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TURKIYE’S EXPANDING
INTERESTS IN
CENTRAL ASTAN COUNTRIES

SUMMARY

This article examines the transformation of Tur-
kiye’s strategic and economic engagement with
Central Asia since 2018, arguing that Ankara has
shifted from primarily cultural/linguistic outreach
to an integrated strategic-economic toolkit com-
bining infrastructure diplomacy (Middle Corridor),
targeted energy partnerships, trade and investment
initiatives, security cooperation, and multilateral in-
stitution-building (Organization of Turkic States).
The study assesses whether Turkiye’s approach con-
stitutes a coherent project for regional influence or
remains opportunistic and state-by-state. The paper
contributes to debates on great power competition
in Eurasia by mapping linkages between economic
connectivity and security alignment, and by testing
hypotheses about the effectiveness of shared Turkic
identity as a mobilizing factor for durable geopoliti-
cal partnerships.

Keywords: Middle Corridor, CSTO, OTS, Central
Asia, South Caucasus.

INTRODUCTION

Since the independence of the Central Asian re-
publics back in 1991, Turkiye’s involvement with
the region has evolved through many prominent
phases, each shaped by shifting geopolitical dynam-
ics and shifts in Turkiye’s own foreign-policy identi-
ty. The early post-Soviet period was identified by an
eagerness for pan-Turkic solidarity, cultural diplo-
macy, and linguistic affinity, which Ankara sought
to deploy as a bridge to the newly sovereign states
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Turk-
menistan. Although this soft-power helped develop
initial political relations and cultural connectivity, it
needed strategic depth, economic leverage, and in-
stitutional mechanisms important to influence the re-
gion’s geopolitical architecture remarkably. Scholars
majorly agree that during the 1990s and early 2000s,
Turkiye’s weak economic capacity and cautious stra-
tegic posture limited its ability to compete with Rus-
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sia’s ingrained influence and China’s growing eco-
nomic rise in Central Asia (Kahveci, 2023).

The setting in which Turkiye operates today di-
verges dramatically from that early period. Since
approximately 2016-2018, Ankara has increasingly
embraced a multidimensional and strategically as-
sertive policy toward Central Asia, moving beyond
reliance on shared cultural identity and soft-power
tools. This change is driven both by Turkiye’s do-
mestic recalibrations—such as diversification of
foreign partnerships, the need to lessen geopolitical
vulnerabilities, and the chasing of regional autono-
my—and by external geopolitical shifts, including
the Russia-Ukraine war, China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative recalibration, and emerging power vacuums
in Eurasia. As a result, Turkiye’s engagement with
Central Asia has transformed toward a more unified
and comprehensive strategic—economic approach
that links infrastructure, connectivity, energy diplo-
macy, trade, security cooperation, and institution-
al engagement under a more understandable for-
eign-policy framework (Cornell, 2024).

One of the defining features of Turkiye’s new pos-
ture is the growing centrality of connectivity and
transit diplomacy, most visibly expressed through
the Trans-Caspian East-West-Middle Corri-
dor. This corridor—connecting Tiirkiye, the South
Caucasus, the Caspian Sea, and onward to Central
Asia and China—has appeared as both a geopolit-
ical and economic project. It serves as a substitute
to the Russia-dependent Northern Corridor and the
Iran-based Southern Corridor, providing Central
Asian states with diversification and strategic flex-
ibility. Turkiye’s fostering of the Middle Corridor
is not just economic; it shows Ankara’s ambition to
become an important factor in Eurasian connectivi-
ty, integrating trade routes, digital corridors, energy
flows, and infrastructure networks. This approach
aligns with the growing regional interest in mitigat-
ing dependence on Russia’s transit routes after the
Ukraine war and China’s changing priorities within
the BRI framework, marking the Middle Corridor of
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growing relevance for the landlocked Central Asian
republics (Shaffer, 2024).

Energy cooperation forms another pillar of Tur-
kiye’s deepening engagement. Central Asia’s re-
source-rich environment—particularly Kazakhstan’s
and Turkmenistan’s hydrocarbon reserves—has long
attracted Turkish interest, but real institutional and
infrastructural progress has accelerated only in recent
years. Tiirkiye’s evolving role as a potential regional
energy hub, combined with its demand diversifica-
tion strategy, has vitalized extensive involvement in
Trans-Caspian energy projects, liquefied natural gas
(LNG) cooperation, and electricity grid connections.
These steps, integrating with Turkiye’s own domes-
tic energy-security policy, show broader changes to-
ward a more practical and economically grounded
foreign-policy inclination. Growing energy cooper-
ation also aligns with Turkiye’s greater openness to
trilateral formats involving Azerbaijan, which serve
to link Central Asia more firmly to the South Cauca-
sus and Tiirkiye through pipelines, fiber-optic cor-
ridors, digital infrastructure, and transport systems
(Shaffer, 2024).

Meanwhile, Turkiye’s trade and investment rela-
tions with Central Asia have expanded significant-
ly. Trade volumes have gone up across Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan, and Turkish companies
have grown their presence in construction, textiles,
machinery, logistics, and energy spheres. These eco-
nomic relations are increasingly related to broader
strategies of economic statecraft, whereby trade and
investment are used to reinforce diplomatic and stra-
tegic relations. Turkiye’s economic engagement is
supported by institutions such as Turkic Investment
Fund, Exim bank financing mechanisms, and col-
laborative business councils. Although these instru-
ments do not yet rival the scale of Chinese financing
or Russian market access, they represent a more co-
ordinated and intentional Turkish strategy than ex-
isted in previous decades. In short, economics is no
longer supplemental to Turkiye’s cultural diplomacy
but is instead one of the core engines driving its re-
gional presence (Kahveci, 2023).

