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Abstract

Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism compares states to billiard balls, meaning they behave similarly under similar structural conditions. States with 
identical capabilities often behave differently in response to the same systemic limits and requirements due to constraints and opportunities. 
Neorealism is still considered a masterful theory for explaining international dynamics during the Cold War, even though bipolarity 
explanations seemed unable to accurately predict the relationship between systemic settings and state behavior. Even with a new structural 
framework, it remains an accepted worldwide system theory. Nevertheless, even during the Cold War, some instances diverged from the 
billiard ball analogy. The Turkish operation in Cyprus is an example of these outliers. Türkiye defied the bloc leader, notably the US, and even 
engaged in conflict with a bloc partner, Greece, in the face of possible USSR involvement, in defiance to strong resistance from the bloc leader. 
The conflict caused Greece to leave NATO’s military wing during the Cold War and high inter-bloc tension. Thus, Türkiye’s “departure from 
basic neorealist assumptions” is thought-provoking and questions the relationship between the system, state behavior, and how states may 
take risks when faced with unique threat perceptions and neorealism's underlying assumptions. This study seeks to explain why and how 
Türkiye, despite its proximity to the USSR and its Middle Eastern allies, could act differently and take a significant risk in the face of rigid 
bipolar systemic structural risks, defying neorealist expectations about the “moves of a billiard ball” under rigid systemic contours. 
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Bilardo topları arasında bir aykırı mı?: Soğuk Savaş Döneminde Kıbrıs’a Yapılan Türk 
Harekâtı Örneği 

Öz 

Kenneth Waltz’un neorealizmi, devletleri bilardo toplarına benzetir ve benzer yapısal koşullar altında benzer davranışlar göstermelerini öngörür. 
Ancak, özdeş yeteneklere sahip devletler dahi, sistemin sunduğu kısıtlamalar ve fırsatlar nedeniyle aynı sınırlar ve gereksinimlere farklı tepkiler 
verebilmektedir. Neorealizm, Soğuk Savaş döneminde uluslararası dinamikleri açıklamak açısından hâlâ güçlü bir teori olarak kabul 
edilmektedir; buna karşın, iki kutuplu sistem açıklamaları, sistemik koşullar ile devlet davranışı arasındaki ilişkiyi analiz etmede sınırlılıklar 
taşımaktadır. Yeni bir yapısal çerçeveye rağmen, neorealizm hâlâ dünya çapında kabul görmüş bir sistem teorisi olarak varlığını sürdürmektedir. 
Buna rağmen, Soğuk Savaş döneminde bazı örnekler bilardo topu benzetmesinden sapmıştır. Kıbrıs’taki Türkiye operasyonu, bu aykırı 
örneklerden biridir. Türkiye, özellikle ABD olmak üzere blok liderinin pozisyonuna direnmiş ve olası SSCB müdahalesine rağmen blok ortağı 
Yunanistan ile askeri çatışmaya girmiştir. Bu çatışma, Yunanistan’ın NATO’nun askeri kanadından ayrılmasına ve bloklar arası gerilimin 
yükselmesine yol açmıştır. Türkiye’nin temel neorealist varsayımlardan sapması, sistem ile devlet davranışı arasındaki ilişkiyi ve devletlerin 
benzersiz tehdit algıları karşısında risk alma biçimlerini sorgulamaktadır. Bu çalışma, Türkiye’nin SSCB ve Orta Doğu’daki müttefiklerine 
yakınlığına rağmen, katı iki kutuplu sistemik riskler karşısında nasıl farklı hareket edip önemli bir risk alabildiğini açıklamayı amaçlamaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kıbrıs harekâtı, Soğuk Savaş, devletler, NATO, neorealizm 

INTRODUCTION 

The Cyprus conundrum, marked by a prolonged disagreement and historical debate, stands as a testament to the intricate 
interplay of power, identity, and geopolitics. The region’s tumultuous history, shaped by many forces and conflicting ambitions, 
played a pivotal role as a major stage for international diplomacy. The issue of Cyprus, particularly after 1959, presents a 
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depiction of the challenges that arise from interethnic strife, failing agreements, and external interference. This serves as a 
powerful illustration within the broader framework of world politics. 

The Zurich and London Agreements of 1959-1960 hold significant importance in the contemporary history of Cyprus. These 
accords were designed to act as a beacon for the island’s autonomy and the settlement of conflicts among various populations 
(Faustmann, 2000; Liacouras, 2002; Ker-Lindsay, 2011). However, the optimism sparked by these agreements was shattered 
as the escalating tensions between the Greek and Turkish Cypriots reached a peak, ultimately leading to their failure to create 
lasting peace and stability. Between 1960 and 1963, following the attainment of independence, there was a burgeoning power 
struggle and escalation of hostilities among the two peoples of the island (Kourvetaris, 1988; Kayaoğlu, 2008). The intricacies 
of power-sharing and the steadfast stance of Archbishop Makarios III, the first President of Cyprus, further exacerbated an 
already perilous situation (Camp, 1980; Lindley, 2007). The challenges emphasized the limitations of the Zurich and London 
Agreements in resolving the deeply rooted disparities. Following 1963, Türkiye’s involvement in Cyprus experienced a 
substantial transformation marked by increasing tensions and the expanding presence of the Turkish military on the island. The 
emergence of EOKA, the National Organization of Cypriot Fighters, and the Greek coup in 1967 exacerbated an already 
precarious situation, leading Türkiye to intervene in order to safeguard the Turkish Cypriot population from perceived threats 
(Barston, 1971; Kaloudis, 1999). 

In 1974, Türkiye carried out two military actions that significantly changed the geopolitical situation of the island. Türkiye’s 
involvement in Cyprus were carried out not only to safeguard the Turkish Cypriots but also to secure its own geostrategic 
interests. These actions went against the fundamental precepts of neorealism, as they represented a rare situation where an 
ally, Türkiye, challenged the dominant power in its bloc, namely the US (United States of America). This was a result of a 
significant perception of threat regarding its very existence and key national interests, as well as internal dynamics and kinship 
connections which both put pressure on all political parties and pushes the governments to act due to constituency’s sensitivity. 
These activities revealed the complex power dynamics and strategic priorities of a specific country, as well as the influence of 
domestic factors in a region on the brink of conflict, even during the Cold War in the face of a debatably possible nuclear war 
and a certain extinction in the case of a USSR reaction (the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) which could turn into military 
involvement. In response to this, the US, on various occasions but most clearly in the famous “Johnson’s letter” referring to  the 
then president D. Johnson’s letter to Türkiye had already made it clear that no collective security measures from the US or NATO 
(the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) should be anticipated (Bolukbasi, 1993; Adamson, 2001; Göktepe, 2005). 

Theories in international relations work as guiding principles that shed light on the intricacies of state conduct and 
interactions in the global arena. Neorealism provides a structural framework for understanding state behavior in an anarchic 
international system; its applicability to Cyprus, given the island’s complex socio-political context, raises important questions 
for analysis. However, when considering neorealism's broad perspective, the interventions in Cyprus raise thought-provoking 
inquiries. Are Türkiye’s actions consistent with the predictions of neorealism? Do they question or support the theory’s 
assumptions about how states behave within a well-organized international system? An analysis of Türkiye’s actions from a 
neorealist perspective reveals a complex interplay of geopolitical calculations, regional dynamics, and strategic necessities. 
While Türkiye’s actions in the 1974 Cyprus intervention reflect some neorealist concerns —such as survival, threat perception, 
and regional balance— certain critical aspects reveal the limitations of the “billiard ball” analogy. Domestic political factors, 
leadership ideologies, and electoral considerations played a substantial role, suggesting that neorealism alone cannot fully 
account for state behavior in this case. By incorporating these elements, the analysis moves toward a neoclassical realist 
perspective, which allows for a more comprehensive understanding of Türkiye’s strategic calculations. This approach critiques 
neorealism’s explanatory scope while retaining its core insights about systemic pressures, offering a nuanced framework that 
bridges structural and domestic factors in explaining the Cyprus intervention. 

