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Russ�an and Turk�sh soc�et�es �n the 21st century have �nher�ted h�stor�cally negat�ve and compet�t�ve
d�scourses, ha�l�ng from long per�ods of confl�ct and compet�t�on. To be sure, the�r �mper�al struggles
left a complex and problemat�c demograph�c structure across a vast geography from the Balkans to
Central As�a, where long shadows of forced m�grat�ons and v�olent exchanges set the stage for more
compet�t�on and confl�ct. Th�s long-last�ng �mper�al legacy was later sol�d�f�ed by the Cold War era
�deolog�cal struggle, wh�ch left a complex and problemat�c geopol�t�cal env�ronment across the�r
common ne�ghborhoods and a pers�stent d�strust and negat�ve d�scourse �n the post-�mper�al era.
Added to these have been more recent exper�ences of �ntense compet�t�on across Euras�a dur�ng the
1990s for energy and �nfluence. Some of these negat�ve �mages �nher�ted from earl�er eras have been
moll�f�ed and overturned by the pos�t�ve turn �n the relat�ons �n the 2000s. Nevertheless, recent
pol�t�cal developments �n the �nternat�onal arena, technolog�cal transformat�ons, and the current
nature of compet�t�on/warfare �n the�r shared ne�ghborhood brought new d�mens�ons to the ex�st�ng,
pr�mar�ly negat�ve, percept�ons. Th�s study exam�nes these pers�stent percept�ons and v�ews of the
two ne�ghbor�ng countr�es �n the l�ght of h�stor�cal transformat�ons.

W�th a h�story of over 500 years, Turk�sh-
Russ�an relat�ons are a fasc�nat�ng �nterplay of
r�valry, compet�t�on, cooperat�on,
rapprochement, and partnersh�p. Turk�sh
h�stor�ography often narrates th�s h�story as one
of constant susp�c�on, d�strust, and betrayal,
overshadow�ng the elements of collaborat�on
and partnersh�p (See Kurat 1990 and 1992;
Oreskova 2003). Th�s narrat�ve ma�nly der�ves
from l�nger�ng memor�es of the loss of large
segments of �mper�al (Ottoman) terr�tory
d�rectly to Czar�st expans�on from the late 16th
century on or to emerg�ng countr�es �n eastern
Europe w�th the support of Russ�a. Ideolog�cal
r�valr�es and threat percept�ons that emerged
dur�ng the Cold War added to th�s. Thus, Russ�a
and Russ�ans have, unt�l recently, been
dep�cted as the pr�mary enemy of the Turks
and the Turk�sh state �n Turk�sh h�stor�ography,
w�th the correspond�ng publ�c �mage of ‘Moskof
Gavuru’ (‘Muscov�te Inf�del’) re�gn�ng supreme.

In the pol�t�cal jargon of the Cold War, Russ�a
was also dep�cted as an expans�on�st power
w�th cla�ms on a vast area stretch�ng from the
Balkans to Central As�a and constantly a�m�ng
to reach ‘the warm seas’ of the Med�terranean.
Although th�s or�g�nates from Czar Peter the
Great’s dr�ve to the south �n the 18th century
(Green 1993), as late as November 1943, the
then-Sov�et leader Joseph Stal�n asked Br�t�sh
PM W�nston Church�ll and Amer�can Pres�dent
Frankl�n D. Roosevelt �n Ca�ro to cons�der the
USSR’s need for warm water ports and thus to
rev�se the Montreux Convent�on, wh�ch
regulates the passage of vessels through the
Turk�sh Stra�ts (Aydın 2021: 11).

S�m�larly, for Russ�ans, the �mage of the Turk
has l�ttle pos�t�ve mean�ng. Ottoman h�story,
wh�ch �s equated w�th Turk�sh h�story, �s
portrayed as expans�on�st, brutal, and
oppress�ve, and the Turks are portrayed as the 
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other. The later narrat�ve �s dom�nated by the
d�scourse of l�berat�ng or captur�ng the Turk�sh
Stra�ts from the Turks (Ş�mşek and Ceng�z 2015;
Ceng�z and Ş�mşek 2017). Moreover, Russ�an
d�scourse and percept�on of enm�ty, enveloped
by rel�g�ous an�mos�ty (Orthodoxy vs. Islam) and
cla�m for greatness (‘Th�rd Rome’ bypass�ng or
replac�ng Ottoman State), narrows down to
Russ�a's ‘struggle to l�berate’ the vast
geography across Euras�a that �t sees as �ts
natural area of expans�on (Strémooukhoff 1953:
87-88).

Desp�te the threat percept�on shaped by th�s
host�le framework and the atmosphere of
m�strust, there were per�ods of cooperat�on
between the two s�des (Aydın et al. 2024; İşç� et
al. 2024). The early relat�ons �n the 1920s
between the two newly emerg�ng states
exempl�fy th�s (Gürün 1991; Yeras�mos 2000).
Under the �nfluence of the�r shared res�stance
aga�nst the encroachments of ‘the cap�tal�st-
colon�al�st West,’ the preva�l�ng understand�ng
�n the 1920s and 1930s emphas�zed cooperat�on
and sol�dar�ty. The Moscow and Kars
agreements s�gned �n th�s per�od, as well as the
1925 Turk�sh-Russ�an Treaty of Fr�endsh�p and
Neutral�ty, were express�ons of the s�m�lar
outlook of both states regard�ng world pol�t�cs.
These agreements were s�gned when Turkey
had problemat�c relat�ons w�th Br�ta�n over
Mosul, Italy over the Med�terranean secur�ty
and eastern Aegean �slands, and France over
the Syr�an border. Thus, the agreements
represent an early balanc�ng attempt by the
young Republ�c of Turkey ut�l�z�ng Sov�et
support aga�nst the other great powers of the
per�od.

There was no confl�ct and several cooperat�on
projects between Turkey and the Sov�et Un�on
�n the �nterwar per�od (İşç� et al. 2024).
Nevertheless, publ�c op�n�ons and dec�s�on-
makers d�d not env�sage pr�or�t�z�ng
cooperat�on to establ�sh a shared future. In
return for Turkey’s refra�n�ng from the �ssue of
the ‘external Turks,’ that �s, the fate of Turk�c
people left beh�nd �n the USSR, and turn�ng �ts
back to Euras�a, thus essent�ally leav�ng �t to the
Sov�ets, Moscow rema�ned s�lent on Ankara’s
restr�ct�ve measures aga�nst the emerg�ng
left�st/commun�st groups �n Turkey. Yet, under
the preva�l�ng c�rcumstances, the b�lateral
cooperat�on of the 1920s and 1930s lacked a
spec�f�c and long-term goal other than
balanc�ng the Western powers �n the�r v�c�n�ty. 

The most obv�ous consequence of the fa�lure to
establ�sh a long-term, deep-rooted cooperat�on
�n th�s per�od was the �nab�l�ty to prevent the
severe negat�ve �mpact of the developments
that emerged dur�ng and �mmed�ately after the
Second World War. The Sov�et not�f�cat�on to
Turkey �n March 1945 that the 1925 Treaty of
Fr�endsh�p and Neutral�ty would not be
extended led to stra�ned relat�ons (See, B�lge
1992; Aydın 2001 and 2021; İşç� 2019 and 2023).
The tens�on �ncreased w�th the Russ�an
demand to overhaul the status of the Stra�ts
because the Montreux Convent�on was
obsolete and to pos�t�on a Sov�et m�l�tary
detachment nearby. These demands led to a
rap�d sp�ral�ng down �n both d�scourse and
percept�on. Fac�ng ‘Sov�et and Commun�st
threat’ (For the Turk�sh rul�ng el�te’s
understand�ng after the Second World War, see
Oran 2010: 285-343), Turkey consol�dated �ts
pol�t�cal, econom�c, and m�l�tary al�gnment w�th
the West through b�lateral cooperat�on w�th the
US and membersh�p �n NATO. 

In the follow�ng per�od, the percept�on of the
Russ�an threat deepened w�th an added
�deolog�cal d�mens�on as the Turk�sh state
narrat�ve assoc�ated the external threat
perce�ved by Russ�a w�th the �nternal threat
perce�ved by Commun�sm (B�lge 1992; Çel�kpala
2019). As such, the Sov�ets/Russ�ans ‘re-def�ned’
dur�ng the Cold War by Turk�sh dec�s�on-
makers and publ�c op�n�on as the �deolog�cal
other and an ex�stent�al threat w�th destruct�ve
amb�t�ons on Turk�sh terr�tory and sovere�gnty.
The other�ng, wh�ch ga�ned an �deolog�cal
d�mens�on by comb�n�ng ant�-commun�sm
w�th perce�ved Sov�et threat, brought Turkey
closer to the US and Euro-Atlant�c secur�ty
�nst�tut�ons, wh�ch at the t�me adopted the
‘Conta�nment Pol�cy’ w�th Turkey becom�ng
one of �ts �nstruments. 

