were constantly subjected to pressure of various sorts from the 

USSR’.116 Eventually, the doctrine was successfully implemented. In total, the level of 

American military aid in the period between 1947 and 1951 would reach four 

hundred million dollars.117 The doctrine also influenced Turkey’s internal politics. The 

Turks became familiar with the American way of democracy. Some American 

influences can be detected. For example, in July 1947, President İnönü declared that 

the President of the Republic must be impartial and gave up the leadership of the 

RPP.118 Moreover, with the Truman Doctrine, Turkey unequivocally aligned itself to 

the Western camp in the developing Cold War.119 Thus, next to the fact that Turkey 

gladly accepted support because of the Soviet pressure for realist reasons, 

arguments for speeding up support were also realist by nature. 
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The lobby for Marshall help  
 
Shortly after Congress approved military support to Greece and Turkey, the new 

Secretary of State George C. Marshall introduced the Marshall Plan. The Marshall 

Plan was the much more comprehensive economic counterpart of the Truman 

Doctrine and was directed at Europe as a whole.120 The fear of an economic collapse, 

which could in turn stimulate socialism in Europe and threaten the capitalist system, 

was the primary force behind the European Recovery Program.121 The plan targeted 

Western European countries and was initially not designed to provide aid to Turkey. 

On the contrary, American policymakers initially wanted Turkey to contribute to the 

economic recovery of Europe, as the Turks – in the eyes of the Americans – were not 

faced with economic recovery but only with economic development problems.122 

Turkish policymakers, however, still sought to benefit from this economic program. 

At first, it was mainly the US that pushed to support Turkey, but as the Turks 

gained more confidence after receiving aid via the Truman Doctrine, they started 

pressing for more assistance themselves. Foreign officer Erkin stated at the turn of 

the year 1946-1947 that if the Soviet attitude towards Turkey did not change, 

Turkey’s future looked gloomy. The economic problems created public discontent, 

which in turn led to political difficulties for the Turkish government.123 This obliged 

the Turks to appeal to the US for economic aid. In order to receive protection from 

the US, Ankara stressed the Soviet threat and dramatized its burden on the 

economy.  

The financial situation was, however, not as bad as the Turks led the 

Americans to believe, certainly not in comparison with most Western European 
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economies as there were no food shortages or Communist uprisings.124 As the 

historian Jamil Hasanli argues, the Americans considered the political regime in 

Turkey as stable, the trade balance during the war was in favor of Turkey and 

production was at a prewar level.125 Moreover, as Wilson mentioned, Turkey had a 

gold reserve of about 230 million dollars.126 In short, Turkey was doing relatively 

well. However, the Turks did not use the gold reserve for economic development as 

they found it necessary to save it for an emergency and to keep their army 

mobilized.127  

When the Marshall Plan was issued and it appeared that the Turks were left 

out, they were extremely disappointed.128 President İnönü was dismayed by the bad 

news. He complained that countries like Belgium and the Netherlands that were 

receiving aid under the Plan were a ‘thousand times’ more developed than Turkey 

and that unless the country received economic assistance, it would suffer economic 

collapse.129  Moreover, the Turkish people had been ‘holding fort for western 

democracies’ which led to heavy military expenditures against Soviet threats and a 

massive burden on the Turkish economy.130 In return, the US Ambassador in Ankara 

explained that these remarks revealed a misconception of the purposes and nature 

of the Recovery Program that was aimed to economically support war-ravaged 

countries.131  

After a period of strong diplomacy by the Turks, they were included in the 

framework of the Marshall Plan. The Americans had to admit that Turkey was 

strongly pressured and therefore its army had to be permanently ready for action. 

Therefore, the Americans found it necessary to extend the Marshall Plan to 
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Turkey.132 Turkey also became a member of the Organization for European Economic 

Cooperation (OEEC), which was established for the coordination of American aid to 

European countries.133 In the beginning, the Turks would only receive short in supply 

commodities that were essential for the maintenance of the present level of the 

Turkish economy or that would contribute to the general recovery of the European 

economy, like agricultural equipment, trucks and steel.134 They did not receive, as 

they desired, long-term loans or grants from the US.  

The American approach led to disappointment in Ankara; they were afraid 

that if the US abandoned Turkey economically, they could also do this politically.135 

Under the influence of public opinion, the Turkish government therefore requested 

full inclusion in the Marshall Plan. Persistent advocacy led the US to agree to provide 

Turkey with ten million dollars in loans in March 1948 as part of an economic 

assistance package. The Turks were however embarrassed with the small amount of 

money and considered not accepting it because they were afraid this would damage 

their internal political position. Moreover, they found themselves unable to make an 

effective contribution to European recovery with a credit of only ten million.136 

Finally, however, the Turks agreed. During the full period of Marshall aid Turkey 

received 352 million dollars, as the US felt it was in its interest to have a politically 

and economically stable Turkey.137  

 The Marshall Plan coincided with a transitional period in the Turkish political 

system from a one-party regime to a multiparty system. Above all, this democratic 

change was fueled by external influences and, consequentially, by realist motives. 

According to Tamkoç, the American programs were instrumental in the liberalization 

of the internal political regime.138 In order to exploit the American political, military 

and economic support due to security as a Turkish foreign policy objective, it 
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conformed to the American democratic ideal. In other words, Turkey democratized 

because the US could not form closer relations with a dictatorial regime.139  

In this respect, it was certainly helpful that this policy was in line with 

Atatürk’s ideology. But it was also Prime Minister Saka’s interpretation that a one-

party system would eventually lead to a crisis in Turkish politics. He remarked that 

Turkey’s political life could no longer be built around ‘one dominating personality 

like Ataturk and Inonu’, but must develop towards fuller participation of the people. 

As stated by Saka, this was also the conception of President İnönü himself.140 The 

American support was useful for this transition, as there was a pressing need for 

long-term loans to make the shift to a more democratic multiparty system proceed 

smoothly.141 The multiparty system was implemented with the early elections of 

1946. Although the elections were far from fair as a result of massive vote rigging, 

the newly established DP managed to win 62 of the 465 seats in the assembly, an 

important step towards a more democratic system.142 

American support also stimulated economic and social development. The 

American focus on freedom of trade and enterprise and growing criticism from the 

opposition party, academic and business circles resulted in a retreat from Atatürk’s 

statist economic philosophy that had led to the creation of a number of inefficient 

enterprises that were run by the state.143 In July 1948, the Turkish government 

agreed to curtail practices that ‘might restrain competition, limit access to markets, 

or foster monopolistic control’.144 Moreover, wartime controls on trade and business 

were removed and foreign trade was stimulated by reducing trade barriers.145 The 

Turkish government chose to adapt its economic policy in many ways in order to 

meet the American wishes and expressed its willingness to cooperate in every way, 

which shows the realist nature of the Turkish motives to receive American support. 
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Sub-conclusion 
 
For Turkey, the main characteristic of the postwar world was its bipolarity. The US 

and the USSR were the only two players that truly mattered and Turkey was stuck 

between these two superpowers. This restricted the freedom of Turkey to choose its 

own path in international and domestic politics. It was impossible for Turkey to 

withdraw itself from the emerging Cold War and rely on the balance of power 

between the Western and Eastern blocs for protection. Turkey could not choose 

neutrality because it was unable to develop sufficient economic and military 

capabilities to protect itself from the emerging Soviet threat. Thus, in order to 

ensure its survival, it had to seek support from the United States.  

