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Editorial on the Research Topic
 The new geopolitical landscape: blocs, values, and global uncertainties




The Research Topic considered uncertainty as the key to understanding emerging geopolitical blocs. Differently from the 20th century cold war blocs, which was based on risk-assessment logic that proved to hold despite occasional near breakdowns, the current geopolitical balance (order would be an sarcastic choice of words) struggles with risk assessments to such an extent that we contend it is more pertinent to think of it as a matter of uncertainty—where the very definition of the problems to weigh is the Research Topic—than as a risk environment, in which we know the terms of the problems.

Additionally, unlike the Cold War, with its East vs. West logic and, later, a “non-aligned” bloc of countries, current geopolitical tension is riddled with faultlines that make the alignments and their changes all but random. It is tempting and to some extent justified to see this as an effect of the actions of the Trump administration, but the path is longer, going back to the beginning of the century at least. Although outside the scope of this Research Topic, some even argue (elsewhere) that in any USA Administration, geopolitics serves its internal policy. This would refocus the discussion and set the stage of current geopolitics back in the 1970′s, thus creating an overlap between current emerging blocs and the end of the Cold War1.

While disavowing long-term predictions that uncertainty advises us to focus on identifying trends and paths rather than stable realities, such as.

	1. Despite tensions in the USA, “the West” remains in existence, and will continue to exist at least as an ideal, one defined by individual “libertas” toward the power of the sovereign (to call upon Junger's formulation in The Gordian Knot).
	2. The East, or Asian bloc, is developing, bringing unity to what was once “non-aligned countries” at the expense of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) attempt to order it in a West-like form.
	3. Now, China and India divide Asia's leadership and have de facto created an IndoPacific geopolitical reality that stretches from the Gulf to the Yellow Sea, defined by its refusal of the liberal Western values.
	4. Russia, and its Eurasian, former-Soviet satellites regain relevance through unilateral Imperial policy and pursues its interest in conflict with the core of the West (Europe, no longer the USA) in a new squabble for Africa that has its hotspot in the Sahel.

Again, at its core, the Research Topic aimed in the second place to put in evidence that even uncertainly could and should be interpreted in many forms, the proper way of articulating these interpretations was through a consideration of the values that regulate different societies and ultimately illuminates international problems: as the World Values Survey of 2022 indicates, there is a divergence between Western values and the “rest of the world” values. Therefore, much of present-day discussion on the “assault on liberal order” would merely reflect the reality of social values across the world: the expansion of Western-like consumer patterns (specially in what technology use is concerned) would not change the historical political realities of different regions. We had, therefore, a very extensive—excessive, really—field to cover in this Research Topic.

Despite our contention at the beginning of this project, the finished form hardly evidences the original idea. Blocs play a role in the papers presented here, but not a central one. Uncertainty is of no interest to researchers in geopolitics, it seems. And values are a lateral issue, as far as these papers go. Historic concerns, we can add, are also almost completely absent despite this historical moment in which technology makes evident that the geopolitics of the 19th century are not just obsolete (they have been since nuclear power came into existence) but they are in fact an hindrance when interpreting a world that stretches from the depths of the ocean's abyss to outer space and, above all, through cyber-realities. Consequently, as editors, we have divided the contributions to this project into categories that reflect the nature of the papers. They are:

“Diplomacy,” in which a curious coincidence brings to the reader's attention a soft power new topic, that of gastrodiplomacy. A systematic review by Li and Mok is followed by a case study, in the original research by Cabral et al.

“Geopolitics” focusing new blocs remains central: the original research works reflect the growing awareness of emerging realities as seen in those by Yermekbayev and Yekibassova on Turkey, Feldman and Lutmar on UAE-Israel relations, Fartyshev on Russia, and de Castro and Santiago on BRICS. This is furthered by the review on African agency by Lahai et al. and by the systematic review on OPEC's history by Madureira.

“International Relations,” a subset dedicated to current “hot topics,” discusses specific Research Topics in a more contextualized fashion, such as in the cases of Rodrigues research report on the Arctic, Papadopoulou's original research on AI and Chinese ideology and finally Ancona's discussion of weaponisation of space as part of a new arms race.

The reader's interests will of course reorder such a conventional arrangement dictated by mere historical precedence of concepts. The decisive factor for the editors is the diversity of positions, origins and backgrounds of contributors. During the 14 months we edited this Research Topic, we managed to stay away from the growing malaise between Western and Eastern researchers (and reviewers), and the result covers much if the reality it should address (the lack of US-specific papers is noticeable, but not by editorial choice). However, we have faced repeatedly situations that go beyond the scope of academic affairs (rejected papers, withdrawal) and enter the realm of sheer disgrace, such as valid papers abandoned by the authors for fear for its life. In its microscopic dimension, this too reflects geopolitics.

There is no conclusion to be reached, the reality is evolving too quickly to even aspire to that. Despite recent attempts by authors that also can rely on their own experience in international politics (like Yannis Varoufakis essay on Techno-feudalism) to develop ordered arguments about global realities, we see no valid reason to question the premise of this project: social values are driving forces of bloc-alignments and the uncertainty in geopolitics is mostly driven by tensions inside the national powers with global relevance2—Trump's purge if the American public service, Xi's purge of top military leadership and Putin's internal crackdown on opposition (and migrations) provide some evidence on this matter.

These tensions coincide in diverse regions, with greater success (China, Russia, maybe the USA, Israel, Hungary, maybe Italy) and fail in others (South Korea, Brazil) in a common trend, that of concentrating power in the Executive branch by eroding the separation of powers and promoting a “strong man” figurehead. But again, this is a matter for another Research Topic.

In closing, we can't help to notice that contemporary political discussion, both of internal and international affairs, frequently evokes “the people” but never discusses it. Simultaneously, the concept of people, once central in political theory is now ignored. In the new tech-driven, executive-led political realities, this is probably something that deserves attention.
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Footnotes

	1Also, it could be argued (elsewhere) that in any USA Administration, geopolitics serve its internal policy. This would refocus the discussion and set the stage of current geopolitics back in the 1970's, thus creating an overlap between current emerging blocs and the end of the Cold War. Although tempting this is outside the scope of this Research Topic.
	2Trump's purge if the American public service, Xi's purge of top military leadership and Putin's internal crackdown on opposition (and migrations) should make this point self-evident. (DEVEMOS EVITAR USAR FOOTNTES)
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Introduction: The financial architecture underpinning the BRICS has undergone significant evolution, reflecting broader changes in global economic governance. As a coalition of major emerging economies, the BRICS have sought to develop alternative financial mechanisms that enhance economic cooperation, reduce dependence on Western-dominated institutions, and promote a multipolar global financial order. This study explores the structural dynamics of these financial arrangements, analyzing their evolution, operational structures, and implications for global financial governance. A key component of this architecture is the New Development Bank (NDB), created to finance infrastructure and sustainable development projects within the BRICS countries and beyond. The NDB, together with other mechanisms such as the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA), represents a strategic effort to provide alternative sources of financing while mitigating external financial vulnerabilities.
Methods: This research, based on the analysis of official policy documents, aims to answer the following research questions: To what extent does the financial architecture developed by the BRICS, particularly through the New Development Bank and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement, represent a counterinstitutionalization strategy in relation to global financial governance? Can the patterns of action and cooperation promoted by the BRICS through their financial mechanisms be interpreted as evidence of the Chinese revisionist vision embodied by the BRICS?
Results and discussion: Our first hypothesis is that it is possible to state that the BRICS constitute a challenge to international financial governance based on the counter-institutionalization strategy. In this way, the BRICS do not seek to replace the established global governance system, but rather to change it, generating adaptations. The second hypothesis, in turn, is that the BRICS appear to have incorporated the Chinese vision of global governance, by configuring themselves as a revisionist group and not a “full reformist” group, which means that the strategies of contesting the status quo seek to complement existing institutions and norms and not to replace them. By examining the evolution and structural dynamics of these financial arrangements, this study contributes to a broader understanding of the role of emerging economies in reshaping the global financial order.

Keywords
 BRICS; New Development Bank; financial order; de-dollarisation; governance


Introduction

The BRICS1 have emerged as a significant bloc in the global economic landscape, challenging the traditional Western-dominated financial order. Central to this discussion is the extent of the BRICS’ structural power and their capacity to reshape international institutions (Duggan et al., 2022) – essentially, their ability to redefine the “rules of the game,” which encompass both formal and informal constraints on global interactions (North, 1990: 3). Since its formalization in the late 2000s, the group has sought to develop an alternative financial architecture to reduce dependence on existing institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. This effort has materialized through the establishment of financial mechanisms designed to enhance economic resilience, foster regional development, and promote monetary cooperation among member states.

Indeed, the formation of BRICS emerged in response to the shifting dynamics of global power, particularly the relative decline of Western dominance and the rise of emerging economies. Some authors like Nayyar (2016) highlight that the economic significance of BRICS lies in their combined demographic weight, natural resources, and rapidly growing economies. By the early 21st century, these nations collectively accounted for a substantial share of global GDP, trade, and foreign direct investment (FDI), positioning them as one of the key players in the global economy. This economic influence provided the foundation for the creation of financial mechanisms aimed at reducing dependency on traditional Western-dominated institutions like the IMF and the World Bank (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Duggan et al., 2022).

The theoretical underpinnings of BRICS’ financial architecture stem from the broader discourse on economic multipolarity and South–South cooperation. The group’s financial initiatives align with dependency theory and neo-structuralist economic thought, which advocate for greater autonomy of developing economies from Bretton Woods institutions (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Ferreira, 2022). Since the first formal BRICS summit in 2009, member states have taken concerted steps to institutionalize financial collaboration.

Although some authors have questioned the robustness and cohesion of the group as a united economic or political entity, considering its domestic and regional disparities (Kingah and Quiliconi, 2016), there is no doubt, as we will see in this work, that the BRICS have deepened and increased their institutionalization and role in global governance.

A pivotal moment in the evolution of BRICS’ financial architecture was the establishment of the New Development Bank (NDB), also referred to as the BRICS Development Bank (BDB), in 2014. The NDB was proposed to mobilize resources for infrastructure and sustainable development projects in emerging economies, addressing a critical shortfall in global infrastructure investment. With an initial subscribed capital of $50 billion, equally contributed by each BRICS member, the NDB reflects the bloc’s commitment to fostering South–South cooperation and reducing reliance on traditional multilateral development banks (Chin, 2014). The creation of the NDB was driven by the failure of existing institutions to meet infrastructure investment commitments. Since its inception, the NDB has evolved to expand its scope and membership. The NDB, for instance, has financed projects beyond BRICS countries, extending to other developing economies, thus reinforcing its role as a global lender (Arnold, 2024). The institution’s emphasis on local currency financing aims to reduce exposure to currency volatility and dependence on the U. S. dollar, a crucial aspect of BRICS’ de-dollarization strategy (Arnold, 2024).

The NDB emerged at a time when traditional banks that had financed development since the mid-20th century were losing legitimacy, due to practices involving excessive conditionalities for granting credit, power structures concentrated in developed countries, slow approval processes, and an inability to adapt to the economic protagonism of emerging countries (Molinari and Patrucchi, 2020).

The historical trajectory of BRICS financial institutions will be described in this paper, as well as the obstacles that need to be overcome. Indeed, despite the emergence of alternative funding mechanisms challenges the dominance of Western-led institutions and provides developing nations with additional financing options, structural challenges remain – including internal economic disparities among BRICS members, governance complexities, and geopolitical tensions – that could hinder deeper financial integration (Nach and Ncwadi, 2024).

This article examines the historical evolution of the BRICS financial architecture, tracing its foundational milestones, assessing its structural dynamics, and evaluating its implications for the global financial system. Based on the analysis of official policy documents, this research aims to answer the following research questions: To what extent does the financial architecture developed by the BRICS, particularly through the New Development Bank and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement, represent a counterinstitutionalization strategy in relation to global financial governance? Can the patterns of action and cooperation promoted by the BRICS through their financial mechanisms be interpreted as evidence of the Chinese revisionist vision embodied by the BRICS? Our first hypothesis is that it is possible to state that the BRICS constitute a challenge to international financial governance based on the counter-institutionalization strategy. In this way, the BRICS do not seek to replace the established global governance system, but rather to change it, generating adaptations. The second hypothesis, in turn, is that the BRICS appear to have incorporated the Chinese vision of global governance, by configuring themselves as a revisionist group and not a “full reformist” group, which means that the strategies of contesting the status quo seek to complement existing institutions and norms and not to replace them.



Methodological approach

This study adopts a qualitative and analytical research design, grounded in documentary analysis and an extensive review of the scholarly literature. The primary sources include official BRICS communiqués, summit declarations, and institutional reports, complemented by a systematic examination of recent academic debates on global governance and the international financial architecture.

The methodology is interpretative in nature, aiming not merely to describe institutional developments, but to critically assess the historical trajectory of the BRICS’ financial initiatives and their broader political significance. Particular attention is devoted to the establishment and evolution of the New Development Bank (NDB) and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA), both considered emblematic of the bloc’s attempt to reshape existing financial governance structures.

By triangulating documentary evidence with theoretical insights from the literature, the study seeks to uncover patterns of continuity and change in the BRICS’ strategies, assessing whether they reflect reformist, revisionist, or counter-institutional tendencies. This approach enables a nuanced understanding of how the BRICS’ initiatives contribute to the reconfiguration of the global financial order, not as isolated innovations, but as part of a broader contestation of the status quo and its institutions.


Theoretical conceptual approaches, building a framework for analysis

There is no single theoretical-conceptual way of thinking about global governance. Historically, authors have defended different views on governance and its mechanisms of action (Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992; Pollack and Shaffer, 2010; Wessel, 2016). Understanding, first of all, the concept of governance and, equally, its foundations is essential for us to understand whether or not there are possible challenges and reorganizations in the governance currently in force.

For some scholars, international governance has as its central mechanisms international standards that function as standards. Therefore, different types of standards would require different institutional arrangements, which may be public, private, or mixed, depending on the nature of the problem being solved (Abbott and Sindal, 2001). In this sense, it is possible to affirm that the simple existence of standards, however technical or economic they may be, can configure the existence of governance. Furthermore, governance can occur at different levels and forms, depending on the interests at stake and the legitimacy of the institutions, and must reflect not only efficiency but also normative values (Abbott and Sindal, 2001).

Michael Zurn (2018) elaborates “a theory of global governance where the core of the argument is that world politics has developed a normative and institutional structure that contains hierarchies and power inequalities, and thus endogenously produces contestation, resistance, and distributional struggles” (p. 8). According to Zurn (2018), it is necessary to review the apparently unbreakable elective affinity between institutionalism and a cooperative reading of world politics. Furthermore, any theory of world politics needs to take into account that, in parallel with the decline of some mechanisms of global governance, there has been a greater deepening of others. This means that a theory of global governance applicable today must allow for the understanding of the complex parallelism of decline and deepening in global governance.

This dynamic between decline and deepening in global governance would derive from the idea that there is an “authority-legitimation link,” according to which international institutions with authority would require legitimation. When we have inter- and transnational institutions that exercise authority but are unable to draw on sufficient stocks of legitimacy, there tends to be growing resistance to these institutions. This “authority-legitimation link” is essential for understanding the challenge to the global governance system, as can be seen in Figure 1 (Zurn, 2018).
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FIGURE 1
 The causal model (Zurn, 2018).