For the Sov�et s�de, Turkey was perce�ved as a
front l�ne w�th the Western/Amer�can/NATO
world, and the �dea of cooperat�on was shelved
unt�l the Detente. As d�scussed �n our prev�ous
report (İşç� et al. 2024), Détente ushered �n an
era of pos�t�ve developments between Turkey
and the USSR, espec�ally �n commerc�al
relat�ons (H�rst and İşç� 2020). Interest�ngly, th�s
per�od also saw the emergence of problemat�c
relat�ons between Turkey and �ts Western all�es
�n a manner rem�n�scent of today’s
developments. 
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W�th the end of the Cold War and the collapse
of the USSR, the emergence of new nat�on-
states and the chang�ng borders gave r�se to
d�fferent geograph�cal �mag�nat�ons �n Turkey
as �n the rest of the world (Ön�ş 1995; Aydın
2003; Larrabee and Lesser 2003; Aktürk 2004).
For Turkey, the collapse of the Sov�et Un�on
meant the el�m�nat�on of the h�stor�cal threat
and the emergence of a h�stor�cal opportun�ty
that would open the way to reconnect w�th the
Turk�c world ‘from the Adr�at�c to the Great Wall
of Ch�na’ (Aydın 2004). For Russ�a, th�s was a
per�od of ‘post-traumat�c stress d�sorder,’
dur�ng wh�ch �t lost an emp�re and stood los�ng
more (Sakwa 2019: 1-17).

W�th the end of the b�polar world order,
Turkey’s Russ�a-centered threat percept�on was
suddenly transformed, wh�ch s�gnaled a
fundamental change �n b�lateral relat�ons and
the structure of the �nternat�onal system.
Turk�sh dec�s�on-makers bel�eved they had the
opportun�ty to rewr�te Turkey’s geopol�t�cs as
the Sov�et threat d�sappeared and new
opportun�t�es emerged. Accord�ngly, they tr�ed
to redef�ne Turkey’s relat�ons w�th �ts
ne�ghborhood (Yanık 2007). The Russ�an
Federat�on was not the USSR and th�s new
actor’s pos�t�on �n reg�onal and global balances
needed to be recalculated and redef�ned. For
Turkey, th�s meant new opportun�t�es on the
one hand and new threats on the other. 

The ma�n quest�on to be answered �n the
trans�t�on per�od was whether ga�ns could be
ach�eved aga�nst the new actor, the Russ�an
Federat�on, wh�ch ceased to be a heavywe�ght
player �n the �nternat�onal arena. In the th�nk�ng
of the per�od, ‘compet�t�on’ was the
catchphrase; to open a more s�gn�f�cant space
for Turkey, Russ�a needed to be pushed further.
There was l�ttle argument to further a fr�endly
relat�onsh�p w�th Russ�a, pr�or�t�z�ng
cooperat�on. As a result, the dom�nant theme of
the early post-Cold War era throughout the
1990s was ut�l�z�ng geopol�t�cal and strateg�c
advantages aga�nst Russ�a and develop�ng
relat�ons w�th the newly �ndependent Turk�c
Republ�cs �n Central As�a and the Caucasus
(Aydın 1996 and 2004; Ön�ş 1995; Aktürk 2004).
Bes�des, Turkey was def�ned as a ‘model’ for the
former Sov�et countr�es of Central As�a and the 
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Caucasus (Mango 1993; Sander 1994; Dal and
Erşen 2014; Rob�ns 1993).

As far as the Turk�sh publ�c was concerned, �t
�mmed�ately adopted the new d�scourse w�th
an overr�d�ng emot�onal aspect. Russ�a was
Turkey’s b�ggest -for some only- r�val �n
�mplement�ng pol�c�es for transform�ng the
Turk�c countr�es. Yet, �t d�ffered from the Sov�et
Un�on �n that �t was seen as a ‘manageable’ r�val
for �nfluence, not a threat to Turkey’s ex�stence.
As a result, Turkey took an act�ve and
somet�mes ant�-Russ�an stance �n Central As�a
and the Caucasus, not only �n emerg�ng energy
and econom�c compet�t�on but also �n reg�onal
confl�cts such as Chechnya, Karabakh, and
Abkhaz�a. Turk�sh publ�c op�n�on supported th�s
approach, and the ant�-Russ�an atmosphere
sol�d�f�ed, espec�ally �n support�ng the pro-
�ndependence �n�t�at�ves of Turk�c/Musl�m
commun�t�es (Çel�kpala 2005 and 2006).

The result was an open compet�t�on for reg�onal
�nfluence w�th Russ�a �n the broader area
extend�ng from the Balkans to Central As�a
(Aydın 2003). Th�s determ�ned the general
framework of Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons
throughout the 1990s and shaped Ankara’s
relat�ons w�th �ts Western partners and the
Turk�c world. Russ�a responded qu�ckly from
the m�d-1990s onward w�th a new ‘Secur�ty
Doctr�ne’ and a new ‘Fore�gn Pol�cy Doctr�ne,’
wh�ch called for reassert�ng Russ�an dom�nance
and �nfluence �n the ‘Near Abroad’ (D�ck 1994).
The dom�nant Russ�an d�scourse �n these
doctr�nes was based on defend�ng and
ma�nta�n�ng Russ�a’s �nfluence �n former Sov�et
reg�ons by preserv�ng the old order or, at the
least, revamp�ng �t w�th Russ�a �n the center. In
contrast, Turkey a�med to create a new order
that put �t �n the center w�th the West back�ng
�t. Th�s led to a percept�on �n Russ�a that Turkey
was an �nstrument of Western �nfluence �n
Euras�a and, thus, needed to be countered
(Aydın 2004).

In the 2000s, Turk�sh percept�on centered on
‘r�val/compet�tor Russ�a,’ wh�ch dom�nated
most of the 1990s, started to change gradually.
F�rst, �t was observed that Turkey d�d not
ach�eve the expected pol�t�cal benef�ts from the
compet�t�on/struggle w�th Russ�a, espec�ally �n
the Euras�an geography. Second, develop�ng
trade and econom�c relat�ons w�th Russ�a
became more attract�ve as the Russ�an
economy recovered, and Turkey’s trade w�th 
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former Sov�et countr�es �n Euras�a rema�ned
below �ts trade f�gures w�th Russ�a (Aydın 2003:
136; Çel�kpala 2019: 6; Aydın forthcom�ng). At the
same t�me, �n Russ�a, relat�ons w�th Turkey were
beg�nn�ng to be seen w�th less susp�c�ous
lenses, w�th the poss�b�l�ty of Turkey tak�ng a
d�fferent stance on reg�onal �ssues from �ts
Western partners. Th�s was a�ded by Russ�a
becom�ng more conf�dent of �ts reg�onal
foot�ng as the Chechen upr�s�ng wound up and
energy compet�t�on w�th Turkey w�nd�ng down,
w�th both countr�es gett�ng p�pel�nes from the
Casp�an reaches (Aydın 2003: 136).

As a result, wh�le the two countr�es st�ll
competed pol�t�cally and perce�ved each other
as such, commerc�al and econom�c relat�ons
started to grow and dom�nate the agenda,
creat�ng rapprochement, cooperat�on, and
pos�t�ve mutual percept�ons. Econom�c
relat�ons �mproved, supported by Turk�sh
construct�on compan�es’ tenders �n Russ�a and
tour�sm. The shuttle trade of the early 1990s
rap�dly developed �nto a lucrat�ve off�c�al trade,
grow�ng seven t�mes and reach�ng 38 b�ll�on US
dollars by the end of 2008 (Çel�kpala 2019: 13-14).
At the same t�me, the comb�ned total tenders
rece�ved by Turk�sh compan�es �n Russ�a
touched 30 b�ll�on USD, wh�ch const�tuted 22%
of all works Turkey contracted abroad back
then, and the number of Russ�an tour�sts
travel�ng to Turkey �ncreased to 2.8 m�ll�on. 