 Given the fact that Turkey was an exposed and relatively small state, which 

felt threatened in its sovereignty by the Soviet claims on the Turkish Straits and the 

Soviet propaganda in general, the Turks solely provided realist arguments to 

convince the United States to express their support and supply financial aid in the 

early Cold War years. They capitalized on the American Cold War stance while 

underlining the Soviet threat and the possible consequences a Soviet attack could 

have on their territorial integrity and sovereignty. Moreover, Turkey began to see 

American aid and investment as the best method to accelerate economic 

developments after the war and alleviate its defense burden. This is why, after 

receiving support via the Truman Doctrine, Turkish leaders started to press for more 

help via the Marshall Plan. Although there was internal pressure too, it can be 

argued that the domestic democratization process was also mostly fueled by the 

wish to form an alliance with the United States for pragmatic considerations, namely 

the maintenance of Turkish security. As the next chapters will show, ideological 

arguments would only gain ground in later years.  
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Chapter 2. The Turkish campaign for an American security guarantee 
(mid-1948 - mid-1950) 
 

The Cold War climate expedited the establishment of the Turkish-American alliance. 

The American commitment to Turkey, however, ended with strengthening the 

effectiveness and size of Turkey’s military capabilities in order to enhance the 

possibility for the Turks to resist Soviet aggression so that the Western powers could 

gain valuable time in the case of an attack.146 For a long time, the US attempted to 

keep Turkey contented while providing them only the most necessary aid. The 

Turkish government was far from satisfied with the American position and the 

annual as well as the temporary nature of the American military and economic 

aid.147  

Although there were no new developments since the matter of the Straits, 

the Turkish perception of the Soviet threat remained serious in due to the continuing 

propaganda that incited the Turkish people to rise up against their government, 

overthrow it and ‘to come to understanding with their great friends in Soviet 

Russia’.148 Given the fact that the Soviets did not reject their demands for bases in 

the Straits and the Turkish provinces until May 1953, most Turks had the opinion 

that the best way to defend their country was to form a military alliance with the 

US.149 In order to obtain an American security commitment, Turkey started an 

intensive lobby even before NATO was founded in April 1949. First they were 

excluded, but finally the US was convinced to give Turkey an associate membership 

of NATO in 1950. The Turks strongly believed that they deserved to be included in 
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NATO as they saw membership as the extension of the support that the Truman 

Doctrine had offered.150  

Next to realist arguments for their security, the Turks started to use 

ideological arguments desiring a more equal relationship with the West through 

becoming a member of the Atlantic Treaty. Domestically, President İnönü, whose 

principal objectives were to maintain Turkey’s territorial integrity and political 

independence and to help his country to the level of ‘contemporary civilization’, 

enabled the election of the more Western-minded Democrat Party.151 This marked 

the beginning of a more open economy and a stronger lobby for NATO membership. 

 

First steps towards NATO membership 
 
In 1948, Turkey’s Atlantic future did not look hopeful. The Turkish government 

welcomed the signing of the Treaty of Brussels, which was a precursor of NATO.152 

Although they expected to be invited to join this treaty, which they found vital for 

Europe’s defense, the invitation never came.153 1948 was also the year that the 

Americans started conversations with the Brits and Canadians in order to establish 

an Atlantic Pact.154 From the beginning, they discussed whether or not to include 

Turkey in the pact.155 A great deal of the discussion was related to the organization’s 

name, because this had major implications on which countries would be included. 

The participants hesitated between ‘Atlantic’ or ‘Western’. The first would exclude 

states that did not border the Atlantic Ocean, which would in turn exclude Turkey 

from being part of the organization. The latter would permit the inclusion of those 
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states sharing Western civilization, which would presumably exclude Turkey as well, 

according to the participants.156  

On April 23, it was agreed that an armed attack on Turkey or its neighbors 

Greece and Iran would affect their own national security and not that of the US. In 

the case of an attack, these states had to call upon Article 51 of the UN Charter for 

the maintenance of international peace and security and the right of collective self-

defense.157 This did not mean, however, that the US was not aware of the vital 

importance Turkey held for Western security.158 But, as Undersecretary of State 

Robert A. Lovett explained, it was necessary for the US to draw the line somewhere, 

or it ‘would find itself in the position of underwriting the security of the whole 

world’.159 The main criterion remained the security of the United States itself.  

Although the US desired to take advantage of Turkey’s strategic location 

without giving the Turks special guarantees for their territorial integrity, they quickly 

realized that the Turks did desire a certain commitment. The firmness of the Turkish 

argument to persuade the US to offer such a guarantee evolved over time. At the 

start of 1948, they did not yet ask for a commitment directly; they only pleaded that 

the US demonstrated to ‘the Soviets that we mean business’.160 As a substitute for 

joining the Atlantic Pact, the US advised the rapprochement of Eastern 

Mediterranean and Middle Eastern countries in a Middle Eastern pact. The Turks 

however felt that this pact would be ineffective and even unrealizable until the 
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Israeli-Palestinian question was resolved.161 Moreover, they feared that such a pact 

might generate a false sense of security and would provoke Soviet aggression.162  

In the meantime, the Turkish government expressed its discontent about the 

fact that the US intended to give security guarantees to Western Europe and not to 

Turkey. According to Ambassador Baydur, this gave the USSR the impression that 

they could ‘with comparative safety’ commit aggression against Turkey.163 Baydur 

argued in a realist way that if the Russians should obtain such an idea, they would 

undoubtedly increase their activities aimed at undermining the independence and 

integrity of Turkey.164 In May 1948, the Ambassador expressed, without referring to 

Turkey directly, his belief that it was important for the United States to give some 

sort of clear guarantee or let Turkey enter into an arrangement in order to preserve 

the peace.165  

The Americans reiterated that they could not take care of the security of the 

whole world and that Turkey should not overlook the aid the US had already 

provided.166 For the Turks however, the supply of funds, arms and military training 

was not satisfactory and they defended their point of view with more persuasiveness 

each time. They stated pragmatically that, assuming that the primary object of 

American policy is to prevent a war, it would be more effective to give Turkey a 

juridical guarantee.167 The Turkish government considered it a dangerous policy for 

the US to associate itself with the security of a couple of Western European 

                                                        
161

 In order to please the US and to set a cultural and social distance between them and the Arab 
countries, Turkey was the first Muslim country to recognize Israel in 1949. Naturally, it was impossible 
to conclude a Mediterranean defense pact as long as the Arab states remained in war with Israel 
while Turkey was on the side of Israel; FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. IV 1948 ‘United States 
economic and military aid to Greece and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-732, 71-72, telegram April 
8, 1948, Ambassador Edwin C. Wilson, Ankara, to Secretary of State George Marshall, Washington.  
162

 McGhee, The US-Turkish-NATO Middle East connection, 55. 
163

 FRUS, the Near East and Africa, Vol. IV 1948, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece 
and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 1-732, 83, memorandum May 11, 1948, Secretary of State George 
Marshall, Washington. 
164

 Ibidem. 
165

 FRUS, Western Europe, Vol. III 1948, ‘United States encouragement of a Western European Union; 
antecedents of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’, 1-580, 131 memorandum May 23, 1948, 
Undersecretary of State Robert A. Lovett, Washington.  
166

 FRUS, ‘United States economic and military aid to Greece and Turkey: the Truman Doctrine’, 84, 
memorandum May 11, 1948. 
167

 FRUS, ‘United States encouragement of a Western European Union; antecedents of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization’, 197, memorandum July 21, 1948. 