While several studies have examined the Cyprus dispute and the 1974 Turkish intervention through a neoclassical realist 
framework (Özdamar & Erciyas, 2020; Lekakis, 2021; Tziarras, 2023), this study adopts a different analytical starting point. 
Rather than directly applying neoclassical realism, it first revisits the case through the lens of Waltzian structural realism and 
its “billiard ball” analogy, which assumes that states respond similarly to systemic pressures under comparable conditions. The 
Turkish intervention presents a compelling case that appears to diverge from these expectations within the rigid bipolar 
structure of the Cold War. By examining this apparent deviation, the article seeks to reassess the explanatory limits of 
neorealism and demonstrate how systemic constraints may be interpreted and mediated through regional security perceptions, 
domestic political pressures, and identity-related considerations. In this sense, the study does not simply replicate existing 
neoclassical realist explanations but instead contributes to the broader debate on the relationship between systemic structure 
and state agency in international relations. Thus, this article contributes to the literature by reassessing the 1974 Turkish 
intervention as a critical case that exposes the limitations of the Waltzian “billiard ball” metaphor and demonstrates how 
systemic pressures are filtered through regional security perceptions, domestic political dynamics, and identity-based 
motivations. 

Historical background of the Cyprus Question from the Late 19th Century to the Interventions of 1974  

In 1878, the British Empire was granted a lease of Cyprus which had been ruled by the Ottomans since 1571, following a 
significant military defeat suffered by the Ottoman Empire in the 1877-78 War against the Tzarist Russia. The Russian Empire 
was on the verge of capturing Istanbul, highlighting the need for a stronger power to maintain balance. The British Empire, 



Sönmez G and Kahraman S International Journal of Eurasia Social Sciences 17(63) 2120 

 

175 

being the main rival of the Russian Empire, was the most suitable candidate for this role. The island was unilaterally annexed 
by the Great Britain due to the opposing alliances of the Ottoman Empire and the British during World War I and became an 
official British colony in 1914. The British rule implemented reforms, upgraded infrastructure, and established educational 
systems. In terms of the economy, achievements were made as a result of improvements in agriculture as well as economic 
reforms (Sonyel, 1978; Richter, 2014; Sakellaropoulou, 2022). 

This era marked the transition from Ottoman to British rule, economic advancements, and the rise of nationalist sentiments 
among Greek Cypriots, setting the stage for the sociopolitical tensions that followed. During this period, the political 
consciousness of Greek Cypriots expanded, leading to an increase in demands for Enosis, which refers to the desire for unity 
with Greece. The impetus of sociopolitical movements arguing for Enosis increased, as organizations supporting Greek 
nationalism emerged. Between World War I and World War II, there was a notable escalation in tensions regarding the political 
status of Cyprus. The Greek Cypriots strongly pursued Enosis as a significant goal, whereas the Turkish Cypriots were cautious 
owing to their fear of becoming marginalized. This era established the intellectual foundation for subsequent movements such 
as the National Organization of Cypriot Fighters (EOKA), which sought to attain Enosis through the use of violent conflict. EOKA, 
also known as the Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston or National Organization of Cypriot Fighters, was established in 1955 
with the aim of achieving Cyprus’s independence from British colonial control and the desired Enosis, which refers to the union 
with Greece. George Grivas, a Greek military commander, also known as “Dighenis,” led the organization. EOKA’s military power 
was primarily guerrilla-style warfare tactics, focusing on hit-and-run attacks against British forces and infrastructure. At its 
peak, EOKA had several hundred fighters, engaging in acts of sabotage, bombings, and assassinations against British targets. 
EOKA’s actions, including its armed resistance and acts of violence, played a significant role in shaping Cyprus’s path toward 
independence in 1960, although the envisioned Enosis did not materialize due to various complexities and geopolitical 
dynamics. Following the London conference in 1954-55, Türkiye significantly increased its involvement in Cyprus’ affairs. Upon 
recognizing the divergent views of the three parties about the island and the unlikelihood of the British administration 
continuing, Türkiye had to ensure that the Greek plan, which focused on Enosis, would not come to fruition. The Zurich-London 
Agreements, reached in 1959-1960, led to the attainment of Cyprus’ independence from Britain and the implementation of 
power-sharing mechanisms between Greek and Turkish Cypriots. The agreements granted Türkiye, Greece, and Great Britain 
the position of guarantors to safeguard the country’s territorial integrity, sovereignty, and constitutional structure. The accords 
encompassed the participation of Greece, Türkiye, the UK, as well as the leaders of the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities. 
Cyprus achieved independence from British colonial authority. A system of power-sharing was implemented between the Greek 
and Turkish Cypriot communities, where government seats were distributed according to the demographic makeup of the 
island. Although there was a desire for peaceful coexistence, conflicts arising from disagreements about constitutional 
provisions ultimately caused tensions that led to the collapse of the power-sharing system in 1963. These accords suggested 
power distribution based on population characteristics, but faced practical obstacles, resulting in conflicts and eventual 
breakdown. The distribution of government seats, determined by the demographic makeup of the island, resulted in conflicts 
on equitable representation (Pollis, 1973; Doob, 1986; Coughlan & Mallinson, 2005). 

The Turkish Cypriots experienced marginalization and lack of representation, resulting in discontentment. Disputes 
emerged regarding the allocation of executive power between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities. This encompassed 
controversial matters such as the authority to reject decisions and the procedures for making decisions, resulting in a state of 
impasse and ineffectiveness. The lack of trust between Greek and Turkish Cypriots, longstanding animosities rooted in history, 
and divergent visions have impeded collaboration. Amid escalating conflicts and challenges to power-sharing procedures, 
Makarios progressively aligned himself with the Greek Cypriot viewpoint. He changed his position to prioritize the interests of 
the majority of Greek Cypriots, which led to anger among Turkish Cypriots and worsened relations between the two 
populations. The changing stance of Makarios mirrored the increasing conflicts and the collapse of the power-sharing 
arrangement, resulting in a more difficult atmosphere for collaboration between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot populations. It 
also demonstrated the increasing discontent and requests for alterations in the power-sharing framework from the Greek 
Cypriot community. Makarios’ fluctuating position exacerbated the existing tensions between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot 
communities and contributed to the collapse of the power-sharing arrangement established in the Zurich-London agreements. 
The intensifying tensions in 1963 hindered peace initiatives, rendering peaceful coexistence difficult. Essentially, these accords 
were unable to overcome splits, external influences, and changing dynamics, resulting in the failure to tackle the intricate 
problems in Cyprus. Tensions between Greek and Turkish Cypriots erupted into violence in 1963, leading to the breakdown of 
power-sharing arrangements established in 1960. This resulted in a de facto division on the island (Camp, 1980; Bahcheli, 2000; 
Lindley, 2007).  