This challenge can take many forms. In the case of state challenge, this occurs when certain states demand changes or the deconstruction of international authorities. Thus, we can say that while states recognize inter- or transnational authorities, they also challenge them. On the other hand, this response is not necessarily the withdrawal of existing institutions, but rather the creation of new institutions that better align with their current interests, with the aim of influencing or replacing old institutions, which can be called “counter-institutionalization” (Zurn, 2018).

Counter-institutionalization can lead to different results: fragmentation and, eventually, decline in global governance, or it can also create room for decisions that can, in some cases, deepen this governance, with new strategies to legitimize existing institutions. As Zurn (2018) states, state contestation is often generated by incompatibilities between the procedural rules of international institutions and the distribution of power among States, which means that an international institution that presents institutionalized inequality will tend to be contested by disadvantaged States whenever they experience an increase in relative power in the international system.

Counter-institutionalization has proven to be the preferred strategy of emerging powers and has led to the promotion of institutional adaptation. It is important to emphasize that, contrary to what some may think, counter-institutionalization does not seek to replace the established global governance system, but rather to change it (Zurn, 2018).


“Contestation by state actors takes place when states demand change in or the dismantling of international authorities. While states have, to a significant extent, driven the rise of international authority by delegating it to international institutions, they have done it in a reflexive manner. As a consequence, states simultaneously recognize and challenge inter- and transnational authorities. The established powers often contest the very same international institutions they have created the first time the institutions produce decisions they dislike. But their response is not—as conventional cooperation theory in the anarchy paradigm would have it—to deviate and exit. Rather, they set up new institutions closer to their current interests in order to influence or replace the old ones.” (Zurn, 2018, p. 11).


In reality, emerging states desire a greater voice in existing institutions, not a withdrawal from them. At the same time, these countries suspect that current international institutions act as instruments of Western domination, thus reinforcing the asymmetry of international power. Therefore, they create new institutions more aligned with their own interests. In short, counterinstitutionalization is a form of systemic change within the global governance system, utilizing international institutions against other international institutions, without resulting in a complete rejection of the system. As Zurn (2018) argues, counterinstitutionalization by emerging powers can lead to impasses and some fragmentation, but it can also promote institutional change within traditional institutions.

The literature on International Relations has also sought to understand how and why international institutions respond in different ways to unilateral challenges made by their member states, ranging from non-compliance with rules to attempts to renegotiate the rules of the game or even withdrawal (Walter and Plotcke-Scherly, 2025). From this perspective, international institutions face a strategic dilemma when responding to these unilateral challenges. The decision between accommodating or not accommodating the interests and/or proposals of the contesting state involves a difficult balance between two risks: (1) the risk of losing cooperation gains, with possible ruptures in international cooperation, if the institution chooses not to accommodate (e.g., Brexit); (2) risk of political contagion, with the encouragement of other States to postulate new challenges, if the institution chooses accommodation (Walter and Plotcke-Scherly, 2025).

When costs are considered significant, the institution faces an accommodation dilemma, which will be reflected in the types of institutional responses: (1) strong accommodation, when almost all of the challenger’s demands are met; (2) weak accommodation, when there are limited concessions; (3) neutral/passive response, when the result is accepted without relevant changes; (4) weak non-accommodation, when most of the demands are refused, but some flexibility remains; (5) strong non-accommodation, when there is a harsh response, without concessions and punishments are carried out (Walter and Plotcke-Scherly, 2025).

“Non-Western” theoretical-conceptual views have also gained ground in a field historically dominated by International Relations theories from the USA and Europe (Keohane, 2009). According to Pedro Steenhagen (2025), the challenge to international governance promoted by China has proven to be revisionist and not “full reformist,” which means that strategies to challenge the status quo seek to complement existing institutions and norms and not replace them. The Chinese approach can be argued to be “Janus-faced,” as it works within the existing framework to expand its influence while simultaneously creating parallel structures that can offer alternative or complementary pathways for global financial and economic governance (Méndez, 2024). Thus, China has moved away from the Bretton Woods development approach to favor its own “infrastructure first” paradigm and has supported reforms that shift the focus of MDBs toward infrastructure development, away from loans conditional on sociopolitical reforms or economic liberalization, which it believes burdens less developed countries2. This Chinese vision appears to be quite influential and decisive in the creation and operation of the New Development Bank, as we will see below.



Global governance and the global financial architecture

Global governance has been under pressure in many ways in the 21st century. Environmental, social and structural changes within global governance are necessary to deal with the imperative transition to a more sustainable future (Lopez-Claros et al., 2020). In the economic field, the growing risk of a global financial collapse also poses challenges to global governance, since there is currently no reliable and depoliticized mechanism for dealing with financial crises.

Since the Bretton Woods Agreement, Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) and Regional Development Banks (RDBs) have been an attractive source of financing for developing countries, which has led to their proliferation in both number and size. They were designed to establish global economic rules for development, offering access to “soft” financing (on more favourable terms) through an organizational model based on cooperation. The original mandate of MDBs sought to strengthen the voice and participation of sovereign states to promote international financial stability and cooperation as global public goods, with a countercyclical function. However, the prioritization of market financing, driven by the preferences of non-borrowing countries that avoid large capitalization efforts, has significantly weakened the countercyclical development mandate of MDBs. This makes them more vulnerable to the preferences of a small group of countries (Molinari and Patrucchi, 2020).

In other words, the decision of the IMF whether or not to grant a loan is not the result of a transparent set of internationally agreed rules, but rather of the political will of the largest shareholders, namely the United States, which tends to support countries considered strategic allies (Lopez-Claros et al., 2020). In contrast to the one-country-one-vote system adopted by the United Nations General Assembly, both the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund have adopted a weighted voting system. Even with the update of voting quotas, the recent galloping growth of economies such as China and India has created a gap between the relative weight occupied by these countries in the global economy and their voting quota within the decision-making processes at the IMF (Lopez-Claros et al., 2020). This new reality has created substantial political friction between emerging countries and traditional economies, especially after the 2008 crisis, when China increased its financial contributions to the International Monetary Fund without any political counterpart.

Eric Helleiner (2014) argues that, contrary to what many expected, the 2008 global financial crisis did not lead to a profound transformation in global financial governance. Despite the severity of the crisis, comparable to that of the 1930s, and the great expectations of change in the international financial system, what occurred in the following five years was a reaffirmation of the current order. The fact is that the reforms maintained the status quo rather than promoting significant changes.

Expectations of transformation focused on four major areas: (1) the creation of the G20 as a global leadership forum; (2) the possible erosion of the role of the dollar as an international reserve currency; (3) the review of financial regulatory standards, supposedly excessively pro-market before the crisis; (4) the establishment of the Financial Stability Board (FSB) as a new “fourth pillar” of global economic governance, alongside the IMF, World Bank and WTO (Helleiner, 2014).

Despite the supposed advances, these innovations gradually proved to be more symbolic than substantive. As far as the G20 is concerned, it did not prove to be very effective in managing the crisis. On the contrary, the most effective crisis management actions, such as the huge dollar liquidity swaps carried out by the US Federal Reserve (Fed), were taken unilaterally or bilaterally, without the direct involvement of the G20. The coordinated fiscal stimulus measures were also not the result of true international coordination, but rather domestic responses similar to a common shock (Helleiner, 2014).

At that time, too, contrary to expectations, the dollar’s hegemony was reinforced, since the dollar appreciated during the financial panic. Monetary diversification initiatives, such as the promotion of the Chinese renminbi or the expansion of the use of the IMF’s Special Drawing Rights (SDRs), faced political resistance and were unsuccessful (Helleiner, 2014). To a large extent, the maintenance of the current order was due to the power and political choices of states, especially the United States. The structural capacity of the United States—its currency, its markets, its geopolitical role—gave it decisive influence, even without coordinated action (Helleiner, 2014).

Despite this outcome, the post-2008 financial crisis, with the decline in private credit and the retraction of European banks, intensified the need for new sources of financing (Chin, 2014; Molinari and Patrucchi, 2020). It is estimated that, at the time, developing countries needed between US$1 and 1.5 trillion annually in infrastructure investments, but only about US$800 billion had actually been invested, as the World Bank and regional banks had been significantly reducing infrastructure financing, prioritizing social sectors. The initiative to create the New Development Bank thus emerged amid dissatisfaction with international financial institutions (World Bank, IMF, regional banks), particularly regarding the underrepresentation of emerging countries and resistance to reforms, and the failure of the G20 powers to fulfill infrastructure financing commitments (Chin, 2014).

On the other hand, some authors, such as Petry and Nölke (2024), argue that the outbreak of the war in Ukraine has intensified changes in the global financial system. While the West has imposed sanctions on countries such as Russia and China, emerging markets have moved to evade these sanctions, leading to increased non-Western financial cooperation. For Petry and Nölke (2024), the BRICS have created alternative financial spaces that provide them with a greater degree of autonomy from the liberal global financial order led by the United States and that are part of a broader challenge promoted by the bloc.

Indeed, the global financial order as we know it from the 1980’s onwards is characterized by a few core elements: (a) liberal ideas that promote free cross-border capital flows and the prioritization of private profit, (b) institutions that favor light public regulation and strong international bodies to facilitate global financial integration, and (c) a power structure heavily influenced by the U. S. and the U. K., with significant roles played by Wall Street, the City of London, the U. S. dollar, and Anglo-American financial entities (Petry and Nölke, 2024). This arrangement fosters highly integrated and liquid financial structures, which are considered optimal for free markets and capital flows, and is maintained by a powerful core while limiting the control of individual states over financial activities. However, according to the same authors, this liberal global financial order is facing challenges, primarily from the increasing prominence of emerging market economies, especially the BRICS nations. These emerging economies are not only growing in economic power but also increasing their influence in global financial markets, which suggests a shift in the global financial architecture. This contestation is occurring across various levels, including domestic financial systems, transnational financial flows, and the push for reforms in international financial institutions (Petry and Nölke, 2024).

This increase in the relative power and influence of developing countries and emerging markets (DCEMs) has been reflected in new (and more assertive) recent joint positions adopted by the BRICS, such as those arising from the 17th BRICS summit, held in early July 2025 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. For the first time, BRICS finance ministers issued a unified position demanding reforms of the IMF’s quota system. We highlight here some points from the document “BRICS Leaders’ Declaration — Rio de Janeiro, July 6, 2025“: (1) Demand for an inclusive, merit-based selection process that would increase regional diversity and the representation of DCMs in the leadership of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank Group (WBG); (2) Request that the IMF Executive Board fulfill the mandate established by the Board of Governors to urgently develop approaches for realigning quotas, including through a new quota formula; (3) Affirmation that quota realignment in the IMF should not occur at the expense of developing countries, but should reflect the relative positions of countries in the global economy and increase the quotas of EMDPs (BRASIL, 2025; BRICS Summit, 2025).

It’s important to note that the demand for reforms to the International Monetary Fund has been discussed at other BRICS meetings. Table 1 shows the main milestones in the development of this topic within the BRICS over the past 15 years.


TABLE 1 Summary of BRICS summits that presented demands for IMF reform.


	Summit/Year
	Main demands on IMF reform

 

 	New Delhi (2012) 	Urgent implementation of the 2010 reform and review of quotas by 2014; voice for emerging countries.


 	Durban (2013) 	Concern about the slow pace of reform and support for international monetary diversification.


 	Fortaleza (2014) 	Support for reform of the global monetary system; greater voice for emerging markets.


 	Beijing (2023) 	Completion of the 16th General Review of Quotas in 2023; reduction of dependence on temporary resources; support for the IMF’s Resilience and Sustainability Trust Facility.


 	Rio de Janeiro (2025) 	Explicit support for quota review, institutional reform of the IMF and greater representation for the Global South.





Authors’ elaboration based on official summit documents published on the BRICS Brazil Summit 2025 and BRICS China 2022 websites.
 

The New Development Bank and BRICS’ Impact on the Current International Financial Order: a New Paradigm of Complementarity and Innovation.

In response to a system historically dominated by Western powers, particularly concerning the Bretton Woods institutions, the BRICS nations have sought to construct institutional and political alternatives for a more multipolar, equitable, and representative global financial order that reflects the shifting distribution of global economic power (Ferragamo, 2024; EPRS, 2013). This initiative is not merely an opposition, but rather a force of complementarity and diversification to the existing model, contributing to more inclusive global governance (Steenhagen, 2025; Ferragamo, 2024; Nayyar, 2016).

A key instrument in this agenda is the New Development Bank (NDB), established in 2014 during the 6th BRICS Summit in Fortaleza, Brazil (Batista, 2016; Cooper, 2017). Headquartered in Shanghai, the NDB aims to finance infrastructure and sustainable development projects not only among its member states but also in developing countries more broadly (Latino, 2017). Its governance structure is founded on principles of equity, with each founding country possessing equal shareholding and voting rights, which significantly distinguishes it from the governance model of the IMF and the World Bank (Acioly da Silva, 2019), pointing towards a new governance model.

The governance structure of the NDB was designed with specific features to differentiate it from traditional international financial institutions (BRICS, 2018). Voting power is proportional to the subscribed capital shares, which means that all founding members initially have equal voting power (NDB, 2014). Decisions are generally made by a simple majority, with a “qualified majority” (two-thirds of total voting power) and a “special majority” (consent of four founding members) required for key issues, such as the admission of new members or capital increases. These regulations were designed to prevent any member from acting as a veto or blocking power (Freitas, 2025), promoting more balanced and collaborative governance.

The NDB is distinguished by its operational approach, characterized by more flexible criteria and greater sensitivity to the needs of countries in the Global South (Freitas, 2025; Acioly da Silva, 2019). It prioritizes projects with positive social and environmental impact while respecting national sovereignty. Since its inception, the bank has approved over US$50 billion in financing, spanning sectors such as renewable energy, transportation, water supply, and urban infrastructure (NDB, 2024a, 2024b). Furthermore, its recent expansion to include new members, such as Bangladesh, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2025), indicates the institution’s transformative potential as a global alternative and complementary financing platform.

The NDB primarily concentrates its operations on infrastructure and sustainable development projects (NDB, 2020). Its strategic focus encompasses sustainable infrastructure sectors such as renewable energy (solar and wind), energy efficiency, wastewater treatment, and sustainable water management (NDB, 2020). Environmental considerations are prominently embedded in its Constitutive Agreement, positioning the NDB as a “green bank” from its inception, approaching environmental factors as a central opportunity rather than a constraint. In practice, the bank’s initial portfolio has emphasized renewable energy initiatives (NDB, 2020).

A distinctive feature of the NDB is its policy of financing projects in local currencies, aiming to mitigate exchange rate risks associated with U. S. dollar-denominated loans (Liu and Papa, 2022). This approach reinforces the use of BRICS national currencies (Brazilian real, Russian ruble, Indian rupee, Chinese renminbi, and South African rand) in international transactions, thereby supporting the diversification of foreign exchange reserves (Petry and Nölke, 2024). The first bond issued by the NDB was denominated in renminbi. The bank’s emphasis on local currency financing represents a deliberate and strategic move toward currency diversification and, potentially, the future adoption of a common currency within the bloc – directly linking development finance to the broader de-dollarisation agenda (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Liu and Papa, 2022), which demonstrates an innovative step in the global financial architecture.