 36 

countries and at the same time leave the southeastern flank of Europe exposed.168 

As an alternative, Erkin, then Turkish Ambassador in Washington, mentioned a 

possible arrangement including Turkey and Greece with the support of Great Britain 

and the US.169 Furthermore, he hoped for a declaration that could be seen as an 

‘interim step preparing the way for an additional regional arrangement in which 

Turkey could participate directly’.170 

The first time the Turks directly requested to be included in the anticipated 

North Atlantic Pact was in December 1948.171 The American response was negative. 

Because of their extensive commitments to Europe with extremely limited 

resources, the American policymakers decided to limit the alliance and to prioritize 

assistance to Western Europe. They felt unable to include Turkey as well because 

they could not even tell whether the American capabilities were adequate to defend 

their vital interests in Western Europe.172 Correspondingly, the net effect of Turkish 

inclusion would be more harmful than beneficial, as they were not able to commit 

substantial forces in the event of aggression.173 Thus, the US had to wait until 

Europe’s own defensive strength had developed before they could consider further 

security arrangements.174  
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In order to keep the Turks satisfied and to ensure they felt supported, the 

Americans decided to supply further economic and military aid. American officials 

expressed their confidence in the determination of the Turks and in their effective 

use of American aid. According to William Averell Harriman, Special Representative 

in Europe for the Economic Cooperation Administration, the Turkish government 

recognized they needed, ‘not only our physical aid, but even more essentially, our 

technical assistance in developing programs and training their backward people’.175 

Although he also stressed that 'Turks learn quickly, have an enthusiasm and 

determination, spurred on by fear of Russian aggression’, the fact that an influential 

American policymaker used the colonial term ‘backward’ while describing the 

Turkish people indicates that there were multiple reasons for exclusion. Not only the 

fact that the European strength was not fully developed, but also doubt over the 

capacity of the less advanced Turks to become part of the Western alliance, 

reinforced Turkey’s exclusion.176 No matter how persuasive the Turkish realist 

arguments were, the US was not yet ready for Turkish inclusion in the Western 

hemisphere. 

 

Exclusion from the Atlantic Alliance 
 
With the establishment of NATO in April 1949, the US formed its first defensive 

alliance with Europe. The signatories of the treaty promised to cooperate closely on 

a political and economic level; they agreed to develop their capacity in order to 

reconstruct Europe and most importantly, they pledged that an armed attack against 

one of them would be considered an attack against them all.177 The signing of the 

treaty, and the unanticipated inclusion of Italy and some provinces of Algeria in 

particular, were a source of consternation for Ankara. The inclusion of 

Mediterranean areas in NATO caused ‘confusion and perturbation in Turkish public 
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opinion’ because it undermined the geographical argument for Turkey’s exclusion.178 

Moreover, the inclusion of Italy in NATO made it very difficult for Turkey to realize a 

Mediterranean pact, which was the logical alternative to membership of the Atlantic 

Pact.179 As the Turkish Foreign Minister Necmettin Sadak stated, ‘it was difficult to 

avoid the impression that Turkey, in the most exposed position of all European 

countries as regards pressure and possible attack from Soviet Russia, was being 

abandoned and left outside the thinking of the Western powers as regards security 

arrangements’.180  

The situation was even less comprehensible for the Turks because, by 

keeping their army mobilized, they had made so many efforts to resist the Soviet 

pressure. Ankara even considered taking a policy of non-alignment, a concept that 

was becoming very popular in the parts of the Cold War world that were not 

particularly Western nor Soviet. During a visit of Sadak to the US, the Secretary of 

State Dean Acheson was struck by the Turkish threat of neutrality. US officials feared 

that if the Turks sought a neutral stand – as they did in the interwar period – the US 

would not be able to profit from their previous investments in the country.181  

One year and one government later, the neutrality argument appeared short-

lived or even instrumental, made in order to persuade the US rather than intrinsic to 

Turkish policy. The new Foreign Minister Fuad Köprülü took the position that, in the 

event of a third world war, ‘defense through neutrality would be illusionary for any 

nation and for Turkey unthinkable’.182 A neutrality policy was no reasonable option 

for Turkey, as it would not solve its main issue: retaining their territorial integrity and 

sovereignty. Neutrality, even if it was armed neutrality, would only invite the USSR 
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to impose further demands on Turkey. Therefore, the Minister pleaded to continue 

their orientation towards Western democracies: ‘our interests lie with yours’.183  

In an attempt to appease the Turks and avoid ‘undesirable repercussions’ for 

Turkey, the US assured Turkey that strengthening the collective security of the 

Atlantic Treaty countries served to enhance Turkey’s security as well.184 Moreover, 

the US deemed it necessary to issue a special declaration concerning the security of 

Turkey, as well as Greece and Iran.185 This resulted in a policy statement that took 

into consideration the Turkish desire to join the Atlantic or another pact.186 Acheson 

reassured Sadak that the vital importance of the independence and integrity of 

Turkey to the US was in no way diminished as a result of the establishment of 

NATO.187 The likelihood of a contractual security arrangement however remained 

very low, as the US, unlike Turkey, did not perceive Turkish interests as aligned with 

their own.188 As long as the US possessed the monopoly of the atomic bomb, and for 

a short period after, they continued discouraging and refusing all forms of Turkish 

membership.189  

The Turks were not easily discouraged and turned out to be tough 

negotiators who managed to formulate multiple options for alliances with the West. 

By the end of 1949, Ambassador Erkin asked about the state of affairs regarding the 

interrelationships between the United States and Turkey in the light of the existing 

British-French-Turkish Treaty of Mutual Assistance of 1939 and the new defense 

arrangements between the United States, Britain and France under the North 
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Atlantic Treaty.190 Erkin saw possibilities to receive a similar commitment, albeit an 

indirect one, via Turkey’s alliance with Britain and France. Erkin provided the realist 

argument that it was not only important that an assurance was given to Turkey to 

prevent giving the Russians the feeling that ‘this country was indifferent or had a 

lack of interest in the survival of Turkey as a free nation’, but that it should also be 

timed before the approaching Turkish elections in order to strengthen the position 

of the RPP government.191 The US replied that should the weakened power Britain 

become involved as a result of Soviet aggression, it was not unlikely that the US 

would also become involved. 192  They refused, however, to extend a formal 

commitment. 

In May 1950, when the RPP rule was almost at an end, Turkey applied to join 

the Atlantic Pact, but failed to gain admission. The elections took place on May 22, 

1950. The Democrat Party of Adnan Menderes – the leading opposition party – 

scored a ‘sweeping and generally unexpected victory’ over the RPP, which had been 

in power since the foundation of the Republic in 1923.193 The US welcomed the free 

and orderly elections as this was considered evidence that Turkey had achieved 

democratic maturity. The US chose to disregard the fact that the Turkish government 

severely suppressed leftwing organizations, which can of course be attributed to the 

fear of Communism and the fact that the attitude towards leftist groupings in the US 

was quite similar. 194  They credited President İnönü who had fostered this 

development, even though this implied that his party was beaten and believed that 

the election of the DP reflected a countrywide dissatisfaction with the economic 

conditions and reaction against the single-party mentality that characterized many 
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RPP leaders.195 In Truman’s congratulations to the new Turkish President Celâl Bayar, 

it became clear the US saw the developments in Turkey as a showcase for 

democracy in the world, by stating that Turkey had won ‘a respected place within 

the family of democratic nations’.196 

 The estimation that the Democrats appeared to attach more importance to 

the role of private enterprise and foreign capital as a form of private investment in 

the economic development of their country also pleased the US, as this would create 

an environment that would cause American capital flow towards Turkey. 197 

According to Aydın however, although the DP appeared to be more pro-Western, it 

was at least as anxious as the RPP to become more allied on a political and economic 

level to the West, and particularly to the US as this would curtail their independence. 