Nevertheless, the ma�n transformat�ve
commod�ty was energy. Turkey’s preference for
natural gas as the pr�mary energy source for
the country’s �ncreas�ng household and
�ndustr�al demand and the emergence of
Russ�a as a rel�able gas prov�der has turned
energy from a compet�t�ve �ssue of the 1990s
�nto a pos�t�ve and contr�but�ng factor �n the
2000s. Added to these was the �ncreas�ng
number of m�xed marr�ages between the Turks
and Russ�ans. Th�s aspect of develop�ng the
human s�de of the relat�ons contr�buted to the
emergence of new mutual pos�t�ve percept�ons
among the publ�c on both s�des (İçduygu and
Karaçay 2012; Karaçay 2023: 33-39). 

Th�s emerg�ng web of relat�ons paved the way
for a change �n d�scourse that has enabled the
two countr�es to move rap�dly from host�l�ty to
‘v�rtual rapprochement’ to ‘mutual cooperat�on’
and f�nally to a ‘mult�d�mens�onal partnersh�p’
w�th�n a decade (Sezer 2000 and 2001: 151-152).
The construct�ve understand�ng of 

rapprochement and the avo�dance of pol�t�cal
leaders from rhetor�c that could cause tens�on
also led to a gradual transformat�on of the
negat�ve percept�ons that dom�nated publ�c
op�n�on on both s�des. In th�s new era, the
part�es seem to mutually recogn�ze the
�mportance of cooperat�on �n advanc�ng
common �nterests. In h�s off�c�al v�s�t to Turkey
�n October 2000, the then Pr�me M�n�ster of the
Russ�an Federat�on, M�kha�l Kasyanov, sa�d,
“Russ�a and Turkey are not compet�tors. We are
partners, and our governments are work�ng on
th�s pr�nc�ple and w�ll develop b�lateral
relat�ons.” (Doğan 2000; B�la 2000). In l�ne w�th
th�s, the part�es dec�ded to keep
commun�cat�on channels open to ensure the
cont�nu�ty of relat�ons �n case of poss�ble cr�ses.
Th�s per�od also w�tnessed the rev�tal�zat�on of
jo�nt econom�c and trade-based organ�zat�ons,
such as the Turk�sh-Russ�an Bus�ness Counc�l,
establ�shed �n 1991.

Developments �n the �nternat�onal arena and
the d�sappo�ntments exper�enced by both
countr�es �n the�r relat�ons w�th the Western
world also catalyzed th�s turn. Russ�a’s f�rst
major d�sappo�ntment was when the former
Eastern Bloc members Czech Republ�c,
Hungary, and Poland took the�r f�nal steps
towards NATO membersh�p �n December 1997.
At the same t�me, Turkey was excluded from
the EU membersh�p at the Luxembourg
summ�t. Aga�n, �n 1997 and 1998, the two
countr�es faced d�ff�cult�es due to econom�c
cr�ses. These developments, on the one hand,
al�enated both s�des �ntellectually from the
West, wh�ch was seen as the pr�mary partner to
cooperate w�th, and on the other hand, gave
r�se to the �dea that there could be close
cooperat�on between the two countr�es �n
pol�t�cal, commerc�al, and econom�c f�elds.

In short, the mutual percept�on and d�scourse
based on r�valry and compet�t�on that
dom�nated the relat�ons between the two
countr�es gradually transformed from the late
1990s under the �nfluence of develop�ng trade
and econom�c relat�ons, the percept�on of
common �nterests �n Euras�a, and the f�ght
aga�nst terror�sm. As such, three decades after
the collapse of the Sov�et Un�on, the b�lateral
relat�ons between Russ�a and Turkey have
reached a level w�th the perspect�ve of
develop�ng a ‘strateg�c partnersh�p’ �n the new
century (MFA 2024). The f�rst concrete step was
taken dur�ng Russ�an Fore�gn M�n�ster Igor 
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Ivanov’s v�s�t to Turkey on 7-8 June 2001.
Putt�ng as�de the�r content�ous �ssues, the two
s�des developed a relat�onsh�p centered on
econom�c cooperat�on. In the end, the ‘Euras�a
Act�on Plan 2001’ entered the agenda
s�multaneously w�th then Fore�gn M�n�ster
İsma�l Cem’s proposal to establ�sh a work�ng
group �n the Moscow-Ankara-Central As�a
tr�angle, the so-called ‘Strateg�c Tr�angle’ to
cooperate �n pol�t�cal and econom�c areas. 

Th�s transformat�on paved the way for further
pol�t�cal and econom�c cooperat�on. The
change has been sharp: For the f�rst t�me, the
two s�des expressed that they saw a reg�on they
had cons�stently def�ned as the�r strateg�c
pr�or�t�es and competed w�th as an area of
cooperat�on (Acar 2001; TDN 2001a and 2001b).
The Act�on Plan brought to the agenda the
Euras�a-centered construct�ve d�scourse that
st�ll dom�nates b�lateral relat�ons: “The
fundamental changes tak�ng place �n the world
have opened a new era �n wh�ch Turkey and
Russ�a w�ll develop the�r b�lateral and reg�onal
cooperat�on �n a sp�r�t of fr�endsh�p and mutual
trust �n all areas, and �n th�s framework, the two
countr�es are determ�ned to br�ng the�r ex�st�ng
relat�ons to the level of strengthened
construct�ve partnersh�p” (Kohen 2001).

As such, the relat�ons were ra�sed to a
‘strengthened construct�ve partnersh�p’ level by
2001 and were elevated to ‘mult�d�mens�onal’
b�lateral relat�ons by 2004 (Rad�kal 2004).
F�nally, establ�sh�ng the H�gh-Level Cooperat�on
Counc�l �n 2010 ra�sed Turk�sh-Russ�an t�es to a
‘strateg�c partnersh�p’ level. S�nce then, the
percept�on of compet�ng r�vals/enem�es �n
host�le camps �mage has been replaced by a
percept�on of partners that can cooperate
econom�cally and pursue pol�t�cal relat�ons
based on mutual understand�ng. The �mpact of
th�s transformat�on on publ�c op�n�on has been
qu�te v�s�ble (Aydın et al. 2016 and 2017), and the
ambassadors and pol�t�cal leaders made more
frequent statements to ma�nstream med�a
outlets, and more construct�ve, cooperat�on-
or�ented language dom�nated publ�c op�n�on.

Turkey became Russ�a’s s�xth, and Russ�a
became Turkey’s second-largest trade partner.
Pres�dents Erdoğan and Put�n set the trade
volume target to 100 b�ll�on US dollars and
mutually abol�shed v�sas between the two
countr�es (See Pres�dency of the Republ�c of
Türk�ye 2019). Through mutual v�s�ts, tour�sm, 

and m�xed marr�ages, �t was bel�eved that an
�rrevers�ble path had been taken between the
two countr�es but, more �mportantly, between
the peoples. Yet, more turns and tw�sts were �n
the mak�ng.

Deter�orat�ng Relat�ons
and Russ�an Hybr�d
Threats to Turkey

Turkey’s down�ng of a Russ�an f�ghter jet that
v�olated Turk�sh a�rspace on the Syr�an border
on 24 November 2015 put a sudden end to the
narrat�ve of prom�s�ng cooperat�on between
Turkey and Russ�a; 15 years of effort was �n
tatters overn�ght (Özcan 2017). Russ�a qu�ckly
�mposed comprehens�ve sanct�ons aga�nst
Turkey, lead�ng to a per�od of d�strust. The f�rst
effects of the sanct�ons were felt �n the tour�sm
and agr�culture sectors, where 2016 turned �nto
a year of loss. Other sectors followed as Russ�a
expanded sanct�ons. As a result, b�lateral
relat�ons took a nosed�ve, and publ�c percept�on
of Russ�a �n Turkey underwent a rap�d
transformat�on. Wh�le Russ�a d�d not appear
h�gh prev�ously among the l�st of countr�es that
pose a threat to Turkey �n the ‘Publ�c
Percept�ons of Turk�sh Fore�gn Pol�cy’ surveys
conducted regularly s�nce 2010, after the ‘the
plane �nc�dent,’ Russ�a followed the US �n the
l�st w�th 34.9 percent of the respondents (Aydın
et al. 2016). The results �nd�cated the frag�l�ty of
rapprochement and that the legacy of h�story
cannot be eas�ly overcome. 