Beyond trade and infrastructure, Tiirkiye has sig-
nificantly expanded its security and defense coop-
eration with several Central Asian states. Following
the 2020 Second Karabakh War, Turkish defense
technologies—the most notable being drones—
demonstrated high operational effectiveness, elevat-
ing Turkiye’s reputation as a reliable and technolog-
ically capable security partner. Central Asian states,
observing the successful Azerbaijan—Turkiye mili-

tary partnership, increasingly view defense coopera-
tion with Tiirkiye as a means of diversifying security
relationships away from Russia’s CSTO dominance
and China’s rising security presence through the
SCO. Turkiye has concluded new military agree-
ments, training programs, defense-industrial part-
nerships, and intelligence-sharing mechanisms
with countries such as Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and
Kyrgyzstan. These developments mark a notable
departure from the earlier decades, when Tiirkiye’s
military involvement in Central Asia was limited,
symbolic, or overshadowed by Russia’s control over
regional security architectures. Today, Turkiye’s in-
fluence in the security domain is becoming one of
the pillars of its broader strategic engagement (Cor-
nell, 2024).

The institutional dimension of Turkiye’s policy is
equally important. Turkiye has played the leading
role in revitalizing and strengthening the Organiza-
tion of Turkic States (OTS), transforming it from
a cultural cooperation framework into a more op-
erational platform for political dialogue, economic
coordination, transit harmonization, and digital con-
nectivity. The OTS has expanded its agenda to in-
clude transportation strategies, customs integration,
energy collaboration, security consultations, and
youth exchange mechanisms. Turkiye’s leadership
in expanding the OTS’s mandate—from cultural
symbolism to geopolitical agency—reflects an effort
to construct a long-term institutional anchor for the
Turkic world. Ankara’s commitment to institutional-
izing regional cooperation shows that it views Cen-
tral Asia not only as a cultural space but as a politi-
cal and economic community with real potential for
strategic alignment (Kahveci, 2023).

Despite these advances, scholarly debates remain
divided on whether Turkiye’s engagement rep-
resents a coherent regional strategy or remains
opportunistic and fragmented. Some analysts ar-
gue that Turkiye is pursuing a clear long-term vision
centred on connectivity corridors, multilateralism
through the OTS, and partnership with Azerbaijan
as a gateway to Central Asia. Others contend that
Turkiye’s actions are reactive, shaped by immediate
geopolitical shifts or bilateral opportunities rather
than a unified regional blueprint. Existing literature
is also heavily descriptive, focusing on individual
case studies or singular policy instruments—such
as energy diplomacy or cultural cooperation—with-
out integrating economic, security, institutional, and
identity-based factors into a single analytical frame-
work. This indicates a clear gap for comparative,
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cross-country, and interdisciplinary research that
situates Turkiye’s Central Asia approach within the-
ories of middle-power behaviour, regional integra-
tion, and economic statecraft (Cornell, 2024).

Furthermore, the role of shared Turkic identity—
long assumed to be the foundation of Turkiye’s influ-
ence in the region—requires more systematic eval-
uation. While cultural and linguistic ties certainly
facilitate cooperation, identity alone does not neces-
sarily lead to strategic alignment. Central Asian gov-
ernments remain cautious, balancing relations with
Russia and China while selectively engaging with
Turkiye. The persistence of multi-vector foreign
policies among Central Asian states suggests that
identity-based solidarity must be examined along-
side concrete economic incentives, political inter-
ests, and security calculations. Scholars increasingly
note that Tlrkiye’s recent success derives not simply
from common heritage but from its ability to offer
credible economic and strategic benefits through in-
frastructure, defense cooperation, and institutional
leadership (Kahveci, 2023).

Taken together, these trends highlight the need
for a comprehensive study that evaluates Tiirkiye’s
post-2018 engagement with Central Asia across
multiple dimensions. This article contributes to that
scholarly need by analyzing Turkiye’s transforma-
tion from a soft-power actor to a multidimensional
strategic player in the region, evaluating whether its
emergence contains a coherent regional project or re-
mains fragmented. It evaluates the interplay between
economic connectivity and security cooperation, the
role of OTS as an Institution, and to see if the prac-
tical relevance of shared Turkic identity actually
acts as a driver of geopolitical partnerships or not.
In doing so, the study offers to provides an insight
into Turkiye’s changing position within the broader
context of Eurasian great-power competition involv-
ing Russia, China, and the European Union (Cornell,
2024).

Pan-Turkism, Identity, and the Limits of Soft
Power

Early scholarly discussions on Turkiye’s involve-
ment with Central Asian countries were mainly
framed in pan-Turkism as the primary driver of
Ankara’s regional outreach after the dissolution of
the Soviet Union. Common linguistic, cultural, and
historical ties were widely considered as a natural
base for political influence and leadership within
the newly independent Turkic republics. During this
period, Turkiye invested massively in public diplo-

macy instruments, including educational exchange
programs, cultural institutions, media initiatives, and
elite socialization mechanisms, to maintain itself as
a normative model and strategic leader for Central
Asia. These reflected a belief that identity-based af-
finity could play an important role in Turkiye’s lim-
ited material capabilities and provide a robust base
for its regional influence (Niemiec, 2019; Kahveci,
2023).

Following analyses, nevertheless claimed the
structural constraints of identity-driven foreign pol-
icy. While cultural affiliations ease diplomatic ac-
cess and symbolic alignment, it proved insufficient
to overcome Central Asian states’ deep economic
interdependence with Russia and their growing in-
tegration into China-centered trade and investment
networks. Scholars argue that pan-Turkism func-
tioned primarily as a supplementary diplomatic re-
source rather than a decisive instrument of geopolit-
ical influence. The political elite of Central Asia was
consistently focused on regime security, economic
development, and strategic autonomy, prioritizing
this over cultural solidarity, and practiced multi-vec-
tor foreign policies that confined Tiirkiye’s ability to
translate identity into sustained leverage (Wheeler,
2010; Kahveci, 2023).