In comparison to traditional multilateral development banks, NDB seeks to operate with greater agility, aiming for a project timeline of approximately six months from identification to approval – a pace that has been achieved in most of its initial projects (NDB, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2015). This stands in contrast to the “heavy structure” and “bureaucratized procedures” of the World Bank. Notably, the NDB was the first multilateral development bank to both approve projects and issue its inaugural bond within its first year of operation (NDB, 2024). The bank aims to maintain a focused mandate, concentrating specifically on infrastructure and sustainable development, in contrast to the broader scope of activities undertaken by the World Bank (Braga et al., 2022). The NDB’s emphasis on speed and targeted financing constitutes a constructive critique of the perceived inefficiencies and expansive mandates of traditional multilateral development banks. This operational distinction is intended to provide a more agile and responsive alternative for developing countries (Braga et al., 2022).

Beyond comparisons with the Bretton Woods institutions, the NDB also resembles and diverges from other Southern-led MDBs, such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the Development Bank of Latin America (CAF). Like the NDB, the AIIB emphasizes infrastructure financing, streamlined approval processes, and respect for national sovereignty. However, the AIIB has expanded membership rapidly beyond Asia, integrating advanced economies and adopting governance features that partly align with traditional MDB standards, suggesting a hybrid model (Creutz, 2023; Wang, 2019). The CAF, meanwhile, has decades of experience in Latin America and is praised for regional embeddedness and pragmatic lending but operates with less emphasis on challenging global financial norms. Compared with these, the NDB stands out for its explicit counter-institutionalization strategy, its commitment to local currency financing, and its positioning as a political as well as financial instrument of South–South cooperation. Moreover, as Molinari and Patrucchi (2020) stress, the NDB’s more “rupturist” design contrasts with the AIIB’s hybrid nature, highlighting the diversity of Southern MDB strategies. This comparative lens underscores both the innovative promise and the enduring limits of the NDB as part of a wider ecosystem of Southern MDBs.

The NDB’s approach to conditionalities differs significantly from those practiced by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (Cooper, 2017), as illustrated by Figure 2. The NDB explicitly states that it will not impose conditionalities nor tie project approvals and disbursements to changes in the policies or strategies of borrowing countries. This stance stands in sharp contrast to the practices of the World Bank and the IMF, both of which are known for imposing policy requirements that borrowing countries must fulfil to access loans, often influencing their economic and sectoral strategies. The BRICS countries reject such conditionalities as a form of paternalistic interference in the internal affairs of recipient states (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Garcia and Bond, 2021), representing a significant departure from liberal norms and an affirmation of national sovereignty.

[image: Flowchart comparing lending paradigms shows the traditional model, represented by IMF and World Bank loans tied to political conditionalities, contrasted with the NDB model offering unconditional, project-focused financing that respects sovereignty.]

FIGURE 2
 A new lending paradigm: traditional model (IMF/World Bank) vs. NDB model (authors’ elaboration).


The NDB is committed to respecting national sovereignty and assessing projects within the framework of the borrowing countries’ domestic policies and legal systems. This is consistent with the BRICS’ broader emphasis on national sovereignty as an alternative to economic liberalism, particularly in opposition to what they perceive as intrusive financial practices (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Garcia and Bond, 2021). The NDB’s “no-strings-attached” lending policy – marked by the explicit rejection of political conditionalities – constitutes a cornerstone of its alternative “state-capitalist” model, directly appealing to developing countries dissatisfied with the interventionist governance of traditional international financial institutions (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Duggan et al., 2022). In doing so, the NDB positions itself as a defender of national policy space and autonomy.

Despite its innovative approach, the NDB faces several significant challenges in its aspiration to reshape the international financial system, stemming primarily from its governance structure, capital constraints, and the need to adhere to international banking standards (Duggan et al., 2022). Its initial capital and lending capacity are limited, representing a major obstacle to making a substantial contribution to the estimated US$1 trillion annual infrastructure financing demand (Petry and Nölke, 2024). The equal voting power and share subscription structure restrict the possibility of expanding the bank’s capital through the considerable national reserves of BRICS countries (particularly China) or through new member states (Hofman and Srinivas, 2024). Unless these constraints are lifted, the NDB will have to rely on refinancing via bond issuance in international capital markets. Access to low-cost capital depends on the NDB achieving a high credit rating. In turn, such a rating requires the bank to expand its loan portfolio while limiting exposure to least developed countries and high-risk lending (Sithole et al., 2023). If the NDB prioritizes rapid expansion of lending capacity at the expense of a strong credit rating, the concessional component of its loans would be reduced, thus weakening its financial attractiveness to least developed countries (Sithole et al., 2023; NDB, 2017). This inherent tension between the NDB’s aspiration to serve as an alternative source of finance for the Global South and the practical need to comply with the imperatives of global financial markets (e.g., credit ratings) creates a fundamental operational dilemma (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Duggan et al., 2022). However, it suggests that the NDB is navigating a complex path to fully realize its “alternative” paradigm while attracting capital from traditional financial markets, rather than necessarily compromising its foundational principles (Duggan et al., 2022; Sithole et al., 2023; Duggan et al., 2021).

Despite the BRICS’ collective rejection of the “Washington Consensus” and neoliberal development paradigms, the NDB will likely be required to conform to international banking standards, especially in its early years (Petry and Nölke, 2024). This includes adherence to “prudential conditionality,” which ensures that loans are used for their intended purposes and are repayable (Petry and Nölke, 2024). Failure to meet these standards risks damaging the bank’s market rating, which is crucial for its capital-raising ability. As a result, borrowing countries may still face bureaucratic procedures comparable to those imposed by the World Bank system (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Duggan et al., 2021). Furthermore, although the NDB aims to provide loans free from political or “value-based” conditionalities, this approach may present a unique challenge in aligning with established development agendas (Duggan et al., 2021). Projects funded by BRICS countries have already been observed to present challenges similar to traditional donor shortcomings, particularly by emphasizing large greenfield investments that may suffer from maintenance issues and lack “pro-poor” impact (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Nayyar, 2016), as it can be confirmed by data on Figure 3. Macroeconomic risks also persist, such as capital flow transaction costs, disadvantages for local firms due to “aid with strings attached,” and the potential for debt distress in recipient countries (Petry and Nölke, 2024). If the NDB neglects institutional development, the long-term sustainability of its infrastructure engagement could be jeopardized. The NDB’s rejection of “value-based” conditionalities – while aligning with the sovereignty preferences of borrower countries – entails the need for robust internal mechanisms to ensure strong development outcomes (Duggan et al., 2021). This highlights a critical balance between respecting national sovereignty and ensuring robust development outcomes.

[image: Two donut charts show approval amounts by area of operation for the year ended and the portfolio as of December thirty-first, twenty twenty-three, with finance quantified for seven sectors including clean energy, transport infrastructure, water and sanitation, environmental protection, social infrastructure, digital infrastructure, multiple areas, and COVID-nineteen emergency assistance, with clean energy and energy efficiency and transport infrastructure receiving the highest shares in both charts. Color-coded icons and legend to the right clarify each sector.]

FIGURE 3
 NDB approvals by area of cooperation for the year 2023 (Source: 2023 NDB Annual Report, 2024).


All in all, important gaps persist between the NDB’s rhetoric and its actual practices. While the institution promotes itself as a flexible, sovereignty-respecting, and pro-South lender, its operations sometimes mirror the very procedures it sought to escape, as per Figures 3, 4, gathered from the NDB Annual Report of 2023, where we can observe that the transport infrastructure still occupies the first place in terms of types of investments (at the expense of social infrastructures or water and sanitation, for example) and the main currency used for the loans is still the American dollar (NDB, 2024a, 2024b).

[image: Bar chart graphic comparing project approval values by currency for the year ended December thirty-one, two thousand twenty-three. For the year: USD 1,775 million, RMB 230 million, ZAR 73 million. For total portfolio: USD 21,462 million, EUR 3,100 million, RMB 5,468 million, ZAR 1,196 million, CHF 594 million, INR 100 million. Each currency is uniquely color-coded.]

FIGURE 4
 NDB approvals by currency for the year 2023 (Source: 2023 NDB Annual Report, 2024).


As Molinari and Patrucchi (2020) observe, these tensions reflect a broader dilemma of new MDBs: balancing legitimacy through representation with dependence on global financial resources. This rhetoric–practice gap reveals the tensions inherent in simultaneously seeking legitimacy in global financial markets and constructing a counter-hegemonic development model.



Monetary and financial subsystem: changing the scenario for diversification

The BRICS are actively engaged in reducing their dependence on the US dollar, a process known as de-dollarisation. This initiative aims to mitigate vulnerability to dollar-induced economic shocks, changes in US monetary policy, and challenge the unipolar concentration of economic power (Arnold, 2024; Liu and Papa, 2022). This move should be seen as a diversification strategy rather than a direct confrontational challenge to the existing system.

The proposal to create a common currency among the BRICS countries has been considered a response to the dollar’s hegemony in the international financial system. Among the currency models under discussion are the creation of a unit of account, similar to the old European ECU, the creation of a digital currency (CBDC) leveraging blockchain and interconnected platforms, and a commodity-backed currency, advocated especially by Russia and China. Each model presents technical challenges (system interoperability), legal challenges (compatibility with WTO/IMF rules), and political challenges (defining governance and power distribution) (Moch, 2025).

The creation of a single currency would have the impact of reducing demand for the dollar, increasing US financing costs, and potentially weakening Western financial centers. Furthermore, it would grant the BRICS countries greater autonomy in trade and investment. However, it would encounter fundamental problems, such as economic diversity within the BRICS. BRICS countries have very different inflation rates, fiscal policies, and exchange-rate regimes and managing a shared unit of account requires some harmonization, which is politically sensitive. Unlike the Eurozone, the BRICS have no common central bank, no fiscal union, and limited financial integration. Finally, for a unit of account to work, it needs international recognition. Without broad trust from global markets, it could be underused. And both the US and Europe are expected to offer geopolitical resistance to this new currency. In this way, the common unit risks being “symbolic” without infrastructure (Moch, 2025).

One of the BRICS’ main strategies has been to enter into currency swap agreements to facilitate trade and investment between member countries using their local currencies, avoiding the need for dollar-denominated transactions (Arnold, 2024; Petry and Nölke, 2024). There is a growing trend among the BRICS countries to use local currencies for trade settlements. Trade between China and Russia reached US$147 billion in 2021, with yuan-ruble trade accounting for 25% of transactions (Arnold, 2024). In the second quarter of 2023, the renminbi (RMB) accounted for 49% of China’s bilateral trade, surpassing the dollar for the first time (Petry and Nölke). Russia’s de-dollarisation efforts have significantly reduced the dollar’s share of its trade and financial flows since 2013 (Arnold, 2024; Petry and Nölke, 2024). India and Brazil are also exploring opportunities to settle trade in their respective currencies (Arnold, 2024; Petry and Nölke, 2024). These developments illustrate a gradual, yet significant, shift towards a more diversified and multipolar monetary system.

Despite such developments, as already highlighted before in this paper and illustrated in Figure 4, there is still a high dependency on the American dollar, turning the de-dollarisation a slow- path procedure. Another significant limitation in the growing use of local currencies in international trade is the persistence of imbalances and technical barriers that emerge when partners have asymmetrical needs and different levels of internationalization of their currencies. The example of Russian-Indian trade is illustrative: despite attempts to settle transactions in rupees and rubles after Western sanctions, a lack of convertibility and the accumulation of trade surpluses on the Russian side created practical obstacles, leading Moscow to increasingly request settlement in Chinese renminbi (RMB) (Greene, 2023). This situation highlights the structural vulnerabilities of relying exclusively on local currencies in bilateral arrangements, since one partner may find itself with large reserves of an illiquid currency that cannot be easily used for imports or reinvestment.

These shortcomings have broader implications for initiatives that promote South–South cooperation and alternatives to dollar-based settlements. While currency diversification can reduce exposure to the US dollar, it also introduces challenges of exchange rate volatility, limited liquidity, and the absence of deep financial markets to support widespread adoption (Taylor, 2025). As the Indian case demonstrates, even major emerging economies may face constraints when their currencies are not fully convertible, which ultimately reinforces the attractiveness of the RMB as a regional or global settlement currency. Nevertheless, this dynamic also creates new asymmetries, since RMB use strengthens China’s relative position while limiting the autonomy of smaller partners.

Regarding central banks and monetary policy, a notable degree of state influence is observable in BRICS central banks, presenting an alternative to the traditional liberal ideal of fully independent central banks. BRICS central banks often exhibit significant state influence and broader mandates that extend beyond mere inflation targeting (Clarida, 2022). For instance, China’s central bank is closely integrated with the government, with mandates encompassing economic growth, employment, and financial stability. India’s central bank also operates with a degree of government oversight and a multifaceted mandate. While formally independent, Russia’s central bank has shown increasing policy alignment, particularly after 2022. Brazil’s central bank recently gained independence, though its autonomy remains a subject of ongoing dialogue with the current government (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Garriga and Rodriguez, 2023). South Africa’s central bank, while independent, maintains a broader inflation target and actively manages foreign exchange reserves. This diverse but generally more integrated approach to central banking within BRICS highlights a preference for national policy space and strategic alignment, which can be seen as a complementary model of monetary governance aimed at comprehensive economic stability and growth (Freitas, 2025).

The development of Central Bank Digital Currencies (CBDCs) represents another significant area of focus and innovation for the BRICS nations. They are increasingly committed to advancing CBDCs as a strategic means to enhance financial resilience, diversify away from Western-controlled global payment infrastructures (such as SWIFT), mitigate reliance on the US dollar, and facilitate stronger state oversight and capital controls (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Kuehnlenz et al., 2023). India, Russia, and China have already launched CBDC pilot projects, while Brazil is actively working on Proofs of Concept. China is notably proactive in facilitating the cross-border use of non-Western CBDCs (e.g., the mBridge project). The BRICS’ momentum in CBDCs is a direct technological and strategic response to the perceived vulnerabilities and concentrated power of the Western-dominated global payment system (SWIFT) and dollar hegemony (Freitas, 2025; Petry and Nölke, 2024). In both the 2024 summit in Russia and the 2025 summit in Brazil, Russian Finance Minister Anton Siluanov highlighted the prospect of creating a transaction hub within the NDB that could serve as a platform for cross-border payments. Framed as a de facto alternative to SWIFT, this proposal seeks to institutionalize a payment infrastructure that reduces the bloc’s exposure to Western sanctions and strengthens financial autonomy among its members (NDB, 2025; Moch, 2025).