The letters sent by Pres�dent Erdoğan and
Pr�me M�n�ster Yıldırım to the�r Russ�an
counterparts on 12 June 2016 on Russ�a Day to
�mprove relat�ons was followed by Pres�dent
Erdoğan’s v�s�t to Russ�a on 9 August to thank
Pres�dent Put�n’s qu�ck react�on to the 15 July
coup attempt �n Turkey. Though negat�ve
percept�ons rema�ned, these efforts successfully
ushered �n a new understand�ng between the
two countr�es (Oğuzlu 2020). E�ght months of
h�atus �n relat�ons after the shutdown showed
that the bas�s of b�lateral t�es establ�shed �n the
prev�ous three decades was �nsuff�c�ent to
conta�n a pol�t�cal/secur�ty cr�s�s. The down�ng
of the plane revealed that the two s�des d�d not
have a mechan�sm to avert a cr�s�s, even
though they had created an �nst�tut�onal
structure at the h�ghest level, �.e., the H�gh-Level
Cooperat�on Counc�l. Th�s was ma�nly due to 
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focus�ng on econom�c and commerc�al
relat�ons wh�le mostly try�ng to �gnore
d�fferences �n secur�ty-related �ssues. 

Th�s per�od also marks a t�me when Russ�a’s
hybr�d war on Turkey �n the shadow of the
Syr�an cr�s�s started. The severe effects of
unresolved reg�onal and global �ssues and the
d�verg�ng �nterests of the two s�des �nd�cate
that the era of further�ng b�lateral relat�ons by
focus�ng only on econom�c and commerc�al t�es
w�th a ‘half full glass’ approach was over. 

Hybr�d Threat/Warfare

The hybr�d threat �s an umbrella term
encompass�ng var�ous adverse c�rcumstances
and act�ons, such as terror�sm, m�grat�on,
p�racy, corrupt�on, and ethn�c confl�ct (Hoffman,
2009: 37 & Ferrag et al., 2024). What �s new,
however, �s the poss�b�l�ty of the state and
�nternat�onal actors fac�ng the adapt�ve and
systemat�c use of such means s�ngularly and �n
comb�nat�on by adversar�es �n pursu�t of long-
term pol�t�cal object�ves, as opposed to the�r
more random occurrence, dr�ven by
co�nc�dental factors. 

The per�od when Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons
almost h�t the bottom was also the per�od
when a new body of l�terature on hybr�d war
and threats emerged. It also co�nc�ded w�th
NATO’s des�gnat�on of Russ�a as the ma�n
threat us�ng hybr�d means aga�nst all�es (See
https://natol�bgu�des.�nfo/hybr�dwarfare/docum
ents). In add�t�on to �ts m�l�tary act�v�t�es, Russ�a
employed hybr�d act�ons aga�nst NATO All�es
and partners, somet�mes through prox�es, by
�nterfer�ng �n elect�ons and democrat�c
processes, pol�t�cal and econom�c pressures
and �nt�m�dat�on, d�s�nformat�on campa�gns,
mal�c�ous cyber act�v�t�es, econom�c sanct�ons,
and �gnor�ng cyber cr�m�nals operat�ng from �ts
terr�tory, �nclud�ng those who target and
d�srupt cr�t�cal �nfrastructure �n NATO countr�es
(NATO 2024a). As a result, NATO members have
developed strateg�es to respond to these
threats and counter hybr�d �nfluences s�nce
2015. Th�s was the same per�od when Ankara
faced an �ntense Russ�an hybr�d threat due to
d�verg�ng �nterests and the down�ng of the
f�ghter jet. 

In fact, Russ�a had developed the ‘non-l�near
war’ concept, essent�ally a hybr�d threat/war 

concept, and �ntroduced �t �nto �ts m�l�tary
doctr�ne �n 2014 (Kasapoğlu 2015). It a�ms to
defeat the adversary w�th f�erce attacks aga�nst
strateg�c econom�c and m�l�tary targets. They
use m�l�tary, f�nanc�al, and d�plomat�c
mechan�sms to pressure a nat�on or group to
el�c�t des�red react�ons and responses. Thus,
Russ�a’s hybr�d operat�ons a�m as a f�rst cho�ce
to destab�l�ze and subdue the adversary
w�thout �nvas�on and annexat�on of any
terr�tory. In add�t�on to d�plomat�c, econom�c,
and pol�t�cal pressures target�ng dec�s�on-
makers and publ�c op�n�on, Russ�an strateg�es
�nclude the usage of covert operat�ons, br�bery,
and blackma�l to corrupt off�c�als. 

Turkey’s pol�t�cal and soc�al env�ronment dur�ng
th�s per�od was favorable for the use of hybr�d
tools by Russ�a or another actor: h�gh level of
polar�zat�on, marg�nal�zat�on, mult�-d�mens�onal
confl�cts, rad�cal�zat�on, and �nstab�l�ty around
the reg�ons. Energy, technology (cr�t�cal m�l�tary
equ�pment and m�l�tary systems), �nformat�on,
and research dependency he�ghtened the
frag�l�ty (B�ngöl 2017: 120).

Use of Econom�c Instruments

Econom�c relat�ons, �nclud�ng the energy trade
and the dr�v�ng force of Turk�sh-Russ�an
relat�ons, stand out as the area where Russ�a
has the most leverage over Turkey due to �ts
asymmetr�c structure. The trade f�gures,
developed under the heavy �nfluence of energy,
have always favored Moscow. Thus, �n the
�mmed�ate aftermath of the a�rcraft �nc�dent,
th�s was the f�rst area, except energy, that
Moscow used effect�vely to �mpose sanct�ons
aga�nst Turkey. The 6-art�cle sanct�ons �mposed
by Moscow �n January 2016, des�gned to put
Ankara under pressure, �ncluded the
proh�b�t�on of compan�es headquartered �n
Turkey but legally aff�l�ated w�th Russ�a from
carry�ng out act�v�t�es �n Russ�a �n areas related
to secur�ty, the ban on Turk�sh c�t�zens from
be�ng employed �n Russ�a, the proh�b�t�on of
certa�n products manufactured �n Turkey from
enter�ng Russ�a, str�ct control and �nspect�on of
veh�cles transport�ng to Russ�a, the suspens�on
of all charter fl�ghts between the two countr�es,
the request from Russ�an tour operators to
refra�n from sell�ng tours to Turkey, and the
suspens�on of v�sa-free travel (Çel�kpala 2017:
210).
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Although the focus �n Turkey dur�ng th�s per�od
was on the effects of Russ�a’s sanct�ons,
espec�ally on food exports and tour�sm, the
most pert�nent quest�on was whether Moscow
would use Turkey’s energy dependence on
Russ�a as a ‘weapon,’ perhaps due to a
‘techn�cal fa�lure’ (Çel�kpala 2017: 212). Espec�ally
w�th the approach�ng w�nter months and
Turkey’s dependence on Russ�an natural gas for
electr�c�ty generat�on, whether Russ�a would
follow a s�m�lar pol�cy �t had prev�ously pursued
towards Georg�a and Ukra�ne, where �t used
energy to exert pressure, was a sal�ent concern
for Turk�sh dec�s�on-makers. Pres�dent
Erdoğan’s response to a quest�on about the
�ssue reflected th�s concern: “You know, we
have not l�ved w�th natural gas all our l�ves. It �s
known how long �t has been s�nce we used
natural gas. Th�s nat�on �s used to suffer�ng. If
we do not have Russ�an natural gas, …we w�ll
[not] burn out…we buy natural gas from
countr�es other than Russ�a” (Özer 2015).

One of the most str�k�ng aspects of the
popular�zat�on of the �ssue was how ord�nary
people reacted when quest�oned about �t: ‘We
w�ll burn dung �f necessary’ was the answer
g�ven �n Erzurum �n Eastern Turkey to the
quest�on ‘What w�ll you do �f Put�n cuts off the
gas?’ It �nd�cated the bravado propagated by
the government and perhaps the publ�c’s
s�mpl�st�c approach to the �ssue. Pr�me M�n�ster
Ahmet Davutoğlu’s response to a s�m�lar
quest�on that ‘[we w�ll] treat Russ�a’s sanct�ons
as an unexpected d�saster’ g�ves the �mpress�on
that �t was someth�ng the dec�s�on-makers had
not ant�c�pated or planned for (B�rgün 2015). In
the event, Moscow d�d not use the energy card
aga�nst Ankara. The reasons for th�s �nclude
Turkey be�ng the second-largest market for
Russ�a and Moscow need�ng hard currency
from Ankara. Add�t�onally, Turkey started
buy�ng gas at the spot market, albe�t at h�gher
pr�ces. 