In 1964, Turkish jets flew over Cyprus, demonstrating support for Turkish Cypriots as a result of heightening tensions on 
the island and Greek Cypriot blockades of Turkish villages. Around the same time, US President Lyndon B. Johnson sent a letter 
to Türkiye, urging restraint and discouraging actions that could worsen the situation in Cyprus. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
letter to Türkiye in 1964, amid the Cyprus tensions, aimed to caution against actions that might worsen the situation. Yet, several 
aspects might have irked Türkiye. Firstly, the letter might have assumed Türkiye’s potential actions or intentions in Cyprus 
without direct consultation, hinting at cautioning Türkiye against aggression. Secondly, the lack of prior consultation with 
Türkiye, a nation with strategic interests in Cyprus and close ties to Turkish Cypriots, could be seen as disregarding Türkiye’s 
regional concerns. Thirdly, it might have implied an equivalence between Greek and Turkish roles in the crisis, despite Türkiye’s 
intervention to protect Turkish Cypriots. Fourthly, Johnson’s call for restraint might have implied an expectation of neutrality 
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from Türkiye, disregarding its ties to the Turkish Cypriot community. Lastly, the letter’s focus on discouraging actions might 
have felt limited in offering concrete support to Türkiye in safeguarding Turkish Cypriots’ rights and safety. The hierarchical 
undertones in the language of the letter might have contributed to a feeling of humiliation or disregard for Türkiye’s autonomy 
and decision-making abilities in handling regional crises. The letter’s language might have conveyed a sense of paternalism or 
superiority, which could have been viewed as condescending or patronizing. The letter’s wording might have conveyed a sense 
of caution to Türkiye against potential actions, implying a lack of support or protection from the US and NATO if Türkiye 
intervened in Cyprus and faced a response from the USSR. This implicit suggestion of non-support in case of a Soviet response 
to Turkish actions contradicted the fundamental principles of NATO’s collective defense pact (Souter, 1984; Brands, 1987; 
Güney, 2004). 

NATO’s cornerstone principle of collective defense, enshrined in Article 5 of the NATO treaty, assures member states of 
mutual defense in case of an attack on any member. The letter’s implications might have been perceived as a departure from 
this principle, creating doubts about NATO’s commitment to protecting Türkiye’s security interests. Furthermore, the perceived 
deviation from the bloc mentality, which emphasizes unity and support among NATO members in the face of external threats, 
might have strained Türkiye’s trust in the alliance. The suggestion that NATO might not stand by Türkiye in a crisis scenario 
involving the USSR response could have raised concerns about the alliance’s reliability and undermined Türkiye’s confidence in 
NATO’s solidarity. 

Overall, Türkiye might have felt that the letter failed to adequately address or acknowledge its concerns and interests in 
Cyprus, potentially showing a lack of understanding or recognition of Türkiye’s perspective. Moreover, the letter’s language and 
implicit implications regarding potential Soviet responses to Turkish actions in Cyprus might have been perceived as 
undermining NATO’s collective defense commitments, challenging the alliance’s unity, and eroding Türkiye’s trust in the bloc’s 
support during a crisis. 

In the midst of this upheaval, the United Nations dispatched peacekeeping troops in 1964 with the aim of restoring stability. 
Simultaneously, Türkiye commenced augmenting its military deployment in Cyprus, invoking the Treaty of Guarantee (a 
component of the 1960 agreements) as justification for protecting the entitlements of Turkish Cypriots. The climax came in 
1974 when a Greek Cypriot coup sought to unify Cyprus with Greece, prompting Türkiye’s military intervention to protect 
Turkish Cypriots. This intervention led to the physical division of the island. Türkiye’s actions deviated from the expectations 
of its bloc leader, the US, which strongly opposed the military intervention. Despite objections, Türkiye pursued its objectives 
in Cyprus, driven by the perceived necessity to safeguard the Turkish Cypriots and its strategic interests in the region. The result 
was the creation of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) in the north, recognized solely by Türkiye. This period 
marked a tumultuous era with escalating violence, external interventions, and the division of the island, setting the stage for 
continued conflicts and unresolved tensions (Bishku, 1991; Aksu, 2003; Göktepe, 2005).  

To this day, in spite of various international settlement efforts as well as numerous UNSC resolutions, including some 
contemporary ones such as the Annan Plan of 2004, Cyprus Talks between 2008 and 2017 and Crans-Montana Conference of 
2017, the Cyprus question has still been a key international puzzle of which settlement seems quite demanding at least in the 
foreseeable future (Michael, 2007; International Crisis Group, 2023; Ulusoy & Atakara, 2023). 

The intricate historical evolution of Cyprus —encompassing Ottoman and British periods, subsequent independence, 
intercommunal strife, the 1974 Turkish intervention, and the ongoing partition of the island— offers a profound case study for 
analyzing how states manage security, survival, and political challenges. This historical context establishes a foundation for a 
theoretical examination of foreign policy, facilitating an analysis of the interplay between structural factors, domestic politics, 
and historical and cultural connections that influence state behavior, even within the overarching limitations of the Cold War 
international framework. Thus, the next section will focus on the theoretical aspect and try to make sense of this particular 
deviation from the Waltzian billiard balls analogy. 

Neorealism: Key Assumptions and Criticisms 

Neorealism, or structural realism, is primarily a system-level theory in international relations, focusing on the structure of 
the international system, the distribution of power among states, and how these systemic factors shape state behavior. Kenneth 
Waltz, a key figure in the field, developed neorealism as a response to perceived limitations of classical realism, particularly its 
focus on human nature and individual state characteristics, and to address the complexities of the Cold War’s bipolar system 
between the United States and the Soviet Union. Waltz’s seminal work, Theory of International Politics (Waltz, 1979), 
emphasized the anarchic nature of the international system and the central role of power distribution in guiding state behavior. 
Unlike foreign policy theories that focus on individual state decisions or strategies, neorealism examines how systemic 
constraints and structural dynamics influence state actions, particularly in terms of security, survival, and relative power. States, 
in this framework, are conceptualized as unitary, rational actors—akin to “billiard balls”—whose behavior is largely determined 
by systemic pressures rather than domestic politics or individual leaders. Neorealism offers a rigorous and parsimonious lens 
for understanding global politics. By highlighting structural constraints and the balance of power, it provides a clear framework 
to predict state behavior in many contexts (Waltz, 1986, 1990, 1996, 1997, 2000; Waltz & Fearon, 2012). Yet, as subsequent 
scholarship notes, its focus on systemic and material factors may overlook domestic, ideational, or identity-driven elements that 
also shape foreign policy decisions. This limitation is especially relevant in cases like Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus, where 
systemic pressures alone cannot fully explain the timing, scope, and political framing of state actions. 
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While neorealism shapes how states approach foreign policy, its primary focus is on systemic patterns rather than the 
specific actions of individual states, making it fundamentally a system-level theory. It emphasizes how the distribution of power 
and balance-of-power dynamics drive state behavior, irrespective of domestic characteristics or policies. In this self-help 
international system, states prioritize survival and security, often guided by rational calculations of material capabilities, 
including military strength, economic power, and geographic position. Central to neorealism is the concept that power 
distribution fundamentally shapes international politics, influencing state behavior, alliances, and strategies. During the Cold 
War, states within bipolar blocs were expected to align with their superpower leader to ensure security, illustrating how 
systemic pressures constrain state options. Yet, as cases like Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus suggest, systemic factors alone 
may not fully account for divergent behaviors when domestic and identity-driven factors intervene. (Waltz, 1979; Keohane, 
1988; Powell, 1994; Schroeder, 1994; Barkdull, 1995; James, 1995; Parent & Rosato, 2015). 

Neorealism often conceptualizes states as “billiard balls”: unitary, rational actors operating in an anarchic system, whose 
behavior is largely determined by systemic factors. Just as a billiard ball moves according to basic physical principles, states are 
assumed to act in pursuit of security and relative power, responding predictably to external pressures and the distribution of 
capabilities. This analogy underscores the self-help nature of international politics, where no central authority exists and states 
must rely on their own strategies and resources. However, as cases like Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus illustrate, this 
simplification may overlook how domestic politics, leadership perceptions, and identity-driven motives can mediate systemic 
pressures, suggesting the need for a more nuanced analytical lens (Singer, 1961; Gaddis, 1992; Kapstein, 1995; Hobson, 
2001;Cederman, 2003).  

