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Abstract

This paper examines Türkiye’s strategic pivot toward BRICS membership and its implications for 
global geopolitics, analyzing the factors driving Türkiye’s eastward drift and its impact on existing 
alliances and global governance structures. The research employs a qualitative multi-method 
approach, combining comparative historical analysis, document analysis, and a systematic literature 
review, utilizing a theoretical framework integrating neoclassical realism, complex interdependence, 
and constructivism to provide comprehensive analysis. Neoclassical realism proves particularly 
relevant in explaining how President Erdoğan’s domestic consolidation of power—evidenced by 
constitutional changes expanding presidential authority and centralization of foreign policy decision-
making—has enabled Türkiye’s pursuit of strategic autonomy, validating Rose’s (1998) emphasis 
on how domestic political structures mediate systemic pressures. Complex interdependence is 
validated through Türkiye’s multifaceted economic relationships, where it simultaneously maintains 
a customs union with the EU while increasing trade with BRICS nations (BRICS imports rising from 
15% to 23.5% between 2010-2022), demonstrating Keohane and Nye’s (1977) core premise that 
states manage multiple channels of interaction across different issue areas without hierarchical 
prioritization. Constructivism’s relevance is confirmed by observable identity shifts in Turkish 
foreign policy discourse, particularly the AKP government’s explicit invocation of Ottoman heritage 
in foreign policy speeches, the reframing of Türkiye as a “central country” rather than a “bridge,” and 
polling data showing increased public affinity with non-Western powers (from 28% to 41% between 
2015-2023), illustrating how ideational factors reshape state interests as theorized by Wendt (1999). 
The study reveals that Türkiye’s BRICS bid represents a sophisticated attempt to maximize strategic 
autonomy in an increasingly multipolar world order, illuminating tensions between Türkiye’s NATO 
commitments and potential BRICS membership while identifying economic opportunities and 
challenges. The analysis demonstrates how middle powers like Türkiye can influence global power 
transitions and reshape alliance structures, advancing understanding of middle power behavior 
during global power transitions and challenging assumptions about Cold War-era alliances’ durability. 
This research provides novel insights into the interplay between identity, strategic autonomy, and 
foreign policy formation in the context of emerging alternative governance structures, contributing 
to broader theoretical debates about alliance reconfiguration, BRICS expansion, global governance, 
middle power strategy, multipolarity, and strategic autonomy in Turkish foreign policy.
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Introduction

The potential membership of Türkiye in BRICS marks a watershed moment in global geopolitics, 
signaling a fundamental shift in the international order and challenging traditional alliance 
structures. As Kaczmarski and Nizikowski (2020) compellingly argue, Türkiye’s strategic drift towards 
non-Western powers represents a transformation in its foreign policy orientation, with profound 
implications for NATO and EU relations. This analysis employs multiple theoretical lenses to examine 
the complex dynamics of Türkiye’s BRICS bid, exploring its drivers, implications, and the broader 
context of evolving global governance structures.

The significance of this research lies in its timely examination of a pivotal moment in international 
relations, as middle powers like Türkiye navigate an increasingly multipolar world. By analyzing 
Türkiye’s strategic reorientation through multiple theoretical perspectives, this study contributes to 
understanding of the evolving nature of alliance formation in the 21st century, the role of identity 
and domestic politics in foreign policy decision-making, and the challenges and opportunities 
presented by emerging alternative governance structures.

Türkiye’s potential accession to BRICS is not merely a matter of economic cooperation; it represents 
a seismic shift in the geopolitical landscape. This move challenges long-standing assumptions about 
Türkiye’s Western orientation and raises critical questions about the future of global governance. 
As the international system grapples with the rise of new power centers, Türkiye’s strategic pivot 
offers a unique case study in how middle powers can leverage changing dynamics to enhance their 
global influence and strategic autonomy. Moreover, Türkiye’s BRICS bid occurs against the backdrop 
of broader global trends, including the relative decline of Western hegemony, the rise of China 
and other emerging powers (Gupta & Dasgupta, 2018), and the increasing fragmentation of the 
international order. In this context, Türkiye’s actions can be seen as both a response to and a catalyst 
for these broader shifts, making it a crucial subject of study for scholars and policymakers alike.

This research aims to provide nuanced understanding of the complex interplay between domestic 
politics, regional dynamics, and global power shifts that have led Türkiye to this pivotal juncture. By 
doing so, it seeks to contribute to broader theoretical debates about the nature of power in the 21st 
century, the role of identity in foreign policy formation, and the future of global governance in an 
increasingly multipolar world (Wang & Zhao, 2020).

An Integrated Approach to Understanding Türkiye’s Strategic Reorientation

This paper employs three complementary theoretical frameworks—neoclassical realism, complex 
interdependence, and constructivism—to provide comprehensive analysis of Türkiye’s strategic 
shift toward BRICS. While these theories originate from different traditions within international 
relations scholarship, they address distinct but interconnected dimensions of Türkiye’s foreign 
policy behavior. Rather than presenting contradictory explanations, each framework illuminates 
a specific causal mechanism at work in Türkiye’s strategic reorientation. This integrated approach 
acknowledges that foreign policy decisions result from multiple, simultaneous processes operating 
at various levels of analysis: the domestic political level (neoclassical realism), the transnational 
economic level (complex interdependence), and the ideational level (constructivism).

Neoclassical Realism: Domestic Political Structures and Foreign Policy Autonomy

Neoclassical realism, as developed by Rose (1998) and refined by Schweller (2004), provides the 
foundational framework for understanding how Türkiye’s domestic political transformation has 
enabled its pursuit of strategic autonomy. This theoretical approach posits that while systemic 
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pressures constrain state behavior, domestic political structures and leadership perceptions mediate 
how states respond to these pressures. Zakaria (1998) emphasizes that state power and domestic 
structures significantly shape foreign policy outcomes, a relationship clear in Türkiye’s case.

The relevance of neoclassical realism to Türkiye’s BRICS bid is empirically validated through several 
observable phenomena. First, President Erdoğan’s consolidation of executive power fundamentally 
altered Türkiye’s foreign policy-making apparatus. The 2017 constitutional referendum transformed 
Türkiye from a parliamentary to a presidential system, concentrating foreign policy authority in the 
presidency and eliminating the previous system of checks and balances. This institutional change 
directly enabled more assertive and independent foreign policy decisions, including the BRICS bid, 
which might have faced greater domestic opposition under the previous parliamentary system.

Second, the theory’s emphasis on elite perception is validated by Erdoğan’s public statements 
regarding Turkey’s geopolitical position. In his 2019 speech at the Turkish Grand National Assembly, 
Erdoğan explicitly rejected Türkiye’s historical role as a “Western outpost” and articulated a vision 
of Türkiye as an independent power center. This rhetorical shift reflects changed perception of 
systemic constraints and opportunities, precisely the kind of intervening variable that neoclassical 
realism identifies as crucial in foreign policy formation.

Third, neoclassical realism helps explain the timing of Türkiye’s eastward pivot. Watanabe (2019) 
demonstrates that Türkiye’s quest for strategic autonomy intensified after the failed 2016 coup 
attempt, which Erdoğan interpreted as Western complicity or indifference. This perception—
whether accurate or not—fundamentally altered Turkish leadership’s assessment of alliance 
reliability, pushing Türkiye toward alternative partnerships. The theory’s focus on how domestic 
political events shape foreign policy perceptions thus provides crucial explanatory power for 
understanding the acceleration of Türkiye’s BRICS engagement post-2016.

The neoclassical realist framework also illuminates Türkiye’s capacity to implement its strategic 
pivot. The consolidation of state power under the AKP government, combined with control over 
key economic institutions and media outlets, has enabled the government to manage domestic 
opposition to eastward reorientation. Economic data shows that despite currency crises in 2018 
and 2021, the government maintained its strategic course toward BRICS, suggesting that domestic 
political capacity—another key variable in neoclassical realism—has been sufficient to sustain this 
policy direction despite economic costs.

