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A Bridge No More? Turkiye’s
Geopolitical Significance in the
Twenty-first Century

Cagdas Ungor

Turkiye’s geopolitical significance was in little doubt during the Cold War.
The country joined the US-led NATO alliance in 1952 and shared a border
with the Soviet Union, placing it at the centre of this ideological confronta-
tion.! The conviction that Turkiye’s geographical location continues to confer
unique strategic leverage lingers in Ankara today.? The Turkish Straits are
seen to embody the country’s ongoing status as a ‘bridge” between Europe
and Asia at a time when China’s economic rise, growing Sino-US rivalry,
and technological shifts brought about by the Fourth Industrial Revolution
and global decarbonisation efforts appear to be ushering in an ‘Asia-Pacific
century’.> Although Turkiye is still a NATO member and partner to the
United States, it is questionable whether the country’s physical geography is

enough to shore up its leverage in a new cold war between China and the US.

A bridge no more?

Ankara is not particularly close to either China or the US. This is true
both in the geographical sense and in terms of the norms and values these
countries espouse. Disagreements over regional and global issues between
Washington and Ankara in the last decade have created substantial divi-
sions between them. Unlike during the Cold War, Turkiye and the US do not

Gagdas Ungér is a professor in the Department of Political Science and International Relations at Marmara
University in Istanbul. She declares that she has no known competing financial interests or personal relationships
that could have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper. A longer version of this article will be
published by the Turkish Studies journal in summer 2024 under the heading ‘A Bridge Pushed to the Periphery?:
Turkey's Geopolitical Significance in the Asia-Pacific Century"

Survival | vol.66 no.4 | August-September 2024 | pp. 85-90 https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2024.2380199



86 | Cagdas Ungér

necessarily view the same countries as either friends or foes. Most notably,
the Turkish government does not view China as a threat, a fact that leaves no
room for Turkiye in the US-led Indo-Pacific strategy that has been promoted
by the Trump and Biden administrations. This can be seen, for example, in
Turkiye’s absence from the Washington-backed India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor (IMEC), which was announced at the G2o summit in
New Delhi in 2023.*

It does not follow, however, that Turkiye’s distance from the US means
it enjoys closer ties with China. Although Sino-Turkish relations have
become friendlier since the 2010s, China has not emerged as a direct sub-

stitute for Turkiye’s souring relations with the
West.” Turkiye’s NATO membership still limits its
ability to develop strong ties with Beijing through
institutional mechanisms such as the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO). This is especially
true since NATO revealed its most recent strate-
gic concept at the Madrid Summit in 2022, which
painted China as a rival to the Alliance. At an SCO
summit in November 2023, Turkiye was excluded
from an agreement envisaging a transport corridor linking China, Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Russia and Belarus.® China-Turkiye relations
have also been impeded by the domestically sensitive Uyghur issue.
Although Ankara has lowered its voice on China’s human-rights viola-
tions in Xinjiang in recent years, Turkiye still ranks lower than several other
Middle Eastern countries in Beijing’s hierarchy of diplomatic partnerships.

The Turkish Straits may still provide Ankara with substantial leverage
over real and perceived enemies (while serving as an important maritime
choke point, particularly for Russian oil shipments), but the Malacca Strait
and Suez Canal are far more important in terms of Asia—Europe trade flows.
Likewise, no Turkish locations are listed among the world’s busiest maritime
ports, many of which are found in the Asia-Pacific.” Turkiye’s relatively
insignificant role in China’s land-based Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) casts
further doubt on its bridge status.® Despite the popularity of token projects

such as the Ankara-Istanbul high-speed railway or Kumport container
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terminal, China’s BRI has so far delivered little in the way of life-changing
development to Turkiye.’ It is possible that the Middle Corridor (also known
as the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route), which aims to connect
China and Europe through Central Asia, the Caspian Sea, the Caucasus and
Turkiye, may revive Turkiye’s bridge status in the future. This initiative has
gained new appeal in Western countries seeking alternatives to the Northern
Corridor and the Russian Trans-Siberian Railway in the wake of the war in
Ukraine.'® Substantial financial investment and overall policy coordination
for the corridor are still lacking, however."

Another major transformation that is likely to lessen Turkiye’s geo-
political significance is the global push to achieve zero carbon. Turkish
governments have long taken pride in the country’s ability to physically
connect the energy-rich Central Asian countries with European markets.
Previous pipeline projects in Turkiye, such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum
(BTE) pipeline, TurkStream or the Trans Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline
Project (TANAP), have facilitated this role. But the European Union’s net-
zero outlook, goal of becoming the first climate-neutral continent by 2050
and declining demand for fossil fuels may take a toll on Ankara’s ambition
to turn Turkiye into an energy hub and undermine its bridge status in the
energy sector. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine may have created a short-term
boost in European demand for Caspian oil and gas, but Europe’s green tran-
sition is expected to leave China the biggest market for these resources.'

Finally, Turkiye is not among the pioneering nations of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, the technological products of which are shaping
global geopolitics as well as economic rivalries. Despite its considerable
advances in drone technology, Turkiye has displayed little progress in key
areas such as artificial intelligence (AI), robotics or quantum computing."
In 2023, Turkiye was ranked 39th out of 62 countries in an index measuring
investment, innovation and implementation in the field of AL Scholarly
works cite Turkiye’s domestic political dynamics, such as the increasing
politicisation of state institutions and prevalent nepotism at its research
centres, among the factors impeding the country’s progress in Al technolo-
gies."> Unlike Taiwan, Turkiye does not excel in strategically important items

suited for a digitalised world, such as semiconductors. Nor does Turkiye
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have abundant mine and mineral resources that could be used to develop
renewable technologies.”® Similarly, Turkiye’s first electric vehicle — the
TOGG - is not expected to become a globally competitive brand any time

soon, despite its popularity in Turkish pro-government circles."”

How can Turkiye remain geopolitically relevant in a world focused on techno-
logical development and the Asia-Pacific? Turkiye is not geographically close
to either of the two poles in the emerging US—China rivalry, nor does it appear
to enjoy a privileged relationship with Washington or Beijing. With the bulk of
Asia-Europe trade flowing via maritime routes to Turkiye’s south and railways
to its north, the country’s bridge status seems to have diminished substantially
in the twenty-first century. New connectivity projects, such as the Middle
Corridor or the Turkiye-Iraq Development Road, may partially remedy this
problem, but their completion remains a long-term prospect. To gain geopo-
litical leverage, therefore, Ankara needs to invest in its human resources, key
technologies and niche products. The international success of Turkish drone
technology and TV productions can be replicated in other areas. This will, of
course, require a fresh look at Turkiye’s educational and research institutions,
which are currently haemorrhaging highly skilled workers to other countries.
To prevent Turkiye’s further slide into the world’s geopolitical periphery, solu-
tions will be needed for the country’s democratic backsliding and economic
downturn. Granting autonomy to the country’s universities, eliminating nepo-
tism and rewarding merit in the scientific-technological sphere will also be

crucial in reversing Turkiye’s brain drain and restoring its creative spirit.
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