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T 

urkey has been a key US 
ally in the Middle East 
since the Cold War but 
with tempers rising amid 
Turkish claims of US sup-

port for a coup attempt against 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and with the removal of seasoned 
intelligence officers in the mass ar-
rests afterward, US observers won-
der whether it is time to take a fresh 
look at Ankara’s central position in 
American foreign policy.

Tensions between the two NATO 
allies overshadowed an August 1st 
visit by US Marine Corps General 
Joseph Dunford, chairman of the 
US Joint Chiefs of Staff, to Ankara. 
The US embassy said Dunford was 
in Turkey to show solidarity with 
the government, stating: “He will 
deliver messages condemning in 
the strongest terms the recent coup 
attempt and reaffirming the impor-
tance of our enduring partnership 
for regional security.”

As Dunford met with Turkish of-
ficials, retired general Ismail Hakki 
Pekin, the former head of intelli-
gence at Turkey’s general staff, told 
the pro-Erdogan Daily Sabah news-
paper that he thought the July 15th 
coup attempt had been “planned by 
US intelligence agencies” with the 
aim of weakening Turkey. In Anka-
ra, Dunford was greeted by protest-

ers carrying signs that read “Coup 
plotter, go home”.

Some American experts say 
Washington should prepare contin-
gency plans for the region that rely 
less on Turkey, given accusations of 
US involvement in the coup attempt 
and post-coup instability. That has 
affected US forces in Turkey direct-
ly: The Incirlik air base in southern 
Turkey, from which US warplanes 
have launched attacks against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria, was 
closed by Turkish authorities after 
the coup attempt as police hunted 
suspected coup supporters. The 
power supply to the base was in-
terrupted, forcing US personnel in 
Incirlik to rely on their own genera-
tors.

Richard Haass, president of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, an 
influential think-tank, said on Twit-
ter that US President Barack Obama 
should carry out an “agonising 
reappraisal” of relations with Tur-
key, given the pressure on Turkish 
journalists, academics and officials 
under suspicion of being Erdogan 
critics.

“In light of Erdogan’s authoritari-
anism and mercurial foreign policy, 
the US should ready Middle East 
and NATO plans/policies that rely 
less on Turkey,” Haass tweeted.

The call for a rethink of relations 
with Turkey comes when top US 
military officials warn that mass 
arrests of Turkish security forces 
could weaken cooperation between 
the two countries and damage the 
fight against ISIS.

Senior US military officials voiced 
concern over the mass dismissal of 
their Turkish counterparts. Almost 
1,700 Turkish officers have been 
fired since the coup attempt. That 
includes about 40% of generals 
and admirals in the second biggest 
NATO fighting force.

US Director of National Intelli-
gence James Clapper said develop-
ments in Turkey were throwing a 
shadow over joint efforts to defeat 
ISIS. “It’s having an effect because 
it’s affected all segments of the na-
tional security apparatus in Tur-

key,” Clapper said during a secu-
rity forum in Colorado, according to 
news reports.

“Many of our interlocutors have 
been purged or arrested,” Clapper 
added. “There’s no question this is 
going to set back and make more dif-
ficult cooperation with the Turks.”

US Army General Joseph Votel, 
head of US Central Command, said 
the United States had lost some 
Turkish partners who were accused 
of being followers of the US-based 
Islamic scholar Fethullah Gulen. Er-
dogan claims Gulen organised the 
coup attempt. Votel said Erdogan’s 
campaign against suspected coup 
plotters and other dissidents was 
“something to be very, very con-
cerned about”.

Votel’s remarks drew a sharp re-
sponse from Erdogan, who accused 
him of supporting the failed coup. 

Votel denied the accusation and 
said Erdogan’s claim was “unfortu-
nate and completely inaccurate”. 
Erdogan and other Turkish officials 
have publicly criticised Washing-
ton’s reluctance to extradite Gulen 
immediately.

These confrontations follow long-
standing and unresolved differenc-
es between Ankara and Washington 
with regards to Syria. US officials 
have criticised what they see as 
insufficient Turkish efforts to seal 
the border with Syria to prevent 
supplies and fresh fighters from 

reaching the Islamic State (ISIS). In 
return, Turkish leaders accuse the 
United States of supporting Kurd-
ish separatists by helping Kurdish 
militias in Syria in their fight against 
ISIS.

Despite Turkey’s importance, 
Washington should look for other 
partners in the Middle East, Haass 
and other observers said. “There 
are plenty of alternatives out there 
in the region that we might be able 
to work with to establish similar 
bases,” Jonathan Schanzer, a Tur-
key specialist at the conservative 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies, told Politico. “It can’t be 
done overnight but my sense is now 
is the time to begin to look at alter-
natives.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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T 

he support Egypt’s estab-
lishment displayed to-
wards the July 15th Turk-
ish coup attempt appears 
to have stymied Turkish 

government plans to improve ties 
with Cairo. Militant statements 
by Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood 
leaders in exile in Turkey will also 
keep relations strained.