Paradoxically, Turkish policies after 1950 made the country more dependent on US 

assistance because, although the party encouraged free enterprise in its campaigns, 

in practice they continued building aid-dependent state enterprises after coming to 

power.198  

The new DP government would make consecutive applications for NATO 

membership. The desirability to join the Atlantic Pact was a view ‘shared alike by 

former and present Turkish governments’.199 Not only the Turkish officials but also 

the Turkish public found it in the nation’s interest to become a NATO member. Many 

thought that if Turkey would stay outside, the country might move away from 

democracy. Moreover, the new generation of policymakers was convinced that 

political liberalism, which they associated with economic prosperity, could only be 

reached if Turkey was represented in all the major Western institutions.200 

American aid continued as Turkey changed its leadership. The US found 

increasing the low standard of living in Turkey a necessary element in strengthening 
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the Turkish efforts to oppose Communist pressure and support its defense burden, 

while it would at the same time contribute to European recovery. Amongst others, 

the US intended to increase agricultural production, enlarge and modernize the coal 

mines and develop Turkey’s transportation system and power resources.201  While 

the US aimed to support Turkey without a pact, the Turkish government was afraid 

that the economic aid it was receiving might be decreased if it did not join NATO. 

Through becoming a member of the alliance, Turkey was determined to preserve its 

aid levels and participate in future assistance programs.202 

After joining the Korean War, which will be elaborated upon in the next 

chapter, the new Turkish government took up the campaign with more dedication 

than ever before. In August 1950, it officially applied for membership of NATO.203 

First, the well-known realist arguments were used, stipulating the vital importance 

of NATO membership to the Turkish morale and stability in Turkey, the Near East, 

security in the Mediterranean, in the whole of Europe and to world peace as they 

were under ‘critical Soviet threat’.204 It was even argued that Turkey’s preparedness 

for war would be boosted by the moral effect of admission. Turkey, it was argued, 

was a ‘natural partner’ in the European defense because of its strong army. 

Moreover, as a NATO member, Turkey could play a positive role in strengthening the 

morale of other European and Middle Eastern countries that, in their eyes, were 

making minimal effort to defend Europe.205 In addition, Turkey was already included 

in the OEEC and the Council of Europe, so exclusion from NATO would be 

inconsistent, according to the Turkish Ambassador Erkin. 206  The American 

                                                        
201

 FRUS, the Near East, South Asia and Africa, Vol. V 1950, ‘Turkey’, 1224-1354, 1237, memorandum 
March 6, 1950, Undersecretary of State James E. Webb, Washington, to Executive Secretary of the 
National Security Council James S. Lay, Washington.  
202

 Oran (eds), Turkish foreign policy, 1919-2006, 324. 
203

 Zürcher, Turkey, 237. 
204

 FRUS, the Near East, South Asia and Africa, Vol. V 1950, ‘Turkey’, 1224-1354, 1297, telegram 
August 22, 1950, Ambassador George Wadsworth, Ankara, to Secretary of State Dean Acheson, 
Washington. 
205

 FRUS, Western Europe, Vol. III 1950, ‘Concern of the United States with the defense of Western 
Europe: military assistance through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization; encouragement of West 
German participation in an integrated European defense force’, 1-1346, 248, telegram August 25, 
1950, Secretary of State Dean Acheson, to Embassies in London, Paris and Moscow. 
206

 FRUS, Western Europe, Vol. III 1950, ‘Concern of the United States with the defense of Western 
Europe: military assistance through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization; encouragement of West 
German participation in an integrated European defense force’, 1-1346, 249, telephone call August 
25, 1950, Ambassador Feridun Cemal Erkin, Ankara, to Secretary of State Dean Acheson and Assistant 



 43 

Ambassador in Turkey even emphasized the ‘sound realism’ of the Turkish 

position.207  

However, as they did not achieve their goal, the Turks made a shift from 

realist to more emotional and Kemalist arguments. The new Prime Minister Adnan 

Menderes stated that Turkey was part of Europe and that this inherently meant that 

Turkey should become a NATO member.208 Ambassador Erkin added that the 

exclusion of Turkey made the Turkish people very dissatisfied, as they felt treated 

like ‘second-rate members of European society’. In spite of the Truman Doctrine and 

other aid, they started to feel abandoned, seeing that the center of American 

interest was shifting to Western Europe, which resulted in a growing ‘wave of 

bitterness’.209 Personally, Erkin’s pride was damaged, as he felt that the American 

stance reflected the effectiveness of his diplomacy.210 President Bayar ended by 

stating that they wished to join the Atlantic Pact to bring their full cooperation to the 

mutual defense of the Western democratic world of which ‘we truly feel ourselves a 

part’.211 Hence, the new Turkish government did all it could, and even made a shift 

to ideological arguments to convince the US. 

 

Associate membership of NATO 
 
As the Turkish government continued pressing for membership, the US started to 

look for other options. Realizing that declining Turkey completely would risk the loss 

of an important ally in a future war, American policy makers suggested a 

Mediterranean pact and a strongly worded non-reciprocal declaration. Another 

option was making Turkey a NATO member on a consultative basis but, according to 

Acheson, this could only be a delaying device that would ultimately lead to full 
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membership.212 The JCS, however, recommended giving Turkey an associate status 

within NATO, as this would improve the coordination of military planning against 

Soviet aggression in the Mediterranean area, which became even more urgent as the 

US lost its nuclear monopoly and the Eastern Mediterranean could no longer be 

abandoned to this threat.213 Moreover, the United States National Security Council 

(NSC) – which was established in 1947 to contain the USSR in the light of the 

tensions between the two power blocs – warned that any substantial extension of 

Soviet influence was very dangerous and that since all interests were vital, the US 

had to commit itself to the defense of the countries which were prospective victims 

of Soviet aggression.214  Furthermore, an association with NATO would reduce 

Turkish disappointment that full membership could not be given.215  

On September 14, 1950, the other NATO members approved the American 

proposal to give Turkey an associate membership of NATO.216 Greece was offered 

the same. At first, the Turks expressed serious disappointment and answered that 

this decision would be distressing to the government and people and that it was 

possible that, under these circumstances, the USSR would make ‘a strong bid for 

Turkish friendship’.217 The Ambassador stated that he could not understand how 

Turkey could be expected to engage in the defense of the Mediterranean without 
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some prior political commitment.218 However, the Turks accepted their associate 

membership with good grace, with Acheson responding that the subject of Turkey’s 

entry into NATO should be considered closed within a period of one to one and a 

half years while the organization was building up strength in the Atlantic region.219 

Interestingly, Turkey argued against associate membership with realist arguments, 

but finally accepted because they expected it would lead to full membership in the 

near future.  