The international mobility of capital is an area where BRICS’ approach offers a distinctive perspective. While the liberal global financial order has traditionally advocated for the complete abolition of capital controls, BRICS countries maintain varying degrees of restrictions, reflecting a pragmatic emphasis on national stability and policy autonomy. South Africa, India, and China largely maintain closed capital accounts, while Brazil and Russia, after periods of liberalization, have reverted to more managed regimes. Russia, in particular, re-implemented stringent exchange controls following recent geopolitical events. BRICS nations also partially resist pressures from Anglo-American index providers (such as MSCI) that significantly influence financial flows (Petry and Nölke, 2024). India, for example, has strategically resisted MSCI pressure to maintain control over its domestic capital markets. China strictly regulates foreign investors, utilizing a controlled opening to promote the internationalization of the RMB. It is notable that the IMF has substantially revised its strong stance on capital controls since 2012, partly due to the collective resistance and vocal critiques from BRICS countries (Petry and Nölke, 2024). BRICS have leveraged their growing influence within the IMF (e.g., through appointments and a unified voice) to shape this policy shift (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2025). The varied yet persistent use of capital controls by BRICS and their collective influence on the IMF’s stance on capital mobility represent a significant evolution in the understanding of capital flows, prioritizing national policy space and stability over full financial integration, rather than outright rejection of global financial norms (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2025; Petry and Nölke, 2024).

Regarding Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), India, China, and Russia maintain some of the most regulated FDI regimes globally. They selectively open their economies to foreign investment to protect strategic sectors, limit foreign ownership, and facilitate technology transfer, demonstrating a strategic and managed approach to integration. Brazil and South Africa, conversely, have more liberalized regimes. Unlike Western FDI, state-led outbound FDI from BRICS (mainly China and Russia) is often guided by strategic and political objectives, aiming for control of target companies and alignment with national development strategies. This offers a distinct model of international investment compared to Western portfolio investment, which primarily seeks profit maximization. The BRICS’ nuanced approach to the liberal FDI regime is substantial, manifesting in domestic FDI restrictions, the strategic nature of state-led outbound FDI, and a critical stance towards investment arbitration panels often perceived as favouring Western investors. This represents a recalibration of global FDI norms, emphasizing national development priorities (Petry and Nölke, 2024).

Concerning ownership and corporate governance, BRICS countries present an alternative to the liberal financial order by maintaining a significant degree of state ownership in listed companies and by shaping the influence and ownership of foreign institutional investors. State influence also extends through opaque investment structures and socio-economic ties between political and business elites. The transnationalization of BRICS state capital, primarily from China and Russia, focuses on majority stakes, indicating a long-term strategy for control of target enterprises, rather than short-term portfolio investments (Babic et al., 2020). While international regulation of Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs) exists (Santiago Principles), its effectiveness is limited, allowing BRICS SWFs to operate with a degree of opaqueness, which challenges certain aspects of the liberal global financial order by promoting alternative governance models (Chijioke-Oforji, 2019).

In the realm of commercial banks and banking regulations, BRICS countries constructively engage with and at times diverge from the liberal order through strong state involvement in domestic banking systems, distinct transnational lending patterns, and efforts to reform international banking regulations (Petry and Nölke, 2024; Papa et al., 2023). Foreign bank participation in BRICS is significantly lower than in Western economies, underscoring a desire to maintain national control over credit allocation. BRICS banks, particularly Chinese ones, have emerged as major global lenders, focusing on lending to developing countries. This fills a gap left by Western banks and offers an alternative that shields borrowers from the volatility and pressures of global financial markets, creating a more diversified lending landscape (Schapiro, 2024). While BRICS formally support the Basel Accords, their implementation is often selective and aligned with domestic priorities. There is also strong BRICS opposition to the dominant role of Western credit rating agencies and a proposal to create a BRICS credit rating agency, signalling a desire for greater autonomy and alternative assessment frameworks (Schapiro, 2024).

Regarding financial markets and their regulation, BRICS countries are shaping the global landscape through their governance and ownership of these markets, as well as their approach to controlling trading activities. Stock exchanges in China are fully state-owned, while in Russia and India, state-owned institutions are the largest shareholders. Foreign ownership in exchanges is restricted within BRICS, and competition from other trading platforms is limited or prohibited, concentrating trading activity on centralized exchanges. In the derivatives market, BRICS favour regulated exchange-traded markets over over-the-counter (OTC) markets, with India, Brazil, and China among the largest exchange-traded derivatives markets globally (Petry and Nölke, 2024). Profit-driven market practices, such as High-Frequency Trading (HFT), are restricted or heavily regulated in China and India to prioritize strategic, long-term considerations over speculative activity. At the international level, BRICS have gained influence in financial market governance bodies such as the FSB and IOSCO, as well as in industry associations, which allows them to proactively influence discussions and regulations (Petry and Nölke, 2024). This collective engagement contributes to a more multifaceted and inclusive global financial governance structure, where diverse national approaches are increasingly acknowledged.



Final considerations

The analysis developed throughout this study highlights the attempt of a renewed financial architecture, centred on the BRICS bloc, as a fundamental catalyst for the reconfiguration of the global financial order. The formation and evolution of mechanisms, such as the New Development Bank (NDB), are not mere additions to the international financial landscape; in fact, they represent a tangible manifestation of a concerted effort to mitigate dependence on hegemonic institutions and to infuse principles of multipolarity and equity into global economic governance.

The NDB, in particular, is distinguished by its innovative governance structure, characterised by equal voting among its founding members, a fundamental departure from the asymmetrical power arrangements prevalent in the Bretton Woods institutions. This parity is not just symbolic; it translates into operational flexibility and greater sensitivity to the development priorities of the economies of the Global South, which is manifested in the absence of political conditionalities and the exploitation of financing in local currencies. The latter strategy, in particular, not only addresses the exchange rate risks inherent in loans denominated in traditional reserve currencies, but also pushes forward the de-dollarisation agenda, redefining the dynamics of monetary power in the global system. By positioning itself as having a ‘new lending paradigm’, the NDB offers an alternative that intrinsically respects national sovereignty and the contextual specificities of borrowing countries.

However, despite its transformative impetus and distinctive strengths, the capacity of the BRICS financial architecture to reshape the global financial order is not without its constraints. The size of its financial capacity, although growing, remains below that of traditional institutions, limiting its scale of intervention. In addition, the intrinsic complexities of coordinating policies between nations with divergent national interests and economic models, as well as the geopolitical tensions inherent in a rapidly changing global scenario, are persistent challenges that could dampen its potential for consolidation and expansion.

A pragmatic example of such challenges is the operationalization of the NDB hub for payments that would mark a significant evolution of the NDB’s role, extending beyond development finance into the realm of financial intermediation and payment systems. If successful, this initiative could consolidate ongoing de-dollarisation efforts and accelerate the diversification of global payment channels. At the same time, it raises critical questions regarding governance, interoperability with existing systems, and the capacity of BRICS to build the necessary technological and regulatory frameworks. From an analytical standpoint, the proposal reflects the broader counter-institutionalization strategy pursued by BRICS: not the outright replacement of global infrastructures, but the creation of parallel mechanisms capable of reshaping incentives and gradually eroding the centrality of Western-led systems.

The challenge to the US-led liberal order that BRICS embodies is not necessarily a total rejection of the status quo, but rather a reformist movement. It seeks an institutional adaptation that reflects the emergence of new powers, advocating more inclusive and representative global governance, without necessarily dismantling the pillars of the existing system. In this sense, the creation of alternative financial spaces by the BRICS, rather than a mere duplication of functions, acts as a crucial mechanism for the strategic autonomy of its members and for promoting a more widespread balance of power, with new and different paradigms of governance.

To summarize, this study shows that the evolution of the BRICS financial architecture, with the NDB as its main vector, is progressively redefining the contours of global financial governance. By offering a distinct development and financing model that favours equity, sovereignty and monetary diversification, BRICS not only mitigates systemic financial vulnerabilities for its members, but also paves the way for a multipolar order. Its continued success and ability to deepen its influence will depend on overcoming internal structural challenges and its ability to navigate a complex geopolitical environment, consolidating its position as an indispensable actor in the quest for a more robust, equitable and representative international financial system.

Looking ahead, several scenarios may shape the trajectory of the NDB and the BRICS financial architecture more broadly. In an optimistic scenario, the bank’s expansion of membership and capital base enables it to consolidate as a leading Southern-led MDB, strengthening multipolarity in global finance. A more pessimistic scenario envisions stagnation, where capital limitations, governance frictions, and geopolitical tensions prevent the NDB from scaling up its role beyond a symbolic alternative. A third, hybrid path would see the NDB converge toward partial alignment with existing MDB practices, balancing its sovereignty-based discourse with pragmatic adaptation to global financial standards. Each of these futures carries strategic implications for global governance: the first would accelerate institutional pluralism and the erosion of Western dominance, the second would preserve the status quo, and the third would reinforce a hybrid order of cooperation and contestation.

Ultimately, the NDB and the BRICS financial mechanisms are at a crossroads. Their ability to generate systemic transformation will depend not only on internal reforms and capital accumulation but also on their strategic positioning within the contested field of global governance. The choices made in the coming years will determine whether BRICS financial architecture becomes a cornerstone of a multipolar order or remains a complementary, yet constrained, addition to the established system.
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Footnotes

1   The idea of ​​creating BRICS as a political arrangement emerged in 2006, during the first official meeting between the Foreign Ministers of the four countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China), during the UN General Assembly. The first summit of heads of state was decreed in 2009, in Russia. South Africa was officially invited to join the group in 2010. Since 2024, the group has been expanding and reconfiguring itself as BRICS+, with Iran, Ethiopia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates having already been incorporated (BRICS, 2025a, 2025b).

2   China also led the creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, which began its activities in 2016 (Méndez, 2024).
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This article presents a scoping review of 64 publications on gastrodiplomacy, a growing subfield within diplomatic studies that explores the strategic use of national cuisine as a tool for public and cultural diplomacy. Building on foundational literature and recent empirical studies, the review maps the conceptual, methodological, and thematic developments of gastrodiplomacy research over the past two decades. The analysis reveals a growing scholarly consensus around the field’s core elements—strategic objectives, operative agents, and mechanisms of influence—while also highlighting a strong geographic and economic bias toward developing countries in Asia. Although most existing studies emphasize national-level campaigns led by state actors, an emerging body of work now focuses on sub-state and non-state actors such as diaspora communities, chefs, and influencers. The study identifies three future research directions: methodological diversification through primary data and micro-level analysis; expanded geographic scope beyond Asia and small/middle powers; and the incorporation of critical perspectives. By offering a comprehensive review focused exclusively on the concept of gastrodiplomacy, this article contributes to the consolidation of the field and provides a foundation for further theoretical, comparative and impact-based research.
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1 Introduction


“I believe that the act of eating cross-culturally can be a way of developing intimacy with others—a kind of friendship-making” (Heldke, 2003, p. 15).


The growing appreciation of gastronomy as an instrument of public diplomacy has drawn significant international attention in recent years, fueled by initiatives from countries such as Thailand, Japan, and South Korea. Indeed, food has always played a role in interpersonal, communal, and now international relations. From Zhou Enlai’s “roast duck diplomacy” to the luncheon between Trump and Kim Jong Un, food, regardless of time and place, carries the power to reconcile and harmonize tense relationships, as eating is, above all, a fundamental human activity. Gastrodiplomacy, in this sense, extends the diplomatic function of food from official interactions to the public domain, involving the international promotion of food with the purpose of fostering closer relations with foreign audiences.

Since the first journalistic report on the Global Thai program in 2002, numerous blog posts and exploratory commentaries have emerged on relevant platforms such as the USC Center on Public Diplomacy and HuffPost. Although these writings lack scientific rigor, they have provided an important foundation for subsequent research. Opinion articles and online texts by figures such as Paul Rockower and Sam Chapple-Sokol, for instance, remain widely cited and analyzed.

More than two decades later, there is now a substantial body of scholarly work on gastrodiplomacy, particularly using case study approaches that examine initiatives by countries such as Thailand, Taiwan (China), South Korea, and Peru. Among this literature, two systematic reviews stand out. White et al. (2019) conducted the first systematic literature review in this field, offering insights into levels of analysis, methodological approaches, and academic disciplines. Despite its merits, this review primarily focused on the intersection between tourism and international gastronomic promotion rather than on the core concept itself. More recently, Muljabar (2024) conducted a review based solely on Indonesian scholarship to reflect local research trends.

Although both works make valuable contributions, they lack a systematic analysis centered specifically on the concept of gastrodiplomacy, including its definition, theoretical underpinnings, recurring methods, and key actors. This highlights the need for a new, comprehensive systematic review that encompasses the full scope of international scholarly production on this continually developing yet still fragmented topic.

This study thus seeks to answer the following research question: What are the main characteristics of academic research on gastrodiplomacy over the past two decades, as identified in the existing literature? The specific objectives are to synthesize the state of the art in the field, provide an overview of current research, and explore directions for future inquiry.

To this end, we conducted a scoping review—the most suitable approach for systematically and comprehensively mapping an emerging and underdeveloped research field—comprising 64 selected studies. The review process was carried out independently by two reviewers. To ensure credibility and replicability, detailed information about the methodological decisions is provided in Section 3 of this paper.

The article is organized into five main sections: the introduction; a brief conceptual discussion of gastrodiplomacy; the methodology, which outlines the review process; the presentation and analysis of results and recommendations for future research and a final section with conclusions.



2 Gastrodiplomacy: a way to win hearts and minds

There is a long history of food serving not only human survival but also political purposes. In ancient China, elaborate gastronomic banquets were common in diplomatic settings, demonstrating the host’s hospitality, respect, and friendly disposition. For example, during the Tang and Qing dynasties, imperial feasts for foreign envoys were meticulously curated in terms of dish presentation, rare ingredients, and ceremonial service. These elements were carefully designed to showcase China’s cultural richness and sophistication while asserting its political power. In this way, food functioned as a symbolic language that facilitated diplomatic dialogue and strengthened foreign relations.

In 2002, the Thai government recognized that the value of its cuisine extended beyond official channels. Capitalizing on the international popularity of Thai food, it launched the Global Thai program with the aim of promoting national cuisine abroad to attract more international tourists, boost food-related industries, and ultimately strengthen civil-level international relations (The Economist, 2002). Inspired by Thailand’s actions, the same report coined the term “gastrodiplomacy” to describe the international promotion of food for economic and political purposes.

Several related terms, such as “culinary diplomacy” and “food diplomacy,” reflect different roles that food plays in international relations and should be distinguished. Chapple-Sokol (2013) attempted to position gastrodiplomacy as one of two levels within culinary diplomacy; however, this framework was not widely adopted within the gastrodiplomatic community. While gastrodiplomacy focuses on promoting cuisine to foreign publics, culinary diplomacy refers to high-level official meals. In other words, the distinction parallels that between public diplomacy (gastrodiplomacy) and traditional diplomacy (culinary diplomacy) (Rockower, 2020). In contrast, food diplomacy generally refers to international food aid during humanitarian crises.

Following Thailand’s lead, countries such as Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, and Taiwan have developed similar programs. Unlike other cultural diplomacy events where food plays only a supporting role, gastrodiplomacy places food and its associated culture at the center. In gastrodiplomatic campaigns, other cultural resources such as music, television dramas, and dance revolve around food. For instance, at the Night Market event in London, the tasting of Malaysian cuisine was accompanied by concerts and other performances by Malaysian artists (Travel Daily News, 2012).