The recent steps taken adopt the literature's more
nuanced position, suggesting that Turkic identi-
ty retains relevance, but it operates under specific
conditions. Rather than positioning itself as an in-
dependent driver of adjustments, shared identity is
glowingly understood as a permitting factor that
lowers transaction costs, grows trust, and facilitates
cooperation when complementing with definite eco-
nomic, political, and security incentives. This point
of view challenges earlier presumption that cultur-
al similarity alone could support a cohesive Turkic
geopolitical bloc and underlines the need for an inte-
grated analytical framework that sets identity within
broader structures of material interests and strategic
calculus (Kahveci, 2023).

Middle Powers, Connectivity, and Economic
Statecraft

The change of Turkiye’s policy toward Central
Asia is more effectively interpreted through the the-
oretical lenses of middle-power behaviour and eco-
nomic statecraft. Middle powers are distinguished
not by overwhelming material dominance but by
their ability to exploit a niche capability, exercise
institutional entrepreneurship, and shape regional
agendas through network-building strategies. With-
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in this structure, connectivity—established through
transport corridors, energy networks, and digital
infrastructure—has presented a critical tool for pro-
jecting impact and sculpting regional order in the
absence of hard-power dominance (Bir6é & Egeresi,
2023).

Philosophy on the Middle Corridor spotlights how
framework diplomacy can serve as a geopolitical
instrument by reorienting trade flows, revengement
strategic dependencies, and embedding states within
growing connectivity regimes. From this viewpoint,
Turkiye’s underscoring of transit corridors and lo-
gistical integration reflects an adaptable response to
shifting power balances in Eurasia. Authority over
connectivity and institutional frameworks encourage
middle powers to generate disproportionate strategic
returns, blurring the traditional boundaries between
economic policy and security competition (Biro &
Egeresi, 2023; Cornell, 2024).

Institutional Regionalism and the Organization
of Turkic States

Institutional regionalism constitutes a third key
angle of Turkiye’s progressing involvement with
Central Asia. The regeneration of the Organization
of Turkic States signals a deliberate effort to move
beyond ad hoc bilateralism toward a more structured
and predictable framework for regional cooperation.
Initially centered on cultural and symbolic interac-
tion, the OTS has expanded its functional scope to
include political consultation, economic coordina-
tion, transport harmonization, and the new opportu-
nities in areas of security negotiations, showing both
external geopolitical pressures and internal demands
for institutional relevance (Ozdemir, 2022; Guliyey,
2023).

From a theoretical point of view, this institution-
al evolution positions itself with functionalist and
neo-regionalist approaches that view institutions as
a procedure for reducing unpredictability, acceler-
ating, and embedding cooperation over time. How-
ever, the efficiency of such arrangements banks on
their ability to deliver tangible outcomes rather than
symbolic declarations. The OTS therefore serves as a
critical test case for examining whether Turkiye’s in-
stitutionalized leadership can translate into sustained
regional influence or whether it remains constrained
by divergent member interests and the persistence of
multi-vector foreign policies among Central Asian
states (Ozdemir, 2022; Guliyev, 2023).

Methodology and Analytical Framework

This study chooses a qualitative research design
anchored in interpretive and comparative analysis
to examine Turkiye’s developing involvement with
Central Asia. Rather than depending on a single-case
or sectoral approach, the article applies to a multi-di-
mensional analytical framework that incorporates
connectivity, energy diplomacy, security coopera-
tion, and institutional development. This design al-
lows for a holistic assessment of Turkiye’s regional
strategy and avoids the explanatory fragmentation
that characterises much of the existing literature on
Turkish foreign policy in Eurasia (Wheeler, 2010).

The analysis follows a process-tracing logic, ex-
amining how Turkiye’s policies toward Central Asia
have transformed over time and perceiving import-
ant turning points that reshaped Ankara’s strategic
posture. More specific attention is paid to the post-
2018 period, which marks a qualitative change in
Turkiye’s approach from identity-driven outreach to
strategic-economic engagement. Process chasing en-
ables the identification of causal mechanisms linking
geopolitical shocks, such as regional instability and
shifting great-power dynamics, to policy adopted by
a middle power actor (Wheeler, 2010).

Empirically, the article draws on secondary aca-
demic literature, policy analyses, and institutional
assessments focusing on Turkiye’s role in Central
Asia and the Caucasus. The study does not target
providing exhaustive country-level case studies; in-
stead, it synthesizes cross-regional trends to assess
the coherence and effectiveness of Tiirkiye’s broad-
er strategy. This approach is particularly suitable for
promoting regional influence and institutional devel-
opment, where outcomes are designed by cumula-
tive rather than isolated bilateral decisions (Ozdemir,
2022).

Connectivity Diplomacy and the Middle Corri-
dor

Integration has emerged as a central pillar of Tur-
kiye’s contemporary involvement with Central Asia,
with the Trans-Caspian East—West Middle Corridor
holding a an important country to play its role. The
corridor links Central Asia to Europe via the South
Caucasus and Turkiye, providing an alternative to
routes dominated by Russia or China. In this sense,
connectivity diplomacy functions not just as an
economic steps taken but as a strategic instrument
designed to reshape regional dependencies and in-
crease Turkiye’s geopolitical relevance (Biro &
Egeresi, 2023).

