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Persistence of Turkiye's Quest for Autonomy
and Status

Economic concerns are set to play an increasing role in
Turkiye's foreign policy. Despite this, Ankara's quest for
autonomy in its foreign policy and status in international
affairs is set to continue.

The Middle East as a Microcosm

The Middle East has already been a microcosm of An-
kara's new economy driven outlook. Tirkiye's warming
ties with various Gulf states remain on track, and the
economy has a central place in this rapprochement.
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Triangle of Turkiye, Russia, and the West
Turkiye will strive to maintain its geopolitical balancing
act between Russia and the West. However, this will pre-
clude Ankara-Moscow defense cooperation. Tirkiye's
rising interest in the “Turkic world” will also likely mean
greater competition with Moscow. Conversely, Ankara's
ties with the West are improving, despite unresolved
crises.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Growing Role
With a trusted and powerful name—Hakan Fidan—at its
helm, the role of the Turkish foreign ministry in formulat-
ing policy will grow relative to other institutions. Turkish
diplomacy is also likely to become increasingly profes-
sional in language and style.
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INTRODUCTION

The course of Turkish foreign policy has witnessed
major developments, with far-reaching implica-
tions, over the past year. Firstly, following his vic-
tory in the May 2023 presidential and parliamen-
tary elections, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
appointed well-regarded figures—Hakan Fidan
and Ibrahim Kalin, respectively—to the country’s
top foreign policy and intelligence roles. Secondly,
the region-wide trend of normalization with Isra-
el, which had included Turkiye, came to an abrupt
halt with Hamas' attack on Israel on October 7th
and Israel's ensuing invasion of Gaza. Thirdly, af-
ter years of crises and tensions, a newly positive
climate has come to permeate Tuirkiye's relations
with the West, which could also impact the trajec-
tory of Turkish-Russian relations. Finally, Turkish
foreign policy has had to chart its course against
the backdrop of deepening domestic economic
downturn. The time is therefore ripe for a closer
examination of the cumulative impact of these
developments on Turkish foreign policy and its
overarching framework and trajectory, particular-
ly towards the Middle East, Russia, and the West.

This issue brief argues that Turkiye's quest for au-
tonomy and status in international affairs, which
has long characterized its foreign policy, is set to
continue amidst these shifting dynamics. Turk-
ish foreign policy will also increasingly be guided
by economic considerations. In his debut article
as foreign minister, Fidan emphasized that “the
economic component of foreign policy will receive
specific attention in the period ahead.”! Tirkiye's
economic woes will likely further accentuate this
dynamic.

The Middle East has been a microcosm of this new
economy-driven foreign policy. Turkiye's ongoing
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rapprochement with the Gulf states was largely
driven by economic considerations. However, Is-
rael's invasion of Gaza inevitably increased secu-
rity and geopolitical considerations in Ankara's re-
gional policies and has already reversed the trend
of normalization with Tel Aviv.

In the triangle of relations between Tirkiye, Rus-
sia, and the West, Ankara will likely strive to main-
tain its geopolitical balancing act. However, the
contents of the act are changing. For instance,
Ankara is unlikely to engage in any new defense
cooperation with Moscow, through purchasing
sophisticated weapon systems, given existing
tensions with the United States following Ankara’s
2017 purchase of the S-400 missile systems from
Moscow, which caused a major rift with Washing-
ton.?

Turkiye-Russia ties are further complicated by
the idea of the “Turkic world,”® which is gaining in-
creasing currency in Turkish foreign policy. Given
that the imagined geography of the “Turkic world”
encompasses Central Asia and the South Cau-
casus, the idea's growing prominence in Turkish
foreign policy could potentially fuel tensions with
Russia, Iran, and China. Each of these powers have
their own reason for concern. The Kremlin views
the "Turkic world” as part of its near-abroad and
natural zone of influence while Iran and China both
host sizeable Turkic populations, Azeris and Ui-
ghurs respectively.