The relevance of gastronomy in public diplomacy lies both in its social significance and the constructivist nature of international relations. First, eating reinforces interpersonal bonds and connection to the food’s country of origin. According to Chapple-Sokol (2013) and Spence (2016), eating becomes more than a basic need when practiced collectively, creating shared experiences. Restaurants also provide a welcoming environment for conversation. When it comes to foreign cuisine, they offer a direct opportunity to encounter another culture, often prompting broader discussion of the host country. Second, food is relatively neutral, containing fewer political or ideological elements than other cultural forms such as film, opera, or literature. When asked about the political role of gastronomy, Rockower argues that its less political nature contributes to its diplomatic potential: “A good public diplomacy is making something foreign familiar and not everything has to do with politics directly” (Rockower, apud Li, 2024a, p. 58). Through the appreciation of foreign cuisine, audiences come into closer contact with the culture and possibly other dimensions of the promoting country, leading to more tolerant attitudes. In democratic contexts, such people-to-people connections can positively influence official relations, as public opinion can shape policy. For example, the international popularity of sushi, particularly sashimi, is said to reduce global criticism of Japan’s overfishing policies (Reynolds, 2012).

Studies on gastrodiplomacy are marked by their interdisciplinary nature. Food is a research object in fields such as International Relations, Business, Communication, and Anthropology, meaning that gastrodiplomacy benefits from a broad theoretical, conceptual, and methodological base, as shown in our literature review (Section 4). However, without coordinated integration of these fields, gastrodiplomacy risks becoming fragmented, with an abundance of research lacking depth. In other words, each discipline may treat the topic in isolation, without contributing to a unified field of study. Public and cultural diplomacy—the two conceptual pillars of gastrodiplomacy—are themselves underdeveloped due to a lack of theoretical grounding and conceptual clarity (Clarke, 2020).

Given the significant number of empirical studies, especially case studies, it is now timely to systematically synthesize the existing literature on gastrodiplomacy, with particular focus on definitions, theoretical frameworks, methodologies, studied countries, and related themes.



3 Research methods

Literature review is a fundamental step for scientific advancement, as it serves two primary purposes: summarizing previous knowledge and indicating directions for future research. In addition to being part of a larger research project, literature reviews, especially in their systematic form, may also be conducted as stand-alone pieces, provided they follow rigorous scientific standards and offer original value to the relevant field. Since the late 20th century, with the rise of evidence-based research in the social sciences, systematic literature reviews began to be imported from the Health Sciences to improve the quality and credibility of traditional reviews, which essentially involve assembling a puzzle of existing information and arguments.

To gain a deeper understanding of the current knowledge on gastrodiplomacy, a systematic literature review was conducted for this study. According to Xiao and Watson (2019), there is no single unified approach to systematic literature reviews; the choice depends primarily on the objective of the review itself. In the case of gastrodiplomacy, which is still a relatively new and fragmented area within diplomatic studies, there is a clear need to systematically summarize the existing knowledge. Empirically, there are still few publications in top-tier international relations or related journals. Therefore, in order to map the field and identify neglected themes, a scoping review was selected as the primary method, along with a mainly narrative analysis based on the evidence gathered from the included literature.

A scoping review, as defined by Mays et al. (2001), p. 194, “aims to map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research area and the main sources and types of evidence available and can be undertaken as stand-alone projects in their own right, especially where an area is complex or has not been reviewed comprehensively before.” While sharing tools with systematic reviews, scoping reviews emphasize breadth over depth and quality. In a stricter sense, a systematic literature review aims to answer a highly specific micro-level question using a small number of carefully filtered sources of high quality. Consequently, its applicability is limited to mature fields that possess strong theoretical and conceptual foundations and sufficient case studies for generalization. Scoping reviews, on the other hand, aim to provide a comprehensive overview of the field in question. Despite not focusing on the quality of the literature reviewed, scoping reviews still qualify as a form of systematic literature review in a broader sense for two reasons. First, scoping reviews, like all forms of scientific research, follow a logical, transparent, and rigorous research design. Second, in response to concerns about potential bias in the review process, the scoping review can employ cross-checking by two independent reviewers. Accordingly, the main purpose of this research is not to examine in detail or provide definitive answers to highly specific questions about gastrodiplomacy, but rather to offer a global overview of the work conducted to date in this field and, subsequently, to characterize the prevailing research trends.

In this study, the three fundamental values for scientific review—validity, credibility, and reproducibility—are upheld throughout the processes of collecting, evaluating, and presenting data (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Xiao and Watson, 2019). This review was conducted in accordance with the guidelines of the PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR), as proposed by Tricco et al. (2018).

The review protocol consists of six main stages: formulation of the research question, identification, screening and inclusion of the sample, extraction of relevant data, and charting and analysis of the data.


3.1 Formulation of the research question

As stated in the Introduction, the research question and objectives arose from the lack of a solid foundation and the absence of a systematic review on existing work in gastrodiplomacy.



3.2 Identification

Three criteria were established for the initial literature search. First, regarding the timeframe, only publications from 2002 to 2024 were considered—2002 being the year the first known text on gastrodiplomacy appeared, and 2024 being the most recent full year prior to this research. The search was conducted across four digital platforms: Google Scholar, Elsevier, RCAAP (Open Access Scientific Repository of Portugal), and CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure). Six keywords were used: “gastrodiplomacy,” “gastro-diplomacy,” and “culinary diplomacy,” along with their Portuguese (“gastrodiplomacia,” “gastro-diplomacia,” and “diplomacia culinária”) and Chinese translations (美食外交, 美食剬共外交, and 胃肠外交). Following these criteria, the initial search was conducted on June 9, 2025, yielding a total of 341 results (Figure 1).

[image: Flowchart illustrating a systematic review process: Google Scholar, Elsevier, CNKI, and RCAAP databases yield a total of 341 records; title reading reduces this to 73, abstracts to 67, and full-article reading results in 60 plus 4, with a final inclusion number of 64.]

FIGURE 1
 Review design. Source: prepared by the authors.




3.3 Screening

For practical purposes, three filters were applied to manage the sample. First, although scoping reviews do not intend to assess the quality of each selected text, controlling the type of publication ensures the review reflects the field’s consensus and cutting-edge research. Acceptable sources included peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and book chapters, while other types such as conference abstracts and working papers were excluded. Second, in terms of language, English, Portuguese, and Chinese were considered—leveraging the authors’ multilingual capabilities for broader coverage. Third, duplicate publications were naturally removed. This screening excluded 268 documents, leaving 73 for further evaluation.

A subsequent screening was conducted to identify research explicitly focused on the use of food as a public diplomacy tool for enhancing national soft power. In other words, studies that concentrated on the use of food in official or elite settings were excluded. This screening involved reading the abstracts, introductions, and conclusions of the remaining 73 texts, which led to the exclusion of an additional six documents.



3.4 Inclusion

Applying the same criteria, a further seven documents were excluded after the full-text review, resulting in a final set of 60 texts. Additionally, a backward search through the reference lists of the included works yielded four items of grey literature. These comprised: a 2002 report from The Economist, which first coined the term “gastrodiplomacy”; two opinion pieces by Rockower (2010a) and Rockower (2010b) analyzing gastrodiplomacy cases from Thailand, South Korea, and Taiwan, and providing an informative foundation for subsequent scholarly work; and one blog post by Sam Chapple-Sokol (2016), in which the author critically re-examined the earlier theoretical foundations of gastrodiplomacy. The final sample thus comprised 64 relevant sources.



3.5 Data extraction

Based on the research question and objectives, seven inductively derived indicators were defined after an initial full reading of the included texts. These indicators are: number of publications per year; conceptual definitions; key concepts and theories used in gastrodiplomacy research; applied research methods; frequency of initiating countries; frequency of target countries; and other recurring themes. Although the indicators in question may not be exhaustive, they encompass three fundamental dimensions for the formulation of an academic concept: definition, theoretical framework, and methodological approach. Following this, a second full reading was conducted, and data were extracted and coded using Notion software.



3.6 Charting and analysis

Except for definitions of gastrodiplomacy – analyzed via word frequency using Voyant Tools – all other quantifiable data were visualized using Excel and PowerPoint. Based on these review results, an analytical interpretation follows in the next section.

Steps 2 through 5 were conducted simultaneously but independently by both authors between June 10 and 16, 2025, to mitigate potential personal bias. Once the inclusion criteria, screening, and data extraction methods were finalized, the reviewers compared and cross-checked their results. Any discrepancies were discussed and resolved. The protocol described above represents the final agreed version.

It must be acknowledged that all methodological approaches have inherent limitations. In the case of scoping reviews, the absence of a systematic focus on scientific quality may compromise overall rigor and the validity of conclusions. Moreover, scoping reviews are not designed to address highly specific research questions within the field under examination, as their primary aim is to map the broader landscape of the discipline rather than to analyze a single, narrowly defined aspect. Nevertheless, given that gastrodiplomacy remains an emerging field lacking a robust foundational framework, the need for an initial mapping exercise justifies the use of a scoping review. Such a comprehensive overview can provide the necessary groundwork for conducting a more rigorous systematic literature review in future research.




4 Findings and discussion


4.1 Findings

This section presents the results—organized according to the seven indicators used in the data extraction process—which form the empirical basis for the subsequent discussion.

First, regarding the annual number of publications on gastrodiplomacy, the overall trend shows a steady quantitative increase (Figure 2). After the first mention in 2002, there was a period of nearly 10 years during which the academic community paid little attention to this emerging tool of public diplomacy. Until 2012, references were mostly limited to blogs and opinion pieces. Starting in 2013, the annual number of publications has consistently reached at least three, with the exception of 2017. The largest spike occurred in 2023 with 12 publications, followed by 13 in 2024.

[image: Line graph illustrating the annual number of publications on gastrodiplomacy from 2002 to 2024. Data shows relatively low and fluctuating numbers until a sharp increase after 2022, reaching the highest point in 2024. Total sample count is sixty-four.]

FIGURE 2
 Publications on gastrodiplomacy by year (2002–2024). Source: prepared by the authors.


Second, regarding the definition of the term, 5 out of the 64 sources did not provide an explicit definition of gastrodiplomacy. Therefore, this dimension was analyzed based on the remaining 59 texts that did offer a clear conceptualization. Definition-related excerpts were extracted, compiled, and processed using Voyant Tools—a widely used application for text analysis and interpretation—to identify the most common conceptual components and the degree of consensus. As shown in Figure 3, the most frequent terms were “food” (33 occurrences), “diplomacy” (28), “cultural” (24), “public” (16), and “culinary” (16). These five highly used words point to three widely agreed yet basic dimensions of the concept of gastrodiplomacy: the use of “food” (or “culinary,” as a cultural means) as the central tool; the broader diplomatic context in which gastrodiplomacy operates; and the primary target of this new diplomatic activity (the public). The definition by Rockower (2012), p. 235—“Gastrodiplomacy is the act of winning hearts and minds through stomachs”—is the most frequently cited when authors did not formulate their own definitions. His name appears ten times across the 59 documents analyzed, which also justifies our inclusion of two grey literature sources by the same author.

[image: Word cloud graphic featuring prominently sized words such as food, diplomacy, cultural, culinary, public, national, minds, hearts, promote, foreign, and cuisine; smaller related words surround the central terms.]

FIGURE 3
 Word frequency analysis of gastrodiplomacy definitions. Source: prepared by the authors.


Third, in terms of theoretical and conceptual frameworks, 59 of the 64 texts included provided an explicit foundation for their discussion of gastrodiplomacy. As each text may draw on more than one theory or concept, the analysis is based on total reference frequency. As shown in Figure 4, the five most frequently used concepts are Nation Branding (37 mentions), Public Diplomacy (30), Cultural Diplomacy (25), Soft Power (23), and Diplomacy in a general sense (9). Additional, less frequent references include theories from outside diplomatic studies, such as Contact Theory, Decision-making Theory, and Purchasing Power, highlighting the interdisciplinary nature of the field. Regarding the basic theories of International Relations, only the constructivist school was mentioned, and only twice.

[image: Bar chart showing mention frequency of theories and concepts in gastrodiplomacy research, with nation branding, public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, and soft power as the most frequently referenced among a total of 137 mentions.]

FIGURE 4
 Theories and concepts applied in gastrodiplomacy research. Source: prepared by the authors.


Fourth, concerning research methodology, 59 out of 64 texts explicitly stated their methods. As with theoretical frameworks, the analysis was based on total frequency. Altogether, 109 methodological instances were recorded in the 59 texts. As shown in Figure 5, the most commonly used methods were case study and literature analysis (referring to secondary data sources such as previous studies and media reports). Other techniques, including interviews, content analysis, and discourse analysis, appeared less frequently—each used fewer than ten times.

[image: Bar chart titled “Methods Applied in Gastrodiplomacy Research” displays case study and literature analysis as the most frequently used methods, followed by interviews and content analysis, with other methods being less commonly mentioned.]

FIGURE 5
 Methods applied in gastrodiplomacy research. Source: prepared by the authors.


Fifth, regarding the initiating countries of gastrodiplomatic campaigns, 56 texts explicitly analyzed gastrodiplomatic projects, totaling 94 country-references – some countries being mentioned more than once (Figure 6). The six most frequently analyzed countries are all in Asia, namely South Korea (13 mentions), Taiwan (12), Thailand (11), Indonesia (9), Malaysia (7), and Japan (7). Other countries, although less frequently referenced, appeared more than once, including Turkey (5), the United States (5), Peru (4), China (3), India (3), and Spain (2). Several others—such as Australia, France, and South Africa—were discussed only once. Beyond national-level cases, some studies also addressed subnational entities, notably the Macau Special Administrative Region of China and Peti Regency in Indonesia.

[image: 3D pie chart illustrating the frequency of countries initiating gastrodiplomacy in the literature: South Korea leads with 14%, followed by Taiwan (China) at 13%, Thailand 12%, Indonesia 10%, Malaysia 8%, Japan 7%, Turkey and USA at 5% each, Peru 4%, China and India at 3% each, and Spain 2%, with several other countries represented collectively. Total: ninety-four in fifty-six samples.]

FIGURE 6
 Gastrodiplomacy-initiating countries in the literature. Source: prepared by the authors.


Sixth, regarding target countries – those that receive gastrodiplomatic campaigns – only 19 of the 64 studies included explicit analysis of this dimension. Given that some studies addressed multiple destinations, a total of 22 target cases were identified (Figure 7). Among them were non-traditional international actors like UNESCO (2 cases), and integrated regional approaches such as the collective study of African countries (2 cases). The remaining cases were focused on individual national contexts, including Indonesia (4), Australia (2), the United States (1), China (1), the Philippines (1), Egypt (1), and Germany (1).

[image: Pie chart displaying frequencies of target countries and international organizations in gastrodiplomacy research. Indonesia leads with four mentions, followed by African countries, Australia, and UNESCO with two each. USA, China, Philippines, Egypt, and Germany all have one mention. Total is twenty-two mentions found in nineteen samples.]

FIGURE 7
 Target countries and international organizations in gastrodiplomacy research. Source: prepared by the authors.


Finally, 28 of the analyzed texts integrated gastrodiplomacy with other significant themes, indicating a more organic and interdisciplinary approach to the study of food and international relations. As shown in Figure 8, topics frequently connected to gastrodiplomacy include tourism, identity, economy, diaspora, business, food security, law, communication, heritage protection, and conflict resolution. Among these, tourism is particularly prominent, as local cuisine is an integral part of travel experiences. This link is exemplified by the early Global Thai campaign, which explicitly sought to promote tourism through culinary outreach.