87



88

11213 :0.50\'4 | Elmi-nozori jurnal | The scientific-theoretical journal

The strategic importance of the Middle Corridor
has increased amid disturbance of Eurasian trade
routes and increasing uncertainty within existing
transit frameworks. Central Asian states, specifical-
ly Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, have shown grow-
ing interest in route diversification as a means of
lowering the vulnerability to geopolitical shocks.
Turkiye’s promotion of the corridor positions itself
with these preferences, positioning Ankara as both
accelerate of regional and a gatekeeper of westward
access (Biro & Egeresi, 2023).

Beyond physical architecture, the Middle Corridor
revolves around a broader context of connectivity,
including customs adaptation , digital infrastructure,
and logistics governance. These elements reflect a
shiftOrganizationrehensive connectivity, where con-
trol over regulatory frameworks and standards be-
comes as pivotal as transport capacity itself. By en-
gaging in these domains, Turkiye seeks to integrate
itself structurally within Eurasian trade networks
rather than positioning itself as a passive transit state
(Biré & Egeresi, 2023).

Nevertheless, the effective of connectivity diplo-
macy remains dependent on external constraints.
Competing initiatives, financing limitations, and co-
ordination challenges among corridor stakeholders
continue to limit the corridor’s full potential. As a
result, Turkiye’s intergration strategy must be under-
stood as an incremental and adaptive process rather
than a fully consolidated geopolitical project (Biro &
Egeresi, 2023).

Energy Diplomacy and Strategic Interdepen-
dence

Energy cooperation holds a critical component of
Turkiye’s cooperation with Central Asia, showing
both Ankara’s domestic energy-security priorities
and its broader regional goals . Central Asia’s hy-
drocarbon-rich states—particularly Kazakhstan and
Turkmenistan—provide opportunities for expanding
of supply routes and sources, meanwhile Turkiye’s
geographic posture facilitates it to pivot as a bridge
between producers and global markets. Energy di-
plomacy thus works as a strategy for making an en-
vironment long-term interdependence rather than
short-term transactional partnerships (Shaffer, 2022).

Turkiye’s changing role as a regional energy pow-
er has fostered regenerated interests in Trans-Caspi-
an energy projects, including dialogues on natural
gas transportation, electricity interconnections, and
complementary digital infrastructure. These ambi-
tions are often undertaken in coordination with Azer-

baijan, making a triangular energy and connectivity
axis linking Central Asia to the South Caucasus and
Tiirkiye. Such deals strengthen Turkiye’s strategic
significance while reducing the dominance of tradi-
tional energy transit actors (Shaffer, 2022).

Moreover, hydrocarbons and energy diplomacy
increasingly incorporate renewable energy coopera-
tion, grid integration, and regulatory dialogue. These
developing areas reflect a major change toward sus-
tainable and diversified energy systems, which are
mainly attractive to Central Asian states looking for
modernization and resilience. Turkiye’s in these cat-
egories improves its profile as a technologically ca-
pable and forward-looking partner rather than mere-
ly a transit state (Shaffer, 2022).

However, structural limitations remain important.
Russian infrastructure legacies, Chinese investment
capabilities, and political sensitivities encircling
Caspian energy projects continue to shape the lim-
itations of Turkiye’s influence. Energy diplomacy,
therefore, should be understood as a reinforcing pil-
lar of Turkiye’s regional strategy rather than a driver
of geopolitical (Shaffer, 2022).

Security and Defense Cooperation: Strategic
Diversification and Middle-Power Engagement

Turkiye’s growing role in security and defense co-
operation with Central Asian states symbolizes one
of the most important shifts in its regional connec-
tivity since the late 2010s. For much of the post-So-
viet period, Turkiye remained a small actor in Cen-
tral Asian security affairs, constrained by Russia’s
dominance of regional military institutions and by
Ankara’s own limited defense-industrial capabili-
ties. Recent years, however, have seen a gradual but
noteworthy rearrangement, as Turkiye has emerged
as a credible alternative security partner providing
training, defence technology, and strategic coopera-
tion without asking for formal alliance commitments
(Cornell, 2021).

This change must be understood within the broad-
er perspective of progressing threat comprehensions
and institutional fatigue among Central Asian states.
Russia’s continued being the center within the Col-
lective Security Treaty Organization has growing-
ly been accompanied by concerns over reliability,
asymmetric dependence, and political conditionality.
At the same time, China’s expanding security pres-
ence—particularly in the areas of internal security,
surveillance, and border control—has caused unease
among regional elites wary of excessive external
penetration. Turkiye’s security engagement benefits
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from this environment by presenting itself as a flex-
ible, non-hegemonic partner capable of enhancing
national capacity without undermining strategic au-
tonomy (Cornell, 2021).

A defining characteristic of Turkiye’s security out-
reach is its emphasis on capacity-building rather than
force projection. Military training programs, officer
education, joint exercises, and doctrinal exchange
form the backbone of Ankara’s defense cooperation
with Central Asian states. These initiatives are delib-
erately framed as professionalization efforts rather
than alliance commitments, allowing recipient states
to strengthen their armed forces while maintaining
formal neutrality within existing security architec-
tures. This approach aligns with Turkiye’s broader
middle-power strategy, which prioritizes influence
through expertise and institutional engagement rath-
er than coercive dominance (Cornell, 2021).

The growing outlook of Turkiye’s defence-indus-
trial sector has further grown its attractiveness as a
security partner. The export of defense-related tech-
nologies—particularly cost-effective, operationally
proven systems—has kept Turkiye as an alternative
supplier to both Russian and Western markets. For
Central Asian states with the difficulties in budgets
and political limitations, Turkish defence products
offer a very attractive and lucrative offer pragmatic
balance between affordability, effectiveness, and po-
litical acceptability. Defense-industrial cooperation
thus works as both an economic and strategic tool,
strengthening Turkiye's regional presence while in-
corporating long-term technical dependencies (Cor-
nell, 2021).