 

Sub-conclusion 
 
First and foremost, the Turks considered an alliance with the United States as the 

best solution for Turkey’s security problems that went hand in hand with being small 

nation in a bipolar world. Therefore, realist arguments dominated the Turkish lobby 

for NATO membership. The Turkish leaders not only emphasized the risks of a Soviet 

offensive for Turkey itself, but also approached the matter from the American side 

by pointing out the security advantages of Turkish membership for the US. However, 

as time passed on, the Turks began to feel impatient. They also started using 

ideological arguments, sharing their wish to establish a Western identity and an 

equal relationship with the West, as had been long cherished by Atatürk. It is not to 

be said that this was not a true desire of the Turks, but in this context it seems likely 

that the Kemalist argument was instrumental, made in order to convince the 

Americans to extend a security guarantee as they felt the hot breath of the Soviets in 

their necks. A similar principle can be seen in domestic developments. Despite of the 

Turkish government’s compliance to democratic advancement, it is feasible that this 

aspect was less important in stimulating the Turkish attachment to NATO than 

conventional security and territorial interests.   
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Chapter 3. Becoming a NATO member (mid-1950 – 1952) 
 

The new Democrat government did not implement any radical changes in their 

foreign policy. The party leaders had been longstanding proponents of strong 

relations with the US and Turkish inclusion in NATO. Their Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Fuad Köprülü stated that Turkey was focused on the West since the end of Second 

World War and that it would only take ‘a more energetic form in that direction’.220 

This resulted in stepping up efforts to gain NATO membership, for example by 

sending a brigade to fight in the Korean War. The alliance between Turkey and the 

US would take its final shape at the end of a bumpy road towards a formal 

commitment with the inclusion of Turkey in NATO in 1952.221  

For Turkey to become a NATO member, joining the Korean War was a crucial 

event as it ensured American assistance and the integration of Turkey into the 

Western camp. Moreover, it marked the definitive end of the period of Turkish 

neutralism. During this period there was no Soviet aggression directed at Turkey 

apart from the usual propaganda. As the threat of a Soviet invasion did not appear 

imminent, arguments for NATO membership tended to become more ideological 

and directed at establishing a more equal relationship with the United States.222 On 

the other hand, Turkey was still aware of the Soviet threat. Witnessing the fate of 

countries in Central and Eastern Europe and seeing Soviet influences in the Middle 

East and North Africa, they it that only a formal military commitment would be 

sufficient to deter Soviet pressure.223 Therefore, realist arguments remained more 

prominent than ideological ones as a basis for its decision to employ troops in Korea.  
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A Turkish Brigade to Korea  
 
The Korean War broke out only one month after the Democrat Party government 

came to power, on the 25th of June 1950. It was a major development since it was 

the first conflict during which Communist and Western forces engaged in a battle 

that made the Cold War become ‘hot’.224 Following pressure from the US, the 

response of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was exceptionally swift. On 

the day of the invasion, they passed a resolution that called for an end to the 

hostilities and assistance from its members.225 In contrast to what many authors 

claim, Turkish leaders were initially hesitant to respond to the UNSC call to support 

the American-UN effort in Korea.226 Although they stated that they would ‘support it 

in any way we can’ and approved all steps taken by the US government, including 

that in the UN, they were reluctant to provide troops due to fear of a direct Soviet 

attack on Turkey.227 Another, slightly contradictory, argument they put forward was 

that they did not believe that the invasion was the start of a worldwide Soviet 

offensive.228 From the American side, there was also the estimation that Turkey 

would not provide ground forces.229  

One month after the outbreak of the war, the American Ambassador in 

Ankara George Wadsworth had a conversation with the Turkish Foreign Minister, in 

which the latter firmly supported the American effort to organize an international 

coalition to resist the North Korean invasion. Köprülü explained that the Turkish 

Government wished its response would ‘bear witness to its sincere desire manifest 
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by practical action its loyalty to UN and to Turk-US collaboration’. Adding that he 

especially hoped that the Turkish reply to the UN would ‘conform with US policy and 

public opinion’, he tried to please the Americans.230 Wadsworth, in consultation with 

the American General William McBride, replied that the best way the Turkish 

government could manifest its support was to promptly dispatch a ‘fully equipped 

regimental combat team’.231 In such a way, Turkey could best show its loyalty to the 

United Nations and American-Turkish collaboration and at the same time serve its 

own interests.232 The American Ambassador noticed that Köprülü sensed that his 

country was ‘on the verge [of] its most important post-war decision’ as it was the 

first time the Turkish army would fight in a conflict abroad since the establishment of 

the Turkish Republic, therefore definitively abandoning its policy of neutralism as 

formulated by Atatürk.233 Köprülü assured the American Ambassador that the 

decision to employ troops would be made as soon as possible and he expressed the 

hope that this would ‘render even more effective collaboration in political as well as 

military fields’.234 The words of the Turkish Chief of Staff illustrate the Turkish 

intentions even better, as he stated that ‘it will be [the] greatest crime in Turkish 

history if we fail [to] take advantage [of] this opportunity’.235 

Motivated by cultivating American favor, the Turkish cabinet decided on July 

25, 1950, to dispatch 4500 combat troops to Korea, which was in the first phase of 

the war the largest detachment after that of the US.236 Firstly, the Turkish Minister of 

Foreign Affairs endorsed this decision by expressing an idealized belief in the 

advantages of collective security. He argued that Turkey had an obligation to act and 

stated that he saw the Korean War as the beginning of a new era in which Turkey 

                                                        
230

 FRUS, the Near East, South Asia and Africa, Vol. V 1950, ‘Turkey’, 1224-1354, 1281, telegram July 
24, 1950, Ambassador George Wadsworth, Ankara, to Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Washington.  
231

 Ibidem. 
232

 Ibidem, 1282. 
233

 Ibidem; Füsun Türkmen, ‘Turkey and the Korean War’, Turkish Studies 3 (2002) 2, 161-180, 169; 
Couloumbis, The United States, Greece and Turkey, 11. 
234

 FRUS, ‘Turkey’, 1282, telegram July 24, 1950. 
235

 Ibidem. 
236

 Yılmaz, ‘Turkey’s quest for NATO Membership’, 490; FRUS, Korea, Vol. VII 1950, ‘The period of the 
North Korean offensive, July 1-September 15, 1950: British and Indian efforts at mediation; United 
Nations activities concerning Korea; the problem of the 38

th
 parallel’, 271-730, 545, memorandum 

August 8, 1950, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern affairs Livingston T. Merchant, 
Washington, to Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern affairs Dean Rusk, Washington; Oran (eds), 
Turkish foreign policy, 1919-2006, 326. 



 49 

was obliged to strive harder towards common objectives.237 This point of view was 

also put forward by the former Foreign Minister Bayülken, who stated that the 

‘belief of Turkey in the ideals embodied in the Charter was a major factor deciding 

Turkey’s position in the Korean War’.238 Turkey viewed international peace and 

security as of utmost importance, which was of course in their own advantage as 

well. Behind this decision was also the idea of Turkey showcasing its fighting 

capabilities, in order to show the free world its value to NATO.239  

Secondly, fearing that they would be next in line to be attacked by the 

Soviets, Turkey showed the Western powers how they would like to be treated in 

the case of a Communist attack. So, one could argue that Turkish national interests 

were in agreement with the concept of collective security. Naturally, protection 

could be guaranteed by NATO membership. Turkey’s underlying objective was thus 

more realistic than ideological and directly related to one central goal: paving the 

way for NATO membership. The Turkish government was aware that sending ground 

troops – fighting and dying – instead of for example air units, was the ultimate proof 

of commitment.240 And despite the American effort to modernize the Turkish army, 

the conscript Turkish forces had plenty of troops but little else, which made sending 

soldiers the most obvious choice.  