Moreover, structural crises such as the lack of a
functioning framework for Tirkiye—EU relations
and fundamental disagreements that underlie
Turkish—Western relations are unlikely to be re-
solved in the near future. Despite this, relations
areonthemendasboth sides become more skillful
in managing disagreements and compartmental-
izing issues. The thaw in Turkish-Greek relations,
Ankara's approval of Sweden's NATO membership,
and Washington's approval of the sale of F-16 jets
to Turkiye reflect this new climate.*



Persistence of the Quest for Strategic
Autonomy

Ankara's quest for autonomy in its foreign and
security policy, a greater role in regional politics,
and a higher status in international affairs form
the overarching framework of Turkiye's contem-
porary foreign policy, and this is unlikely to change
in the foreseeable future. Indeed, Tirkiye is both
reflecting and spearheading a powerful trend in
global politics—middle powers demanding a larg-
er role in the affairs of their regions, autonomy in
their foreign policy, and status in global politics.®

Regional actors’ policies towards the invasion of
Ukraine are a case in point. To the chagrin of the
West, many non-Western powers, such as Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Israel,
South Africa, Brazil, and India, adopted policies of
neutrality, informed by their quest to chart inde-
pendent foreign policies, and by disillusionment
with the United States and the West more broad-
ly. For many, particularly in the Middle East, this
policy is also reflective of Russia and the United
States’ changing place in regional affairs. Moscow
has increased its footprint in regional security,
particularly through its presence in conflict zones
such as Syria and Libya since 2015. In contrast, the
United States has shown a decreased appetite for
regional security commitments. The perception
that the United States is less predictable and reli-
able has become prevalent in the region, advanc-
ing doubts surrounding Washington's attention to
its traditional partners’ security concerns.® The
war on Gaza further demonstrated the lengths of
the United States’ commitment to Israel, going
as far as alienating many in the region and inter-
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nationally. However, this is a unique case and the
United States is unlikely to have similar commit-
ments to the security of any other state in the re-
gion.

Concurrently, economic interests are playing a
growing role in Ankara's foreign policy.” This is
best illustrated by the increasing use of economic
language in Turkiye—Gulf relations. Turkiye and
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) inked a deal,
on March 21, 2024, to launch negotiations for a
Free Trade Agreement, building on Ankara and Abu
Dhabi's existing comprehensive economic part-
nership.® This trend of linking geopolitical aspira-
tions with economic needs, is mirrored by many
in the region. Countries such as Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, and Kuwait have allannounced ambitious na-
tional economic development visions.® For Turki-
ye, domestic economic pressures are particularly
acute, with a plummeting currency and inflation
that stood at 65% in December 2023, which has
led to economic considerations figuring heavily in
Ankara’'s Middle East policy.

A Middle East Reset Amid War on Gaza

Mirroring region-wide trends, normalization and
de-escalation have defined Turkiye's recent pol-
icy towards the Gulf, the wider Middle East, and
Israel (prior to October 7). This policy has mainly
been driven by economic imperatives, the United
States’ reduced security footprint in the region,
a stalemate in regional conflicts, and the need to
navigate a new regional reality where Arab Spring-
era rivalries, alliances, and political-ideological
trends have lost steam.!* Regional economic co-
operation and connectivity are defining features
of this strategy. With its economy in tatters, An-
kara is aiming to attract Gulf states’ capital and
investment through mending ties with its former

rivals.

This policy appears to be paying off. During a July
2023 tour of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE,
Erdogan signed numerous deals including agree-
ments with Abu Dhabi alone worth $50.7 billion.*?
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He also clinched various contracts in Riyadh,

including a lucrative deal to sell drones to the
Kingdom.** Looking ahead, this policy of bridge-
building with former Middle Eastern rivals is set
to continue, with implications for conflict zones.
Tensions in Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean,
and Syria have eased. Simultaneously, geopo-
litical competition between Tirkiye and regional
powers such as Egypt, the UAE, and Greece have
also abated, even if these crises remain far from
resolved. There is also increased dialogue be-
tween Ankara and its former geopolitical rivals,*
althoughits rapprochement with Israel came to an
abrupt stop following the war on Gaza.