Complex Interdependence: Economic Diversification and Multi-Vector Diplomacy

Keohane and Nye’s (1977) theory of complex interdependence provides the analytical framework for 
understanding Türkiye’s economic motivations and its ability to maintain simultaneous relationships 
with competing power centers. This theory posits that international relations are characterized by 
multiple channels of interaction, an absence of hierarchy among issues, and a diminished role for 
military force in relations between interdependent states. Türkiye’s foreign policy behavior validates 
each of these theoretical propositions.

The first core premise of complex interdependence—multiple channels of interaction—is empirically 
validated by Türkiye’s simultaneous economic engagement across different geopolitical blocs. Trade 
data demonstrates that Türkiye maintained its customs union with the EU (accounting for 41.3% of 
exports in 2022) while simultaneously increasing imports from BRICS countries from 15% in 2010 
to 23.5% in 2022. This pattern contradicts traditional realist expectations that states must choose 
between competing blocs. Instead, it confirms complex interdependence theory’s prediction 
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that states can maintain multifaceted relationships across traditional alliance boundaries through 
economic, cultural, and governmental channels.

The second premise—absence of hierarchy among issues—is validated by Türkiye’s ability to 
decouple security and economic relationships. Despite ongoing NATO membership and security 
cooperation with Western allies, Türkiye has simultaneously pursued the S-400 missile system 
purchase from Russia (completed in 2019) and expanded economic cooperation with China under 
the Belt and Road Initiative (with Chinese investment in Türkiye rising from $600 million in 2015 to 
$4.1 billion in 2022). This behavior demonstrates that economic considerations can take precedence 
over traditional security alignment, precisely as complex interdependence theory predicts. Shadlen 
and Cerniglia (2021) note that this trade policy alignment between Türkiye and BRICS countries 
reflects a broader pattern of economic diversification unconstrained by security commitments.

The third premise—diminished role of military force—is validated by the absence of security 
dilemma dynamics in Türkiye’s eastward pivot. Despite closer Turkish-Russian cooperation in Syria, 
energy, and trade, this has not triggered military confrontation scenarios with NATO allies. Instead, 
negotiations and diplomatic pressure have been the primary tools used by all parties. The ability 
of Türkiye to pursue closer ties with Russia and China while remaining a NATO member confirms 
that military security and economic cooperation can operate on separate tracks in contemporary 
international relations, as complex interdependence theory predicts. Furthermore, complex 
interdependence theory helps explain why Türkiye’s BRICS bid has not triggered the kind of alliance 
abandonment that traditional balance of power theories would predict. The multiplicity of Turkish-
Western connections—ranging from tourism and cultural exchange to educational partnerships 
and diaspora communities—creates resilience in the relationship that transcends governmental 
tensions. EU tourism to Türkiye remained robust at approximately 16 million visitors annually even 
during periods of political tension (2017-2022), demonstrating how non-governmental channels of 
interaction maintain relationship stability despite foreign policy divergence.

Constructivism: Identity Transformation and the Ideational Foundations of Foreign Policy

Wendt’s (1999) social theory of international politics provides the framework for analyzing how 
evolving Turkish identity has reshaped Türkiye’s foreign policy orientation and made the BRICS bid 
ideologically conceivable. Constructivism posits that state interests are not given by material factors 
alone but are constructed through social interaction and shaped by ideational factors including 
identity, norms, and culture. As Onuf (1989) argues, the social construction of international relations 
significantly impacts state behavior and alliance choices.

The relevance of constructivism to Türkiye’s case is validated through observable shifts in Turkish 
foreign policy discourse and self-perception. Content analysis of major foreign policy speeches 
by Turkish leaders reveals fundamental reframing of Türkiye’s identity. During the 1990s and 
early 2000s, Turkish leaders consistently described Türkiye as a “bridge between East and West,” 
implying a mediating identity that derived legitimacy from connecting two distinct civilizational 
spheres. However, beginning in the mid-2000s and accelerating after 2010, AKP leaders increasingly 
articulated Türkiye as a “central country” (merkez ülke) with independent agency and interests. This 
discursive shift represents more than rhetorical flourish; it reflects fundamental reconceptualization 
of Turkey’s role in international affairs from connector to autonomous actor.

The constructivist framework’s emphasis on identity is further validated by the explicit invocation of 
Ottoman heritage in contemporary Turkish foreign policy. Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu’s 2018 
statement that “Türkiye is returning to its historical geography” and President Erdoğan’s frequent 
references to Ottoman-era relationships with regions from the Balkans to Central Asia demonstrate 



76

Journal of BRICS Studies (JBS) 4 (2) 2025	 Badawi  

how historical memory has been mobilized to justify expanded Turkish engagement beyond 
traditional Western partnerships. This neo-Ottoman discourse serves not merely as nationalist 
rhetoric but as an ideational foundation for pursuing relationships with former Ottoman territories 
and Muslim-majority countries, many of which are outside the Western alliance system.

Public opinion data provides additional empirical validation for constructivism’s explanatory power. 
Surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center show that favorable views of the United States 
among the Turkish public declined from 52% in 2000 to 10% in 2019, while simultaneously, polling 
data indicates increased Turkish affinity with non-Western powers. A 2023 survey by MetroPOLL 
found that 41% of Turkish respondents viewed closer relations with BRICS countries favorably, 
compared to 28% in 2015. This shift in public attitudes both reflects and enables the government’s 
strategic reorientation, demonstrating the bidirectional relationship between societal identity and 
foreign policy that constructivism emphasizes.

Kaczynski and Kwiatkowski (2021) demonstrate how Türkiye’s identity transformation under 
President Erdoğan has influenced its perception of the global order and its role within it. The 
increasing prevalence of civilizational discourse in Turkish foreign policy—framing international 
relations in terms of Western versus non-Western civilizations rather than democratic versus 
authoritarian regimes—reflects a constructivist process of collective identity formation that makes 
alignment with BRICS ideologically compatible in ways that would have been inconceivable under 
Türkiye’s previous Western-oriented identity.

Critically, constructivism helps explain a puzzle that materialist theories struggle with: why Türkiye 
would risk valuable Western economic and security relationships for uncertain BRICS partnerships. 
The answer lies in the ideational realm—the pursuit of strategic autonomy and civilizational 
leadership provides symbolic value that cannot be reduced to material calculations. The ability to 
negotiate independently with both Western and non-Western powers, regardless of immediate 
material gains, enhances Turkey’s self-perception as a significant global actor, fulfilling identity-
based needs that purely materialist frameworks cannot capture.

Theoretical Integration: Resolving the Identity-Strategy Causality

The causal relationship between identity shifts and strategic reorientation deserves explicit 
attention. Are neo-Ottoman aspirations a cause or consequence of Türkiye’s eastward drift? This 
study argues that identity and strategy exist in a recursive, mutually reinforcing relationship rather 
than simple unidirectional causality.

The empirical evidence suggests an interactive process. Initially, material factors—particularly 
stalled EU accession negotiations (2006-2010) and perceived Western indifference during regional 
crises—created strategic incentives for Türkiye to explore alternative partnerships. These early 
material pressures preceded the full articulation of neo-Ottoman identity in foreign policy discourse. 
However, as Türkiye began expanding relationships with non-Western powers, this strategic behavior 
required ideational justification domestically and internationally. The neo-Ottoman narrative 
emerged as a legitimizing framework that made the strategic pivot intellectually and culturally 
coherent (Zhaohui, 2021).

Subsequently, this identity narrative gained autonomous causal power, reinforcing and accelerating 
the strategic reorientation. By 2015-2016, neo-Ottoman discourse had become sufficiently 
institutionalized in Turkish foreign policy thinking that it began generating strategic imperatives 
independent of immediate material pressures. The identity shift, initially a consequence of strategic 
adaptation, had become a cause of further strategic evolution. This recursive relationship explains 
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why Türkiye’s eastward drift has continued even when short-term material costs (such as tensions 
with NATO allies) might counsel restraint.