[image: Treemap graphic visualizing themes in gastrodiplomacy research; tourism leads with eleven mentions, followed by identity with nine, diaspora and economy with three each, business with two, and food security, law, communication, heritage protection, and conflict resolution each with one mention. Total: thirty-three mentions across twenty-eight samples.]

FIGURE 8
 Other themes related to gastrodiplomacy research. Source: prepared by the authors.




4.2 Discussion

Based on the results of the review, this subsection aims to characterize the field of gastrodiplomacy through the existing literature and to propose, in a reflective manner, interesting and important directions for future research.

Regarding its characteristics, first, gray literature constitutes relevant initial steps for scientific work on gastrodiplomacy. The quantity of publications is divided into two phases: before 2012 and after 2012. According to Figure 2, prior to 2012, there are few works on gastrodiplomacy, and the gray literature—such as blogs and online opinion pieces studying gastrodiplomatic programs of specific countries—comprise the only materials from that period. Following a 2002 report by The Economist, Paul Rockower, representing the USC Public Diplomacy Center, and Sam Chapple-Sokol, an editor and author of food-related texts, contributed relevant—although mainly non-scientific—works to the field, which continue to be frequently cited today. According to the word frequency analysis in Figure 3, for example, it is clear that Paul Rockower’s definition is employed in various subsequent works. Building on these initial case-study explorations, a significant leap for the field was Chapple-Sokol’s (2013) work, which combined and analyzed the most applied concepts in current research—nation branding, public diplomacy, and soft power.

Due to these pragmatic and conceptual foundations, since 2013, there has been a steady annual increase in publications, with over three papers per year, except for 2017 and 2018. In 2023, the number of annual publications surged from 2 to 12. This more significant development since the term’s creation mainly results from efforts by Indonesian academia. In 2017, the first center dedicated exclusively to gastrodiplomacy studies was established at Jember University, and in 2022, gastrodiplomacy became one of two branches in the International Relations undergraduate program at the same institution. Starting in 2023, most – 14 out of 25 – publications were produced by Indonesian researchers in the field.

Second, despite the existence of numerous definitions of the term – which largely reflect semantic variations – the fundamental elements of gastrodiplomacy are consensual among scholars, including its strategic goals, operative agents, and functioning mechanisms (Figure 9). On the one hand, as shown in Figure 3, words such as “food,” “culinary,” and “gastronomy” are frequently used interchangeably, reflecting some confusion between gastrodiplomacy and culinary diplomacy. However, this lexical confusion stems from different understandings of the same subject of study, since gastrodiplomacy, or the various terms preferred by each researcher, focuses on food as a tool of public and cultural diplomacy and a means of international promotion for a country, which becomes evident in the applied concepts.

[image: Table summarizing gastrodiplomacy, with columns for elements and content. Core definition describes it as public and cultural diplomacy to expand soft power. Strategic goals are boosting industries like food exports, tourism, and hospitality for economic gain, and fostering emotional ties with foreign publics. Operative agent notes it is mainly state-led with private and cultural institution support. Functioning mechanism emphasizes emotional engagement via food's sensory and symbolic appeal rather than rational persuasion.]

FIGURE 9
 The concept of gastrodiplomacy: definition and key elements. Source: prepared by the authors.


Regarding the goals of this public diplomacy tool, The Economist (2002) report explicitly states that the Global Thai program brings economic benefits, especially in the export and tourism sectors. Diplomatically, the Thai program can also “subtly help to deepen relations with other countries” (The Economist, 2002), which has been artistically summarized as a way to “win hearts and minds” (Chapple-Sokol, 2013; Rockower, 2020). Concerning agents, gastrodiplomacy – despite the apolitical nature of food – is a diplomatic activity in which the state continues to play a central role. As Li (2024b) argues, only the state has the power to design a large national gastrodiplomatic project and the financial and human resources to support it. However, in a context where new civil society actors—such as companies, recognized individuals, and civic associations—also begin to occupy important roles in public diplomacy (Melissen, 2015), the subtle management of relations between official and civil actors becomes a key task for policymakers and academics alike. While the state defines the objectives, targets, and other components of the gastrodiplomatic project, its realization does not occur without collaboration and support from other agents such as the national diaspora abroad, internet influencers, recognized chefs, among others. Currently, most works focus on macro-level policy analyses defined in the programs; however, since 2022, micro-level studies adopting a bottom-up approach have emerged, examining gastrodiplomacy in practice with a focus on implementing agents. For example, Octastefani and Kusuma (2022) argue that the diaspora—especially emigrants who run food businesses—constitutes an important channel for Taiwan’s gastrodiplomacy. Yayusman et al. (2023) and Yayusman and Mulyasari (2024) follow the same research line and highlight the importance of Indonesian communities in promoting their national cuisine.

Regarding the theoretical foundation, according to the data in Figure 4, there are theories and concepts from various fields applied to studies on gastrodiplomacy. However, Nation Branding, Public Diplomacy, Cultural Diplomacy, and Soft Power are the four most frequently mentioned (each with a frequency above 20, while the others are always below ten). The simultaneous use of these four approaches is not an overlap but rather an organic interconnection, since each one supports a specific dimension of gastrodiplomacy. Gastronomy—both food itself and the art of preparing it—is a cultural resource and therefore falls within the scope of cultural diplomacy. Public diplomacy, in turn, emphasizes that gastrodiplomacy takes place in a contemporary world where the power of influence is recognized as belonging to the people rather than solely to elites, as in an era when diplomacy and international relations were decided behind closed doors. As for nation branding and soft power, both concepts focus on the intended outcomes of gastrodiplomacy, with the former referring more to the economic sphere and the latter demonstrating a more political nature.

Unlike traditional diplomacy, which depends on negotiations or, in some cases, political coercion, gastrodiplomacy aims to engage foreign publics through emotional and affective connections fostered by their appreciation of the initiating country’s cuisine. This is why the term soft power, as defined by Nye (2004), is frequently referenced in gastrodiplomacy research (Figure 4). Unlike the coercion or seduction exercised by hard power, gastronomy is essentially a cultural resource aimed at increasing national soft power through attraction and the creation of close relationships. Therefore, although authors vary in how they phrase the concept of gastrodiplomacy, the results of the Voyant analysis (see Figures 3, 9). show that its central tool, academic foundations, objectives, agents, target audiences, and functioning mechanisms remain consistent. This allows the concept to be summarized as follows: Gastrodiplomacy is a form of cultural diplomacy that uses the appeal of food to expand a nation’s soft power among foreign publics, with the aim of achieving economic, political, and other related benefits.

Third, methodologically, there is a lack of scientific rigor in existing studies. This lack of scientificity is understandable in the early works, given the nascent state of the field and the urgent need for diverse perspectives. However, literature analysis remains a widely, and sometimes the only, used technique (Figure 5). Without primary data or clear research design, these studies analyze gastrodiplomatic campaigns based on secondary sources such as previous research or online information, employing descriptive and narrative approaches. The value of descriptive research should not be dismissed, as it plays an important role in the early stages of a field’s development. However, in the case of gastrodiplomacy, this initial phase should have now been surpassed. Yet, several recent studies continue to offer largely repetitive information of gastrodiplomatic initiatives from Thailand and Taiwan, without introducing fresh perspectives or insights to advance the field (Lipscomb, 2019; Putri and Baskoro, 2023; Tholhah and Wafa, 2024).

Fourth, regarding geographical distribution and economic development, initiating countries are mainly developing countries located in Asia. Based on the results in Figure 6, countries with gastrodiplomatic programs were categorized according to geographic location, with 70 of 94 analyzed cases being Asian countries. The combined total of cases from other continents – North America (6), Europe (4), South America (4), Africa (3), and Oceania (1) – amounts to approximately only one-third of the Asian cases (24/70) (Figure 10). The same categorization was made according to economic development level, as defined by the United Nations (2024). Among the 26 countries related developed (Figure 11).

[image: Bar chart illustrating the geographical distribution of gastrodiplomacy-initiating and target countries in literature, showing Asia as the most frequent initiator and a more balanced distribution among targeted countries, with totals provided for both categories.]

FIGURE 10
 Geographical distribution of gastrodiplomacy-initiating and target countries in the literature. Source: prepared by the authors.


Regarding gastrodiplomacy target countries, a more balanced distribution is observed in terms of geography and economic development. Using the same categorization criteria, although Asian countries remain the most studied cases, the numbers are close. The variance—which measures the degree of dispersion relative to the mean—for this group of data is only 3.84 compared to 553.10 for the initiating countries. Concerning economic development level, among the 13 target countries, seven are developing countries while the remaining six are developed.

On the one hand, gastrodiplomacy is an international promotion project that started in Thailand and naturally has greater influence over its Asian neighbors. On the other hand, small and middle powers in Asia (in gastrodiplomacy studies, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, among others) prefer alternative means to increase their international presence. For countries that do not possess economic or military hegemony in the international system, other forms of soft power, such as gastrodiplomacy, are more economical and important tools. As Fox (1959), p. 2, argues, “Small states are not powerless; rather, they exercise influence in ways that differ from great powers.” For Thailand, its cuisine can reach all corners of the world where, for example, its aircraft carrier HTMS Chakri Naruebet cannot.

Regarding the two low variances in the numbers of target countries, more countries outside Asia and more developed countries are becoming targets of gastrodiplomacy campaigns, since, on the one hand, the dispersed geographic distribution demonstrates the intention of international promotion of gastrodiplomatic campaigns. On the other hand, according to Leonard et al. (2002), in all forms of public diplomacy, certain countries are prioritized as targets due to their weight in global affairs. This explains why more developed countries with greater influence on international affairs – such as the Netherlands, the United States, among others—appear as gastrodiplomacy target countries (Figure 11).

[image: Bar chart comparing gastrodiplomacy research focus on developed and developing countries as initiating and targeted countries. Developing countries are more often initiators, developed countries are more often targets. Blue bars represent developing countries, orange bars represent developed countries.]

FIGURE 11
 Gastrodiplomacy research focus: developed vs. developing countries. Source: prepared by the authors.


High-quality literature reviews do not merely summarize existing studies but critically evaluate the body of knowledge, identify research gaps, and propose avenues for future investigation (Randolph, 2009; Torraco, 2005; Webster and Watson, 2002). This approach ensures that literature reviews contribute to the advancement of the field rather than functioning as passive descriptions. In line with the preceding analysis, three key directions are proposed for the advancement of gastrodiplomacy research.

First, there is room for methodological improvement in both the techniques employed and the analytical perspectives adopted. To date, most studies have relied heavily on secondary data, resulting in repetitive, information-based outputs rather than yielding new insights that advance the field. In this regard, it is promising to note a growing use of more rigorous scientific methods—such as content analysis and discourse analysis—based on primary data in recent works (e.g., Li, 2024a; Nair, 2021; Vellycia, 2021).

Moreover, both the research objects and levels of analysis should be further diversified. Most current studies focus on national-level policies, yet other actors and platforms—such as diasporic communities, celebrity chefs, television shows, and online influencers—also play important roles in promoting national cuisine abroad. It is at this micro level that the mechanisms of gastrodiplomacy can be best observed in practice.

This shift in analytical scale also requires incorporating the perspective of target countries, as soft power is ultimately concerned not merely with the possession of resources but with the achievement of efective outcomes. To date, according to our data, the majority of studies on gastrodiplomacy (56 publications) have approached the topic from the perspective of the initiating country, emphasizing the design and implementation of gastrodiplomatic programs. In contrast, only 19 studies have examined their actual effects in target countries. For the sustainable development of this field and to enhance its credibility among policymakers, more research is needed that applies the concept from the standpoint of target audiences and establishes a comprehensive evaluation framework. This gap, as in other areas of public and cultural diplomacy, requires urgent attention. A target- and results-focused approach is essential for assessing the real impacts of gastrodiplomatic campaigns on foreign publics, including both economic benefits and attitudinal changes toward the initiating country.

Second, future research should broaden both the geographic and developmental scope of gastrodiplomacy studies. The existing literature predominantly focuses on small and middle powers in Asia for several reasons. As previously discussed, smaller states often seek alternative means to assert their presence in the international system. However, major powers such as China, France, and the United States also engage in the international promotion of their cuisines – often in spontaneous or decentralized ways. As Li (2025) notes, despite the absence of a formal national gastrodiplomacy program, China exhibits forms of spontaneous gastrodiplomacy through the activities of overseas Chinese communities and regional governments operating via paradiplomatic channels. Such non-centralized initiatives warrant scholarly attention, since in public diplomacy it is not the degree of central coordination that matters most, but the impact achieved.

In addition, the natural conditions in much of Asia – particularly in East, South, and Southeast Asia – foster remarkable culinary diversity due to the wide range of locally produced ingredients and species. Nonetheless, other parts of the world have also produced foods that have achieved global popularity, such as pizza (Italy), fried chicken (Southern United States), and tacos (Mexico). Therefore, the relative lack of scholarly attention to the gastrodiplomacy of more developed countries or those outside Asia should not be interpreted as evidence of its absence. More case studies featuring countries from diverse regions and levels of development are essential to introduce fresh perspectives and to test the generalizability of gastrodiplomacy as a global concept.

Third, while gastrodiplomacy has gained increasing popularity as a tool of soft power and cultural engagement, critical perspectives in the literature remain underdeveloped. A postcolonial lens invites a deeper interrogation of the cultural hierarchies embedded in state-sponsored culinary narratives – raising questions such as: Who gets to represent a nation’s cuisine? Which regional or minority food cultures are included, and which are excluded? For culturally diverse countries such as China, India, Brazil, and many others, should gastrodiplomacy be pursued as paradiplomacy – that is, at the level of regional cuisines rather than as a single national brand? The case of Peru (Wilson, 2013) offers a telling example. In the early 2000s, the country nominated “Peruvian cuisine” for inclusion on UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list, and in 2023 one of its most famous dishes, ceviche, was finally added to the candidate list. Yet questions of representation arise: why was this coastal dish (costa) selected over others from the sierra or selva regions?

In the case of Taiwan, the question of presentiveness could be even more controversial. On the one hand, Taiwan has used gastrodiplomatic initiatives to seek international recognition distinct from mainland China, as part of a broader nation-building effort in support of its independent path. On the other hand, from a cultural perspective, the majority of Taiwanese dishes – including those often claimed as symbols of Taiwanese identity, such as lurou fan (卤肉饭, braised pork rice) and niurou mian (牛肉面, beef noodle soup) – originate from, and still have equivalent versions in, mainland China. In this sense, determining which dishes have the legitimacy to symbolize a uniquely Taiwanese identity is an important issue for both policymakers and scholars in Taiwan.

Future studies should also examine the tensions between cultural exchange and cultural homogenization and assess whether gastrodiplomatic efforts genuinely foster mutual understanding or merely reproduce exoticized, commercialized and stereotypic images of the “Other.” In this regard, the case of McDonald’s in China offers a compelling example: on one hand, the brand has successfully promoted American fast-food culture and its associated lifestyle; on the other hand, despite localization efforts – including its Chinese name and flavor adaptations – McDonald’s continues to be seen as an emblem of American values (Western and capitalist) and a cultural threat to traditional Chinese cuisine, culture, and ideology (Wang, 2014; Zhang, 2006).