As the Turks did not want to miss the opportunity to earn the approval of the 

US, the decision to send troops was made without consulting opposition parties or 

seeking parliamentary approval.241 The oppositional RPP issued a statement that the 

decision was violating the constitution, as the national assembly was responsible for 

issues such as war and peace.242 This undemocratic decision did not bother the 

Americans, as they referred to official Turkish reports stating that the decision had 

been widely met with enthusiastic support. Köprülü dismissed the RPP’s criticism by 

saying that it was ‘patently prompted by considerations of domestic policies’.243 

Another important reason for Turkey to join the war was that Greece – its bitter, 
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long-time rival and competitor for NATO membership – was also applying to commit 

troops to Korea. Turkey resented the idea of Greece joining the fight against 

Communism in Korea whilst they remained absent.244 The Americans gladly received 

the Turkish offer, regarding it as a ‘welcome demonstration of Turkish solidarity with 

the US in support of UN principles’.245  

The Turkish infantry brigade arrived in Korea in mid-October 1950.246 

Although the Turks knew the US did not intend to offer NATO membership 

immediately, the Turkish Ambassador Erkin observed that there was a growing 

feeling among Turkish leaders and people that the country should be included in 

NATO. The forthright Turkish contribution to the Korean War demonstrated their 

good intentions and intensified this feeling ‘to the extent that the question is now a 

major issue in Turkey’.247 In the autumn of 1950, they started to argue that inclusion 

was necessary as the Turkish opposition and people began to assert that the 

Americans were only using the Turkish soldiers as pawns, leading to a general feeling 

that Turkey should not send its ‘youth to die for you in Korea’.248 Thus, although 

ideological arguments were raised in the period towards joining the Korean War, 

realist motivations remained predominant.  

 

The Korean War efforts started bearing fruit 
 
In Korea, the Turkish brigade stood its ground against the Chinese forces during the 

battle at Kunuri, which ensured the orderly withdrawal of the American forces. 

During this action, the Turks suffered heavy losses.249 Despite the lack of training and 

the language barrier, the Turkish soldiers made a lasting impression. In November 

1950, the first signs that the Turkish soldiers were dedicated fighters would reach 

the US. At that moment, the American government started to press for keeping the 
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Turkish soldiers in Korea.250 In December, they even expressed the desire to ask 

Turkey to increase the size of their commitment in Korea, which resulted in a rise to 

six thousand men.251 The US acknowledged that the Turks had been highly dedicated 

and had been badly hurt in the action.252 Moreover, as historian Yuluğ Tekin Kurat 

argues, the fact that the Turkish soldiers had impressed the Pentagon as brave, 

disciplined and intelligent fighters destroyed the negative Turkish image that the 

Soviet propaganda had cleverly introduced by using the Armenian genocide as a 

tool.253 Later, the US became even more vocal about its appreciation for the Turkish 

troops. Ambassador Wadsworth reported that ‘he had never seen such unanimity of 

high praise as that of the Americans for the Turkish Brigade in Korea’.254  

 When the Turkish efforts in Korea started to generate American appreciation, 

the Turkish opposition party decided that it would let go of its argument about the 

unconstitutionality to send armed forces and associated itself with the government’s 

position to support the war effort.255 Organizations that protested the Turkish role in 

the Korean War, like the Turkish Organization for Peace, were closed by force. This 

was one of the many actions taken by the Democrat government against leftist, 

pacifist intellectuals and was the beginning of political oppression by a party that 

promised political liberalization.256 

Then, the US requested replacements for the Turkish Brigade in Korea, 

complimenting the Turks by saying that ‘as soldiers, Turkey has gained great support 
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in the United States and as soldiers we want this prestige to continue’.257 According 

to Prime Minister Menderes, Turkey was quite willing to supply new troops, but he 

also explained that there was a political problem given the high losses. He felt that 

‘the Turkish people did not realize that the US appreciated the Turkish sacrifices and 

that the Americans were making similar sacrifices’.258 Eventually, the Turkish cabinet 

approved the dispatch of replacement soldiers to Korea to reinforce the Turkish 

Brigade in January 1951. 

Realizing that gaining NATO membership was still not imminent, the Turks 

requested an increase in military support as compensation. The Turkish Chief of the 

General Staff Nuri Yamut stated that ‘both Turkey and Greece are strong fortresses’ 

against the Soviet threat, and this required equipment, arms and communications 

furnished by their strong ally, the United States.259 Pointing at weaknesses in the 

European defense, he asked for a large number of machine guns and three hundred 

jets.260 Army General Dwight D. Eisenhower was in favor of supplying extra arms to 

Turkey and so was Assistant Secretary of State George Crews McGhee, who stated 

that ‘the importance of a strong Turkey has been highlighted by the revelation of the 

comparative weakness of the Middle East as a whole’.261 From a military perspective, 

the Americans found it necessary to finance the expansion of the Turkish military 

with forty thousand men ‘in order to augment the size of the country’s forces and to 

strengthen their fighting capabilities’, while a large part of the army had been 

demobilized a few years previously.262  

Noticing an increased American willingness for inclusion due to the Turkish 

Korean War efforts, the Turkish President Bayar, in conversation with American 

representatives, elaborated on his point of view in order to convince the Americans. 

McGhee, who was thoroughly convinced of the need for Turkish NATO membership, 
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memorized that this meeting was of great significance in gaining the support of the 

American government for Turkish admission.263 After discussing the importance of 

Turkish security, the President argued that Turkey supported the ‘common goals of 

the free world’, and to do this properly, not only military aid, but also political 

cooperation was necessary. 264  Due to the lack of political commitment, the 

relationship between the US and Turkey in security affairs was like ‘a business 

concern in which some members make profits and some members invest capital but 

acquire no profit’.265 This was very disappointing for the Turks, as ‘it wants to give a 

guarantee and it would like to receive a guarantee’.266 Turkey, he explained in an 

ideological way, desired a ‘partnership of equals’ and to ‘make its share of sacrifices 

and to do its duty in the creation of a free and democratic world’.267 

In a later conversation, the Turks claimed that their request for NATO 

membership stemmed from ‘strength rather than from weakness’, revealing their 

inability to comprehend the reluctance of NATO to accept the offer of the ‘strongest 

army in Europe’ and of the only nation in the Middle East with the military power to 

resist aggression and that, together with Greece, could constitute ‘Eisenhower’s 

strong right flank’.268 Even though Turkey did not possess the strongest or most 

advanced army in Europe, it certainly had the largest at that time, which indeed 

could be considered as essential to encircle the Soviet bloc. Ambassador Erkin 

expressed his disappointment that he had nothing ‘concrete to take back to Turkey’, 

as he had already been reporting to Ankara for two years about the matter. He 

warned that if the US did not give a commitment soon, ‘Turkey might be forced to 

take security measures of its own’.269 Although he did not explain what was meant 

                                                        
263

 McGhee, The US-Turkish-NATO Middle East connection, 81. 
264

 FRUS, ‘Participation of the United States in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’, 469, 
memorandum February 12, 1951. 
265

 Ibidem, 469-470. 
266

 Ibidem, 470. 
267

 Ibidem, 473. 
268

 FRUS, European security, Vol. III part I 1951, ‘Participation of the United States in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization’, 1-1316, 516, telegram April 24, 1951, Ambassador George Wadsworth, 
Ankara, to Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Washington.  
269

 FRUS, European security, Vol. III part I 1951, ‘Participation of the United States in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization’, 1-1316, 517, conversation April 30, 1951, Ambassador Feridun Cemal 
Erkin with Assistant Secretary of State George Crews McGhee, Washington. 