Turkiye’s security relation is also crafted by its ex-
perience in asymmetric warfare, counterterrorism,
and border security, areas of direct relevance to Cen-
tral Asian states. Mutual concerns over extremism,
transnational militancy, and regional instability—
especially in relation to Afghanistan—have created
overarching security priorities. Turkiye leverages
this junction by providing training and intelligence
sharing, concentrating on internal security and resil-
ience, rather than a conventional force stance. This
concentration boosts the practical relevance of co-
operation while minimizing geopolitical disharmony
with dominant external actors (Cornell, 2021).

Significantly, Turkiye’s security cooperation does
not seek to displace existing regional security insti-
tutions but rather to supplement them. Ankara by-
passes direct challenges to the CSTO or the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation, instead placing itself
as an auxiliary partner whose engagement improves

national capabilities without changing formal rela-
tions. This strategy showcases an acute awareness of
regional sensitivities and underlines Turkiye’s incli-
nation for incremental strength rather than confron-
tational rearrangement. Such restraint has enabled
Turkiye to increase its security footmark without
provoking strong counter reaction from Russia or
China (Cornell, 2021).

Despite these advances, structural limitations con-
tinue to constrain Turkiye’s security influence in
Central Asia. Russia retains overwhelming advantag-
es in terms of military basing, legacy infrastructure,
and institutional authority, while China’s economic
leverage increasingly translates into security coop-
eration. Turkiye’s role, therefore, remains inherently
supplementary and context dependent. Its influence
is strongest where it aligns with Central Asian states
diversifying strategies and weakest where hard-se-
curity guarantees are at stake. This imbalance fea-
tures the boundaries of middle-power engagement
in a region dominated by great-power competition
(Cornell, 2021).

Nonetheless, the strategic importance of Turki-
ye’s security relations lies less in its scale than in
its metaphor and adaptability. By offering credible
alternatives in training, technology, and cooperation
formats, Turkiye collaborates to the gradual plural-
ization of Central Asia’s security environment. This
pluralization does not dismantle existing power
structures but presents greater adaptability in region-
al security governance. In this sense, Turkiye’s de-
fense cooperation strengthens broader trends toward
strategic hedging and multi-vectorism rather than
alliance realignment (Cornell, 2021).

From an analytical perspective, Turkiye’s security
relations demonstrates the interconnection of prag-
matism and strategic ambition within its broader
Central Asia policy. Security cooperation functions
not as an isolated domain but as an integral compo-
nent of a multidimensional strategy, linking connec-
tivity, economic engagement, and institutional par-
ticipation. By integrating defense cooperation within
this broader framework, Turkiye expands its overall
regional presence while reducing the risks associat-
ed with overextension or geopolitical confrontation
(Cornell, 2021).

In sum, Turkiye’s increasing security and defense
cooperation with Central Asian states reflects the
progressive behavior of a middle power operating
within a competitive and uncertain regional order.
While persuaded by structural asymmetries, Tur-
kiye has successfully leveraged niche capabilities,
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defense-industrial assets, and strategic restraint to
shape a meaningful—if limited—role in Central
Asia’s changing security landscape. This role sup-
plements rather than substitutes existing security ar-
rangements and underlines the importance of diver-
sification, flexibility, and institutional sensitivity in
liberal Eurasian geopolitics (Cornell, 2021).

The Organization of Turkic States: From Sym-
bolic Cooperation to Strategic
Institutionalization

The Organization of Turkic States (OTS) hold an
important position in Turkiye’s evolving relations
with Central Asia, reflecting Ankara’s expanding
emphasis on institutionalized regionalism as a mech-
anism for steady influence. Originally established as
a forum for cultural and linguistic cooperation, the
organization has experienced a slow but important
transformation in both scope and ambition. This
evolving situations mirrors broader shifts in Eur-
asian geopolitics, where uncertainty, fragmentation,
and competition have escalated the value of flexible
multilateral avenues that operate below the threshold
of formal alliances (Ozdemir, 2022).

From a historical viewpoint , the early institutional
iterations of Turkic cooperation were largely sym-
bolic and lacked operational dimensions. Meetings
focused primarily on identity consideration, cultur-
al exchange, and rhetorical expressions of solidar-
ity, producing limited tangible outcomes. Ozdemir
argues that this symbolic orientation constrained
the organization’s relevance, particularly as Central
Asian states prioritized sovereignty reinforcing and
external balancing over deep regional incorporation.
As a result, the early Turkic institutional framework
remained peripheral to core political and economic
decision-making processes (Ozdemir, 2022).

The reinvigoration of the OTS in the late 2010s
marked a qualitative shift toward functional growth
and strategic relevance. This change was not driven
solely by Turkiye but arose from converging interests
among member states facing increasing geopolitical
uncertainty and economic volatility. Guliyev notes
that disruptions to global supply chains, growing
competition among external powers, and weakening
confidence in existing regional arrangements created
demand for possibilities in coordination mechanisms
that could increase determination without forcing
rigid obligations (Guliyev, 2023).

Officially, the OTS has its agenda to encompass
economic collaboration, transportation policy, cus-
toms coordination, and connectivity governance.

These working areas collaborating closely with Tiir-
kiye’s broader strategic priorities in particular to its
focus on the Middle Corridor and transregional inte-
gration . By ingraining connectivity objectives with-
in a multilateral framework, Turkiye has been able
to legalize its ambitions while reducing perceptions
of unilateralism or dominance. This institutional in-
tegration enhances both the sustainability and polit-
ical acceptability of Turkiye’s regional involvement
(Ozdemir, 2022).