5 Conclusion

This study conducted a scoping review of 64 publications on gastrodiplomacy, a relatively new subfield within diplomatic studies. Through systematic coding and descriptive analysis, the findings indicate that the field has developed a reasonably coherent conceptual foundation, grounded primarily in the frameworks of nation branding, soft power, public diplomacy, and cultural diplomacy. Despite variations in terminology and definitional approaches, scholars broadly agree on the core elements of gastrodiplomacy – its strategic objectives, operational actors, and functioning mechanisms. In this respect, gastrodiplomacy can be defined as a form of public and cultural diplomacy aimed at expanding national soft power.

Importantly, gastrodiplomacy should not be seen as merely a cultural communication strategy. For small and middle powers, it constitutes an alternative modality of engaging in global affairs, particularly in contexts where economic or military means are limited. This review reveals a strong geographic and economic concentration in the literature, especially toward developing Asian countries, where state actors continue to play dominant roles. However, the increasing presence of non-state actors – including diaspora communities, celebrity chefs, and digital influencers – has become increasingly evident, particularly at the implementation level.

By offering a structured and up-to-date synthesis of the field, this study contributes to the consolidation of gastrodiplomacy as a legitimate area of inquiry and identifies avenues for further exploration. Empirically, the field remains predominantly focused on initiating countries, while little attention has been paid to the actual impact and reception of gastrodiplomatic efforts in target societies. As gastrodiplomacy continues to evolve, future research should prioritize impact evaluation, particularly from the perspective of target audiences.

Although the literature remains heavily centered on Asian contexts, other countries with notable culinary profiles – such as Brazil, France, Italy, and China – also engage in gastrodiplomacy. Comparative studies between small/middle powers and larger geopolitical players could offer valuable insights into strategic divergence and symbolic intent. Furthermore, the integration of critical perspectives, including inquiries into national identity, cultural hegemony, and symbolic representation, would enrich the theoretical depth of the field. Gastrodiplomacy scholarship must evolve beyond merely descriptive accounts toward more analytical and reflective frameworks.

While this review provides a comprehensive mapping of the field, certain limitations inherent to the scoping review methodology must be acknowledged. These include the absence of a formal quality assessment of individual sources and potential interpretive bias. However, the study implemented measures to maximize transparency, replicability, and credibility, including a clearly documented review protocol, independent coding by two researchers, and an evidence-based approach to interpretation. Unlike previous reviews in the field (White et al., 2019; Muljabar, 2024), which focused on specific themes (e.g., gastrodiplomacy and tourism) or regional cases (e.g., Indonesia), this study offers a comprehensive panorama of the field and its foundational components. As such, it may serve as a springboard for future systematic reviews and comparative research in gastrodiplomacy and cultural diplomacy at large.
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Once a distant dream, today space is not only achievable, but has become the most important domain for both civilian and military purposes. Modern society and its economy have come to vitally rely on space assets for running crucial services, from financial transactions, weather forecasting, telecommunications to navigation. Military operations are also heavily reliant on space to provide intelligence gathering, surveillance and communication capabilities. Once one of the few domains of international cooperation, space has become increasingly competitive, congested and contested. As we are navigating through an increasingly complex geopolitical environment, space is undergoing a similar process. Unlike during the Cold War, today Earth's low orbit is comprised of a higher number of national and private actors engaged in strategic competition with each other. While the use of space in support of military operations is not a novel concept, we are nonetheless witnessing an evolution of space emerging as the critical domain upon which national security and other sectors heavily depend. As it was the case with nuclear weapons during the Cold War, this is translating into a race for national space programs to acquire strategic advantage by developing space and counter-space systems. The objective of this paper is to draw a comparison between the militarization of space and the historical Cold War arms races, drawing lessons from that era and subsequent arms control frameworks. While accounting for space-unique challenges posed by a rapidly diversifying mix of state and private actors, the dual-use nature of modern space technologies, and the inherent difficulties in distinguishing between peaceful and hostile activities in orbit, as well as geopolitical considerations, this study highlights how measures from these past frameworks can be nonetheless emulated and implemented into currently available space diplomatic frameworks in order to mitigate risks, reduce misunderstandings, increase certainty, trust and accountability in space.
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1 Introduction

Space-based activities have become essential to national economies in great part thanks to technological advancements in the fields of rocketry, sensors, data, and telecommunications. The direct and indirect effects of these breakthroughs have drastically contributed to the betterment of the world's economical, societal and military ecosystems, rendering them deeply dependent on the activities of an ever-growing number of orbiting satellite constellations; from navigation and climate observation, to data transfer, telemetry, and intelligence gathering, space economy has become crucial for everyday services and critical infrastructures such as agriculture, water and energy (OECD, 2023). The technological spill-over and its spread across nations accelerated by a spirit of international scientific cooperation, reduced satellite development and launch costs, have also permitted other States to access the space arena, both directly (by deploying their own assets) and indirectly (by sharing the benefits of accessible satellite data). Once a domain entirely under the duopoly of the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War, today there exist 77 national space agencies, 16 of which possessing launch capabilities (UNOOSA, 2025a) with varying degree of capacity (i.e., the ability to perform different space activities and steering space strategies into infrastructure and national policies) and autonomy (i.e., the ability to autonomously define a country's own space interests) (European Space Policy Institute, 2021). This has led to a proliferation of commercial and military space objects in orbit nearing 14.000 as of June 2025 (UNOOSA, 2025b) However, in the past two decades, the notion of space as an internationally recognized arena, guided by the principles on non-nuclearization and peaceful uses to the benefit of all mankind, is increasingly at odds with geopolitical considerations applied to outer space by major space faring States, by steering national military and civilian space policies and strategies toward seeking or maintaining strategic dominance (a trend accelerated by an ongoing shift in the global balance of power); a concept attributable to “Astropolitics.” First identified by Everett Dolman, “Astropolitics” can be defined as “relationship between state power and outer space control for the purpose of extending the dominance of a single state over the whole of the earth,” which can be achieved through the control of strategic areas in space, such as the Lagrange Points, by a single actor (Dolman, 2001). While Dolman's theory was developed with a unipolar international system in mind, dominated by US space hegemony, his theory's tenets nonetheless still hold true in an increasingly multipolar system of today, as leading spacefaring nations consider outer space as a domain for competition, whose monitoring, control, and defense guarantees crucial strategic advantage over adversaries. This has also led to the deployment of an increasingly expanded arsenal of counter-space assets (kinetic, directed energy, nuclear, electronic and cyber), sparking concerns over a risk of uncontrolled “space arms race.” Military operations have come to rely heavily on space-based assets located in Low Earth Orbit (LEO) and Geosynchronous Orbit (GEO). Military satellites provide essential navigation, communication, intelligence and surveillance services for to maintain space domain awareness, detection, command and control, and early warning capabilities, allowing for timely and informed threat assessment and response. The unparalleled military advantage, provided by the extensive awareness of the location and type of adversarial strategic assets on Earth, is an incentive for States to invest to maintain and expand satellites capabilities (UK Parliament Defence Committee, 2022; Harrison et al., 2017), as well as to pursue the development of more sophisticated forms of counter-satellite systems capable of denying adversaries this advantage. Furthermore, in the past decade, the notion of space as a State-only domain has been challenged by the rise of private space actors, such as SpaceX, whose satellites and their capabilities are being more frequently leveraged and integrated into national defense networks, increasingly blurring the distinction between military and civilian uses (Erwin, 2024).

Against this background, while multilateral frameworks can, and should, coexist along with realist considerations, the current space legal framework and governance appear insufficient to keep up with an increasingly more complex and power-based international system, and toregulate the rapidly evolving landscape of the various military space activities, from satellite launches, to counter-space systems, as well as ambiguous space behavior (such as Rendezvous and Proximity Operations), unannounced maneuvers, which can interfere with their functions or orbiting path of other satellites (Jones, 2025; Chen and Singer, 2024; Secure World Foundation, 2025).

However, to aid in addressing the risk of space arms race, lessons can be drawn from the historical and geopolitical context in which the first space activities were carried out, as well as the instruments and measures the United States and Soviet Union devised to limit the proliferation of earth and space-based strategic weapons. In this sense, the Cold War nuclear and space competition can help guide todays' development of trust and confidence-building measures, arms control mechanisms in space, as well as navigating the complexities of geopolitics of outer space. By examining the evolution of strategic space competition, the vulnerabilities posed by new actors and dual-use systems, and the risks of inadvertent escalation and arms race in space, this study seeks to identify practical approaches to reduce misunderstanding, increase transparency, and build trust among spacefaring nations. The study will adopt a comparative approach, drawing from international legal and policy documents, and academic literature to analyze the evolution of space militarization and arms control, assessing the relevance of past arms control treaties, measures and mechanisms, while taking into account the inherent features characterizing the space domain, and the currently evolving and uncertain geopolitical power structure. The first section will provide a historical overview of space activities during the Cold War, followed by an overview of the main international legal frameworks, strategic arms treaties discussions, followed by an examination of current developments in the New Space Age, including the rise of private actors, dual-use technologies, and counter-space systems. Drawing lessons from Cold War arms control binding and non-binding approaches, and highlighting the parallelism between the spread of nuclear weapons and the risk of uncontrolled fallout vis-à-vis a much more uncontrollable cascade of space debris, the study evaluates their relevance and applicability to mitigate today's challenge of space weaponization, proposing an approach to address the current standstill.



2 The evolution of space military activities

Since the beginning of the first Space Era during the Cold War, space and military domains have always been inextricably interlinked for two main reasons. Firstly, early space efforts by the US and Soviet Union can be traced back to the 1950s during the development of the first nuclear ballistic missiles programs. The Soviet R7 Semyorka ICBM and the US Redstone SRBM were the first operational ballistic missiles, which contributed in great part to forming the technological basis necessary for the development of the first launch vectors capable of escaping the Earth's atmosphere, bringing the first ever satellites, Sputnik (1957) and Explorer (1958), into space (National Air Space Museum, 2023). Secondly, in the context of the nuclear arms race and the inception of the first nuclear doctrines, the US and USSR quickly realized the inherent strategic value that space-based reconnaissance, intelligence gathering and, later, early warning systems could provide through unimpeded monitoring and observing of the adversary's nuclear capabilities, as well as serving as a reliable verification mechanism of compliance to arms controls treaties.

On these basis, subsequent development of satellites and space technology in general (such as sensors, optics and later counter-space weapons) was directly related to military power, particularly through developments of ballistic capabilities. From 1957 to 1990, military satellites from both the US and the USSR accounted for 70% of total launches (Harrison et al., 2017), the majority of which was intended to gather intelligence and support nuclear command and control decision-making processes (Pawlikowski et al., 2012). The first US space-based reconnaissance programs, Corona and Midas, proved particularly successful in gathering high quality photographic pictures on Soviet's military installations and nuclear assets. Launched in August 1960 under the NASA civilian designation Discoverer-14 to keep it secret from the Soviets, the first Corona satellite mission returned invaluable intelligence to the US. It was so successful that it changed the US threat perception of the Soviet ICBM capabilities, as the CIA had originally overestimated 140–200 missiles, while data returned from Corona revealed a much lower estimate (10–25 missiles) was more likely (Muszyński-Sulima, 2023). The direct successor of Corona was the Midas program. Operational as of 1963, Midas satellites were equipped with infrared optics in the place of cameras. Such infrared optics were designed with the intention to detect the heat signature from ICBM launches, making Midas the first ever early warning satellite constellation (Muszyński-Sulima, 2023). Consequently, since their inception, space activities were not intended to be used as a direct means of warfare. Instead, even as technology progressed in the fields of sensors, optics, and communication, they remained primary instruments for both superpowers to keep each other's nuclear and conventional arsenals tacitly under surveillance in a non-invasive way (Muszyński-Sulima, 2023). The resulting transparency of information of the other side's assets stemming from space surveillance systems allowed the US and USSR to freely monitor their true capabilities, movements, intentions and, later, also compliance to arms treaties. Through the reliable information provided by satellite programs such as Midas and Corona, the US was able to take informed decisions and assess its response accordingly and proportionately. This greatly diminished fears and uncertainty which contributed to establishing and maintaining stability and predictability in the international system, by reducing risks of misunderstandings, miscalculations, and lowering the incentives of nuclear first strike (Harrison et al., 2017; Pasco, 2025; Muszyński-Sulima, 2023).

Despite the extensive operational freedom that both US and USSR satellites enjoyed, since the very outset of the first space age signs of intention to counter these very systems emerged from both sides. Advancements in ballistic missile technology made possible to use missiles also as counter-space weapons to destroy orbiting satellites. As early as 1959, the US tested the first Air-Launched Ballistic Missile (ALBM), Bold Orion, from a B-47 Stratojet, successfully destroying an Explorer satellite, making it also the very first successful direct-ascent anti-satellite missile (DA-ASAT) (Spaceline, 2023). In 1962, US ASAT missile development continued with the successful testing of Starfish Prime, which involved the detonation of a 1.4 megatons nuclear warhead in the outer atmosphere over the Johnston Island. The exo-atmospheric nuclear explosion released a strong electromagnetic pulse (EMP) which affected communication systems and electricity infrastructure in Hawaii, as well as permanently disabling at least 7 orbiting satellites in the immediate aftermath, and damaging others in the following weeks (Stassinopoulos, 2015; Boatman, 2022). The damaging effects of nuclear fallout and EMPs caused by nuclear weapons atmospheric and exo-atmospheric tests provided the necessary negotiating conditions which eventually led to the signing of the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963 (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025a). While the US continued to pursue development of offensive direct-ascent vectors serving as both nuclear deterrence and ASAT in the 60s and 70s, such as Project 437, the Soviet Union approach was different; it placed greater emphasis on the development and deployment of strategic anti-ballistic missile defenses (ABM) and counter-space technology. From 1963 and until 1982, the USSR developedthe only operational dedicated ASAT weapons program which relied on co-orbital mechanism, where an attacking space object (a mine or another satellite) is placed in orbit and then maneuvered to intercept another satellite using the latter's orbit, detonating when the attacking object would be close enough to its target (Amenabar, 2022). In the early 1980s, developments in the field of missile guidance and targeting encouraged the US to develop a new generation of DA-ASAT missiles: the Air-Launched Miniature Vehicle (ALMV). Compared to Soviet co-orbiting systems, the ALMV was more flexible, as it could be launched at any time from an F-15, as opposed to the limited window of co-orbiting ASAT where the target can only be engaged when flying overhead (Grego, 2012). This program was short lived as it was disbanded in 1987 after one successful test in 1985 with the destruction of the Solwind satellite which generated more than 250 traceable space debris (Grego, 2012), which prompted the US Congress to temporarily ban ASAT tests (Grego, 2012). Exaggerated US concerns over an alleged Soviet “breakout” in the development of ballistic missile defense prompted the Reagan administration to launch the Strategic Defense Initiative in 1983, as an effort to eliminate the threat of nuclear weapons from ballistic missile attacks through the novel strategic defense technologies (The White House, 1984; Hoffman, 2010). Though it only remained on paper without any concrete project, the initiative conceptualized for the first time proposals including space-based kinetic and energy-based defense interceptors with inherent ASAT capabilities (Waller et al., 1986). The SDI program sparked criticism from the Soviet Union, which claimed it contravened Article V of the 1972 ABM Treaty (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025b). In response, the Soviet Union resumed its strategic defense missile research, while at the same time issuing a unilateral moratorium on ASAT weapons tests (UPI, 1983). While no additional satellite-kill test was conducted until the end of the Cold War, both the US and USSR continued their research in the field of ASAT. In the final years of the confrontation, and in an effort to develop ASAT systems that would create less space debris, both States research efforts went into the development of directed-energy solutions (such as microwave and lasers). In 1997, the US Navy ground based Mid-Infrared Advanced Chemical Laser (MIRACL) coupled with the Sea Lite Beam Director were tested in an attempt to use its 30-watt chemical laser against an orbiting satellite, which was allegedly temporarily dazzled from a distance of 500 km (Donnelly, 1997). While sources on the state of Soviet directed-energy technology of that time are scarce, no significant technological breakthrough was achieved. This prompted US Congress to reconsider the relevance of ASAT testing, and repeatedly banning the MIRACL tests against orbiting satellites in throughout the 90s (US Congress, 1997).