Neorealism, as developed by Kenneth Waltz, has faced criticism for its narrow focus on material capabilities and systemic 
constraints, often sidelining non-material factors such as identity, norms, and domestic politics. While it provides a structured 
framework to analyze state behavior within an anarchic system, its systemic approach can oversimplify the complexities of 
international politics. Waltz and other neorealists defended the theory’s value by emphasizing its explanatory power regarding 
systemic patterns and constraints. Nevertheless, cases like Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus demonstrate that material power 
alone cannot fully account for state behavior, highlighting the analytical benefit of incorporating domestic and ideational factors 
alongside structural considerations 

Overall, while neorealism provides a valuable framework for analyzing state behavior within the constraints of the international 

system, it has notable limitations. In particular, it tends to overlook domestic, ideational, and perceptual factors that can significantly 

shape foreign policy decisions. This limitation becomes evident when states act in ways that diverge from the expected patterns of 

alignment or balance, suggesting that structural incentives alone cannot fully explain state behavior. Türkiye’s intervention in the Cyprus 

crisis exemplifies such a divergence and underscores the analytical value of incorporating additional perspectives, notably neoclassical 

realism, to capture the interplay between systemic pressures and domestic and identity-driven factors.  

In this context, the Cyprus issue not only highlights the explanatory strengths of neorealism—its ability to clarify systemic 
pressures and alignment patterns during the Cold War—but also exposes its limitations. While Waltz’s structural framework 
explains why states face similar systemic constraints, it offers limited insight into why individual states, such as Türkiye, acted 
divergently despite operating under comparable pressures. Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus demonstrates that domestic 
political considerations, leadership perceptions, and identity-based factors sometimes override purely systemic incentives. 
Recognizing these deviations underscores the need for an analytical approach that integrates both systemic and domestic 
variables. This necessity paves the way for employing a neoclassical realist lens, which retains the core insights of neorealism 
regarding power distribution while incorporating the mediating influence of domestic political structures and leadership 
dynamics. 

LIMITATIONS OF NEOREALISM AND THE NEED FOR A NEOCLASSICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Neorealism, as a theory, emphasizes how states behave within the constraints of the international system, particularly within 
the context of bipolarity during the Cold War. However, Türkiye’s decision to intervene in Cyprus despite strong objections from 
its bloc leader, the United States, with various occasions, exemplified by the “Johnson letter incident” mentioned earlier, 
challenges neorealism’s expectations of strict alignment with superpower directives. Examining Türkiye’s intervention in 
Cyprus can indeed challenge certain assumptions within neorealism, particularly concerning the dynamics of bipolarity and 
superpower influence on state behavior. Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus in 1974 does present a challenge to neorealism’s 
assumptions in several ways. Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism emphasizes systemic factors and the logic of the international system, 
particularly within a bipolar framework during the Cold War. Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus could present a challenge to 
some aspects of Waltz’s neorealist assumptions.  Neorealism expects states within a bipolar system to align closely with their 
respective bloc leaders. However, Türkiye’s intervention occurred despite strong objections from the United States, its NATO 
ally and bloc leader. This move challenges the assumption that states always adhere to their bloc’s directives. Türkiye’s decision 
to intervene was influenced by its perceived national interests regarding the safety of Turkish Cypriots and the strategic 
significance of Cyprus for its own security. This implies that states might prioritize their immediate national interests over 
adherence to bloc directives, highlighting the complexity of factors shaping state behavior. The intervention showcased 
Türkiye’s regional concerns and the significance of Cyprus for its own security. This demonstrates that states may prioritize 
immediate security threats or regional considerations over broader bipolar dynamics dictated by superpower influence. The 
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intervention highlighted the unpredictability of state actions within the context of regional crises, showing that states might 
defy expectations shaped by broader systemic theories due to unique regional circumstances.   

Neoclassical realism, articulated by scholars such as Gideon Rose and Randall Schweller (Christensen, 1996; Rose, 1998; 
Schweller, 2004; Lobell et al., 2009), bridges systemic and unit-level analyses by recognizing that external pressures are filtered 
through domestic political contexts, leadership perceptions, and societal factors. While the distribution of power within the 
international system sets broad constraints on state action, national leaders interpret and respond to these constraints through 
domestic lenses, including ideology, regime type, and public opinion. Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus, occurring despite the  
potential risks of straining ties with its bloc leader, exemplifies a case where domestic imperatives —such as nationalist fervor, 
elite competition, and the moral obligation to protect kin populations— shaped policy alongside systemic considerations. The 
Turkish leadership’s threat perception was informed not only by Cold War power balances but also by internal political and 
social dynamics that influenced their interpretation of external pressures. Integrating systemic, domestic, and ideational 
perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding of state behavior, addressing the explanatory gaps of structural 
realism. This synthesis helps explain why states like Türkiye can act as “porous billiard balls,” with their foreign policy shaped 
by both international systemic forces and internal dynamics, including identity-driven motivations. It underscores the 
importance of moving beyond a purely structural analysis to account for the domestic and cognitive processes that mediate how 
states perceive and respond to the international system. 

While neorealism provides an important structural framework for understanding state behavior, the case of the Cyprus 
intervention suggests that systemic pressures alone are insufficient to fully explain Türkiye’s decision-making process. The 
limitations of a purely structural explanation become more visible when the role of domestic political dynamics and leadership 
perceptions is considered. In this regard, a neoclassical realist perspective offers a more comprehensive analytical lens by 
incorporating the interaction between systemic pressures and domestic political variables. The coalition government formed 
by Bülent Ecevit and Necmettin Erbakan illustrates how domestic political considerations and leadership perceptions shaped 
the interpretation of systemic constraints. Although the international system during the Cold War imposed certain structural 
pressures on states, the way these pressures were perceived and translated into policy decisions depended largely on domestic 
political actors. Both leaders, despite representing different ideological traditions, converged on the necessity of protecting 
Turkish Cypriots and safeguarding Türkiye’s regional influence. This convergence reflected not only geopolitical considerations 
but also domestic political incentives, including electoral expectations and the need to maintain political legitimacy. From a 
neoclassical realist perspective, therefore, the intervention in Cyprus can be understood as the outcome of systemic pressures 
filtered through domestic political structures and leadership perceptions. The interaction between external constraints and 
internal political dynamics ultimately shaped Türkiye’s foreign policy response to the Cyprus crisis. 

Therefore, examining Türkiye’s actions in Cyprus further illustrates the limitations of neorealism, particularly regarding the 
expectation that states strictly adhere to superpower influence within a bipolar system. The intervention highlights the 
complexities of state behavior shaped by unique regional considerations, immediate security concerns, and national interests, 
which may diverge from systemic predictions. Key domestic and identity-driven factors further test the explanatory power of 
neorealism: for instance, the intervention was motivated by the imperative to protect Turkish Cypriots from potential violence 
and persecution amid the Greek Cypriot coup and the junta’s influence, reflecting humanitarian and moral concerns that could 
override structural pressures. 

Building on the theoretical framework, the protection of Turkish Cypriots served as a pivotal factor influencing Türkiye’s 
decision to intervene, reflecting motivations that diverged from neorealist expectations within the bipolar system. The Greek 
Cypriot coup and the junta’s influence posed an imminent threat to the safety and rights of Turkish Cypriots. The coup sought 
Enosis (union with Greece) (Bahcheli, 1990; Hitchens, 1997; Ker-Lindsay, 2011), raising concerns about potential 
discrimination or violence against the Turkish minority. Türkiye viewed the intervention as a humanitarian necessity to protect 
Turkish Cypriots from potential persecution or marginalization by the Greek Cypriot coup regime, prioritizing their safety and 
security. Decades of ethnic tensions between Greek and Turkish Cypriots had created a volatile environment. Türkiye’s 
intervention was seen as crucial to prevent further violence and secure the rights of Turkish Cypriots. Historical and cultural 
ties with the Turkish Cypriot community fostered a sense of responsibility to safeguard their interests and protect them from 
perceived threats. This imperative to protect the Turkish Cypriot population emerged as a compelling reason for Türkiye’s 
intervention, surpassing neorealist expectations that typically prioritize systemic considerations over immediate humanitarian 
or ethnic concerns. This emphasis on protecting the rights and safety of Turkish Cypriots played a significant role in Türkiye’s 
decision-making during the Cyprus crisis, highlighting the relevance of domestic and identity-driven factors emphasized by 
neoclassical realism. 

