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Abstract

One of the main issues that has attracted the attention of all analysts of the international

system, from the perspective of strategic studies, is the way in which the Islamic Republic of
Iran and the Republic of Turkey relate to each other in the shadow of Israel's presence in the
region. Now the question is, what are the drivers and consequences of the application of
convergence and divergence in the relationship between the Islamic Republic of Iran and
Turkey? It seems that the drivers and consequences of the relationship between the Islamic
Republic of Iran and Turkey, influenced by the presence of Israel in the region, are affected
by four characters, geopolitical - geostrategic - geoeconomic and geocultural. The present
study is of an applied type and has been developed with a qualitative method and a
descriptive-analytical approach. The purpose of this study is to analyze the applications of the
relationship between the two countries of Iran and Turkey in the region. The research
findings show that the relationship between the two countries of Iran and Turkey, with its
emphasis on the role of a model, the doctrine of strategic depth, and identity resources, has
always been accompanied by a subversive competition to achieve regional hegemony in the
new millennium. The factors analyzed in the relationship between the two countries also go
back to the relationship between Turkey and Israel, which has affected Iran's regional
influence axis in the Middle East and Israel's exit from political isolation and political-
security alliances between the two countries in the region.
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Introduction

The Middle East, owing to its geopolitical, geostrategic, geoeconomic, and
geocultural significance, has consistently been one of the most important
arenas of competition among regional and extra regional powers. Energy and
security play a central role in shaping developments in the region. The
existence of states with different ideologies, national power resources, and
political orientations, combined with the intervention of extra regional
powers, has made competition for influence, a superior position, and
regional leadership an enduring characteristic of the Middle East. In such an
environment, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Turkey, as
two important regional powers with both material and non-material
capabilities, have sought to play more influential roles in regional
developments and to establish themselves as effective actors within the
regional order.

Relations between Iran and Turkey entered a new phase following the
Islamic Revolution in Iran and have since been influenced by a combination
of political, economic, geopolitical, identity based, and ideological factors.
On the one hand, the two countries possess considerable potential for
convergence based on geographical proximity, historical and cultural
commonalities, economic interests, trade, energy, transportation, and certain
shared security concerns. On the other hand, differences in political
structures, identity resources, ideological perceptions, foreign policy
orientations, the Kurdish issue, developments in Syria, competition for
regional influence, and efforts to assume a model role in the Muslim world
have created substantial grounds for divergence between the two countries.

The presence and role of Israel in the region have also influenced Iran—
Turkey relations. Turkey’s relations with Israel and the development of
political and security cooperation between the two countries are particularly
significant for regional developments and for the nature of interaction
between Iran and Turkey. Turkey was the first Muslim majority country to
recognize Israel in 1949 and established diplomatic relations with it in 1950.
Although these relations have fluctuated over different periods, political,
security, and military cooperation between the two sides has, at various
times, contributed to changes in regional dynamics. From the perspective of
this study, Turkey’s relations with Israel, together with its alignment with
certain regional states, have affected the regional sphere of influence of the
Islamic Republic of Iran and have contributed to Israel’s emergence from
political isolation as well as to the formation of regional political security
alliances.

Accordingly, the main problem addressed by this study is to examine the
drivers and constraints of convergence and divergence in relations between
the Islamic Republic of Iran and Turkey in the context of Israel’s presence in
the Middle East. The main research question is: What are the drivers and
constraints of convergence and divergence in relations between the Islamic
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Republic of Iran and Turkey? The main assumption is that relations between
the two countries, while being influenced by competition to expand
influence and attain a superior regional position, are shaped by four major
dimensions: geopolitical, geostrategic, geoeconomic, and geocultural factors.
The objective of the study is to examine patterns of interaction between Iran
and Turkey in the Middle East and to identify the factors influencing their
convergence and divergence.

The significance of this study lies in the fact that a substantial body of
previous research has examined Iran—Turkey relations or the consequences
of Turkey—Israel relations in general terms. The present study, however,
seeks not only to examine relations between these actors at the regional
system level but also to analyze their geopolitical, geostrategic,
geoeconomic, and geocultural dimensions, as well as the model roles that the
two countries seek to assume within the Middle Eastern regional
environment.

1. Research Method and Conceptual Framework

In terms of its nature and orientation, this study is theoretical and applied,
employing a qualitative method with a descriptive analytical approach. Data
were collected through documentary and library research. The data used in
the study were obtained from primary and secondary sources and were
organized through systematic note taking and the extraction of relevant
information from library and documentary sources. The study seeks to
identify and analyze the factors affecting Iran—Turkey relations and the
grounds for convergence and divergence between the two countries.