The OTS also provides a stage for political con-
sultation and agenda-setting, empowering member
states to collaborate positions on regional and inter-
national issues without formal policy co-existence.
This flexible structure reflects a practical under-
standing of regional diversity and political dealings.
Guliyev emphasizes that the organization’s strength
lies in its adaptability, allowing states to participate
selectively while preserving multi-vector foreign
policies and bypassing zero-sum alignments with
major powers (Guliyev, 2023).

From a theoretical standpoint, the expansion of the
OTS positions with functionalist and neo-regional-
ist strategy that conceptualize institutions as incre-
mental and problem-driven rather than ideologically
hard. Rather than pursuing complete integration, the
OTS prefer sector-specific collaboration where in-
terests converge. Ozdemir argues that this operation-
al logic boosts institutional durability by grounding
cooperation in practical benefits rather than abstract
identity claims, thereby enhancing the organization’s
long-term relevance (Ozdemir, 2022).

However, the institutional capacity of the OTS
remains restricted by structural and political limita-
tions. Diverse economic profiles, varying levels of
political commitment, and asymmetrical relation-
ships with external powers complicate efforts to
deepen cooperation. Guliyev showcases that while
member states help the organisation general objec-
tives, they remain careful about transferring author-
ity or accepting binding commitments that could re-
strict strategic autonomy (Guliyev, 2023).

Turkiye’s leadership role within the OTS is there-
fore best understood as agenda-setting rather than
directive. Ankara has played a key role in expanding
the organization’s functional scope and maintain-
ing momentum, but it lacks the capacity to impose
outcomes unilaterally. This leadership style reflects
both necessity and strategic choice, enabling Turkiye
to shape regional norms while respecting the sover-
eignty sensitivities of its partners. Such an approach
has proven effective in sustaining participation and
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avoiding institutional stagnation (Ozdemir, 2022).

At the same time, the OTS provides Turkiye with
an important mechanism for converting bilateral ini-
tiatives into multilateral norms. Projects connected to
transport, economic cooperation, and digital connec-
tivity gain supplemental legitimacy when connecting
under the organization’s umbrella. Guliyev notes that
this multilateralization process improves Turkiye’s in-
fluence by diffusing influence and decreasing percep-
tions of asymmetric dependence among smaller mem-
ber states (Guliyev, 2023).

Despite its increasing agenda, the OTS should not
be overstated as a fully unified regional bloc. Its in-
stitutional depth continues to be shallow compared to
organizations such as the European Union or even the
Eurasian Economic Union. Ozdemir warns that expec-
tations of rapid institutional integration risk misinter-
preting the organization’s purpose, which is better con-
sidered as a coordination platform than as a means for
supranational governance (Ozdemir, 2022).

The strategic importance of the OTS remains in
formal authority than in its capacity to normalize
cooperation among Turkic states across multiple
sectors. By fostering routine interaction and shared
frameworks, the organization contributes to incre-
mental arrangement without demanding exclusivity.
Guliyev argues that this incrementalism is particu-
larly well suited to regions characterized by geopo-
litical competition and uncertainty, where rigid insti-
tutional arrangements are often politically untenable
(Guliyev, 2023).

In analytical terms, the OTS indicates an institu-
tional expression of Turkiye’s broader middle-power
strategy in Central Asia. It allows Ankara to expand
its initiatives, distribute costs, and embed its priori-
ties within a collective framework, thereby increas-
ing resilience against external pressure. Ozdemir
highlights that this form of institutional leadership
reflects a change from identity-driven symbolism to-
ward interest-based collaboration grounded in func-
tional outcomes (Ozdemir, 2022).

The Organisation of Turkic States incorporates a
critical, though limited, pillar of Turkiye’s regional
involvement strategy. Its evolution from symbolic co-
operation to functional institutionalization displays
Ankara’s attempt to establish a durable framework
for regional influence under conditions of geopoliti-
cal instability. While constrained by structural asym-
metries and member-state caution, the OTS benefits
Turkiye’s strategic reach by providing a flexible, le-
gitimizing, and adaptive platform for cooperation in
Central Asia and beyond (Guliyev, 2023).

CONCLUSION

Turkiye’s involvement with Central Asia has ex-
perienced a substantial transformation since the
early post-Soviet period. What began in the 1990s
mainly as a culturally driven outreach embedded in
pan-Turkic identity and soft-power diplomacy has
slowly transformed into a multidimensional strate-
gy incorporating connectivity, economic statecraft,
security cooperation, and institutional regionalism.
This transformation displays both the maturation of
Turkiye’s foreign-policy ambitions and the changing
geopolitical landscape of Eurasia. Central Asia, once
got in relations largely through the context of cultur-
al affinity, is now increasingly seen by Ankara as a
strategic region in which economic corridors, energy
partnerships, defense cooperation, and institutional
leadership can overall enhance Turkiye’s geopoliti-
cal significance.

The analysis presented in this study demonstrates
that Turkiye’s contemporary approach to Central
Asia is best understood through the framework of
middle-power behaviour. Inadequately, the over-
whelming economic resources of China or the en-
trenched security dominance of Russia, Turkiye has
chosen a strategy that depends on niche capabilities,
connectivity diplomacy, and institutional entrepre-
neurship. By emphasizing areas where it can provide
practical benefits—such as logistics networks, mil-
itary training, defense technology, and multilateral
coordination—Turkiye seeks to expand its influence
without directly challenging existing great-power
structures. This pragmatic approach has permitted
Ankara to gradually grow its presence in the region
while avoiding confrontation with the geopolitical
competition of the bigger powers in the region.