Desp�te Russ�a not �mpos�ng sanct�ons on
energy, trade relat�ons were severely affected,
and the volume, wh�ch reached 37.8 b�ll�on
dollars �n 2008, decl�ned to 16 b�ll�on dollars �n
2016. Espec�ally Turkey’s exports to Russ�a,
wh�ch reached $7 b�ll�on �n 2008, fell to $1.7
b�ll�on by 2017 due to the sanct�ons. Even
though the sanct�ons were removed �n 2017, the
b�lateral trade could only recover to $30 b�ll�on
�n 2021 (Özel and Uçar 2019). The cr�s�s clearly
showed that the asymmetr�c structure of 

b�lateral trade created vulnerab�l�t�es for Ankara
and made �t su�table for use as a hybr�d tool.
The fact that Ankara qu�ckly abandoned �ts
�n�t�al challeng�ng pos�t�on and sought ways of
f�nd�ng a comprom�se solut�on attests to that. 

More recently, the asymmetry �n trade volumes
between the two countr�es reached the h�ghest
po�nt follow�ng Western sanct�ons on Russ�a
due to �ts �nvas�on of Ukra�ne. Wh�le Turkey’s
trade volume w�th Russ�a �ncreased �n 2023 by
more than 50 percent due to Ankara’s non-
compl�ance w�th the sanct�ons, Turkey’s energy
�mports from Russ�a played a s�gn�f�cant role �n
th�s �ncrease. The amount of petroleum
products Ankara bought from Russ�a doubled
�n 2023, mak�ng Turkey an alternat�ve energy
market and suppl�er for Russ�a. Wh�le th�s
pos�t�vely a�ded the struggl�ng Turk�sh
economy, �t has not created correspond�ng
hybr�d capab�l�t�es for Turkey to balance Russ�a
�f necessary (S�ccard� 2024). 

Moreover, w�th the operat�onal�zat�on of the
TurkStream P�pel�ne �n 2022, Turkey’s gas
purchases from Russ�a cont�nued to �ncrease,
w�th statements suggest�ng that Turkey could
become the lead�ng trans�t country, replac�ng
Ukra�ne to transm�t Russ�an gas to the West
(Vlad�m�rov 2024). Pres�dent Put�n’s further
statements about turn�ng Turkey �nto a ‘gas
hub’ (Tw�dale and Bul� 2022) play to the latter’s
long-l�ved amb�t�on and publ�c favor w�thout
mak�ng a move.

Another long-term �nstrument of �nfluence �s
the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant, wh�ch �s be�ng
bu�lt, owned, and w�ll be operated by Russ�a on
Turk�sh so�l. Wh�le �t sol�d�f�es and expands on
Turk�sh-Russ�an energy cooperat�on for the
future, �t undoubtedly creates another
vulnerab�l�ty for Turkey �n �ts deal�ngs w�th
Russ�a (Tol 2024).

Informat�on or D�g�tal Influence
Operat�ons

Another cr�t�cal p�llar of Russ�a’s hybr�d threat
aga�nst Turkey �s �nformat�on or d�g�tal
�nfluence operat�ons. Although there are not
enough comprehens�ve/deta�led stud�es on the
subject, ex�st�ng l�terature (Costello 2018; Devlen
2018; Ünver 2019; The Econom�st 2019; Ünver
and Kurnaz 2021) helps us understand the
framework. They �nd�cate that Russ�a adopted a 



rev�s�on�st approach after 2010, carry�ng out
act�v�t�es toward target countr�es, �nclud�ng
Turkey. The act�v�t�es aga�nst Turkey �ncreased
from the Russ�an �nvas�on of Cr�mea �n 2014
onwards. They peaked just before the
November 2015 ‘plane �nc�dent,’ pr�mar�ly due
to r�valry �n Syr�a and L�bya, and f�nally observed
dur�ng and after the fa�led coup attempt �n July
2016. Although the�r �ntens�ty decreased w�th
the eas�ng of relat�ons afterward, they followed
the sp�r�t of the t�me.

The contemporary Russ�an approach to
�nformat�on operat�ons al�gns w�th the
�ncreased number and d�vers�ty of
commun�cat�on channels. Contrary to typ�cal
commun�cat�on strateg�es, Russ�an �nformat�on
campa�gns do not comm�t to cons�stency
among narrat�ves. Instead, they focus on the
volume and repet�t�on of themes, seek�ng
acceptance from fam�l�ar�ty w�th the message
(Kelley 2024). Beyond the near-total control of
med�a w�th�n �ts borders, Russ�an outlets such
as Sputn�k and Russ�a Today own or �nfluence
proxy outlets around the world that are not
expl�c�tly branded as Russ�an. In add�t�on to
these Russ�an outlets, some Turk�sh med�a
outlets, rang�ng from newspapers to blogs to
YouTube news channels, repeat pro-Russ�a
talk�ng po�nts, w�th each med�um us�ng �ts
un�que style to appeal to spec�f�cally targeted
aud�ences (Devlen 2018: 44-45). False soc�al
med�a personas and th�nk tanks are created to
sow d�scord among adversar�es, and fabr�cated
sources often str�ke a chord w�th non-
ma�nstream med�a outlets �n target countr�es,
echo�ng the messages and un�ntent�onally
promot�ng Russ�an causes (Kelley 2024). 

In th�s context, Rad�o Sputn�k News Turk�sh was
establ�shed at the end of 2014 before the f�ghter
jet �nc�dent happened when b�lateral relat�ons
were prom�s�ng. S�nce then, Moscow has been
effect�vely Rad�o Sputn�k News Turk�sh and
Russ�a Today’s Turk�sh language outlet and
var�ed soc�al med�a channels for propaganda or
d�s�nformat�on (Costello, 2018). The�r �ntens�ty
�ncreases �n l�ne w�th the ups and downs
between the two countr�es and generally a�ms
to �mpact Ankara’s relat�ons w�th Western
countr�es. Although Russ�an med�a efforts
adopt var�ed propaganda strateg�es �n l�ne w�th
events and expectat�ons, Costello (2018)
emphas�zes that Russ�a uses three pr�mary
methods: ampl�fy�ng uncerta�nty, creat�ng
opportun�st�c fabr�cat�ons, and us�ng mult�ple 
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contrad�ctory narrat�ves. Although these vary
depend�ng on the developments and object�ves
of Moscow, Russ�an med�a outlets, by us�ng
these pr�mary strateg�es, support overall
Russ�an fore�gn pol�cy a�ms as related to Turkey:

“The pr�nc�pal Russ�an fore�gn pol�cy
object�ves that med�a efforts have
supported �nclude underm�n�ng NATO and
foment�ng mutual susp�c�on between
Turkey and �ts Western all�es, part�cularly
the US and the EU. Enl�st�ng Ankara’s
support and �mped�ng �ts oppos�t�on to
Russ�an act�ons �n Euras�a and the M�ddle
East Influenc�ng Turk�sh �nternal pol�t�cal
developments to make Turkey a more
compl�ant partner” (Costello 2018: 1).

For example, these outlets d�ssem�nated
negat�ve �nformat�on about the Turk�sh
government and �ts dec�s�on-mak�ng processes
�mmed�ately after the f�ghter jet �nc�dent. In
add�t�on to news reports a�med at affect�ng
Ankara’s relat�ons w�th �ts Western all�es, news
reports that would negat�vely affect �ts relat�ons
w�th �ts ne�ghbors were also w�dely reported
and d�ssem�nated. In th�s context, news that
Turkey condoned o�l smuggl�ng �n Iraq and
Syr�a to prov�de resources to ISIL (Islam�c State
of Iraq and the Levant) and that Turk�sh pol�t�cal
f�gures were part of th�s smuggl�ng were w�dely
reported and d�ssem�nated. In the assessment
of Ünver and Kurnaz (2021: 84-85), th�s
d�stract�on tact�c, crafted �n�t�ally and
d�ssem�nated by the Kreml�n (based on �ts f�rst
appearance and subsequent d�ffus�on patterns
on X), soon got p�cked up by �nternat�onal news
and med�a agenc�es, �nclud�ng those of other
NATO countr�es. In response, Ankara blocked
Turk�sh �nternet prov�ders’ access to Sputn�k’s
webs�te on 15 Apr�l 2016 and den�ed Sputn�k’s
Turkey General D�rector Tural Ker�mov’s entry to
Turkey on 20 Apr�l 2016 (B�anet Engl�sh, 2016).
Nevertheless, �t could not control the
d�ssem�nat�on of the �nformat�on to
�nternat�onal outlets. 

S�m�larly, the Russ�an propaganda apparatus
was act�vely work�ng dur�ng and after the 2016
coup attempt and a�med to steer Turk�sh and
Western publ�c op�n�ons. Pro-Russ�an accounts
d�ssem�nated news a�med at damag�ng
Turkey’s relat�ons w�th �ts Western all�es. They
tr�ed to or�ent Turk�sh publ�c op�n�on that the
coup was planned and executed by NATO
member states (Devlen 2018: 48). 