Israel's war on Gaza, and the resultant humani-
tarian catastrophe, marked a watershed moment
in regional affairs, with major impacts on the dy-
namics of escalation, de-escalation, and normal-
ization. The process of Israel’'s normalization with
the region, with no regard to—or at the expense
of—the Palestinians, is firmly on hold, at least for
the foreseeable future. While Saudi Arabia has re-
peatedly affirmed that it is not shelving the idea
of normalization, it continues to demand that the
question of Palestinian statehood be included
in any such process.'® The thaw between Ankara
and Tel Aviv and their cooperation in the Eastern
Mediterranean and South Caucasus are also now
largely obsolete.

Dismayed at the West's unreserved support for
Israel, Ankara has focused on regional diplomacy
and tried to internationalize the conflict as much
as possible, hoping for deeper involvement by
non-Western powers and international institu-
tions. Plus, unlike the propensity of many Western
states to, at times, approach the Palestinian issue
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solely as an Arab matter, Ankara wants to create
a wide international constituency for Palestinian
rights and statehood. To that end, Fidan visited
several regional and international capitals, shortly
after the war started, advancing the idea of a mul-
tiparty guarantor system, ¢ with Tirkiye, anumber
of Arab states, and international actors serving as
guarantors for a settlement. Tirkiye was also one
of the main backers of an Arab-Islamic summit,
held in November 2023 in Riyadh, that gave rise
to a group of seven countries tasked with leading
international efforts to create momentum for a
ceasefire and put a stop to the war.?”

Throughout this process, Turkiye has supported
and complemented efforts by key Arab states
such as Qatar, Egypt, and to some extent Saudi
Arabia, rather than overshadowing or competing
with them. In this sense, the war has further rein-
forced the process of normalization between Tur-
kiye and the Gulf states. This marks a break with
the dynamic prevalent during the Arab Spring,
when Ankara played to the perceptions and aspi-
rations of Arab streets rather than those of Arab
elites, causing major crises in its relations with
many Arab states. Turkiye now appears to have
returned to its pre-Arab Spring regional policy of
balancing its appeal to Arab masses with the need
to maintain closer relations with their rulers to
bolster regional cooperation.

The war on Gaza has also eased frictions with
Iran, at least for the time being. Prior to October
7, Tehran regarded the prospect of Turkish-Azer-
baijani-Israeli cooperation in the South Caucasus
with alarm. However, this trilateral cooperation
has been rendered obsolete by Israel's aggres-
sion, at least in the near future. Since the war, An-
kara and Tehran have exchanged a growing num-
ber of official visits,*® which is likely to continue for
some time as Israel’s invasion of Gaza dominates
the regional and international agenda. However,
once the war subsides, the competitive dynamics
of Turkish—Iranian relations will likely re-emerge
particularly since the geographic scope of this
rivalry is expanding, encompassing Central Asia,
the South Caucasus,’ Iraq, and Syria. Tehran sees



the emerging regional order in the South Cauca-
sus as decidedly inimical to its interests. These
fears are compounded by the idea of the “Turkic
world’s” growing importance in shaping Turkish
foreign policy. Iran, which hosts a sizeable Azeri
population, views this as both a geopolitical and
national challenge. Ankara's backing of regional
connectivity projects, such as the Middle Corri-
dor, which aims to connect China with Europe via
Central Asia, the Caspian Sea, the South Cauca-
sus (Azerbaijan and Georgia), and Turkiye, has also
caused consternation in Tehran.