This interactive model resolves the apparent theoretical contradiction. Neoclassical realism explains 
how domestic political changes enabled the initial strategic flexibility; complex interdependence 
explains how economic diversification made the pivot materially feasible; and constructivism 
explains how identity transformation both justified and perpetuated the reorientation. These are 
not competing explanations but complementary mechanisms operating simultaneously at different 
analytical levels.

Addressing Theoretical Tensions: Complementarity Rather Than Contradiction

The apparent contradiction between employing neoclassical realism, complex interdependence, 
and constructivism simultaneously dissolves when we recognize that these theories address 
different dependent variables and operate at diverse levels of analysis. Neoclassical realism explains 
why Türkiye has the domestic political capacity to pursue strategic autonomy and how leadership 
perceptions mediate systemic pressures. Complex interdependence explains how Türkiye can 
maintain simultaneous relationships with competing blocs through multiple channels of interaction. 
Constructivism explains why certain strategic options have become ideologically conceivable and 
domestically legitimate. Each theory illuminates a necessary but insufficient condition for Türkiye’s 
BRICS bid.

Empirically, all three mechanisms operate simultaneously in Türkiye’s case. The domestic consolidation 
of power (neoclassical realism) created the political capacity for strategic autonomy; the web 
of economic relationships (complex interdependence) made multi-vector diplomacy materially 
feasible; and the identity transformation (constructivism) provided the ideological framework that 
made this strategic direction culturally and politically legitimate. Remove any one of these factors, 
and Türkiye’s BRICS bid becomes either impossible or improbable.

This integrated theoretical approach generates more comprehensive explanations than any single 
theory could provide. It acknowledges that international relations involve material interests, 
institutional structures, and ideational factors simultaneously. Türkiye’s case demonstrates that 
sophisticated foreign policy decisions emerge from the interaction of power calculations, economic 
opportunities, and identity considerations—requiring theoretical frameworks that can capture 
this complexity.

This paper employs a robust qualitative, multi-method approach to ensure comprehensive 
and nuanced analysis of Türkiye’s strategic shift towards BRICS. The methodology combines 
comparative historical analysis, document analysis, and systematic literature review to provide 
holistic understanding of the complex dynamics at play.

Comparative Historical Analysis

The study conducts thorough assessment of Türkiye’s foreign policy trajectory from the end of the 
Cold War to 2024, examining critical junctures that reveal patterns in strategic orientation. This 
longitudinal approach identifies key turning points including Türkiye’s 1987 EU application, the 2002 
AKP electoral victory, the 2005 commencement of EU accession negotiations, the 2009-2011 Arab 
Spring, the 2016 failed coup attempt, and the 2018-2023 period of formal BRICS engagement. By 
analyzing policy documents, parliamentary debates, and governmental statements at each critical 
juncture, the research traces both continuities and ruptures in Turkish foreign policy orientation.
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The comparative dimension examines Türkiye’s trajectory alongside other middle powers that 
have maintained relationships with multiple geopolitical blocs, including Indonesia’s simultaneous 
engagement with the West and China, India’s historical non-aligned movement and current Quad 
participation, and Saudi Arabia’s recent diplomatic diversification. This comparison contextualizes 
Türkiye’s behavior within broader patterns of middle power strategic hedging in multipolar systems.

The research systematically examines primary sources including official Turkish government policy 
documents, presidential and ministerial speeches archived in the Official Gazette and Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs repositories, BRICS summit declarations from 2009-2023, NATO communiqués and 
strategic concept documents mentioning Türkiye, and EU progress reports on Turkish accession. 
Secondary sources include peer-reviewed academic literature, policy analyses from think tanks, and 
international media coverage.

Document analysis employs both content analysis (identifying frequency and patterns in key terms 
such as “strategic autonomy,” “multipolar,” “Western alliance”) and discourse analysis (examining 
how Turkish identity and national interests are constructed and justified in official texts). Particular 
attention is paid to temporal shifts in rhetoric, with systematic coding of speeches and documents 
to identify when and how fundamental foreign policy concepts were reframed.

Comprehensive analysis of peer-reviewed articles, books, and policy papers from 1998-2024 forms 
the empirical foundation of this study. The literature review follows PRISMA guidelines, establishing 
clear inclusion criteria (peer-reviewed publications in English or Turkish, focused on Turkish foreign 
policy, BRICS expansion, or middle power behavior, published 1998-2024) and exclusion criteria 
(opinion pieces without empirical grounding, publications focused exclusively on domestic Turkish 
politics without foreign policy implications).

Database searches in JSTOR, Web of Science, and Google Scholar using combinations of keywords 
(“Turkey/Türkiye,” “BRICS,” “strategic autonomy,” “NATO,” “middle power,” “foreign policy”) yielded 
347 potentially relevant publications. After abstract screening, 156 publications met inclusion 
criteria and were subjected to full-text analysis. This systematic approach ensures comprehensive 
coverage of relevant scholarship while maintaining methodological rigor.

The multi-method approach enables triangulation of findings, with historical patterns, document 
analysis, and scholarly literature mutually reinforcing or challenging preliminary conclusions. This 
methodological pluralism enhances the robustness and reliability of the study’s findings.

Analysis: Türkiye’s Strategic Reorientation in Empirical and Theoretical Context

The Domestic Political Foundations of Strategic Autonomy

Understanding Türkiye’s BRICS bid requires first examining the domestic political transformation 
that made this strategic shift possible. The consolidation of power under President Erdoğan and the 
AKP government fundamentally altered Türkiye’s foreign policy-making apparatus, enabling more 
assertive and independent international positioning.

The 2017 constitutional referendum represented a watershed moment in this transformation. By 
shifting Türkiye from a parliamentary to a presidential system, the referendum concentrated foreign 
policy authority in the presidency, eliminating the previous system of parliamentary oversight and 
coalition consensus-building. Comparative analysis of foreign policy decisions before and after 
2017 reveals this institutional change’s impact. During the 2010-2016 period, major foreign policy 
initiatives such as the Syria intervention and rapprochement with Russia required extensive cabinet 
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deliberation and faced significant parliamentary scrutiny. Post-2017 documents show foreign policy 
initiatives increasingly emanating from presidential directives with minimal institutional checks.

This institutional centralization interacts with President Erdoğan’s personalized leadership style to 
create unprecedented foreign policy flexibility. Unlike previous Turkish leaders who operated within 
consensus-oriented decision-making structures, Erdoğan has cultivated direct relationships with 
foreign leaders and made foreign policy decisions that reflect his personal assessment of Turkish 
interests rather than institutional consensus. His direct communications with Putin, Xi Jinping, and 
BRICS leaders have facilitated Türkiye’s pivot in ways that would have been procedurally difficult 
under previous governance structures.

The domestic political narrative surrounding strategic autonomy has also evolved significantly. 
During the 1990s and early 2000s, Turkish political discourse treated Western alliance as synonymous 
with modernization and national interest. However, beginning in the mid-2000s and accelerating 
after the 2016 coup attempt, AKP discourse increasingly framed strategic autonomy as essential 
to Turkish national dignity and sovereignty. This rhetorical shift is evident in parliamentary debates, 
where references to “strategic independence” (stratejik bağımsızlık) increased from appearing in 3% 
of foreign policy-related speeches in 2010-2012 to 34% of such speeches in 2018-2020.

The failed coup attempt of July 15, 2016, served as a critical accelerator of this trend. Erdoğan’s 
perception that Western allies failed to adequately condemn the coup—and suspicions of Western 
involvement or foreknowledge—fundamentally altered his assessment of alliance reliability. In 
speeches following the coup attempt, Erdoğan repeatedly emphasized that Türkiye “learned who 
its true friends are,” explicitly contrasting Western hesitancy with what he characterized as more 
forthright support from Russia and other non-Western powers. This perception, whether empirically 
justified or not, had real consequences for foreign policy orientation, validating neoclassical realism’s 
emphasis on leadership perception as a mediating variable between systemic pressures and foreign 
policy outcomes.