On the other hand, Ünver and Kurnaz (2021)
show that for the cases of the assass�nat�on of
the Russ�an Ambassador to Ankara on 19
December 2016 and the buy�ng of Russ�an S-
400 m�ss�les, a d�fferent d�rect�on was carr�ed
out by Russ�an outlets to create a pos�t�ve
atmosphere support�ng b�lateral cooperat�on.
As a result, �n th�s and the follow�ng per�od,
Rad�o Sputn�k News Turk�sh d�ssem�nated
fabr�cated news �n l�ne w�th and as part of a
Kreml�n strategy to foment susp�c�on between
Turkey and �ts NATO partners and to enl�st the
country’s support for Russ�a’s pol�c�es (Ünver
and Kurnaz 2021: 85). Accord�ngly, the share of
Turks who �dent�f�ed Russ�a as a threat to the�r
country dropped from 34.9% �n 2016 to 18.5% �n
2017 (Aydın et al. 2017). 

Perhaps, l�ke many other actors, Russ�a �s act�ve
�n Turkey to create publ�c op�n�on and
d�ssem�nate �nformat�on on spec�f�c �ssues,
e�ther favorably or unfavorably. Depend�ng on
domest�c pol�t�cal developments, tens�ons, and
ups and downs �n Turkey’s relat�ons w�th �ts
Western all�es, pro-Russ�an v�ews are
d�ssem�nated by ma�nstream med�a networks
(Devlen 2018). However, Ünver (2019: 44)
emphas�zes that “g�ven the scale and
d�rectness of both d�s�nformat�on and elect�on
meddl�ng �n Western democrac�es, Russ�an
d�g�tal med�a presence �n Turkey �s m�n�mal.”
The reasons for th�s �nclude Turkey’s and
Russ�a’s s�m�lar approaches to reg�onal and
global developments, wh�ch have developed
under the �nfluence of Ankara’s problemat�c
relat�ons w�th �ts Western all�es and turn�ng a
bl�nd eye to Russ�an act�v�t�es �n the country to
cult�vate �t as a counterbalance to the West. The
natural consequence �s that pro-Russ�an
sent�ments and op�n�ons are �ntegrated �nto
the ma�nstream med�a w�thout the need for
pro-Russ�an �nformat�on operat�ons (Ünver
2019: 44-45).

It has also been alleged that Moscow tr�ed to
�nfluence the elect�ons �n Turkey, as �t d�d �n
many Western countr�es. Accord�ng to
publ�shed reports, �n the run-up to the second
round of the 2023 pres�dent�al elect�ons, 12,000
Russ�an and Hungar�an-speak�ng accounts on X
were react�vated (Soylu 2023). They began
post�ng �n Turk�sh, alongs�de other react�vated
Turk�sh-speak�ng accounts, w�th mult�tudes of
bot followers to ampl�fy the reach of the�r posts.
As a response, oppos�t�on cand�date
Kılıçdaroğlu, w�th h�s X message on 11 May 2023, 

both �n Turk�sh and Russ�an, accused Russ�a of
carry�ng out d�s�nformat�on operat�ons aga�nst
voters �n Turkey, attr�but�ng “montages,
consp�rac�es, deepfakes, and tapes” to Russ�an
state-l�nked actors (Medyascope 2023). These
comments were followed by the pres�dent�al
cand�date Muharrem İnce’s w�thdrawal from
the race on the same day after cla�m�ng he was
subjected to a slander campa�gn (Işık 2023).
Kılıçdaroğlu also ra�sed concerns over elect�on
�nterference from off�c�als �n Turkey’s
D�rectorate of Commun�cat�ons and ‘dark
webs�tes’ propagat�ng deepfake content before
the 14 May vote (Gazete Oks�jen 2023).
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Pol�t�cal/D�plomat�c and
Human�tar�an/Cultural Tools

Assess�ng the pol�t�cal and d�plomat�c
d�mens�on of Moscow’s post-2014 hybr�d tact�cs
can only be poss�ble by understand�ng the
b�lateral relat�ons, character�zed by such terms
as ‘frenem�es,’ ‘confl�ctual cooperat�on,’ and
‘transact�onal cooperat�on’ (Isachenko 2021;
Cheter�an 2023). These d�chotom�es and the
�ncreas�ng use of hybr�d tools are closely related
to the nature of b�lateral relat�ons, wh�ch have
been analyzed �n deta�l above and �n our two
prev�ous reports: Tr�angulat�ng Russ�a, Turkey,
and the West and A Precar�ous
Interdependence between Russ�a and Turkey.
In the Black Sea, Caucasus, and M�ddle
East/Med�terranean tr�angle, wh�ch both
countr�es cons�der to be the�r �mmed�ate
ne�ghborhood, there are cases where the
reg�onal developments have almost
s�multaneously created a sp�ral of
cooperat�on/compet�t�on and where the
trans�t�on from cooperat�on to compet�t�on
between the two countr�es has been rap�d
(Aydın forthcom�ng).

The most str�k�ng example of th�s was the
contrad�ctory stances taken before and after
the down�ng of the Russ�an warplane and the
Syr�an �ssue that brought the two countr�es
almost to the br�nk of war. To recap, Ankara
mob�l�zed NATO �n 2015 after Russ�an warplanes
�ncreased the�r border v�olat�ons along �ts Syr�an
border and �ntens�f�ed the tone of cr�t�c�sm
aga�nst Moscow (Özcan 2017). Ankara’s stance
aga�nst the Syr�an reg�me and Moscow’s
preference to keep the reg�me �n place s�gnaled
the �mpend�ng jeopardy. Erdoğan’s words
reflected th�s: 

https://www.globacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Triangulating-Russia-Turkey-and-the-West-Towards-a-New-Regional-Order-A5-1-1.pdf
https://www.globacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Triangulating-Russia-Turkey-and-the-West-Towards-a-New-Regional-Order-A5-1-1.pdf
https://www.globacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/July-Report-2024.pdf
https://www.globacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/July-Report-2024.pdf


“There are those who are sens�t�ve about
the Syr�an cr�s�s, about the end of the war,
about Assad’s leav�ng th�s place and go�ng
away, and there are those who are not. A
person who has caused the deaths of
350,000 people and has comm�tted state
terror�sm �s now �n charge of Syr�a, but
some are try�ng to protect h�m. Iran �s one
of them. Russ�a �s one of them. Russ�a
establ�shed a base �n Syr�a and v�olated our
borders from there. NATO responded to
th�s…w�th a harsh ult�matum yesterday. Of
course, �t �s not poss�ble for us to be pat�ent
w�th th�s. As a matter of fact, yesterday and
the day before yesterday, unfortunately,
some steps that we do not des�re have to
be taken. Accept�ng th�s �s not only
unworthy of Turkey but also completely out
of NATO's own pr�nc�ples, and therefore,
NATO has taken �ts stance aga�nst th�s, and
I f�rmly bel�eve that �t w�ll do so �n the
future. Because an attack on Turkey �s an
attack on NATO, th�s should be known. Our
relat�ons w�th Russ�a on th�s �ssue are well
known, but Russ�a w�ll lose a lot �f �t loses a
fr�end l�ke Turkey, wh�ch has cooperated
w�th Russ�a on th�s �ssue” (TRT Haber 2015).
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area depend�ng on the c�rcumstances. As
Turkey’s Western all�es were not on the same
page as far as Syr�a was concerned, the Russ�an
pos�t�on effect�vely drew Turkey towards Russ�a,
�mpact�ng even �ts relat�ons w�th �ts all�es.
Russ�an behav�or �n the aftermath of the coup
attempt -�.e., clearly support�ng the
government very early- was also dec�s�ve. Thus,
after nearly two years of host�le relat�ons,
b�lateral relat�ons took a pos�t�ve turn when the
Astana Tr�o formed �n July 2017 together w�th
Iran, mov�ng away from the Geneva Process,
where the Syr�an �ssue was dealt w�th together
w�th Western countr�es, establ�sh�ng a new and
�ndependent mechan�sm (Cheter�an 2023: 1275-
77). Th�s �ncreased Ankara’s flex�b�l�ty by
creat�ng a new mechan�sm to pursue �ts
�nterests �n Syr�a. St�ll, �t also meant that
Moscow obta�ned an opportun�ty to control and
d�rect Ankara’s expectat�ons, pol�c�es, and
pract�ces. In the end, even though Ankara
managed to create a ‘secur�ty zone’ �n parts of
northern Syr�a, �t had to make fundamental
rev�s�ons �n �ts overall Syr�a pol�cy �n l�ne w�th
Moscow’s expectat�ons. Cons�der�ng the current
efforts to rapprochement w�th Syr�a and re-
establ�sh relat�ons w�th the Assad reg�me, �t can
be sa�d that Moscow has ach�eved a
fundamental transformat�on �n Ankara’s
pol�c�es. Thus, the Astana mechan�sm was a
useful d�plomat�c/pol�t�cal tool created by
Moscow, play�ng to Turkey’s d�ssat�sfact�on w�th
�ts Western all�es and counterterror�sm
sens�t�v�t�es, and ach�eved �ts des�red result.