Building on identity-driven and humanitarian motivations, domestic political considerations also played a critical role in 
shaping Türkiye’s decision to intervene in Cyprus. The significance of the Turkish minority on the island within Türkiye’s 
domestic politics transcended neorealist systemic expectations. Political parties needed to navigate this sensitive issue to garner 
support from constituents concerned about the well-being of Turkish Cypriots. Turkish public sentiment toward the Turkish 
Cypriot community and their sufferings on the island was a matter of widespread concern, creating pressure on political actors 
to address these sentiments. Addressing the Turkish Cypriot issue was not merely a matter of foreign policy but a political 
imperative for parties vying for public support. Protecting the Turkish Cypriots and intervening in Cyprus could also be framed 
as an issue of national unity and solidarity, resonating with broader nationalist sentiments within Türkiye  
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The widely concerned issue of the Turkish Cypriot community’s welfare among the Turkish populace significantly influenced 
political parties’ decisions and actions. Parties had to address these concerns and align their policies with the sentiments of 
their constituents to secure support, emphasizing the importance of domestic political considerations in shaping Türkiye’s 
stance during the Cyprus crisis. The Bülent Ecevit - Necmettin Erbakan coalition government had a nationalist orientation, 
emphasizing Türkiye’s regional influence and protecting Turkish interests. This nationalist sentiment could have shaped their 
stance on Cyprus, as the government’s policies aligned with the concerns of their constituents regarding the safety and rights of 
Turkish Cypriots. Taking a strong stance to protect Turkish Cypriots resonated with the voter base. Addressing the Turkish 
Cypriot issue was crucial for political parties, including Ecevit’s CHP and Erbakan’s MSP, as they needed to demonstrate 
commitment to Turkish Cypriot rights to maintain political legitimacy and public support. Ecevit and Erbakan, as leaders, 
prioritized safeguarding Turkish interests and maintaining Türkiye’s regional influence. Their political ideologies and strategic 
aspirations likely influenced decisions regarding Cyprus. Domestic political calculations, including electoral considerations and 
the necessity to secure public support, shaped the government’s approach. The nationalist ideology, the imperative to address  
the Turkish Cypriot issue, and the need for political legitimacy collectively influenced the Ecevit-Erbakan government’s stance 
and actions during the Cyprus crisis. Moreover, the collaboration between Ecevit, a nationalist-leftist figure, and Erbakan, an 
Islamist leader, showcased a convergence of interests and shared concerns that transcended their ideological differences, 
reflecting the domestic political dynamics that mediated Türkiye’s foreign policy choices (Adamson, 2001; Özkan, 2015; Gülbay, 
2019; Özcan, 2020; Özdamar & Erciyas, 2020; Çelik & Özgöker, 2020; Dayioğlu et al., 2021; Turhan, 2021).  

Türkiye’s national interests also played a significant role in shaping its intervention in Cyprus. From a strategic perspective, 
the island’s geographical proximity to Türkiye made it a critical element of Ankara’s regional security calculations. Cyprus 
occupies a key position in the Eastern Mediterranean, and developments on the island were perceived as having direct 
implications for Türkiye’s defense and maritime security. In particular, Turkish policymakers were concerned that a potential  
alignment between Cyprus and Greece could alter the regional balance of power and create strategic vulnerabilities for Türkiye. 
Preventing such a scenario became an important consideration within Ankara’s broader security strategy. In this context, 
Cyprus was perceived not only as a geopolitical asset but also as a potential buffer that could contribute to maintaining regional 
stability and protecting Türkiye’s strategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. The collapse of the Greek junta and ongoing 
negotiations altered the geopolitical landscape, leading Türkiye to reassess its strategic moves independent of neorealist 
predictions of systemic behavior. Ongoing negotiations for a resolution in Cyprus impacted Türkiye’s strategic calculations. The 
failure of negotiations or perceived threats to Turkish Cypriots during these talks might have influenced Türkiye’s decision to 
intervene. Geopolitical circumstances, such as the shifting alliances and power struggles in the Eastern Mediterranean, could 
have prompted Türkiye to reassess its strategy in Cyprus beyond the scope of neorealism’s systemic predictions. The evolving 
dynamics of regional alliances and the potential implications of Cyprus’ political status might have compelled Türkiye to assert 
its influence in the region through intervention. These regional security concerns and complex geopolitical dynamics were 
crucial drivers behind Türkiye’s decision to intervene in Cyprus. They highlighted the immediate security threats and strategic 
implications that Cyprus held for Türkiye’s regional stability and defense strategies, factors that superseded neorealist 
expectations of strict adherence to the bloc hierarchy within the bipolar system. 

A thorough analysis of the geopolitical landscape from the mid-1950s to the 1970s indicates that Türkiye’s actions align with 
realism principles when seen within the wider strategic framework. The Soviet Union’s increasing influence in the Middle East 
(which would in turn, led to the Eisenhower Doctrine as a reactive move) —characterized by alliances and enhanced military 
collaboration with Egypt, Iraq, and Syria from 1955 to 1958— profoundly transformed Türkiye’s threat assessment. The Qasim 
coup of 1958 in Iraq and establishment of close ties with the USSR, the strengthening of Nasserism in Egypt with increasingly 
stronger pro-USSR inclination, and Soviet infrastructural financial support and naval access to Syrian ports like Latakia 
successfully expanded Moscow’s influence to Türkiye’s southern and southeastern borders. In this structure, Türkiye 
confronted a potential encirclement: the USSR to the north, Soviet-aligned Arab states to the south, and, in the event of Enosis, 
a Greek-dominated Cyprus and Greece to the west. 

From this perspective, the Cyprus intervention might be regarded as an extension of Türkiye’s strategic necessity to avert 
encirclement and sustain regional equilibrium. The intervention was a proactive measure to fortify Türkiye’s geostrategic 
stance in the Eastern Mediterranean, a region vital for both defense and the preservation of the nation’s maritime and airspace 
sovereignty in the Aegean, rather than an anomaly in rational systemic behavior. The technological advancements in aerial 
capabilities and the increasing importance of maritime route control heightened the strategic relevance of Cyprus. 
Consequently, although domestic and normative reasons existed, they served more as complimentary elements that reinforced 
Türkiye’s strategic reasoning rather than as alternatives to systemic realism.  

While these strategic considerations clearly align with core realist assumptions —namely the prioritization of survival, 
security, and regional balance— Türkiye’s actions nonetheless diverged from the specific expectations of neorealism. 
Neorealism, with its focus on systemic constraints and predictable behavior of unitary states under bipolarity, would anticipate 
strict compliance with bloc hierarchies and alignment with the United States. Türkiye’s decision to intervene in Cyprus, despite 
the potential diplomatic costs and opposition from its bloc leader, indicates that states do not always act in ways that perfectly 
mirror systemic pressures. This divergence does not undermine the realist logic of the intervention; rather, it underscores the 
need to consider how domestic and cognitive factors mediate systemic incentives, a point emphasized by neoclassical realism. 
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Leadership perceptions, domestic political pressures, nationalist sentiment, and concern for the Turkish Cypriot population 
shaped how Ankara interpreted the structural imperatives imposed by the bipolar system. In other words, Türkiye’s behavior 
remained fundamentally rational and consistent with realist principles —protecting national interests and ensuring security—
but the pathways through which these objectives were pursued were filtered through internal political and societal dynamics 
that neorealism does not fully capture. Thus, the Cyprus case illustrates that while neorealism provides a powerful framework 
for understanding systemic pressures and the strategic logic of state behavior, it cannot alone account for the nuances 
introduced by domestic politics, historical ties, and leadership decision-making. This sets the stage for a neoclassical realist 
analysis, which bridges systemic and unit-level factors to explain why states like Türkiye, while fundamentally rational and 
security-oriented, may act in ways that appear to deviate from strict neorealist predictions. 