Connectivity diplomacy, especially through the de-
velopment of the Trans-Caspian East—West Middle
Corridor, comprises of one of the most visible fun-
damentals of Turkiye’s regional strategy. The corri-
dor extends Central Asian states with an alternative
route linking them to European and global markets
while decreasing reliance on northern routes dom-
inated by Russia. At the same time, it aligns with
Turkiye’s broader interests to become a central part
of Eurasian trade networks. By integrating in trans-
portation infrastructure with customs harmonization,
digital connectivity, and logistics governance, An-
kara has positioned itself structurally within grow-
ing transregional supply chains. Although financial
limitations and coordination challenges continue to
limit the corridor’s full realization, its strategic im-
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portance exists in providing diversification options
to Central Asian states and reinforcing Turkiye’s role
as a gateway between Asia and Europe.

Energy diplomacy similarly pushes Turkiye’s in-
volvement with the region. Central Asia’s hydro-
carbon resources present prospects for expanding
supply routes and boosting Turkiye’s aspiration to
function as a regional energy hub. Cooperation with
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, often is established
in partnership with Azerbaijan, shows how energy
projects can simultaneously function for econom-
ic and geopolitical objectives. Through ambitions
related to natural gas transportation, electricity in-
terconnections, and potential renewable-energy
collaboration, Turkiye has desired to promote long-
term strategic interdependence with Central Asian
partners. However , structural barriers—such as the
dominance of prevailing Russian infrastructure and
the scale of Chinese investment—restrict the extent
to which energy cooperation alone can change re-
gional power dynamics. Rather than serving as a sin-
gular driver of influence, energy diplomacy operates
as an additional pillar within Turkiye’s broader mul-
tidimensional strategy.

Security and defense cooperation showcase anoth-
er domain where Turkiye has increased its regional
profile. While historically supplementary to Central
Asian security structures, Ankara has slowly itself
as a flexible partner qualified for providing military
training, defense-industrial cooperation, and coun-
terterrorism expertise. This kind of relations attracts
Central Asian states seeking to broaden their security
partnerships while maintaining strategic autonomy.
Turkiye’s focus on capacity-building, professional-
ization, and affordable defense technologies—rather
than permanent military presence—has permitted
it to enhance regional cooperation without direct-
ly confronting existing security institutions such as
the Collective Security Treaty Organization or the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Consequently,
Turkiye provides to the pluralization of the region-
al security environment, providing alternatives that
compliments Central Asian states” multi-vector for-
eign policies.

Institutional regionalism further solidifies Tur-
kiye’s evolving role in Central Asia. The changes
in the Organisation of Turkic States from a largely
symbolic cultural forum into a platform for practical
cooperation demonstrate Ankara’s efforts to regulate
its regional engagement. Through ambitions direct-
ing transportation, economic coordination, digital
connectivity, and political consultation, the organi-

sation provides a multilateral framework that legal-
izes Turkiye’s initiatives while encouraging broader
regional participation. Significantly, the OTS works
according to a flexible model of cooperation that re-
spects member states’ sovereignty and avoids bind-
ing commitments. This adjustability enables Central
Asian countries to take part without jeopardising
their relationships with other major powers, thereby
reinforcing the organisation’s significance within a
complex geopolitical environment.

Despite these developments, Turkiye’s influence
in Central Asia is contained by structural realities.
Russia continues to manage significant military,
political, and cultural influence, while China’s eco-
nomic presence—specifically through the Belt and
Road Initiative—far exceeds that of any other exter-
nal actor. Additionally, Central Asian governments
remain devoted to multi-vector foreign policies to
balance relations among competing powers. These
dynamics limit the possibility of any single external
actor, including Turkiye, establishing dominant in-
fluence over the region. Therefore, Turkiye’s role is
fundamentally supplementary rather than hegemon-
ic, operating within a global environment defined by
great-power competition and regional strategic cau-
tion.

Another significant aspect of this study concerns
the evolving role of shared Turkic identity in defining
regional cooperation. While cultural and linguistic
ties continue to facilitate diplomatic engagement and
societal exchange, they no longer function as the pri-
mary basis for geopolitical alignment. Instead, iden-
tity functions as a supporting factor that increases
trust and lowers political constraints when integrat-
ing with tangible economic, security, and institution-
al incentives. Turkiye’s recent accomplishments in
Central Asia therefore stem less from symbolic ap-
peals to common heritage and more from its ability
to provide practical opportunities for cooperation in
infrastructure development, defense modernization,
and economic connectivity. This growth emphasis-
es the broader transition of Turkiye’s foreign policy
from identity-based outreach toward interest-driven
strategic manoeuvring

From a theoretical point of view , the case of Tur-
kiye in Central Asia showcases how middle pow-
ers can change regional dynamics through net-
work-building and institutional involvement rather
than through traditional power projection. By con-
necting economic corridors, energy diplomacy,
defense cooperation, and institutional leadership,
Turkiye has adopted a multifaceted approach that
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connects various instruments of influence. This strat-
egy allows Ankara to grow its presence gradually
while maintaining impartiality in a region character-
ized by geopolitical ambiguity and contesting with
external interests.

In future, the practicality of Turkiye’s regional in-
tegration will depend on different factors. Continued
progress in developments in the Middle Corridor
and related infrastructure projects will be critical and
important for translating connectivity ambitions into
tangible economic outcomes. Similarly, the success
of the Organisation of Turkic States in providing
practical cooperation will decide whether institu-
tional regionalism can transform beyond symbolic
coordination. Finally, the broader geopolitical envi-
ronment—involving the trajectory of Russia-West
relations, China’s economic strategy in Eurasia, and
the stability of Afghanistan—will importantly influ-
ence the opportunities and constraints facing Turki-
ye’s regional policy.