On the other hand, �t also allowed Turkey to
establ�sh �tself �n northern Syr�a m�l�tar�ly. Russ�a
appeared as the sole actor support�ng Turkey’s
f�ght aga�nst terror�sm and opened a new
w�ndow of opportun�ty for the Moscow-Ankara
rapprochement w�th a prom�s�ng perspect�ve.
The ga�n for Moscow �s that Turkey abandoned
�ts earl�er a�m of overthrow�ng the Al-Asad
reg�me and moved closer to Russ�a’s stance on
Syr�a. In short, the Astana mechan�sm produced
Russ�a’s des�red results -chang�ng Turkey’s Syr�a
pol�cy v�s-à-v�s the Assad reg�me and further
estrangement of Turkey from �ts Western all�es,
espec�ally the US- as well as open�ng the way to
further Russ�an-Turk�sh cooperat�on w�th�n the
Astana Talks process, where Russ�a had the
upper hand due to �ts separate close
relat�onsh�p w�th Iran. In contrast, Turkey had,
at best, a tense stalemate w�th �t.

Another development �n wh�ch we can observe 

The down�ng of the plane on 24 November was
qu�te s�gn�f�cant as �t was the f�rst �nc�dent s�nce
1953 that a Russ�an f�ghter plane was downed.
Put�n’s descr�pt�on of the �nc�dent as “we were
stabbed �n the back by the collaborators of
terror�sts” reflected h�s frustrat�on. Put�n
warned Ankara w�th these words: “Today’s
trag�c event w�ll have ser�ous consequences for
Russ�an-Turk�sh relat�ons” (Osborn and
Astakhova 2015). As such, the �nc�dent ended
the spr�ng that had preva�led �n b�lateral
relat�ons for decades, result�ng �n a two-year-
tens�on between the two countr�es.

Dur�ng the per�od from the down�ng of the
plane to the normal�zat�on of relat�ons,
d�plomat�c connect�ons were tense, and the
leaders often used harsh rhetor�c aga�nst each
other, espec�ally �n the early per�od. But
comparat�vely, Ankara was under heavy
pressure from Moscow. It drew Ankara to �ts
s�de by effect�vely ut�l�z�ng Turk�sh domest�c
pol�t�cal developments as well as reg�onal and
�nternat�onal developments.

The most concrete example �s Syr�a (Köstem
2021; Cheter�an 2023), where Russ�a created a
space for Ankara to act or l�m�t �ts maneuver 



the reconc�l�atory att�tude of Russ�a and Turkey
�n the pol�t�cal/d�plomat�c arena dur�ng th�s
per�od was the assass�nat�on of the Russ�an
Ambassador to Ankara, Andrey Karlov, on 19
December 2016. Karlov’s assass�nat�on was
carr�ed out by a pol�ce off�cer who Turk�sh
off�c�als �dent�f�ed as a member of ‘Fethullah
Gülen Terör Örgütü’ (FETÖ), wh�ch was w�dely
accepted �n Turkey -and �nc�dentally �n Russ�a-
as the organ�zat�on beh�nd the July 2016 coup
attempt (Da�ly Sabah 2023). Although there
were rumors that the mot�ve beh�nd the
assass�nat�on was Russ�a’s m�l�tary operat�ons �n
Aleppo, leaders on both s�des def�ned the ma�n
mot�ve as creat�ng obstacles aga�nst the
rev�tal�zat�on of Turkey-Russ�a relat�ons. Wh�le
Pr�me M�n�ster B�nal� Yıldırım argued that “th�s
he�nous �nc�dent �s an attempt to d�srupt
Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons,” Pres�dent Put�n
agreed; “A cr�me has been comm�tted, and �t
was, w�thout doubt, a provocat�on a�med at
spo�l�ng the normal�zat�on of Russo-Turk�sh
relat�ons and spo�l�ng the Syr�an peace process
wh�ch �s be�ng act�vely pushed by Russ�a,
Turkey, Iran, and others, There can only be one
response - stepp�ng up the f�ght aga�nst
terror�sm. The band�ts w�ll feel th�s happen�ng”
(Osborn 2016).

Thus, the leaders’ moderate approach and
rhetor�c shaped the publ�c d�scourse on both
s�des. It was then dec�ded that the �nvest�gat�on
�nto the assass�nat�on would be carr�ed out
jo�ntly by the author�t�es of both countr�es (See
Pres�dent Erdoğan’s Message, 2016). The med�a
covered the �ssue on both s�des �n th�s
framework, turn�ng the assass�nat�on �nto a
trag�c but pos�t�ve development that would
pave the way for the rapprochement between
the two countr�es (Ulutaş 2016). At the end of
the tr�al, �t was reported �n the press that FETÖ
planned the assass�nat�on w�th the support of
Western countr�es, espec�ally the US, and
suspects were sentenced to heavy penalt�es
(Özkaya and Açıl 2022). In Ankara, the name of
‘Karyağdı Street,’ where the Russ�an Embassy �s
located, was changed to ‘Andrey Karlov Street.’
Thus, the �ssue was handled qu�etly w�thout
becom�ng a pol�t�cal/d�plomat�c cr�s�s.

Another tact�c Moscow employs to lure Ankara
can be observed �n Put�n’s 2022 rhetor�c of
turn�ng Turkey �nto an ‘energy hub.’ The Turk�sh
Stream gas p�pel�ne, brought to the agenda by
Moscow �n the fall of 2016, just after the
normal�zat�on of b�lateral relat�ons, became 

operat�onal �n 2020, usher�ng �n a new phase �n
b�lateral energy cooperat�on (Anadolu Agency
2022). The ‘energy hub’ rhetor�c at th�s junct�on
reflected Russ�a’s attempt to create an
alternat�ve route around Western sanct�ons
when �ts problemat�c relat�ons w�th Western
countr�es centered on Ukra�ne, and as a
d�scourse that not only met Ankara’s energy
needs but furthermore caressed the long-held
‘be�ng a hub’ hopes. Although th�s �s not a place
to d�scuss th�s �ssue �n deta�l (See İşç� et al.
2024), energy cooperat�on through the Blue
Stream and Turk�sh Stream p�pel�nes has had
an essent�al role �n the pract�cal ground�ng of
Russ�a’s hybr�d d�scourse and pol�c�es �n Turkey
and are frequently used by Moscow to bu�ld
favorable Turk�sh publ�c op�n�on. 

Among the top�cs that const�tute the glass half
full and where hybr�d tools are used �n the
human�tar�an and cultural spheres are the
pos�t�ve results of the rev�val of tour�sm, wh�ch
was d�srupted dur�ng the Cov�d-19 pandem�c,
and the reflect�ons of the populat�on mob�l�ty
after the Russ�a-Ukra�ne war that started �n
February 2022. Due to the travel restr�ct�ons
�mposed w�th�n the framework of Western
sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a, Turkey emerged as
the only s�gn�f�cant hol�day dest�nat�on for
Russ�ans. Add�t�onally, a new human d�mens�on
emerged �n Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons, w�th
many Russ�ans leav�ng the�r country due to the
part�al mob�l�zat�on �mplemented �n September
2022 and settl�ng �n Turkey. The l�beral v�sa-free
travel pol�cy �mplemented by Turkey has been
�nstrumental �n th�s turn. As Karaçay (2023: 35)
�nd�cates, “For thousands of Russ�ans have fled
the country s�nce the �nvas�on of Ukra�ne,
Türk�ye has been the cho�ce of dest�nat�on.”
After Russ�a announced part�al mob�l�zat�on on
21 September 2022, the da�ly number of
Russ�ans arr�v�ng �n Antalya reached 19,000, and
the records of “the M�n�stry of Tour�sm �nd�cate
that [altogether] some 800,000 Russ�an c�t�zens
arr�ved �n Turkey” (Karaçay 2023: 35).