The Cyprus case illustrates that even within a predominantly systemic framework, states’ threat perceptions are often 
informed by complex regional and historical considerations. For Türkiye, the perceived vulnerability was not only a matter of 
immediate Soviet encirclement but also of long-term regional balance. The emergence of Soviet-aligned regimes in the Middle 
East, combined with Greece’s persistent regional ambitions and the unresolved tensions over Aegean territorial waters, created 
a multi-dimensional security dilemma. In such a context, intervention in Cyprus was not merely a reaction to a discrete event 
but a preemptive measure aimed at safeguarding Türkiye’s broader strategic depth and maintaining deterrence credibility vis-
à-vis both regional and extra-regional actors. Moreover, Türkiye’s decision-making process demonstrates that unit-level factors, 
such as domestic political pressures, public sentiment toward the Turkish Cypriot population, and elite perceptions of national 
identity, operate alongside structural imperatives to shape foreign policy outcomes. While Waltzian neorealism tends to treat 
states as “billiard balls” responding uniformly to systemic stimuli, the Turkish case underscores that internal political calculus 
can amplify the perceived urgency of action without fundamentally undermining the realist logic of survival and threat 
mitigation. In other words, domestic and identity-based considerations acted as accelerants, not alternatives, to the strategic 
rationality dictated by the international system. Importantly, the intervention also reflects classical realist insights regarding 
prudence and statecraft. Türkiye’s policymakers were acutely aware of the potential costs of inaction: the loss of influence in 
Cyprus could have led to strategic encirclement and weakened regional bargaining power. By integrating both classical realist 
reasoning and structural constraints, Türkiye’s choice demonstrates that survival-driven behavior is often mediated through a 
lens of historical memory, regional perception, and domestic legitimacy concerns, highlighting the interplay between systemic 
pressures and unit-level variables. 

Türkiye’s defiance of neorealist expectations might be attributed to a combination of these factors, highlighting the 
complexities and nuances of state behavior that might not always conform to systemic theories like neorealism. This deviation 
underscores the importance of considering specific regional dynamics, national interests, and immediate security concerns in 
understanding state actions, even within the context of systemic theories in international relations. In sum, Türkiye’s 
intervention in Cyprus exemplifies the complex interplay between systemic imperatives and domestic-level considerations. 
While the strategic logic of the intervention aligns with core realist principles—prioritizing survival, regional balance, and 
national security—the timing, scope, and manner of action reveal the limitations of a purely neorealist framework. The case 
demonstrates that unit-level factors, including domestic political pressures, leadership perceptions, historical narratives, and 
identity-based concerns, shape how systemic incentives are interpreted and acted upon. These domestic and cognitive variables 
do not contradict the fundamental realist logic; rather, they refine our understanding of how rational states navigate threats 
and opportunities in a nuanced geopolitical environment. Recognizing this interaction between structural pressures and 
internal dynamics provides a bridge to the neoclassical realist perspective, which integrates both levels of analysis. As such, the 
Cyprus intervention underscores the need for an analytical approach that accounts for both systemic constraints and domestic 
mediating factors, offering valuable lessons for interpreting foreign policy behavior beyond strict structural expectations. This 
synthesis sets the stage for the concluding discussion, where the implications of Türkiye’s actions are evaluated in light of realist 
and neoclassical frameworks, highlighting how the case informs broader debates on the explanatory power of international 
relations theories. 

METHOD 

Research group (Sample and population) 

Because the current study is based on a qualitative case study approach in the field of international relations, it does not rely 
on a traditional population-sample design. Rather, the study concentrates on a historically limited case: Türkiye’s policies and 
intervention in Cyprus, especially in the years preceding the incursion in 1974. Because of its analytical significance for 
assessing structural neorealism's ability to explain the bipolar structure of the Cold War, the case was purposefully chosen. 

The Cyprus case is a crucial illustration of how a middle power's foreign policy actions seem to deviate from Waltzian 
neorealism’s predictions, especially the "billiard ball" comparison, which views states as unitary actors largely reacting to 
systemic factors. The study is to determine if structural restrictions alone may explain the observed behavior or whether 
additional explanatory variables are needed by analyzing Türkiye’s activities in this particular historical setting. In order to 
investigate the theoretical ramifications of this historically momentous event, the study employs a thorough single-case design 
rather than sampling several situations. 
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Tools for gathering data 

The study mostly uses qualitative information from historical records and secondary sources. Scholarly discussions of the 
1974 intervention, theoretical works on neorealism and neoclassical realism, historical studies of Türkiye’s foreign policy 
throughout the Cold War, and academic literature on the Cyprus issue are the primary sources of data. 

Literature addressing criticisms of systemic theories and the rise of neoclassical realism, as well as publications pertaining 
to structural realism, especially those connected to Waltzian neorealism, are important theoretical sources. To contextualize 
the case, historical and political assessments of the Cyprus conflict and Türkiye’s Cold War strategic considerations were also 
explored. Together, these sources offer the theoretical and empirical data required to assess whether Türkiye’s Cyprus policy 
aligns with systemic expectations drawn from neorealist theory. 

Method of data gathering and processing 

A thorough analysis of pertinent scholarly works, historical narratives, and theoretical research in international relations 
was used to gather the data. In order to determine the structural limitations and systemic expectations connected to the bipolar 
international system during the Cold War, the gathered materials were analyzed. The study examines Türkiye’s policy choices 
and intervention in Cyprus in light of these theoretical forecasts after identifying these systemic expectations. Key analytical 
variables, such as systemic pressures, regional security dynamics, domestic political considerations, and leadership perceptions, 
were used to organize the data thematically. By doing thus, the study evaluates the explanatory power of the theory by 
contrasting theoretical expectations generated from neorealism with the observed conduct of Türkiye in the Cyprus example. 

Analysis of data 

Based on theory-driven case study, the analysis employs a qualitative interpretative methodology. The paper begins by 
outlining Waltzian neorealism’s assumptions for state conduct in a bipolar international system, including the presumption that 
states act as unitary actors mainly restricted by systemic forces. The actions of Türkiye in the Cyprus crisis are then analyzed in 
light of these theoretical predictions. The analysis assesses whether the intervention follows or deviates from the behavioral 
patterns that structural neorealism predicts. Where deviations appear, the study investigates the role of additional explanatory 
variables, including domestic political dynamics, leadership perceptions, identity considerations, and regional security 
concerns. 

By comparing theoretical predictions with the empirical dynamics of the Cyprus case, the analysis demonstrates how 
systemic pressures are filtered through domestic and ideational factors. This analytical process ultimately supports a 
neoclassical realist interpretation that integrates structural constraints with unit-level variables in explaining Türkiye’s foreign 
policy behavior. 