The Conceptual framework of the study is based on the concept of
regional power developed by Barry Buzan and Ole Waver. Within this
framework, a distinction is made between great powers and superpowers,
which operate and exert influence at the global level, and regional powers,
whose influence is primarily concentrated within their respective regions.
Regional powers play a fundamental role in shaping the structure of a
regional security complex, while geographical position, historical heritage,
deeply rooted traditions, and various dimensions of power can contribute to
their regional status. According to this framework, regional power can be
assessed through indicators such as claims to regional leadership, the
creation of influence and regional structures, the possession of power
resources, patterns of mutual interaction, regional influence, the ability to
shape the regional security agenda, recognition as a regional power, and the
representation of regional interests in international forums. Within this
framework, Iran and Turkey, as two important regional powers, seek to
increase their influence and strengthen their positions within the regional
structure of the Middle East.

From this perspective, geographical proximity among states and their
perceptions of security threats can contribute to the emergence of a security
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dilemma and increased competition. Accordingly, an increase in the power
of one regional state may be perceived by other states as a threat to their own
security. Therefore, Iran—Turkey competition can be analyzed in relation to
the efforts of both countries to expand their influence, assume a model role,
and achieve a superior regional position.

2. Discussion

The findings indicate that Iran—Turkey relations have a dual character,
encompassing both convergent and divergent elements. The principal drivers
of convergence can be examined across four dimensions: geopolitical,
geoeconomic, geostrategic, and geocultural.

In the geopolitical dimension, the geographical position of the two
countries constitutes one of the most important foundations of their
interaction. Iran and Turkey are located along important communication
routes connecting different regions and continents, and their geographical
positions provide them with opportunities to play significant roles in
interregional connectivity. Their location along routes linking South Asia
and Europe, their proximity to the Caucasus, and their access to important
maritime areas have created opportunities for cooperation. Turkey’s position
in relation to Southern Europe and Iran’s position in relation to South Asia
further enhance the importance of interaction between the two countries.
Moreover, pressures arising from the presence of dominant powers in their
surrounding environments have created certain grounds for cooperation and
interaction.

In the geoeconomic dimension, mutual economic interests constitute one
of the most important drivers of convergence. Utilizing the capacities of the
Economic Cooperation Organization, cooperation in energy and oil and gas
exports, joint investment, the development of transportation and transit
infrastructure, railway and road connectivity, and cooperation in sectors such
as textiles, clothing, food products, automobile manufacturing, and
electricity are among the major areas of economic convergence between Iran
and Turkey. In contrast, the limited readiness of the Iranian private sector for
capital and technical participation, European and American support for
Turkey’s role in expanding its influence in Central Asia, Turkey’s
involvement in economic and security affairs in the context of Europe and
NATO, and differences concerning the legal regime of the Caspian Sea, the
extraction of its oil resources, and energy transit routes constitute factors
contributing to economic divergence.

In the geostrategic dimension, the positions of Iran and Turkey within the
Middle Eastern security structure have resulted in the simultaneous existence
of cooperation and competition. On the one hand, cooperation between the
two Muslim majority countries may be important in addressing certain
regional issues; on the other hand, differences in their strategic approaches
create grounds for competition. Turkey’s balanced foreign policy and its
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efforts to maintain relations with the West while simultaneously expanding
its interactions with Eastern and Middle Eastern countries represent one of
the key differences between the two countries when compared with Iran’s
foreign policy orientation.

In the geocultural dimension, Islam as a shared religion, cultural
commonalities, the presence of Iranian cultural influences in Turkey,
historical and civilizational heritage, tourism, artistic exchanges, and certain
shared cultural challenges in the age of globalization constitute factors of
convergence. Conversely, the Sunni—Shi'a religious divide, Pan Turkism, the
challenge of radical Islamism, the non-implementation of certain bilateral
cultural agreements, and the cultural appropriation of Iranian scholars and
literary figures are among the factors contributing to divergence. Thus,
although cultural and religious commonalities create potential for closer
relations, religious and identity-based differences prevent the emergence of
deep and sustainable convergence.

In contrast to these drivers of convergence, the constraints generating
divergence are primarily associated with competition for regional leadership
and a model role, differences in identity and political systems, the Kurdish
issue, developments in Syria, Iran’s nuclear issue, and Turkey’s relations
with Israel. The desire for regional leadership and efforts to revive the
historical position and borders associated with the Ottoman legacy have been
present in the thinking of Turkish policymakers and became more visible in
foreign policy following the rise of the Justice and Development Party. In
this context, Turkey has sought to strengthen its position as an active actor in
the Muslim world and the Middle East. This process has transformed Turkey
into a serious competitor to Iran in the pursuit of regional influence and
hegemony.

Turkey—Israel relations constitute one of the important factors
contributing to divergence in Iran—Turkey relations. Turkey recognized
Israel in 1949 and established diplomatic relations with it in 1950. Factors
such as competition with Iran over Syria, Turkey’s need for U.S. support in
the face of Russian influence, the utilization of Israeli military capabilities
and technology, efforts to attract NATO support, the pursuit of economic
benefits, the Kurdish issue, proximity to Europe, and the question of
membership in the European Union are among the factors discussed in this
study to explain Turkey—Israel relations.