As the Turkish military coup was 
unfolding, Egyptian officials and 
state-run media could not conceal 
their enthusiasm. All of the estab-
lishment newspapers jumped the 
gun and printed front-page sto-
ries about the supposed success of 
the coup. As these newspapers hit 
news stands the next morning, the 
failure of the coup was apparent, 
causing a major embarrassment for 
the Egyptian establishment.

It is not surprising that Egypt of-
ficialdom supported the coup, as 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has been a thorn in their 
side since Egyptian Muslim Broth-
erhood leader Muhammad Morsi 
was ousted as president in 2013.

Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) has been an ally 
of the Brotherhood and he and 
other AKP officials severely de-
nounced then-Defence minister 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi for removing 

Morsi from power and cracking 
down on the Brotherhood appa-
ratus in Egypt. Erdogan called for 
Morsi to be restored as president 
and proclaimed the new Egyptian 
government illegitimate.

Erdogan gave sanctuary to Egyp-
tian Muslim Brotherhood lead-
ers and activists who escaped the 
Egyptian regime’s dragnet and al-
lowed them to establish media out-
lets in Turkey that have been used 
to denigrate the Sisi government.

Sisi and his supporters thus were 
only too happy to see Erdogan lose 
his grip on power when elements 
of the Turkish military tried to take 
control of the country on July 15th. 
They undoubtedly hoped he would 
be replaced, the AKP outlawed and 
the Egyptian Muslim Brothers lose 
their sanctuary in Turkey.

On his Facebook page, Sisi wrote 
that the coup attempt “against Er-
dogan resulted from his failed poli-
cies in the region”. He added that 
the Turkish president is “responsi-
ble for civil war in Turkey and the 
instability and insecurity in the re-
gion” and “provides financial and 
military aid to terrorist groups”.

Sisi also said the Turkish military 
“is the only guardian and protector 
of the main principles of the Turk-
ish state and cannot remain silent 
against his wrong policies when he 
made Turkey the largest exporter 
of terrorism”.

After the coup failed, Sisi re-
moved this passage.

The attempted coup and its after-
math have set back recent Turkish 
plans to re-engage with countries 
in the region. Turkish officials were 
putting out feelers right before the 
coup attempt to improve relations 
with Syria, Jordan and even Egypt. 
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister Nu-
man Kurtulmus suggested that re-
lations with Egypt could improve 
if Cairo did not carry out the death 
sentence against Morsi.

The post-coup attempt period, 
however, has seen the reverse, at 
least with Egypt. According to sev-
eral reports, Egypt used its tempo-
rary seat on the UN Security Council 
to block a resolution condemning 
the Turkish coup attempt. The res-
olution, which was backed by the 
United States, included wording 
calling on “all parties in Turkey to 
respect the democratically elected 
government of Turkey”.

Egyptian diplomats argued that 
the Security Council is in “no po-
sition… to label that government 
— or any government for that mat-
ter — as democratically elected or 
not”. This statement underscored 
the dim view Egypt has towards 

Erdogan and his AKP government.
After the dust settled, Erdogan 

got into the fray. In an interview 
with Al Jazeera he said the Egyp-
tian people “yearn for democracy” 
and that Sisi “has no relationship 
with democracy and has killed 
thousands of his people”.

In response, the Egyptian For-
eign Ministry issued a statement 
that Erdogan was “confused” 
about the “difference between 
popular revolution with more 
than 30 million people demanding 
change from the military [referring 
to what happened in Egypt in mid-
2013] and the accepted meaning of 
a coup”.

Exacerbating the situation were 
the statements by some Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood activists in 
Turkey and elsewhere. Badr Mo-
hamed Badr wrote that he hoped to 
see the bodies of those involved in 
the Turkish coup attempt “hanging 

in the biggest public squares” and 
“God willing, this will happen with 
the military gang in Egypt”. An-
other Brotherhood activist wrote 
that he “lives for the day” when he 
can see the Egyptian Defence min-
ister’s “brain on asphalt”.

Egyptian officials undoubtedly 
believed such inflammatory state-
ments were encouraged by Erdog-
an and his party.

Whatever chances there were 
for an easing of tensions between 
Cairo and Ankara have disappeared 
for the time being and even coun-
tries such as Saudi Arabia that have 
good relations with both Egypt and 
Turkey are unlikely to play a medi-
atory role given this war of words.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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