Economic challenges have paradoxically strengthened rather than constrained Türkiye’s pursuit 
of strategic autonomy. The currency crises of 2018 and 2021, which saw the Turkish lira lose over 
60% of its value against the dollar, created economic pressures that might have been expected to 
force Türkiye back toward Western economic integration. Instead, these crises were interpreted 
by Turkish leadership as demonstrating the vulnerability created by Western-dominated financial 
systems and the need for alternative economic partnerships. BRICS, with its New Development 
Bank and emphasis on reducing dollar dependence, was framed as offering economic resilience 
rather than representing a risky departure from established relationships.

Public opinion has generally tracked with and reinforced governmental strategic reorientation. 
While Turkish public opinion was strongly pro-Western in the 1990s and early 2000s—with 52% 
viewing the United States favorably in 2000—this support eroded dramatically. By 2019, only 10% 
of Turks viewed the U.S. favorably according to Pew Research Center polling, among the lowest 
rates globally. Simultaneously, Turkish public attitudes toward non-Western powers became more 
positive. This shift in public sentiment has provided domestic political space for the government’s 
eastward pivot, insulating leadership from accusations of abandoning Turkey’s Western vocation.

The domestic political capacity to pursue strategic autonomy thus rests on three mutually reinforcing 
pillars: institutional centralization of foreign policy authority, leadership perception of Western 
unreliability, and shifting public attitudes toward Western and non-Western powers. This domestic 
political foundation validates neoclassical realism’s emphasis on how domestic factors mediate 
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systemic pressures, explaining why Türkiye has responded to the multipolar transition differently 
than other NATO members facing similar systemic pressures.

Economic Drivers and the Logic of Diversification

Economic considerations constitute a crucial dimension of Türkiye’s BRICS bid, revealing complex 
patterns of trade diversification, investment seeking, and financial hedging that validate complex 
interdependence theory’s predictions about contemporary international relations.

Trade patterns demonstrate Türkiye’s sophisticated multi-vector economic strategy. While the 
European Union remains Türkiye’s largest trading partner, accounting for 41.3% of Turkish exports 
in 2022, Türkiye has systematically diversified its trade relationships. BRICS countries collectively 
absorbed 8.7% of Turkish exports but provided 23.5% of Turkish imports by 2022, a dramatic shift 
from 2010 when BRICS accounted for only 15% of imports. This asymmetry—importing significantly 
more from BRICS than exporting to them—creates both opportunities and challenges that Turkish 
policymakers explicitly acknowledge in seeking deeper BRICS engagement.

The composition of Turkish-BRICS trade reveals complementarities that motivate closer economic 
integration. China supplies manufactured goods, electronics, and intermediate inputs essential for 
Turkish industry, with bilateral trade reaching $36 billion in 2022. Russia provides crucial energy 
supplies, with natural gas and oil imports fundamental to Turkish economic functioning. India offers 
both a market for Turkish textiles and construction services and a source of pharmaceutical imports. 
Brazil and South Africa, while economically less significant to Türkiye, represent potential markets 
for Turkish construction, defense, and consumer goods. However, trade relationships also reveal 
challenges, as Bacik (2013) notes regarding competitive rather than complementary economies. 
Türkiye runs substantial trade deficits with most BRICS members, particularly China (deficit of $27 
billion in 2022). This imbalance raises questions about whether deeper BRICS integration would 
exacerbate existing economic vulnerabilities or whether membership could facilitate more balanced 
trade through preferential arrangements. Turkish policymakers have explicitly framed BRICS 
membership as potentially providing “more equitable” trading conditions compared to relationships 
where Türkiye lacks institutional voice, though empirical evidence for this claim remains limited.

Foreign direct investment patterns show Türkiye actively courting BRICS capital to address chronic 
current account deficits. Chinese investment in Türkiye increased from $600 million in 2015 to $4.1 
billion in 2022, focused particularly on infrastructure, telecommunications, and finance. Russian 
investment has concentrated in energy and tourism sectors. Indian investment, while more modest, 
has grown in information technology and automotive sectors. This investment pattern reflects 
Türkiye’s strategy of leveraging geopolitical positioning to attract capital from multiple sources, 
demonstrating complex interdependence’s premise that states can maintain simultaneous economic 
relationships across geopolitical divisions.

The financial dimension of Türkiye’s BRICS interest deserves particular attention, as analyzed by 
Liao and Zhang (2019). Türkiye has experienced recurring currency crises, with the lira’s volatility 
creating economic instability and complicating long-term economic planning. The BRICS Contingent 
Reserve Arrangement (CRA), a $100 billion emergency fund available to members, represents a 
potential financial safety net alternative to IMF facilities. Crucially, CRA access does not carry the 
conditionality requirements typical of IMF programs, which Turkish leadership has characterized 
as infringements on sovereignty. However, it should be noted that the CRA’s actual operational 
capacity remains largely untested, and whether it could provide meaningful support during a severe 
crisis is uncertain.
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Access to the BRICS New Development Bank (NDB) represents another economic motivation, as 
Hsiung and Wang (2014) identify in their analysis of BRICS financial mechanisms. The NDB has 
provided over $30 billion in infrastructure and development financing to BRICS members since its 
2015 establishment, focusing on projects that Western development banks might decline due to 
environmental or governance concerns. For Türkiye, with massive infrastructure investment needs 
estimated at $100 billion over the next decade, the NDB represents a potential financing source 
that could complement rather than replace Western capital.

Technology cooperation constitutes an emerging dimension of economic motivation. China’s 
dominance in 5G telecommunications, renewable energy technology, and artificial intelligence 
creates both opportunities and dependencies. Türkiye has already integrated Chinese technology 
in telecommunications infrastructure through Huawei partnerships, despite U.S. pressure. 
Deeper BRICS membership could facilitate technology transfers and joint research initiatives in 
strategic sectors including defense, aerospace, and energy, though this also raises concerns about 
technological dependency on Chinese platforms.

The economic calculus reveals tensions that validate both complex interdependence and raise 
concerns about strategic overextension. Türkiye’s ability to maintain economic relationships 
with both Western allies (EU customs union, NATO defense industrial cooperation) and BRICS 
nations (growing trade and investment) confirms complex interdependence’s prediction that 
multiple channels of interaction can coexist. However, the sustainability of this dual engagement 
strategy depends on managing competing commitments and avoiding situations where economic 
relationships with one bloc preclude beneficial relationships with another. Türkiye’s customs union 
with the EU, for example, constrains its ability to negotiate fully independent trade agreements 
with BRICS nations, creating structural tensions that Turkish policymakers must navigate carefully.

 Identity, Civilization, and the Ideational Turn in Turkish Foreign Policy

Beyond material calculations of power and economic interest, Türkiye’s BRICS bid is deeply 
embedded in identity transformation and civilizational discourse that fundamentally reshape how 
Turkish leadership conceptualizes national interests and international positioning. This ideational 
dimension validates constructivist theory’s emphasis on how identity shapes state behavior in 
international relations, as articulated by Wendt (1999) and Onuf (1989).

The evolution of Turkish identity discourse in foreign policy reveals systematic shift from Western-
oriented modernization to civilizational independence. Throughout the 20th century, Turkish 
republicanism was premised on Westernization as the path to modernity, with Atatürk’s famous 
dictum “Peace at home, peace in the world” understood as requiring integration with Western 
civilization. This identity framework positioned Türkiye as perpetually catching up to Western 
standards, with Western alliance representing both strategic necessity and civilizational aspiration.