Turkey—Israel political and security relations have also had consequences
for the regional environment. These include the formation of political
security alliances, the expansion of the arms race, and the increasing role of
Israel in regional affairs. From the perspective of this study, Turkey—Israel
security and military relations have been accompanied by an increase in
Israel’s capabilities and determination vis a vis its regional opponents and, in
certain cases, have affected the regional sphere of influence of the Islamic
Republic of Iran. The normalization of Israel’s relations with some regional
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countries, within the framework of broader regional developments, has also,
according to the study, contributed to Israel’s emergence from political
isolation.

Syria is one of the most important arenas of conflicting interests between
Iran and Turkey. While Iran has sought to preserve its influence and position
in Syria, Turkey has adopted a different approach toward the country. From
this perspective, Turkey’s alignment with Israel concerning Syria may affect
Iran’s regional interests. This situation, together with developments in Iraq
and the presence of Kurdish groups and Palestinian and Lebanese resistance
movements, has transformed Syria and its surrounding environment into an
important arena of competition between Iran and Turkey.

The Kurdish issue is another important factor of divergence and, at the
same time, a limited area of cooperation between the two countries. Iran and
Turkey have adopted different approaches toward the Kurdish issue. Iran’s
policy toward Kurdish groups differs from Turkey’s policy, and this
difference can contribute to tensions between the two countries. At the same
time, the geopolitical and geostrategic importance of the Kurdish issue and
the need to secure energy routes have created certain grounds for cooperation
between Iran and Turkey in this area.

The Iranian nuclear issue also demonstrates differences in the approaches
of the two countries. Turkey has emphasized the rights of states that are
parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of nuclear weapons (NPT) and,
in contrast to the approach adopted by some Western countries, has
emphasized dialogue and interaction as means of resolving the Iranian
nuclear dispute. Therefore, although differences in interests and security
concerns exist in this area, Turkey’s approach has, at certain points, differed
from that of Western countries.

Ultimately, the most important dimension of Iran—Turkey competition
concerns the pursuit of regional hegemony and a model role. Both countries
possess material, identity based, historical, and political capacities for
playing regional roles and have sought to present their respective models in
the region. Through expanding its influence in the Muslim world and
increasing its ability to affect regional developments, Turkey has positioned
itself as an actor capable of participating in crisis management and mediation
between conflicting parties. This position overlaps with Iran’s regional role
and has consequently intensified strategic competition between the two
countries.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

The findings of the study demonstrate that relations between the Islamic
Republic of Iran and Turkey in the new millennium are multidimensional
and characterized by both convergence and divergence. These relations have
developed neither exclusively on the basis of cooperation nor solely on the
basis of competition; rather, they have emerged from the simultaneous
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interaction of shared and conflicting interests within the Middle Eastern
regional environment. The four dimensions of geopolitics, geoeconomics,
geostrategy, and geoculture constitute major drivers of convergence, while
identity and religious differences, the Kurdish issue, competition in Syria,
competition for regional influence and hegemony, and Turkey’s relations
with Israel constitute important constraints generating divergence.

The findings also indicate that Iran—Turkey relations, with particular
emphasis on the model role, the doctrine of strategic depth, and identity
resources, have consistently involved a form of latent competition to expand
influence and achieve a superior regional position. In this context, Turkey’s
relations with Israel have affected the security environment of the Middle
East and Iran’s regional sphere of influence and have contributed to the
formation of certain political security alliances and to Israel’s emergence
from political isolation.

The study further demonstrates that the continuation of good neighborly
relations between Iran and Turkey depends on how the two countries
interpret regional and global developments and, on the personalities, and
orientations of the political leaders who come to power in both countries.
Therefore, in addition to geopolitical, geoeconomic, geostrategic, and
geocultural factors, identity and religious resources should also be taken into
account when analyzing bilateral relations. The difference between Iran’s
religion centered foreign policy and Turkey’s approach, the Sunni—Shi'a
divide, the Kurdish issue, competition over the model role and regional
hegemony, and Turkey’s alignment with Israel and the West constitute
important sources of divergence.

Overall, the study demonstrates that the pursuit of regional hegemony,
the issue of the Resistance Axis, developments in Syria, and Turkey’s
alignment with Israel constitute the principal factors underlying conflicting
interests and divergence in Iran—Turkey relations. In contrast, geographical
proximity, mutual economic interests, cooperation in energy and
transportation, cultural and religious commonalities, and certain shared
security interests provide grounds for continued interaction and convergence.
Therefore, Iran—Turkey relations should be understood as a relationship
characterized by the coexistence of competition and cooperation, in which
shared interests, on the one hand, and competition for regional influence and
position, on the other, operate simultaneously.
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