FINDINGS 

The analysis of Türkiye’s 1974 intervention in Cyprus reveals a complex interaction between systemic constraints and 
domestic political dynamics that cannot be fully explained by a strictly structural interpretation of international relations. 
Within the bipolar structure of the Cold War, neorealist expectations would predict that a middle power such as Türkiye would 
act cautiously and avoid actions that could provoke direct confrontation with its bloc leader or risk strategic isolation. However, 
the empirical trajectory of the Cyprus intervention demonstrates that Türkiye’s decision-making process did not conform 
entirely to these expectations. Instead, the findings suggest that systemic pressures were interpreted through domestic political 
considerations, security perceptions, and identity-related concerns, producing a foreign policy outcome that only partially 
aligns with structural predictions. 

From a structural perspective, the Cold War environment imposed significant constraints on the behavior of states operating 
within the Western alliance. Türkiye was a member of the North Atlantic security architecture and depended heavily on Western 
economic and military support. In principle, these conditions should have discouraged unilateral military action that might 
create tensions with alliance partners. Nevertheless, the events leading up to the 1974 intervention indicate that the perceived 
security threat to the Turkish Cypriot community and the potential strategic implications of developments on the island were 
interpreted in Ankara as sufficiently critical to justify intervention despite possible diplomatic and economic repercussions. The 
findings demonstrate that regional security perceptions played a central role in shaping Türkiye’s response. The prospect of a 
political transformation in Cyprus that could alter the balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean was perceived not merely 
as a diplomatic issue but as a direct challenge to Türkiye’s strategic environment. Within this context, the island’s geopolitical 
position amplified its significance in the broader regional security architecture. The perceived risk of marginalization or 
strategic disadvantage contributed to the interpretation of the crisis as an urgent security matter requiring decisive action. 

At the same time, the analysis indicates that domestic political factors significantly influenced how systemic pressures were 
interpreted and translated into policy decisions. Domestic debates, political legitimacy concerns, and the symbolic importance 
of the Cyprus issue within Turkish political discourse created an internal environment in which inaction could carry substantial 
political costs. Political leaders were therefore operating under a dual pressure structure: external systemic constraints and 
internal expectations shaped by public opinion, nationalist sentiment, and the historical framing of the Cyprus question within 
Turkish political narratives. 
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Leadership perceptions also appear to have played a critical role in the interpretation of the crisis. Rather than acting as 
passive actors responding mechanically to systemic incentives, decision-makers evaluated the situation through political and 
ideological lenses that shaped their assessment of risks and opportunities. This interpretive process influenced both the timing 
and the scope of the intervention. In this sense, the findings support the argument that foreign policy decisions often emerge 
from the interaction between structural constraints and leadership-level perceptions rather than from systemic pressures 
alone. 

Another key finding concerns the relationship between identity-related considerations and strategic calculation. The 
protection of the Turkish Cypriot community was framed not only as a strategic objective but also as a moral and political 
responsibility. This framing strengthened the domestic legitimacy of intervention and reinforced the perception that the crisis 
involved issues extending beyond conventional geopolitical competition. Identity-based narratives therefore contributed to 
shaping the political context within which the intervention became a viable policy option. 

Taken together, these dynamics illustrate that Türkiye’s intervention cannot be understood solely through the lens of 
structural determinism. While the logic of survival and security —central elements of realist theory— remained influential, the 
pathway through which these objectives were pursued was significantly mediated by domestic political structures and 
ideational factors. The case thus demonstrates that systemic pressures do not translate automatically into predictable state 
behavior. Instead, they are filtered through internal political processes that shape how threats are perceived and how strategic 
responses are formulated. Overall, the findings suggest that the Cyprus intervention represents a case in which structural 
incentives interacted with domestic political dynamics to produce a foreign policy outcome that appears, at first glance, to 
deviate from strict neorealist expectations. However, when these domestic mediating factors are incorporated into the analysis, 
the intervention can be understood as a rational response within a broader realist framework. This reinforces the argument 
that while structural realism provides an essential foundation for understanding international politics, its explanatory capacity 
may be enhanced by approaches that incorporate the role of domestic political structures, leadership perceptions, and identity-
related considerations in shaping state behavior. 

Table 1. Analytical assessment of Türkiye’s 1974 Cyprus Intervention 

Analytical 
Dimension 

Structural Expectations (Neorealist 
Perspective) 

Empirical Findings Interpretation 

International 
System 

In the bipolar structure of the Cold 
War, middle powers are expected to 
avoid actions that could provoke 
confrontation with their bloc leader. 

Despite being part of the Western 
alliance, Türkiye carried out a 
unilateral military intervention. 

State behavior cannot be explained 
solely by systemic constraints. 

Alliance 
Dependence 

A NATO member state is expected to 
avoid military actions that could 
create tension within the alliance. 

Although economically and 
militarily dependent on Western 
partners, Türkiye proceeded with 
the intervention. 

Security perceptions outweighed 
alliance-related costs. 

Regional Security 
Perception 

Structural realism assumes that 
systemic balance primarily shapes 
state behavior. 

Developments in Cyprus were 
perceived as a threat capable of 
altering the balance of power in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. 

Regional security perceptions 
played a decisive role in decision-
making. 

Geopolitical 
Factors 

Global power distribution is expected 
to be the main determinant of state 
behavior. 

The geopolitical position of Cyprus 
increased the strategic importance 
of the crisis. 

The island’s regional strategic 
significance intensified Türkiye’s 
response. 

Domestic Political 
Dynamics 

Neorealism generally treats domestic 
politics as secondary to systemic 
pressures. 

Public opinion, political legitimacy 
concerns, and nationalist discourse 
influenced the intervention 
decision. 

Domestic political pressures 
significantly shaped foreign policy 
behavior. 

Leadership 
Perceptions 

Decisions are assumed to be rational 
responses to systemic incentives. 

Political leaders interpreted the 
crisis through ideological and 
political perspectives. 

Leadership perceptions influenced 
both the timing and scope of the 
intervention. 

Identity and 
Normative 

Considerations 

Identity factors play a limited role in 
classical realist explanations. 

The protection of the Turkish 
Cypriot community was framed as 
a moral and political responsibility. 

Identity narratives strengthened 
the domestic legitimacy of the 
intervention. 

Conclusion 
The international system largely 
determines state behavior. 

Türkiye’s intervention emerged 
from the interaction between 
systemic pressures and domestic 
political dynamics. 

Structural realism remains useful 
but gains explanatory power when 
domestic and ideational factors are 
incorporated. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The historical backdrop of Cyprus, intricately woven with centuries of diverse influences and entrenched 
intercommunal tensions, sets the stage for understanding the complexities of state interactions in this Mediterranean 
crucible. Following the Zurich and London Agreements of 1959, efforts to establish an independent Cyprus were 
undermined by escalating strife between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities. The subsequent period, 
characterized by failed negotiations and shifting power dynamics, revealed the limitations of diplomatic solutions in 
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resolving deeply rooted societal divisions, while simultaneously highlighting the strategic calculations required by neighboring 
states, particularly Türkiye, to safeguard their national interests and regional security. 

Neorealism, a prominent theory in international relations, underscores the systemic dynamics of the anarchic international 
system, emphasizing the distribution of power among states as a primary determinant of behavior. Türkiye’s interventions in 
Cyprus from the 1960s through the decisive actions of 1974, however, challenge some of the core assumptions of neorealism. 
While the interventions align with fundamental realist principles of protecting national security and strategic interests, they 
diverged from neorealist expectations of strict adherence to bloc hierarchies and predictable systemic behavior. This divergence 
illustrates the value of neoclassical realism, which accounts for domestic political pressures, leadership perceptions, and 
identity-driven considerations as mediating factors. By incorporating these unit-level variables, neoclassical realism provides a 
more nuanced explanation of why Türkiye, though acting rationally in line with its core interests, took steps that might initially 
appear to contravene systemic predictions within the bipolar global order. 