 54 

with this statement, it is possible to interpret it as an (empty) threat for returning to 

neutralism. 

The first time that the US made an extensive and seriously substantiated 

proposal for a security guarantee for Turkey was in February 1951. The influential 

member of the State Department’s policy planning staff Henry S. Villard urged the 

staff’s director Paul H. Nitze to take a security guarantee for Turkey into 

consideration. He argued that Turkish security was vital to that of the US. Moreover, 

the fact that the US had already invested so much in Turkey militarily and 

economically and that ‘our prestige has been so much involved in the process’ would 

make it unthinkable to ‘fail to act in case of Soviet aggression against Turkey’. Hence, 

it would be logical to provide Turkey with a formal commitment.270 He argued that if 

the US failed to help, not only would Turkish morale be shattered, but the Turks 

would also feel that they had been wrongly encouraged by the Americans to set up 

the defense against the USSR if the US did not have any intentions to supply support 

in a ‘final showdown’. The result would be ‘deep-seated and lasting resentment 

against the U.S’.271 He concluded by stating that in order to obtain maximum 

cooperation from the Turks, it seemed essential to him to offer them a written 

guarantee.272  

On 15 May 1951, after carefully weighing the pros and cons of Turkish 

admission to NATO on a geopolitical, international and national level, the US 

proposed to its allies that Turkey and Greece would be admitted to NATO.273 

Moreover, pressure from the NSC and the CIA, which felt that the time had come to 

press ‘for the inclusion of Turkey as a full member of NATO, this being the most 
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desirable form of reciprocal security arrangement’, played a major role.274 The US 

became aware that in Turkey, public statements and military and economic 

assistance programs were no longer considered a substitute for a security 

commitment. The US stated that from then onwards, it believed that Turkish 

inclusion was compatible with Article 2 of NATO’s treaty and its preamble, as Turkey 

cooperated with the West on multiple levels and in several organizations, it adhered 

to the Western values of individual liberty, rule of law and democracy and, ‘present-

day Turkey considers Western civilization is likewise its heritage’.275 

The Korean War proved to be the turning point in the Turkish quest for NATO 

membership, but not in a way the Turks anticipated. The changing American position 

had virtually nothing to do with Turkey’s repeated requests for membership. The 

underlying motivation was their understanding of the changing world conditions, 

mostly illustrated by the Korean War, the extensive armament of Soviet satellites in 

the Balkans and the growing realization that ‘all elements of strength’, regardless of 

their geographical location, should be unified into security arrangements to resist 

the ‘imperialistic intentions’ of the Soviet Union.276 Former Turkish Ambassador to 

NATO Muharrem Nuri Birgi argued in 1973 that time has shown that the main factor 

leading the ‘highly developed powers’ in the West to embrace their less developed 

allies in NATO ‘was the fear for life created by the probability of an armed invasion 

by Soviet Russia’.277  

The Turkish fighting capabilities, as demonstrated in Korea, proved to be an 

important factor. According to Assistant Secretary of State McGhee, the Turkish 

decision to send troops to Korea was the smartest decision they could have made. 

The Turkish army not only showed exceptional fighting qualities, but Turkey also 
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demonstrated their support for the principle of collective security.278 He explained 

that the US was very proud of its association with Turkey in Korea, ‘which is 

indicative of Turkish-American cooperation in broad world politics’. The Turkish 

action in Korea proved that if Turkey was met with aggression the US would not 

stand idly by.279 In the words of his colleague William M. Rountree, director of the 

office of Greek, Turkish and Iranian affairs: ‘Turkish soldiers there have won them 

the admiration of the whole free world’.280  

The Turkish response was predominantly positive. Ambassador Erkin was 

happy with the developments, but he also said that the Turkish people had lost a 

‘great deal of their earlier enthusiasm for inclusion in NATO and emphasized that the 

longer the uncertainty of inclusion continued, the less satisfied they would be with 

the final outcome’.281 Firstly, postponing the decision would not enhance their 

confidence in the strength and determination of other NATO countries, and 

secondly, their ‘national pride’ would be damaged if they felt that other NATO 

countries were unwilling to accept Turkey ‘to equal partnership in NATO’.282 

 From then onwards, the Turkish fate was in the hands of the other NATO 

members. France was an early proponent of Turkish participation. Already in 1948 it 

was convinced that Turkey should be part of the then developing mutual defense 

strategy.283 Italy, Luxemburg and the Netherlands also shared the American view.284 

Britain and NATO’s Scandinavian members Denmark and Norway were the main 

opponents to Turkey’s admission. They stated that the inclusion of a non-Christian, 

non-European and poorly developed country would weaken the concept of the 

alliance, its unity and homogeneity.285 They were also afraid that the modernization 
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of the Turkish army would cost them significant funds.286 Moreover, the UK intended 

to develop a Middle East Command to preserve their interests in the region, 

particularly in Egypt, in which they saw a major role for Turkey.287 

Turkey entered NATO de facto in the autumn of 1951. As the Scandinavians 

did not want to be the only ones to veto Turkey’s inclusion and the Brits adopted a 

more flexible position, it was agreed at the NATO Ministerial Council Meeting held 

on September 20, 1951, to invite Turkey and Greece to join the alliance.288 The 

atmosphere in Ankara was jubilant, as they thought this meant they were finally 

‘being accepted as European’.289 When the admission of Turkey into NATO was still 

subject to ratification by certain NATO governments, it was debated under whose 

command Turkey should come. While the Brits insisted on placing Turkey under a 

British general, which could be the start of the future Middle East Command, Turkey 

favored being assigned to an American general. They had the opinion that they, ‘as 

an inseparable part of Europe’, had to be under the regular NATO army of the 

Supreme Allied Commander Europe General Eisenhower. 290  Eventually, a 

compromise was reached through French arbitration. France suggested that the 

Turkish and Greek armies should fall under General Eisenhower, while its navy would 

come under a Middle East Command, which was accepted by the Turkish 
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government.291 Despite this decision, the Middle East Command would never be 

implemented.292 On February 18, 1952, the Republic of Turkey and Greece formally 

acceded to NATO.293  

During the years before the Turkish accession to NATO, the USSR allowed the 

relations with Turkey to remain rather quiet. At this point, however, a Soviet 

response was necessary. Just before the protocol went into effect, the Soviet 

Embassy presented a note to the Turkish government in which they protested the 

inclusion of Turkey in NATO. It stated that Turkey had no connection with the 

Atlantic in any way, and that the Turkish territory was about to be used by 

‘imperialistic states’ as a base for aggressive acts against the Soviet Union.294 Turkey 

replied soon after receiving the note, categorically denying the Soviet charges and 

stating that ‘if the Soviet Government were to carry out a sincere self-inspection, she 

would admit that there exist very genuine reasons for Turkey to feel anxiety about 

her own security’.295 Another Soviet telegram followed, but after that the issue was 

dropped. No Soviet response followed after Turkey’s official admission into NATO. 