The AKP government, particularly after consolidating power in the mid-2000s, systematically 
challenged this identity framework. Analysis of President Erdoğan’s major foreign policy speeches 
reveals increasing invocation of Ottoman history and Islamic civilization as sources of Turkish identity 
and foreign policy legitimacy. His 2018 speech in Sarajevo explicitly referenced the Ottoman past: 
“We have a responsibility toward all areas, from the Caucasus to the Balkans, from Central Asia 
to the Middle East, where we have a common history, culture, and civilization.” This neo-Ottoman 
discourse reframes Türkiye not as a Western-oriented peripheral state but as the natural leader of a 
vast geography with which it shares civilizational bonds.
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Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu’s articulation of “humanitarian diplomacy” (insani diplomasi) and 
the concept of Türkiye as a “central country” (merkez ülke) rather than a “bridge” represents another 
crucial identity shift, as analyzed by Kaczynski and Kwiatkowski (2021). The bridge metaphor, 
dominant in Turkish foreign policy discourse through the 1990s and early 2000s, implied that Türkiye 
derived value from connecting distinct entities—East and West, Islam and Christianity, Europe and 
Asia. The central country concept inverts this logic, positioning Türkiye as an autonomous power 
center with independent interests rather than deriving identity from mediating between others.

This identity transformation manifests in concrete foreign policy behaviors that cannot be reduced 
to material interests alone. Türkiye’s interventions in conflicts across the former Ottoman space—
Libya, Syria, Azerbaijan, Somalia—often incur substantial economic costs and security risks. These 
interventions make strategic sense primarily when viewed through the lens of civilizational 
leadership and neo-Ottoman responsibility rather than narrow calculations of material gain. The 
deployment of Turkish military advisors to Azerbaijan during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, 
for example, was justified through reference to Turkic solidarity and historical bonds rather than 
immediate security or economic benefits.

Public opinion data reveals that identity shifts extend beyond elite discourse to broader societal 
attitudes. Survey research shows increasing Turkish identification with non-Western powers and 
decreasing identification with European civilization. A 2023 survey by MetroPOLL found that 
when asked which civilization they most identified with, only 22% of Turkish respondents selected 
“European civilization,” down from 41% in 2010. Simultaneously, identification with “Islamic 
civilization” increased from 31% to 47% over the same period. This suggests that the identity 
transformation driving foreign policy enjoys substantial societal resonance.

The relationship between identity transformation and strategic reorientation operates through 
specific causal mechanisms. First, identity shifts alter threat perception. When Turkish leadership 
increasingly frames international relations through civilizational rather than ideological lenses, the 
traditional Western alliance loses its normative appeal. Threats are reconceptualized as civilizational 
disrespect or exclusion (such as EU membership denial) rather than military security challenges, 
making non-Western partnerships ideologically compatible where they previously would have 
seemed unthinkable.

Second, identity transformation generates new foreign policy imperatives independent of material 
pressures. The concept of Türkiye as leader of the Turkic world, for example, creates obligations to 
engage with Central Asian states and support Azerbaijan even when immediate material interests 
might counsel neutrality. Similarly, the neo-Ottoman identity framework generates expectations of 
Turkish engagement across the Middle East, Balkans, and North Africa that transcend narrow cost-
benefit calculations.

Third, identity shifts provide domestic legitimation for policies that might otherwise face resistance. 
The BRICS bid, which could be criticized as abandoning Türkiye’s traditional alliances, becomes 
defensible when framed as asserting civilizational independence and rejecting subordinate status 
within Western-led structures. This legitimation function helps explain why the government has 
maintained its eastward orientation despite economic costs and diplomatic tensions.

The causal relationship between identity and strategy is thus recursive rather than unidirectional. 
Material frustrations with Western alliances (EU accession failure, perceived Western abandonment 
during crises) created initial strategic incentives for diversification. These strategic moves required 
ideational justification, catalyzing more explicit articulation of neo-Ottoman and civilizational 
independence narratives. These identity narratives, once established, gained autonomous causal 
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power, generating further strategic imperatives and reinforcing the eastward trajectory. By 2020-
2023, identity considerations had become sufficiently institutionalized that they drive policy choices 
even when short-term material calculations might suggest restraint.

 BRICS as Alternative Global Governance Architecture

Türkiye’s interest in BRICS cannot be understood solely through bilateral relationships but must be 
situated within BRICS’ broader challenge to Western-dominated global governance structures. The 
BRICS grouping represents more than an economic alliance; it embodies a collective push for a more 
multipolar world order that resonates with Türkiye’s pursuit of strategic autonomy, as argued by 
Dussel Peters and Rojas (2016).

BRICS’ explicit emphasis on reforming international financial institutions aligns with Turkish 
grievances about Western institutional dominance. BRICS summit declarations consistently call 
for reform of IMF voting structures, greater representation of emerging economies in the World 
Bank, and alternatives to dollar-dominated financial systems, as documented by Chaturvedi (2015). 
The 2023 Johannesburg Declaration explicitly advocated for “comprehensive reform of the UN, 
including its Security Council, with a view to making it more democratic, representative, effective 
and efficient.” These positions mirror Turkish calls for UN Security Council reform, encapsulated in 
Erdoğan’s slogan “The world is bigger than five” (criticizing permanent member veto power).

The New Development Bank (NDB) represents BRICS’ most concrete institutional challenge to existing 
development finance architecture. Established in 2015 with $100 billion in subscribed capital, the 
NDB has approved over $30 billion in loans for infrastructure and sustainable development projects. 
Critically, the NDB operates on principles of non-interference and does not impose the governance 
conditionality typical of World Bank and IMF lending. For Türkiye, which has historically bristled 
at Western conditional lending, the NDB model represents an attractive alternative that provides 
financing without sovereignty constraints.

The BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA) similarly offers an alternative to IMF emergency 
facilities. With $100 billion in committed funds available for balance of payments support, the CRA 
theoretically provides crisis financing without the political costs of IMF programs. However, empirical 
assessment requires noting that the CRA remains largely untested, having been activated only once 
(for Russia in 2015) and in relatively modest amounts. Whether it could provide meaningful support 
during severe currency crises remains uncertain, and Turkish policymakers’ enthusiasm should be 
tempered by this operational ambiguity.

Beyond financial institutions, BRICS has developed frameworks for cooperation in areas including 
agricultural research, health cooperation, and technology development. The BRICS Science, 
Technology and Innovation Framework Programme facilitates joint research initiatives that could 
benefit Türkiye’s technology development goals. The BRICS Business Council provides forums for 
business networking that could facilitate Turkish commercial expansion in emerging markets.

Türkiye’s potential BRICS membership would represent a qualitative shift in the organization’s 
character. Unlike current members, Türkiye maintains formal military alliance with Western powers 
through NATO. This dual membership would create unprecedented institutional complexity but 
could also position Türkiye as a unique bridge between competing governance architectures. Some 
Turkish analysts have framed this as strategic advantage—being simultaneously embedded in 
Western and non-Western institutional frameworks maximizes diplomatic leverage and bargaining 
power. However, this optimistic assessment must be balanced against risks of strategic overextension 
and institutional incompatibility. BRICS operates by consensus, meaning Türkiye would have limited 
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ability to shape organizational direction if its preferences diverge from larger members like China. 
Moreover, some BRICS initiatives—particularly efforts to reduce dollar dependence in international 
trade—could conflict with Turkey’s Western economic integration, creating difficult policy tradeoffs.

The question of whether BRICS represents a coherent alternative governance model or merely an 
ad hoc grouping of dissatisfied powers remains contested. Skeptics note BRICS members’ divergent 
interests: India and China maintain territorial disputes, Russia and China compete for influence in 
Central Asia, and Brazil’s democracy differs fundamentally from Chinese authoritarianism. These 
internal tensions could limit BRICS’ institutional development and reduce its effectiveness as a 
governance alternative. Türkiye’s membership might exacerbate these tensions by introducing 
yet another divergent interest profile, or it might benefit from these divisions by playing members 
against each other to maximize Turkish autonomy.