Accord�ng to the latest f�gures, more than
154,000 Russ�ans l�ve �n Turkey w�th off�c�al
res�dence perm�ts (Alanya Brand 2023). Some of
these people have already establ�shed
bus�nesses and started �ntegrat�ng �nto soc�ety.
The off�c�al f�gures show that from 2021 to 2023,
Russ�an �nvestors acqu�red over 45,000 houses
as a testament to the burgeon�ng econom�c
t�es between the two nat�ons (Degg�n 2023).
The Turk�sh Econom�c Pol�cy Research 
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Foundat�on report �nd�cated that Russ�ans
establ�shed more than 1,300 f�rms �n Turkey
only �n 2022, a 670% �ncrease from the prev�ous
year. Th�s �ncrease �n �nvestments and surge �n
commerc�al fac�l�t�es by Russ�an nat�onals
�llustrates that Turkey has become a hub for
Russ�an cap�tal after �t �nvaded Ukra�ne (TEPAV
2023). The �nvestments have been notably
concentrated �n cr�t�cal sectors such as energy,
�ndustry, and real estate, h�ghl�ght�ng the
strateg�c al�gnment of �nterests between Russ�a
and Turkey. They w�ll undoubtedly �mpact and
contr�bute to the Russ�an �mage �n Turkey and
Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons through the
commerc�al enterpr�ses they establ�sh or
through soc�al�z�ng. 

In th�s framework, the �nteract�on created by
the �ncreas�ng number of m�xed marr�ages has
var�ous effects on the percept�on of Russ�ans �n
Turkey and Turks �n Russ�a. Due to these m�xed
marr�ages, new �ssues that were not thought of
before, such as the transformat�on of the da�ly
l�fe of Russ�an em�gres �n Turkey and the status
of schools and k�ndergartens opened for the�r
ch�ldren’s educat�on, were added to the agenda
between the two countr�es (Gazete Oks�jen
2024). S�m�larly, w�th the �ncreas�ng number of
marr�ages and new m�grat�ons, �t �s noteworthy
that people of Russ�an or�g�n l�v�ng �n Turkey are
try�ng to get �nvolved �n local pol�t�cs, and the�r
mayoral cand�dac�es are gett�ng publ�c
attent�on (Akın 2019). It can be argued that
these developments w�ll �mpact the human
d�mens�on of Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons and the
percept�ons and �mages of Turkey and Russ�a �n
the com�ng years.

helped shape mutual pos�t�ve percept�ons
desp�te pol�t�cal and econom�c compet�t�on. 

To el�m�nate or at least balance the Western
pressure, Russ�a, �n part�cular, �s �ncreas�ngly
us�ng many hybr�d tools. In add�t�on to
econom�c, pol�t�cal, and cultural spheres, these
hybr�d tools are �ncreas�ngly employed to
create a d�g�tal �nfluence over Turk�sh publ�c
op�n�on. Us�ng these tools �s a part of everyday
l�fe and �s �ncreas�ngly on the agenda.
Undoubtedly, Ankara’s Western all�es are also
try�ng to counter Russ�a �n th�s way and
�nfluence Turk�sh publ�c op�n�on �n l�ne w�th
the�r expectat�ons. Thus, the �ntense use of
hybr�d tools �n Turkey to create a pro-Russ�an or
pro-Western publ�c percept�on, espec�ally
dur�ng cr�s�s per�ods, results �n �nformat�on
overload and puts dec�s�on-makers under
pressure.

In add�t�on to the outlets used and controlled
by Russ�a, the �nformat�on d�ssem�nated by pro-
Russ�an local outlets should be cont�nuously
scrut�n�zed to challenge false or conducted
news and d�stort�ons t�mely. Th�s �s not an easy
endeavor. In th�s context, �t �s necessary to
prevent the w�despread d�ssem�nat�on of news
emerg�ng from these sources that clearly
�ntends to damage Turkey’s relat�ons w�th �ts
Western all�es. The �ncreas�ng �ntens�ty of these
reports requ�res develop�ng a common
perspect�ve and a long-term strategy. Also,
bu�ld�ng soc�etal res�stance to fore�gn
�ntervent�on and hybr�d moves �s cruc�al. S�nce
Turkey lacks such a strategy and preparedness,
NATO's v�ewpo�nt on hybr�d threats and pol�cy
recommendat�ons on res�l�ence bu�ld�ng could
be employed unt�l nat�onal gu�des are
developed.

On the other hand, preserv�ng the pos�t�ve
momentum �n Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons �s
�mportant wh�le prevent�ng Russ�a from us�ng
hybr�d means to underm�ne Turkey’s relat�ons
w�th �ts Western all�es. In th�s, Russ�a needs to
be kept �n the equat�on w�thout marg�nal�z�ng
�t wh�le ma�nta�n�ng Ankara’s relat�ons w�th
Western countr�es �ntact. Although Ankara’s
Western all�es somet�mes cr�t�c�ze such an
approach as transact�onal pol�cymak�ng, �t �s
v�tal to establ�sh a balance that pr�or�t�zes
Turkey’s �nterests. 

It should not be forgotten that Turk�sh publ�c
op�n�on �s not the only target �n th�s hybr�d 
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Conclus�ons and
Recommendat�ons

The h�stor�cal, pol�t�cal, econom�c, and soc�o-
cultural relat�ons have shaped the percept�on of
Russ�ans �n Turkey and Turks �n Russ�a. Wh�le
the publ�c memory of both s�des �s dec�s�ve �n
th�s format�on, �t has been d�scussed above that
current developments have created some
transformat�on. Wh�le the change naturally
occurs �n tandem w�th the pos�t�ve
developments �n relat�ons, the two states try to
control and d�rect th�s transformat�on us�ng
several pol�t�cal tools. One of the dec�s�ve
factors affect�ng th�s change has been the
�nteract�on of the two states w�th the Western
world. The�r negat�ve contact w�th the West 



warfare. Russ�a also targets Western publ�c
op�n�on aga�nst Turkey. The ex�st�ng prejud�ces
about Turkey �n the West turn th�s area �nto a
fert�le one and reflect negat�vely on Turkey’s
relat�ons w�th the EU and the US. Therefore,
Turkey’s Western all�es must recogn�ze th�s
Russ�an approach �n connect�on w�th Turkey
and create safe areas of shared understand�ng. 

B�lateral econom�c and trade relat�ons,
part�cularly �n the energy sector, w�ll
undoubtedly cont�nue to play a dec�s�ve role �n
Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons. The �ncreas�ng trade
volume and a grow�ng number of jo�nt
compan�es �nd�cate th�s path. In the current
c�rcumstances, �t w�ll not be easy -nor des�rable-
for Turkey to abandon th�s connect�on. Ankara
�s at the forefront of Russ�a’s search for an
alternat�ve partner �n the face of �ncreas�ng
Western sanct�ons. Th�s relat�onsh�p needs to
be leveraged before �t becomes an even more
s�gn�f�cant source of vulnerab�l�ty to Turkey due
to the asymmetr�cal nature of the trade wh�le at
the same t�me ensur�ng that �t does not d�srupt
Turkey’s establ�shed trade and pol�t�cal relat�ons
w�th the EU and other Western countr�es. 

In the pol�t�cal aspect, developments �n the
�mmed�ate ne�ghborhood d�rectly �mpact
b�lateral relat�ons. Ankara and Moscow’s
d�verg�ng approaches to developments �n the
Black Sea and the Caucasus �n the shadow of
the Russ�a-Ukra�ne War, as well as
developments �n the M�ddle East, part�cularly �n
Syr�a under the �ntense �mpact of recent Israel�
m�l�tary operat�ons, make these areas prone to
d�sagreements, m�sunderstand�ng, and usage
of hybr�d �nfluences. Ankara’s �nab�l�ty to f�nd
common ground w�th �ts Western all�es
regard�ng these �ssues makes hybr�d �nfluences
even more effect�ve �n Ankara. In th�s
framework, �t �s necessary to be prepared for
future �nfluence operat�ons that target Ankara’s
pol�t�cal agenda.

Develop�ng relat�ons �n the soc�ocultural sphere
can contr�bute to creat�ng pos�t�ve and
construct�ve publ�c percept�ons. It should be
remembered that developments �n th�s f�eld
pos�t�vely �mpact the permanent and human
aspects of b�lateral relat�ons and should be
turned �nto a support�ve factor for the course of
relat�ons. In the long run, th�s could also
contr�bute to the emergence of a robust c�v�l
soc�ety on both s�des, �ndependent of pol�t�cal
cons�derat�ons, support�ng b�lateral 

cooperat�on. However, the poss�ble emergence
of local resentments aga�nst the ex�stence of
each other’s c�t�zens settled �n the other
country also needs to be mon�tored to prevent
harmful conflagrat�ons.
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