Finally, despite the increasing prominence of eco-
nomic factors in guiding Turkish foreign policy,
security considerations will continue to be pro-
nounced in Turkiye's immediate neighborhood,
namely Syria and Irag. Ankara will maintain its mil-
itary operations against the Kurdistan Workers'
Party (PKK), particularly in Iragi Kurdistan. Indeed,
Ankara has held many talks in recent months with
both Baghdad and Erbil, the capital of Iraq's au-
tonomous Kurdistan region, on taking joint mea-
sures against the PKK. Earlier this year, Tlrkiye's
foreign minister, defense minister, and chief of
intelligence met with their Iraqi counterparts in
Baghdad.?® One outcome of these talks was Iraq's
designation of the PKK as a banned organization.??
Despite a decrease in their intensity, Turkiye's at-
tacks on PKK affiliates in Syria,?? either directly or
through Syrian opposition groups, will likely per-
sist. There is therefore considerable potential for
flare-ups and escalation in Syria and Iraq.
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Shifting the Balance in Tirkiye—Russia
Relations

After 2016, Turkish-Russian relations entered a
new era driven by geopolitical imperatives and
shared discontent with the West and underpinned
by a strong personal rapport between Erdogan
and his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin.?®
Three factors, in particular, characterized this new
phase. Firstly, Turkiye engaged in defense indus-
try cooperation with Russia, purchasing Russian-
made S-400 missile systems, which prompted the
United States to impose sanctions through the
Countering America's Adversaries Through Sanc-
tions Act (CAATSA) and the removal of Turkiye
from the F-35 fighter jets program in 2019.2

Secondly, Ankara and Moscow have closely co-
operated on regional conflict management, from
Syria and Libya to Nagorno-Karabakh.?* The Syr-
ian crisis especially has been central to molding
Turkish-Russian relations. While the conflict has
driven Turkiye and the United States apart, par-
ticularly due to the latter's support for the Peo-
ple's Defense Units (YPG), a Syrian affiliate of the
PKK, it brought Turkiye and Russia closer.?® In early
2017, Ankara, Moscow, and Tehran launched the
Astana process. This track sidelined the United
Nations-led Geneva process.

Thirdly, Ankara and Moscow have also been co-
operating in sensitive and strategic areas which
create long-term dependency. For instance, Tur-
kiye's first nuclear plant, Akkuyu, is being built by
Russia's Rosatom.?” Upon completion, the plant
is expected to produce around 10% of Turkiye's
electricity, further increasing Turkiye's depen-
dence on Russia as other countries seek to reduce
dependence on Russian energy.?® Rosatom will
operate the plant for 25 years, making the plant
Russian constructed and operated.®

Moving forward, Ankara and Moscow are unlikely
to further engage in defense cooperation; Turkiye
will likely avoid purchase of additional sophisti-
cated weaponry from Russia, given the exorbitant
total costs of the S-400 systemes, in political, eco-
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nomic and security terms. Similarly, it will prob-

ably refrain from cooperating further with Russia
in sensitive and strategic areas such as nuclear
power. However, they will maintain cooperation
on geopolitical issues. That said, the intensity
of their cooperation across conflict zones in the
Middle East, such as in Syria and Libya, will likely
decline, as these conflicts continue losing steam.

Beyond the Middle East, both will likely continue
to engage in the South Caucasus and the Black
Sea, or post-Soviet space in general. With aims
to disincentivize Ankara from alignment with the
Western position on Russia, Moscow has facili-
tated different roles for Turkiye to play in the war
on Ukraine. For instance, Turkiye facilitated a pris-
oner swap between the United States and Russia
in April 2022 3° The exchange of Russian pilot Kon-
stantin Yaroshenko for U.S. ex-marine Trevor Reed
took place in Turkiye.*! Later that year, the Turkish
National Intelligence Organization (MIT) hosted
the heads of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
and the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, Bill
Burns and Sergey Narshkin respectively, for a
meeting in Ankara.?? Turkiye, alongside the UN,
also played a key role, in brokering the Black Sea
grain deal with Russia and Ukraine, which was vi-
tal to alleviating global food insecurity at the time.
After Russia unilaterally withdrew?? from the deal,
in July 2023, Ankara pursued energetic diplomacy
to bring Moscow back on board and devised a new
package of proposals along with the UN to revive
the deal, but to no avail.** Ankara’s close relations
with Moscow and Kyiv allow it to play multiple
roles.
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However, the idea of the “Turkic world's” increas-
ing importance in Turkish foreign policy could fuel
tensions between Ankara and Moscow. The area
considered by Ankara as part of the "Turkic world”
is regarded by Moscow as its backyard, post-So-
viet space. Hence, this will likely further drive the
competitive dynamics of Turkish — Russian rela-
tions. Despite growing strains, Ankara will strive
to maintain functional relations with Moscow.