Turkish participation in NATO took the treaty unambiguously out of the Atlantic 

region, distressed the USSR by a clear-cut threat directly on its border, and further 

intensified the Cold War.296 

 

Sub-conclusion 
 
Although Turkish leaders provided ideological arguments to join the Korean War, 

they were not Kemalist in nature. The arguments were directed at a foreign public, 

stipulating the importance of the principles of collective security and international 

peace with the objective to convince the United States. Their real motivation to send 

troops, however, was based on realist arguments and directly related to their wish 
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to gain NATO membership. Later, the accomplishments of the Turkish troops in 

Korea contributed a great deal to convincing the US. It was however not the 

performance of the Turkish brigade, but the American perception of the toughening 

Cold War that appeared to be the decisive factor in the American decision to let 

Turkey enter NATO.  

In Turkey, admission to NATO was welcomed enthusiastically. The General 

Assembly ratified the treaty with 404 votes in favor and one abstention.297 Primarily, 

membership provided a security guarantee against the USSR and it institutionalized 

American military assistance to Turkey. Second, obtaining a place in the Atlantic 

community constituted the establishment of an equal relationship with the West. 

Third, it initiated the broadening and deepening of Turkish relations with the other 

NATO members. Hence, ideology remained of lesser importance than realism. 
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Conclusion 
 

The timeframe encompassing March 1945 to February 1952 was one of the most 

significant periods of recent Turkish history as this was a period in which the survival 

of Turkey as an independent country was in danger. As a small nation in the advent 

of the Cold War, Turkey feared confrontation with the superior strength of the 

Soviet Union. It felt threatened by Soviet demands for military bases in the Straits 

and the northeastern provinces. If the Soviets had persisted in their demands, this 

would have had very negative consequences for Turkish territorial integrity and 

independence. The most effective way for Turkey to prevent a confrontation and 

enhance its possibilities for survival as a state was seeking relations with the other 

superpower at that time, the United States.  

Therefore, I argue in line with the authors Aydın and Brown that Turkish 

foreign policy was deeply influenced by the developments of the Cold War. With the 

alternative of a Soviet invasion, it was in Turkey’s interest to abandon its policy of 

neutrality and to exploit every opportunity to convince the more powerful United 

States with realist arguments to support Turkey financially and in the field of 

security. The fact that the Turks had to give up their sovereignty to a certain extent 

in order to receive American support was less harmful than risking the chance of a 

violent clash with the USSR. They convinced the US by means of an extensive 

diplomatic lobby after gaining courage as a result of American support via the 

Truman Doctrine, first for more aid via the Marshall Plan and other funds, and 

subsequently for a security guarantee, preferably in the form of NATO membership. 

During this process, Turkey played an active role in efforts to define the USSR as a 

dangerous and expansionist power.  

In 1950, the Turkish approach shifted from diplomacy to providing material 

help by showing their abilities to protect the objective of collective security by 

joining the Korean War. Although it was the Turks that were consistently taking the 

initiative, it was the increasing geopolitical friction and Cold War threat that was 

decisive in convincing the United States to extend this much-desired assurance. 

These observations undermine Barnett’s argument about the shared construction of 
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threat and the formation of alliances in international relations; the shared identity 

with the United States was less important than the geopolitical situation at that 

time.  

Turkey’s geographical location was imperative. On the one hand, it was 

unfortunate that the country was located alongside the border of the USSR as this 

resulted in a direct and substantial threat. On the other hand, Turkey’s location was 

advantageous, as it was of great strategic significance for the US. The US saw Turkey 

as instrumental in helping deter Soviet imperialism, securing essential oil supplies 

from the Middle East and protecting the Western bloc. To the disappointment of the 

Turks, the US was very hesitant in supplying a security guarantee. This also indicates 

that the US was not specifically interested in Turkey. American policymakers, 

however, quickly realized the necessity of Turkey for preserving stability in the 

region as a whole. From a Turkish perspective, it is logical to observe that its delicate 

geostrategic position at the crossroads of almost three continents – aided by a 

historical sensitivity for issues concerning sovereignty and territorial integrity – was 

the main factor that prioritized security considerations in Turkish foreign policy.  

This is not to indicate that the Turks did not raise ideology-based arguments. 

Principally during the later years, they used arguments for gaining the Western 

identity and an equal relationship with the West, particularly at two specific 

moments: just before gaining associate membership of NATO in autumn 1950; and 

in February 1951, before the Americans decided to extend their commitment to the 

Turks. It is remarkable however, that Kemalist arguments were employed to a much 

lesser extent than realist arguments, and only on moments that the realist argument 

seemed worn out and they needed greater means to persuade the Americans. It was 

certainly the case that the Turkish leadership wanted to be acknowledged as an 

equal by the West. From the establishment of the Turkish Republic onwards, Turkish 

leaders desired an equal relationship. However, this research reveals – in a similar 

way as authors like Aydın and Brown – that security-based motives played a more 

important role than ideological ones in the process towards gaining NATO 

membership. The identity issue paled in comparison with the basic issue of security.  

 The dominance of realism can also be seen with regards to domestic 

developments. In accordance with Hale and Akşin, I argue that internal political and 
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social developments in Turkey demonstrate that the regime was deeply influenced 

by security and foreign policy considerations. The Turkish democratization process 

and the modernization of Turkish society that occurred during the years after the 

Second World War were driven by the hope of receiving an American approval and 

assistance in order to obtain national security. The newly elected Democrat Party 

government was influential as their party leaders accelerated the process of 

integration into the West. They saw the liberal world as close to their party’s 

ideology. The US encouraged the democratization process, but they did not impose 

it as they deemed strategic factors more important than democracy.  

 The combination of the three perspectives, the Turkish foreign policy 

perspective supported by the American foreign policy view and developments in 

Turkish domestic politics, proved to be a valuable approach. The use of multiple 

perspectives led to a more complete analysis that highlighted the important role of 

strategic imperatives from both the Turkish as well as the American side, which 

resulted in an in-depth narrative about the Turkey’s motives for entering NATO. The 

diplomatic primary sources from the American State Department turned out to be 

rich in information. They not only gave insight into American foreign policy 

directions but also provided understanding about Turkish fears and wishes. The lack 

of Turkish primary sources is a shortcoming in this research, however, integrating 

the American sources with a number of articles from Foreign Policy/Dış Politika led 

to a comprehensive view of the Turkish perspective. 

 This research came across a number of unanticipated findings that can be 

explored in future studies. Firstly, it appeared that the United States from 1950 

onwards found that Turkey should be encouraged to assume the leadership among 

Islamic countries in the Middle East. In the eyes of American policymakers, Turkey 

was able to understand the Western views and in this way, they could function as a 

bridge between East and West.298 It is especially interesting to study the possible 

tensions that this generated in the light of the Turkish position in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict since Turkey was, as opposed to most other Middle Eastern 

countries, in favor of Israel. Secondly, it is worth researching the influence of the 
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military training that several Turkish senior military officers received in the United 

States and how this affected their identities, their views on the West and 

subsequently Turkish foreign policy.  

By becoming a NATO member, Turkey was able to institutionalize its relations 

with the United States and other Western states. Participation based on equality, 

mutual respect and interests enabled Turkey to develop mechanisms that decreased 

the chance for foreign intervention. Despite the fact that the Turkish-American 

relationship changed over time, understanding the dynamics between the two 

countries and the motives behind Turkey’s conduct demonstrate the continuing 

relevance of NATO for Turkey’s foreign policy today.  
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