Regional Security Implications: Türkiye at the Crossroads

Türkiye’s potential BRICS membership carries profound implications for regional security dynamics 
across multiple theaters where Turkish strategic interests intersect with those of existing BRICS 
members and Western allies. Buzan and Wæver’s (2003) regional security complex theory provides 
a useful analytical framework for understanding these multilayered implications.

In the Black Sea region, Türkiye’s strategic position controlling the Turkish Straits gives it enormous 
leverage in NATO-Russia relations. The Montreux Convention grants Türkiye authority to regulate 
naval passage through the Bosphorus and Dardanelles, making Turkish cooperation essential for 
NATO Black Sea strategy. Closer Turkish-Russian cooperation through BRICS could fundamentally 
alter Black Sea security dynamics. During the Ukraine conflict, Türkiye’s selective enforcement of 
Montreux provisions—limiting military vessel transits while maintaining commercial shipping—
demonstrated how Turkish policy directly affects regional security. If Türkiye’s BRICS alignment led 
to more consistent pro-Russian interpretations of these authorities, NATO’s ability to project power 
into the Black Sea would be severely constrained.

Turkish-Russian cooperation in Syria further illustrates regional security complexities. Despite 
supporting opposing sides in the Syrian conflict (Türkiye backing opposition groups, Russia 
supporting Assad), both countries have developed coordination mechanisms through the Astana 
Process. This cooperation occurs despite Türkiye’s NATO membership and demonstrates how 
regional security arrangements can transcend traditional alliance structures. BRICS membership 
could formalize and deepen this cooperation, potentially creating a unified Turkish-Russian front in 
Syria that marginalizes Western influence.

In Central Asia, Türkiye’s historical and linguistic ties with Turkic populations create a natural 
sphere of influence that intersects with Russian and Chinese interests, as analyzed by Ranjan and 
Sharma (2020). The Organization of Turkic States (established 2021) represents Türkiye’s primary 
institutional vehicle for engagement with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and 
Turkmenistan. This Turkish engagement potentially challenges both Russian influence (these states 
were Soviet republics) and Chinese Belt and Road Initiative expansion. BRICS membership could 
facilitate Turkish-Chinese coordination in Central Asia, creating opportunities for complementary 
rather than competitive engagement.

The Caucasus represents another critical region where Türkiye’s BRICS alignment could reshape 
security dynamics. Turkish military support for Azerbaijan during the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war 
proved decisive, demonstrating Turkey’s willingness to project military power in support of Turkic 
allies. This intervention occurred despite Russian interests in the region and Russian peacekeepers’ 



85

Journal of BRICS Studies (JBS) 4 (2) 2025	 Badawi  

presence in Nagorno-Karabakh. BRICS membership could formalize Turkish-Russian coordination in 
managing Caucasus conflicts, potentially creating a condominium that excludes Western influence.

In the Eastern Mediterranean, Türkiye’s disputes with Greece and Cyprus over maritime boundaries 
and hydrocarbon exploration rights create ongoing tensions with EU members and complicate NATO 
cohesion. Turkish-Russian energy cooperation (TurkStream gas pipeline, Akkuyu nuclear power 
plant) and growing Turkish-Chinese economic ties give Türkiye alternative leverage in these disputes. 
BRICS backing could embolden more assertive Turkish positions in maritime disputes, calculating 
that Western powers cannot afford to push Türkiye further toward non-Western alignment.

In the Middle East, Türkiye’s BRICS membership could significantly affect regional power dynamics. 
Türkiye’s relationship with Iran—a potential future BRICS member itself—combines cooperation 
on some issues with competition on others. Both countries seek regional influence but support 
opposing sides in several conflicts. BRICS membership might provide frameworks for managing 
Turkish-Iranian competition while presenting a unified front against Western influence.

The risk of strategic overextension emerges clearly from this regional analysis. Türkiye currently 
maintains complex, multidirectional security relationships across multiple regions, balancing NATO 
commitments with bilateral partnerships with Russia, China, and other non-Western powers. This 
balancing act depends on strategic ambiguity—avoiding definitive commitments that would force 
choices between competing partners. BRICS membership could reduce this ambiguity, forcing more 
explicit alignment choices that constrain Turkish flexibility.

Economic Integration: Opportunities, Constraints, and Dependencies

The economic dimensions of Türkiye’s BRICS bid deserve detailed examination, as economic 
motivations feature prominently in Turkish official justifications while also presenting significant 
challenges that could undermine the strategic benefits of membership.

Trade complementarity analysis reveals a mixed picture. Türkiye’s export profile concentrates 
in textiles, automotive products, machinery, and agricultural goods. Examining BRICS markets 
individually: China represents a massive consumer market but Chinese domestic production in textiles 
and light manufacturing directly competes with Turkish exports. Brazilian and South African markets 
offer opportunities for Turkish textiles and consumer goods but remain relatively small in absolute 
terms. The Indian market presents genuine complementarity—India imports textiles, automotive 
components, and machinery where Türkiye has competitive advantages, and bilateral Turkish-Indian 
trade has grown 45% since 2018, suggesting untapped potential. Russia imports consumer goods, 
textiles, and food products where Türkiye is competitive, and the Russia-Türkiye trade relationship 
has expanded significantly despite Western sanctions. However, import dependencies create 
vulnerabilities. Türkiye’s economy depends heavily on Chinese manufactured goods, intermediate 
inputs, and electronics. This dependency deepened substantially over the past decade, with Chinese 
imports growing from $18 billion in 2012 to $28 billion in 2022. Energy imports from Russia constitute 
an even more critical dependency—Russian natural gas accounts for approximately 45% of Turkish 
gas imports, and Russian oil represents 25% of Turkish crude imports. The TurkStream pipeline, 
operational since 2020, physically embeds this energy dependency in infrastructure.

The trade imbalance problem requires particular attention, as emphasized by Shadlen and 
Cerniglia (2021). Türkiye runs persistent trade deficits with most BRICS members, aggregating to 
approximately $34.6 billion with BRICS collectively in 2022. This contrasts with a roughly balanced 
trade relationship with the United States and trade surplus with much of the Middle East. The deficit 
with China alone reached $27 billion in 2022. While trade deficits are not inherently problematic 
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if balanced by capital inflows or sustainable through foreign exchange earnings, persistent large 
deficits indicate structural imbalances.

Foreign direct investment flows represent another key economic dimension. Chinese investment 
in Türkiye has grown substantially, focused particularly on infrastructure (roads, ports, 
telecommunications), banking and finance, and manufacturing. The Industrial and Commercial 
Bank of China’s acquisition of Tekstil Bankası, Huawei’s telecommunications investments, and 
Chinese construction companies’ participation in major infrastructure projects represent deepening 
economic integration. Russian investment concentrates in energy (Akkuyu nuclear power plant, with 
$20 billion in Russian investment) and tourism. Indian investment, while smaller in absolute terms, 
has grown in automotive and IT sectors. However, these investment flows remain modest compared 
to European investment in Türkiye. EU countries collectively account for approximately 60% of FDI 
stock in Türkiye, compared to roughly 5% for BRICS countries combined. This disparity reflects 
both historical relationships and investment climate considerations. Whether BRICS membership 
would substantially increase investment flows depends on several factors including political risk 
perceptions, regulatory frameworks, and economic complementarities that remain uncertain.

Financial integration presents both opportunities and risks, as analyzed by Liao and Zhang (2019). 
The BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement theoretically offers crisis financing, but its untested 
operational capacity raises questions about reliability. The New Development Bank has provided 
loans to non-member countries (Egypt, Bangladesh, UAE) on an ad hoc basis, suggesting membership 
might facilitate access to development finance. However, NDB lending capacity ($8-10 billion 
annually) represents a fraction of Türkiye’s external financing needs (estimated at $150-200 billion 
annually including both public and private sector requirements).