Türkiye’s Cyprus strategy, while fundamentally aligned with core realist concerns such as national security and the 
protection of vital interests, deviated from neorealism’s specific predictions. The island’s strategic importance in Türkiye’s 
regional security calculus, coupled with the imperative to protect the Turkish Cypriot population amid rising tensions, 
introduced complexities that neorealism’s systemic framework alone could not fully account for. Domestic political dynamics, 
including constituency pressures and the salience of the Turkish Cypriot issue within Türkiye’s political landscape, further 
shaped the decision-making process, demonstrating how internal and ideational factors mediated systemic incentives. These 
findings are broadly consistent with a growing body of scholarship that interprets the Cyprus issue through the interaction of 
strategic imperatives and domestic political dynamics. Studies examining the Greek–Turkish conflict over Cyprus emphasize 
the deep historical roots of intercommunal tensions and their influence on the foreign policy calculations of both states 
(Kourvetaris, 1988). Similarly, analyses of the evolving political dynamics of the Cyprus question highlight how shifts in regional 
security perceptions and diplomatic frameworks have continuously reshaped the strategic environment in which Türkiye 
formulates its Cyprus policy (Turhan, 2021). From this perspective, the intervention can be understood not only as a reaction 
to immediate security threats but also as part of a broader historical and geopolitical context shaping decision-making. 

Recent studies employing neoclassical realist frameworks also underscore the importance of domestic political structures 
and leadership perceptions in shaping the trajectory of the Cyprus conflict. For instance, analyses of protracted Greek–Turkish 
tensions emphasize that systemic pressures are often mediated by internal political considerations, public opinion, and elite 
perceptions of threat (Tziarras, 2023). Similarly, other scholars have argued that the Cyprus problem cannot be fully explained 
through purely structural frameworks and instead requires an analytical approach that incorporates both systemic incentives 
and domestic political dynamics (Lekakis, 2021). These interpretations resonate with the findings of this study, which 
demonstrate that Türkiye’s intervention emerged from the interaction between regional strategic concerns and internal 
political pressures. 

Additional scholarship focusing on Türkiye’s foreign policy behavior further supports the importance of domestic political 
and institutional factors in shaping strategic choices. Studies analyzing Türkiye’s security policies in regional crises emphasize 
how leadership perceptions, political legitimacy concerns, and historical narratives influence the interpretation of external 
threats and opportunities (Özdamar & Erciyas, 2020; Dayioğlu et al., 2021). Likewise, research examining the evolution of 
Türkiye’s regional strategy highlights the role of identity, historical memory, and domestic political debates in shaping policy 
responses to crises in its immediate neighborhood (Adamson, 2001; Özkan, 2015; Gülbay, 2019). These perspectives reinforce 
the argument that systemic incentives alone cannot fully explain the timing and scope of Türkiye’s intervention in Cyprus. Taken 
together, the literature suggests that the Cyprus intervention represents a case where structural constraints and domestic 
dynamics intersect in shaping foreign policy behavior. While realist scholarship consistently highlights the centrality of national 
security and strategic balance in explaining state behavior, the Cyprus case illustrates that these structural imperatives are 
interpreted and operationalized through domestic political and ideational lenses. In this sense, the findings of the present study 
both complement and extend existing literature by demonstrating how the expectations of structural neorealism are filtered 
through domestic political pressures and identity-related considerations in a highly sensitive regional crisis. 

Conclusion 

Türkiye’s multifaceted engagement in Cyprus underscores the complexities that emerge when a nation’s survival, security, 
and regional interests are at stake. From the perspective of systemic theories in international relations, Türkiye’s actions reveal 
a key insight: while structural pressures and bipolar alignments provide important constraints, they cannot fully account for 
the behavior of states confronting existential threats or urgent national security concerns. The imperative to preserve territorial 
integrity, defend the Turkish Cypriot minority, and secure strategic advantages prompted Ankara to pursue a course of action 
that diverged from the expectations of neorealism, highlighting the limits of systemic determinism. 

The interaction of strategic imperatives with domestic political pressures, historical narratives, and identity-based 
considerations illustrates why Türkiye’s intervention cannot be fully understood through a purely structural lens. Regional 
complexities, combined with constituency concerns and nationalist sentiment, mediated Ankara’s interpretation of systemic 
constraints, demonstrating that unit-level factors critically shape state behavior even in a rigid bipolar order. While neorealism 
provides a valuable framework for understanding power distribution and structural incentives, it falls short in explaining why 
a middle power like Türkiye willingly risked diplomatic friction with its bloc leader to protect both national and ethnic interests. 
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Overall, the Cyprus case exemplifies the complementarity of structural and unit-level analysis. Türkiye’s actions remained 
fundamentally rational and aligned with core realist assumptions —prioritizing survival, security, and regional balance— yet 
the pathways through which these objectives were pursued were filtered through domestic political, historical, and identity-
driven dynamics. This reinforces the explanatory power of neoclassical realism, which bridges systemic and domestic factors 
to account for deviations from strict structural expectations. Türkiye’s 1974 intervention in Cyprus demonstrates that states do 
not act as purely passive “billiard balls” under systemic pressures, as neorealism often assumes. By prioritizing the protection 
of Turkish Cypriots and addressing domestic political, ideological, and identity-driven considerations, Türkiye interpreted 
structural constraints through its own political and normative lenses. The intervention combined strategic calculation, moral 
obligation, and national identity, showing that internal dynamics can significantly shape the perception and execution of foreign 
policy, even within the context of a rigid bipolar order. 

In sum, Türkiye’s actions reveal that national survival, regional security, and identity concerns can, at times, outweigh 
adherence to bloc expectations. While neorealism accurately captures the strategic logic of survival and structural constraints, 
it does not fully account for the domestic, historical, and normative considerations that shape how those constraints are 
perceived and operationalized. Türkiye’s Cyprus intervention exemplifies a hybrid reality: strategic and rational from a realist 
standpoint, yet simultaneously filtered through domestic and identity-based lenses. This case illustrates that a synthesis of 
structural realism, classical realist reasoning, and unit-level analysis is essential to understand state behavior in complex 
geopolitical contexts. 

Recommendations 

The findings of this study suggest several directions for future research. First, comparative studies examining other Cold 
War interventions or regional crises involving middle powers could provide further insights into how systemic constraints 
interact with domestic political dynamics. Such comparative analyses may help determine whether the patterns observed in the 
Cyprus case represent a broader tendency in the foreign policy behavior of middle powers operating within rigid bipolar 
structures. 

Second, future research could expand the theoretical framework by incorporating additional perspectives, particularly 
constructivist approaches that emphasize identity formation, normative commitments, and the social construction of threat 
perceptions. These perspectives may offer complementary insights into how states interpret and respond to systemic pressures. 

Finally, further empirical research based on archival materials, diplomatic correspondence, and governmental records may 
provide deeper insight into the internal decision-making processes that shaped Türkiye’s Cyprus policy during the critical 
period leading to the 1974 intervention. 

Limitations and Strengths 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the analysis relies primarily on secondary sources and 
theoretical literature rather than newly examined archival materials. While these sources provide a solid basis for theoretical 
interpretation, the inclusion of additional primary documents could further strengthen the empirical depth of the analysis. 

Second, the research focuses on a single case study. Although the Cyprus intervention represents a particularly illustrative 
case for examining the limits of structural neorealism, the findings should be interpreted with caution when considering broader 
generalizations about state behavior in different historical or geopolitical contexts. 

Despite these limitations, the study also has important strengths. By systematically examining the Cyprus intervention 
through the expectations of Waltzian neorealism and then introducing a neoclassical realist interpretation, the research 
provides a structured theoretical assessment of the case. This approach highlights both the explanatory capacity and the 
limitations of structural realism while demonstrating how domestic political dynamics and ideational factors can mediate 
systemic pressures in shaping foreign policy decisions. 
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