Turkish—-Western Relations Improve, but
Underlying Crises Remain

Conversely, Turkiye —West relations will likely im-
prove. Turkiye's new foreign and security policy
decision-makers’ professionalism, the resolution
of the crisis over Sweden’s NATO bid and the U.S.
approval of F-16 jet sales to Turkiye*® all signal
warming Turkiye-West ties. Reduced tensions in
the Eastern Mediterranean and the concomi-
tant thaw in Turkiye's relations with Greece has
also been key. Both Ankara and Athens display a
clear willingness to reduce tensions, and heated
exchanges have now been replaced by a new lan-
guage that focuses on good neighborliness*¢ and
cooperation, including Erdogan suggesting nucle-
ar energy cooperation.*” Given the importance of
the Eastern Mediterranean for the EU, this reduc-
tion in tensions will bear positive repercussions
for Turkiye—EU relations.?®

However, despite an improved climate, the fun-
damental problems and challenges that underlie
Turkish—Western ties are unlikely to change or
disappear. There is a marked difference between
Turkiye and the United States when it comes to
their reading of global politics and great power
competition. Ankara arguably sees the existence
of multiple centers of power as a positive devel-
opment, believing that it increases its own room
for maneuver in its relations with the West. This
can be seen in Syria where Turkiye and the United
States’ threat perception is diverging. Moreover,
Ankara is not alarmed by the rise of China, as op-
posed to the United States.



Europe's geopolitical blindness coupled with Tir-
kiye's democratic backsliding only further deepen
the dysfunctionality of the accession framework
of Turkiye — EU relations. However, various po-
tential avenues for future cooperation between
Ankara and Brussels exist, such as migration, the
energy transition, and geopolitical files, including
security in Europe’s southern and eastern neigh-
borhoods (albeit in a limited manner); however,
fundamental constraints and differences in the
relationship between Tirkiye and the EU will likely
limit prospects for cooperation.

The Foreign Ministry’s Role

Aside from region-specific changes in Turkish
foreign policy, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is
projected to play a pronounced role in directing
foreign policy priorities and strategies. Three pri-
mary changes should be expected: institutional,
stylistic, and ideological. Firstly, the foreign min-
istry’s importance in the policy-making process is
set to increase. Inrecent years, policy was formed
in an ecosystem made up of the presidency, the
foreign ministry, the intelligence agency, and the
military. The role of the ministry itself was previ-
ously arguably relatively less pronounced. How-
ever, under Fidan, a powerful name trusted by
President Erdogan, the role of the ministry is set
to increase. Additionally, relatively enhanced dip-
lomatic professionalism and institutionalism are
likely to define the language and style of Turkish
foreign policy.*®

Finally, if operationalized in Ankara’s foreign policy,
the aforementioned idea of the “Turkic world's"4°
growing prominence could increase strain on Tur-
kiye's relations with Iran, Russia, and China. Russia
views the area encompassed by the “Turkic world,”
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be it in Central Asia or the South Caucasus, as its

backyard, zone of influence, and geopolitical un-
derbelly. At a time of great power competition be-
tween the West, Russia, and China, this conceptu-
alization might fuel Russia-Turkiye tensions which
could potentially lead to increased convergence
between Tirkiye and the West in that geographic
space.

Conclusion

Turkiye's foreign policy is set to continually adjust
to changing regional and international contexts
with its economic needs and woes featuring more
prominently. However, the overarching framework
of Turkiye's foreign policy—the quest for status
and autonomy—is unlikely to change in any major
ways in the foreseeable future.
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