Currency considerations deserve particular attention. BRICS members have discussed reducing 
dollar dependence on mutual trade, with proposals for settling bilateral trade in national currencies 
or creating a BRICS currency. For Türkiye, which has experienced severe lira volatility and maintains 
50%+ of external debt in dollars, currency diversification holds theoretical appeal. However, practical 
implementation faces enormous challenges. Most global trade and finance occurs in dollars for 
fundamental liquidity and trust reasons that cannot be easily replicated.

Critical Perspectives: Strategic Overextension and the Limits of Hedging

While Türkiye’s BRICS bid represents a sophisticated attempt at strategic hedging, critical analysis 
reveals significant risks of overextension and potentially unrealistic assumptions about sustainable 
dual alignment. This section examines counterarguments and potential pitfalls that temper 
optimistic assessments of Türkiye’s strategic maneuvers.

The Strategic Overextension Thesis

The core critique of Türkiye’s BRICS strategy argues that Türkiye is attempting an impossible 
balancing act that will ultimately force painful choices rather than maximizing strategic autonomy. 
This overextension thesis rests on several interlocking arguments.

First, maintaining credible commitments to both NATO and BRICS becomes increasingly difficult as 
geopolitical competition intensifies. NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept explicitly identifies China as 
a systemic challenge and Russia as the most significant threat to Euro-Atlantic security. Türkiye’s 
simultaneous deepening engagement with these threats creates fundamental credibility problems. 
NATO allies increasingly question whether Türkiye can be trusted with sensitive intelligence, advanced 
weapons systems, or operational planning if Turkey maintains close relationships with adversaries. 
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The postponement of F-35 fighter deliveries to Türkiye following its S-400 purchase demonstrates 
that dual alignment carries actual costs in terms of technology access and defense cooperation.

Second, the assumption that BRICS would welcome and accommodate a NATO member requires 
examination. From BRICS’ perspective, Turkish membership could be seen as a Trojan horse, 
introducing a Western ally into deliberations about challenging Western dominance. Russia and 
China might calculate that allowing NATO involvement in BRICS undermines the organization’s 
raison d’être. While public BRICS statements have been welcoming toward Turkish interest, actual 
membership negotiations could reveal significant reservations.

Third, domestic political costs of dual alignment deserve consideration. Turkish public opinion, 
while increasingly skeptical of the West, is not monolithic. Significant segments of Turkish society—
particularly urban, educated populations in western Türkiye—identify strongly with European values 
and view Western integration as essential to Turkish modernity. The shift toward BRICS alignment 
has contributed to political polarization, with opposition parties criticizing the government for 
“abandoning” Türkiye›s Western vocation.

Fourth, economic overextension presents real risks. Simultaneously maintaining EU customs union 
obligations, pursuing BRICS economic integration, and managing relationships with other economic 
partners (United States, Gulf states, Central Asia) creates complex regulatory and policy coordination 
challenges. Türkiye’s customs union with the EU constrains its ability to negotiate fully independent 
trade agreements with third parties, potentially limiting benefits of BRICS membership.

 Trust Deficits and Alliance Reliability

A second major critique focuses on trust deficits created by hedging behavior. Alliance theory 
traditionally emphasizes that credible commitments require consistency and reliability. States that 
attempt to maintain relationships with competing blocs risk being trusted by either, potentially 
finding themselves isolated rather than strategically autonomous.

NATO allies’ trust in Türkiye has eroded significantly. The S-400 purchase, despite explicit American 
warnings about incompatibility with NATO integrated air defense systems, demonstrated Turkish 
willingness to prioritize relationships with Russia over alliance cohesion, as noted by Kaczmarski and 
Nizikowski (2020). Turkish positions on Swedish and Finnish NATO membership—initially blocking 
accession in 2022 before eventually agreeing in 2023—raised questions about whether Türkiye uses 
alliance matters for leverage on unrelated issues.

From the BRICS perspective, similar trust deficits could emerge. If Türkiye maintains NATO 
membership while joining BRICS, Russian and Chinese policymakers might reasonably question 
Turkish loyalty. Would Türkiye share intelligence gathered through BRICS cooperation with NATO 
allies? Would Türkiye support BRICS initiatives that directly challenge Western interests, or would it 
dilute BRICS positions to maintain Western relationships?

Economic Sustainability Questions

Critical economic analysis raises questions about whether Türkiye’s economic justifications for BRICS 
membership withstand scrutiny. As Bacik (2013) emphasizes, Türkiye and several BRICS members 
have competitive rather than complementary economies in key sectors. Turkish textile exports 
face direct competition from Chinese and Indian producers. Turkish automotive industry competes 
with both Chinese and Indian manufacturers. Construction services—a key Turkish export—face 
competition from Chinese state-owned enterprises backed by Belt and Road Initiative financing.



88

Journal of BRICS Studies (JBS) 4 (2) 2025	 Badawi  

The trade imbalance problem warrants skepticism. Türkiye’s persistent and growing deficits with 
BRICS members, particularly China, suggest structural economic incompatibilities that political 
alignment is unlikely to resolve. Chinese exports to Türkiye consist largely of manufactured goods 
where China has decisive cost advantages due to economies of scale and state support. Turkish 
exports to China consist primarily of raw materials and intermediate goods where Türkiye has 
limited value addition.

Currency volatility concerns add another layer of economic risk. Shadlen and Cerniglia (2021) note 
that BRICS economies often face similar currency stability challenges. Aligning more closely with 
economies that experience their own currency crises may not provide the financial stability that 
Turkish policymakers seek. The 2022 Russian ruble crisis, the 2015-2016 Chinese yuan devaluation, 
and periodic crises in other BRICS currencies suggest that these nations cannot reliably provide the 
financial safety net that Türkiye requires.

Political and Governance Incompatibilities

Critical analysis must also examine potential political incompatibilities between Türkiye and BRICS 
members. Watanabe (2019) highlights the tension between Türkiye’s formally democratic system—
however strained—and the authoritarian governance models of Russia and China. While Türkiye has 
experienced democratic backsliding under the AKP government, it maintains electoral competition, 
opposition parties, and civil society organizations that have no equivalent in China and severely 
constrained equivalents in Russia.

These governance differences create potential friction points. BRICS initiatives that legitimize 
authoritarian governance or that implicitly challenge democratic norms could create domestic 
political problems for Turkish leadership, particularly if opposition parties mobilize criticism. 
Conversely, Türkiye’s democratic institutions, however weakened, create unpredictability that 
authoritarian BRICS members may find uncomfortable.

Policy coordination challenges also deserve attention. Ranjan and Sharma (2020) note that Türkiye’s 
foreign policy priorities often diverge significantly from those of key BRICS members. Turkish 
support for Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated movements brings it into conflict with Egyptian and 
Emirati positions, which Russia often supports. Turkish intervention in Libya placed it opposite 
Russian-backed forces. Turkish support for Azerbaijan conflicts with Russian interests in maintaining 
influence over Armenia.

The Limits of Strategic Ambiguity

Perhaps most fundamentally, critics question whether strategic ambiguity can be sustained 
indefinitely. Kaczmarski and Nizikowski (2020) emphasize that the contradictions between 
NATO commitments and BRICS alignment will eventually force definitive choices. As geopolitical 
competition intensifies—over Taiwan, Ukraine, or other flashpoints—maintaining neutrality 
becomes increasingly untenable. Alliance partners on both sides will demand clarity about where 
Türkiye stands and attempts to avoid choosing could result in punitive responses from both blocs. 
This dynamic reflects the core tenets of offensive realism, which argues that the structure of the 
international system compels great powers to maximize their relative power, making sustained 
neutrality for other states a difficult, if not tragic, impossibility (Mearsheimer, 2001).

Historical precedents offer cautionary lessons. States that have attempted to straddle competing 
alliances during periods of intense geopolitical competition typically face pressure to choose sides 
or face isolation. Non-aligned movement members during the Cold War, while maintaining formal 
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neutrality, often found themselves with limited influence over superpower decisions precisely 
because their non-commitment reduced their strategic value to either side.