In conclusion, Turkiye’s evolving relations with
Central Asia demonstrates a broader transition in its
foreign-policy orientation toward strategic autono-
my, regional connectivity, and institutional leader-
ship. While structural restrictions prevent Ankara
from substituting the dominant roles of Russia or
China, Turkiye has nonetheless emerged as an im-
portant and increasingly influential middle-power
actor in the region. By combining connectivity di-
plomacy, economic statecraft, security cooperation,
and multilateral institutional initiatives, Turkiye
provides diversity to Central Asia’s external part-
nerships and the gradual pluralization of Eurasian
geopolitics. This multidimensional involvement in
all the above-mentioned spheres underscores the
progressive significance of flexible, network-based
strategies in developing regional order within a
growing, complicated, and multipolar international
system.
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PACIHUPEHUE UHTEPECOB TYPLIUU B
CTPAHAX HEHTPAJIbHOU A3UU

lepa3 Mexmyn
Hayunwtii compyonuk (couckamenv 00KmMopcKoi
cmenenu 6 oonacmu MeicoyHapoOHbIX
omuouwenui), 3anaono-Kacnuiickui
YHueepcumem, Azepoaidrcan

PE3IOME

B nannoii ctathe paccmarpuBaetcs TpaHchopMma-
Ul CTPATETHYEeCKOr0 U SKOHOMUYECKOTO B3aWMO-
neiicreus Typuuu co ctpanamu LienTpansHoil A3un
¢ 2018 roma. YTBepxkaaercs, 4uro AHKapa nepeia
OT MPEUMYIECTBEHHO KYJIbTYPHOTO U SI3bIKOBOTO
B3aUMOJICHCTBHSI K KOMIUIEKCHOMY CTpPaTeruuecKo-
My M SKOHOMHMYECKOMY HHCTPYMEHTapHIO, O0be-
JUHAIOUIEMY  WHQPACTPYKTYpHYIO  JIUIUIOMATHIO
(Cpennuii KOpUIOD), 1I€TIEBBIC YHEPTETHUECKHUE Tap-
THEPCTBA, TOPTOBBIC U MHBECTULIMOHHbBIC HHUIATH-
BbI, COTPYAHHYECTBO B c(pepe Oe30MacHOCTU U pa3-
BUTHE MHOTOCTOPOHHUX UHCTUTYTOB (Opranuzanus
TIOPKCKHX TOCYIapCTB).

B uccrenoBaHnu O1IeHUBAETCS, MPEICTABISET JH
nonxon Typuuu LENOCTHBIA M MOCIEA0BATEIbHBIN
IPOEKT IO YKPEIUIEHWIO PErMOHAIBHOIO BIMSHUSA
WIN K€ OH OCTAa€TCs ONMIMOPTYHUCTHUUECKUM U OpH-
E€HTHPOBAHHBIM Ha B3aUMOJICHCTBHE C OTACIbHBIMU
rocynapctBamu. CTaTbs BHOCHT BKJIAJ B HAy4YHBIC
JUCKYCCUU O KOHKYPEHIIMM BEIMKHUX JAepkaB B EB-
pa3uu, BBIABISAS B3aUMOCBSI3U MEXKIY 3KOHOMHUYE-
CKOM B3aMMOCBSI3aHHOCTBIO U CONMMKEeHUEM B cdepe
0€30MacHOCTH, a TAKXKe MPOBEPSIs TUIOTE3BI 00 -
(dexTuBHOCTH O0IIEH TIOPKCKON MACHTHYHOCTH KaK
MobOuu3ytomiero gaxropa st GopMUPOBAHUS JOTI-
TOCPOYHBIX T€OMOIUTUIECKIX TapTHEPCTB.

Karwouessble ciaoBa: Cpeduuii xopudop, Opeanu-
sayus J{ocosopa o KONIeKMUBHOU 0Oe30nacHocmu
(OHKDB), Opeanuzayus mMOPKCKUX 20Cy0apcme
(OTI), llenmpanvnasn Azus, FOxcnoiti Kaskas.
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TURKIYONIN MORKOZI ASiYA
OLKOLORINDO GENISLONON
MARAQLARI

Siraz Mahmud
Tadqiqatgi (Beynalxalq miinasibatlor iizra
doktorant), Qarbi Kaspi Universiteti, Azarbaycan

XULASO

Bu mogqalado 2018-ci ilden etibaron Tiirkiyonin
Morkozi Asiya ilo strateji vo iqtisadi olagoalorinin
transformasiyas1 arasdirili. Mogalodo Ankaranin
osason modoni va dil asaslt omokdagliqdan infrastruk-
tur diplomatiyasini (Orta Dohliz), magsadyonlii ener-
ji torafdasliglaring, ticarat vo investisiya togobbiislori-
ni, tohliikasizlik sahasindo omokdaslig1 vo ¢oxtorofii
institusional quruculugu (Tirk Dovlotlori Toskilatr)
birlosdiran kompleks strateji-igtisadi yanagsmaya kec-
diyi irali siiriiliir. Todgiqat Tiirkiyonin yanasmasinin
regionda tosir imkanlarini genislondirmoya yonolmis
ardicil vo sistemli bir layiho olub-olmadigini, yaxud
fiirsatci vo ayri-ayr1 dovlatlors asaslanan siyasat ola-
raq qaldigin1 qiymotlondirir. Moagals iqtisadi baglan-
tilar ilo tohliikesizlik sahosinds yaxinlasma arasinda-
ki olagoalori miioyyonlosdirmoklo Avrasiyada boyiik
giiclor arasinda ragabato dair elmi miizakiralors t6hfo
verir. Eyni zamanda, ortaq tiirk kimliyinin davamli
geosiyasi torofdagliglarin formalasdirilmasinda sofor-
baredici amil kimi effektivliyins dair hipotezlori toh-
lil edir.
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