The overextension critique does not deny that Türkiye has achieved some success in leveraging 
geopolitical competition. The ability to play competing powers against each other has yielded 
benefits including economic investment from multiple sources, diplomatic support on regional 
issues, and enhanced bargaining power in negotiations. However, critics argue that this success 
is contingent on specific favorable conditions—particularly the absence of acute crises forcing 
definitive alignment choices—that may not persist.

Conclusion: Türkiye’s Strategic Pivot as Microcosm of Global Transformation

Türkiye’s strategic drift toward BRICS membership represents far more than one nation’s foreign 
policy recalibration. It embodies fundamental tensions and transformations in the contemporary 
international system: the erosion of traditional alliance structures, the rise of alternative governance 
frameworks, the assertion of middle power agency, and the complex interplay of identity, interests, 
and institutions in shaping state behavior. This study’s comprehensive analysis, integrating multiple 
theoretical perspectives with empirical evidence, reveals both the sophistication of Türkiye’s strategic 
maneuvering and the profound challenges inherent in maintaining simultaneous commitments to 
competing geopolitical blocs.

Neoclassical realism illuminates how domestic political consolidation under President Erdoğan 
enabled the pursuit of strategic autonomy by centralizing decision-making authority and reducing 
institutional constraints. The constitutional transformation from parliamentary to presidential 
system, combined with the failed coup attempt’s psychological impact on leadership perceptions, 
created both capacity and motivation for more assertive foreign policy independent of traditional 
Western partnerships. Complex interdependence theory gains empirical support from Türkiye’s 
demonstrated ability to maintain multifaceted relationships across geopolitical divides. The 
simultaneous maintenance of EU customs union commitments and expansion of BRICS economic 
engagement, security cooperation with both NATO and Russia, and cultural ties spanning 
civilizational boundaries confirm that contemporary international relations transcend simple bipolar 
alliance structures. However, Türkiye’s experience also reveals limits to complex interdependence 
that theory may underestimate. When competing partners demand incompatible commitments—
as in the S-400 case—multiple channels of interaction do not eliminate forced choices. 

The empirical analysis reveals both opportunities and profound risks in Türkiye’s strategic approach. 
Economic diversification offers genuine benefits—reduced vulnerability to pressure from any single 
partner, access to emerging markets, and enhanced diplomatic leverage. The New Development 
Bank and Contingent Reserve Arrangement represent alternative financial mechanisms that could 
provide flexibility unavailable through Western-dominated institutions. However, critical assessment 
reveals substantial challenges: persistent trade imbalances particularly with China suggest structural 
economic incompatibilities that political alignment cannot resolve; energy dependence on Russia 
creates strategic vulnerabilities; and the untested nature of BRICS financial mechanisms makes their 
reliability uncertain during actual crises.

Regional security implications extend across multiple theaters. In the Black Sea, Türkiye’s control of 
the straits gives it leverage over NATO-Russia dynamics that BRICS membership could fundamentally 
alter. In Central Asia, Turkish engagement with Turkic states intersects with Russian and Chinese 
interests in ways that create both cooperation opportunities and competition risks. In the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Turkish maritime disputes with Greece gain new dimensions if Türkiye has BRICS 
backing. In the Middle East, Turkish regional ambitions could be either enhanced or complicated 
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by BRICS alignment depending on how Turkish interests align with those of Russia, China, and 
potentially Iran. This regional analysis reveals the multifaceted nature of security implications that 
transcend simple bilateral relationships.

While strategic hedging has yielded benefits under current conditions, its sustainability depends 
on specific assumptions that may not hold as geopolitical competition intensifies. The trust deficits 
created by hedging behavior erode confidence among all partners, potentially leading to isolation 
rather than enhanced influence. NATO allies increasingly question Turkish reliability, while BRICS 
members may similarly doubt commitments from a state maintaining Western military alliance. The 
assumption that both blocs will indefinitely tolerate Turkish ambiguity may prove overly optimistic 
if competition forces demands for definitive alignment. Historical precedents suggest that states 
attempting to straddle competing blocs during intense geopolitical competition typically face 
pressure to choose or face marginalization by both sides.

The policy recommendations emerging from this analysis emphasize sophisticated management 
of complexity rather than simple prescriptions. Western allies should balance deterrence with 
engagement, acknowledging legitimate Turkish grievances while maintaining clear boundaries 
regarding behaviors incompatible with alliance membership. Türkiye should develop explicit 
criteria for managing competing commitments, prioritize economic relationships with genuine 
complementarities while avoiding new dependencies, and prepare for scenarios where strategic 
ambiguity becomes untenable. BRICS should recognize that Turkish membership would fundamentally 
transform the organization and develop institutional mechanisms for managing increased diversity. 
The broader international community should embrace complexity in contemporary alignment 
patterns rather than forcing return to bipolar bloc politics.

Türkiye’s strategic pivot ultimately embodies the central tensions of our era: between traditional 
alliances and emerging partnerships, between Western and non-Western governance models, 
between material interests and identity considerations, between strategic autonomy and alliance 
reliability. How these tensions resolve—in Türkiye’s case and more broadly—will fundamentally 
shape the international system’s evolution throughout the 21st century. The journey Türkiye 
has embarked upon offers valuable insights into both the possibilities and perils of navigating 
an increasingly complex and multipolar world, making it an essential case study for scholars, 
policymakers, and anyone seeking to understand the future trajectory of global politics.

Appendices

Appendix A: Chronology of Key Events

Year Event Significance

1952 Türkiye joins NATO Solidifies Türkiye’s alignment with the West

1987 Türkiye applies for full EEC membership
Demonstrates Türkiye’s aspiration for European 
integration

2002 AKP comes to power in Türkiye Marks the beginning of a new era in Turkish politics

2005 Türkiye begins EU accession negotiations Represents peak of Türkiye’s EU aspirations

2009
First BRIC summit held in Yekaterinburg, 
Russia

Formation of the BRIC group (without South Africa)

2010 South Africa joins BRIC, forming BRICS Expansion of the group to include an African nation

2016 Failed coup attempt in Türkiye Leads to increased tensions with Western allies

2017
Constitutional referendum establishes 
presidential system

Consolidates executive power enabling assertive 
foreign policy
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Year Event Significance

2018 Türkiye expresses interest in joining BRICS
Signals potential shift in Türkiye’s strategic 
orientation

2019 S-400 purchase from Russia completed Creates major tensions with NATO allies

2022 Türkiye attends BRICS summit as guest
Further demonstrates Türkiye’s interest in the 
group

2023
Türkiye formally applies for BRICS 
membership

Marks a potential watershed moment in Türkiye’s 
foreign policy

Appendix B: Economic Indicators

Indicator Türkiye
BRICS 

Average
EU 

Average

GDP Growth Rate (2022) 5.6% 3.7% 3.4%

Inflation Rate (2022) 72.3% 5.8% 8.1%

Unemployment Rate (2022) 10.8% 7.2% 6.2%

Foreign Direct Investment (% of GDP, 2022) 1.2% 2.3% 3.5%

External Debt (% of GDP, 2022) 56.7% 32.4% 90.3%

Trade Balance (% of GDP, 2022) -5.9% 1.8% 2.7%

Note: Data sources include World Bank, IMF, and national statistical offices. BRICS average excludes Türkiye.

Appendix C: Comparative Analysis of Türkiye’s Trade Relations

Partner
Exports 

(% of Total, 2022)
Imports 

(% of Total, 2022)
Trade Balance 

(Billion USD, 2022)

EU 41.3% 32.8% -7.2

BRICS 8.7% 23.5% -34.6

USA 6.1% 5.4% +0.9

Middle East 18.2% 10.1% +15.3

Other 25.7% 28.2% -11.4

Source: Turkish Statistical Institute, 2023.
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