3 Addressing nuclear arms race and its effects on space: development of legal and technical frameworks for confidence building, nuclear risk mitigation and arms control


3.1 Bilateral and multilateral measures: technical cooperation as a tool to build confidence

Notwithstanding the military purpose and origin of early space activities, around the same time as the launch of Sputnik, it soon became evident that space, due to its unique characteristics, required to be treated differently than other environments on Earth. Hence, a nascent regulatory framework on nuclear test ban and the internationalization of special regions, including in space, began to form. The origin point of a legal framework for space activities stemmed, once again, from military activities on Earth. In fact, while technical developments in ballistic and satellite technology, as seen previously, continued throughout the early Cold War, around the same time the US and Soviet Union began to engage in bilateral technical talks over scientific matters (with inherent military applicability), which would later form the basis of discussion for nuclear arms talks, and in parallel, international agreements regulating specific environments, including space, from which it drew most of its operating principles.

Bilateral talks, were initially attempted by the US through the conclusion of a transparency agreement over reciprocal military installations with the Soviet Union through Open Skies in 1955. However such proposal was rejected by the latter out of fear that the Americans could use this information to “accumulate target information” (Hall, 1995). The catalyst for early negotiations on arms control came thanks to the efforts of the international scientific community in the early 1950s aimed at promoting scientific cooperation and share knowledge across different fields through a common forum. These efforts culminated into the launch of the International Geophysics Year (IGY) that lasted from 1957 to 1958. The scope of the program encompassed 11 sciences (including Antarctic and space research) and involved scientists from 67 different countries, whose countless contributions and activities (including Sputnik and Explorer 1) were collected in the World Data Center, established as a means to share the results with the rest of the world (Uri, 2022). Parallel to multilateral discussions on arms control, the Soviet Union had proposed, since 1954, a system to ensure rapid communication channels with the US to reduce the risk of miscalculation which could lead to an accidental nuclear attack. As a consequence of the political deadlock present at the UN Disarmament Commission, and following exchanges of correspondence between the two Heads of State, an initiative was launched in 1958 by Western powers to convene a Conference of Experts comprised of an independent panel of scientists from West and East to discuss technical detection means to monitor test bans as a form of safeguard against surprise attacks. Though it did not lead to any significant outcome, it was an important technical development that would later provide the establishment of “national technical means” as a form of verification for the LTBT and future disarmament treaties (Jacobson, 1966). The Program for General and Complete Disarmament in a Peaceful World endorsed by Kennedy in 1961 at the UN General Assembly was another step in that direction, as it contained concrete measures to reduce the risk of accidental nuclear war and surprise attack, such as the provision of early notification of major military maneuvers, observation posts at key locations, inspections, and the establishment of an independent Commission of Experts for studying the feasibility of means to reduce risks of accidental nuclear war or failure of communication (US State Department, 1961). However, the catalyst came in 1962 during the Cuban missile crisis, which underscored the dangers of miscommunication between the nuclear powers, and prompted the US to submit an agreement proposal at the Eighteen Nations Committee on Disarmament for establishing direct communications link. The “Memorandum of Understanding Between the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics Regarding the Establishment of a Direct Communications Link” (referred to as Hot Line Agreement), signed in 1963, provided for each country to set up a prompt and continuous communication delivery mechanism to its head of government in case of crisis, and it comprised of a full-time duplex wire telegraph circuit (Washington-London-Copenhagen-Stockholm-Helsinki-Moscow), a full-time duplex radiotelegraph circuit (Washington-Tangier-Moscow), and two terminal points with teletype equipment, with a radio circuit system as a backup (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025c). Due to its success, the Hot Line Agreement was subsequently adjourned multiple times to include satellite circuits links and facsimile transfer (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025d). Building on the success of direct communication lines, and as a consequence of the successful technical discussions in Geneva, the US and USSR later signed a separate agreement, the Nuclear Risk Reduction Centers, for the creation of a dedicated hot line aimed at specifically reducing risks of nuclear war via rapid exchange of facsimile-based notification as well as regular annual meetings (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025e).

Such bilateral hotlines, albeit useful in emergency scenarios, are nonetheless limited by their ad hoc uses and narrow scope, and cannot single-handedly replace broader soft law and hard law instruments to regulate space activities. Arguably, the transparency afforded by such hot lines, as well as the technical and scientific cooperation initiatives, such as the IGY, had both a positive effect in building confidence and mitigating risks of misunderstandings. The continued use to this day of bilateral channels (political and technical in nature), and the establishment of new ones with other States, as well as the proliferation of various multilateral, regional, and independent technical and political committees for arms control (such as the SCC for SALT I and II, and the Zangger Committee and IAEA for the Non-Proliferation Treaty) and for the conduct of outer space activities (such as Scientific and Technical Subcommittee within COPUOS), including the prevention of arms race therein through the Ad Hoc PAROS Committee under the Conference on Disarmament, underscore their crucial role in fostering collaboration and building trust through the development of technical standards and guidelines, common interpretation and implementation of legal texts, and knowledge sharing, turning misguiding threat perceptions at political level into tangible reality.

The results and effectiveness of such technical committees in regulating nuclear and space activities has varied over the years, as will be examined later. On one hand, they have provided an important forum for ongoing discussions for both high-level, as well as more in depth, technical discussions, with the aim to provide a common understanding across multiple State and non-State actors over the conduct of space activities; for example, through the publication of studies, joint memorandums, and UN reports. On the other hand, such soft law instruments suffer from a high fragmentation of their scope of work, State representation, and differing approaches, which led in some cases to their work stalling in recent years (e.g., the PAROS Committee). To overcome these shortcomings, a clear and comprehensive regulatory framework provided for by a set of international treaties is required. In this sense, the Antarctic and Outer Space treaties provided the necessary legal and operational principles for the peaceful use of internationally recognized environments, and their protection through the exclusion of nuclear tests.



3.2 The international regulatory framework: peaceful uses and nuclear risks as guiding principles for the establishment of international legal regimes in space

The momentum stemming IGY's cooperative nature with the aim to promote scientific discovery for peaceful purposes and to the benefit of mankind, coupled with the risks stemming from nuclear posturing, contributed to steer US and USSR political efforts toward an internationalization of arms control on one hand, and the establishment of a “special regime” for Antarctica the high seas and, later, outer space on the other, whose scientific value was deemed as priority over strategic and sovereignty considerations (Berkman, 2011). Signed in 1959 by 7 claimant and 5 non-claimant nations following a series of preparatory meetings, the Antarctic Treaty was a landmark achievement which provided the basis for future nuclear arms control through the creation of an internationalized and institutionalized management of a defined geographical area, with international scientific cooperation for peaceful purposes serving as the its guiding principle (The Antarctic Treaty, 1959). It was the first international agreement to prohibit the establishment of military bases, the conduct of any military activity, and testing any type of weapon, including nuclear (Article I and V), to establish an international regime through the prohibition of (new) territorial claims (Article IV). Another innovation, following the experience of Open Skies and the issue raised by Eisenhower that “disarmament agreements without adequate reciprocal inspection increase the dangers of war” (Rostow, 1983), was the inclusion of a provision allowing Contracting Parties to designate Observers tasked with carrying out inspections to monitor Treaty compliance in a transparent and reciprocal way (Article VII).

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, several resolutions outlining the same principles contained in the Antarctic Treaty space had been endorsed at the General Assembly to be applied in outer space (see for example United Nations, 1958). This was also in line with the content of the letters exchanged between President Eisenhower and Chairman Bulganin in 1958, who outlined the need to limit uses of outer space to peaceful purposes (Jacobson, 1966). As a means to create a forum of discussion over the growing number of space activities, and to facilitate and promote international cooperation in the exploration and peaceful uses of outer space, in 1959 the UN established, following the launches of Sputnik and Explore 1, the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS). In addition to fostering space cooperation, the Committee was initially tasked with “studying the nature of legal problems which may arise from the exploration of outer space” (United Nations, 1959). Legal efforts to accomplish the mandate were carried out at COPUOS Legal Subcommittee in five different sessions from 1959 to 1966. Though the Legal Subcommittee was initially focused on the discussions surrounding a space launches, rescue of astronauts and liability for damages caused by space vehicles, it also submitted in 1961 a resolution proposal on basic principles that should govern space exploration: specifically the free and equal nature of the exploration of outer space and other celestial bodies, the prohibition of national appropriation, and the applicability of the UN Charter and international law to outer space (United Nations, 1961). Such principles were later reiterated and adopted in Resolution 18/1962 of 1963 (United Nations, 1963), which can be regarded as evidence, complemented by prior resolutions, and based on the precedent of the Antarctic Treaty, of opinio iuris potentially forming customary international law concerning outer space (Arons and Dembling, 1967), though State practice is more difficult to prove (Pascuzzi, 2023). In 1965, and in light of a renewed sense of urgency, COPUOS was further “urged” to “incorporate into international agreement form the legal principles governing the activities of States in the exploration and uses of outer space” (United Nations, 1965), which was carried out during the 5th session of the Legal Subcommittee. The language and principles used to guide the drafting of the Outer Space Treaty (OST) was clearly inspired, and expanded upon, by both the Antarctic Treaty and the LTBT, as well as being extended not only to outer space but also to the Moon and other celestial bodies (Arons and Dembling, 1967). For example, the principle of the use of outer space for peaceful purposes, enshrined in Article I and IV of the OST, is directly related to Article I of the Antarctic Treaty; Article II of the OST prohibits national appropriation of space and celestial bodies similarly to Article IV of its counterpart; Article I of the LTBT, which prohibits nuclear explosions in outer space, can be considered as applicable by extension to Article IV of the OST, insofar extending the ban of nuclear weapons test to celestial bodies (Ibid). The international regime governing outer space exploration and activities is further stated in Article III, which provides that international law, including the UN Charter, is applicable to outer space, reinforcing the provision on free and equal exploration by all States as outlined in Article I. The importance of Article IV should be noted. It was defined by US President Lyndon Johnson as “the most important arms control development since the 1963 treaty on a limited test ban” (New York Times, 1966). The novelty provided by Article IV is in its first paragraph, which outlines the prohibition of the placement in orbit of any objects carrying nuclear weapons or any other kinds of weapons of mass destruction, and the installation of such weapons on celestial bodies, stationing such weapons in outer space in any other manner (United Nations, 1966). The second paragraph reiterates the use of the Moon and other celestial bodies for peaceful purposes only. However, the prohibitions contained in this paragraph does not include outer space. While delegations raised this inconsistency during the 5th session, it was understood that the extension of peaceful uses only to outer space activities would have created issues for the US and the Soviet Union disarmament talks, as their satellites already in orbit were being used for military purposes (Arons and Dembling, 1967). Notwithstanding minor disagreement over the inclusion or exclusion of specific language, the works at the 5th session of the Legal Subcommittee proceeded without interruptions (Ibid). The OST was opened to signature in January 1967, and entered into force in October 1967. An additional four conventions, already preliminary discussed between the first and fourth session, complemented this legal framework, establishing and expanding upon the principles of providing assistant to astronauts (Rescue and Return Agreement, 1968), of State's liability for national space activities (Liability Convention 1972), of registering space objects (Registration Convention 1974), and of regulating activities and use of celestial bodies via international regime (Moon Agreement 1979).



3.3 The impact of space on the development of arms control treaties

Recognizing the detrimental nature and effects of radioactive fallout caused by nuclear explosions, around the same time as IGY, nuclear states began negotiating efforts to first limit, and eventually ban, nuclear weapons testing in the atmosphere, in outer space and in the seas. In 1955, initial negotiations over a nuclear test ban among the US, France, the UK, Canada and Soviet Union took place initially at the UN Disarmament Commission. The main points of contentions were the inclusion of test bans within a general nuclear disarmament agreement, and the question of onsite inspections as verification mechanism, perceived as necessary in particular by the US to monitor against secret testing (Jacobson, 1966). Despite a stark perception of mistrust between the Western powers and the Soviet Union, and the belief by the Soviet Union that an inspection system did not provide enough guarantees against a surprise attack (Office of the Historian, 1958), negotiating efforts nonetheless continued under the auspices of different multilateral fora, driven by international public resentment toward the detrimental effects of nuclear test's fallout (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025a). While the barrier on the first point was eventually overcome after a change of position by most parties, discussions over on-site inspection continued until 1962, when the matter was dropped entirely, as it was deemed that “national technical means” of detection were adequate to monitor all environments (Ibid). Such national technical means comprised of seismographers, acoustic and radar sensors, and notably satellite intelligence from Corona photographic images and Vela sensors to detect radiations. This made negotiations much smoother, and eventually the agreement was signed in August 1963. In the same vein as the Antarctic Treaty, the Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT) draws from the same principle of denuclearization of specific environments (with the exception of underground tests), including a clause prohibiting the explosion if radioactive debris spill-over outside its territorial boundaries. Unlike the former, the LTBT does not contemplate the establishment of a comprehensive ban across land, sea and underground, nor does it provide for an inspection mechanism. However, it established a new principle: a clear prohibition of nuclear detonations in space.

At the beginning of 1960s, US intelligence indicated a drastic increase in the number of Soviet ICBMs and the development ABM capabilities. To understand the full extent of the Soviet capabilities, and under domestic pressure, President Lyndon Johnson turned to the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), in charge of the satellite intelligence programs, to obtain clearer data. Crucially, the increasingly higher quality and number satellite images included in NRO reports, particularly from Corona missions, likely played a pivotal role in providing the US national security apparatus the necessary confidence in the ability to detect Soviet strategic weapons, reassuring the higher levels that Soviet efforts in developing and deploying new systems were limited, and that additional efforts could easily be monitored and detected (Central Intelligence Agency, 1973). Under the Nixon administration, international pressure, US strategic considerations to stabilize nuclear forces vis-à-vis Soviet ramp up of ICBM silos, and the above legal framework all played a role in framing strategic arms limitations discussion for both offensive and defensive arms. Initially, the US negotiating position was to place limits on both types of strategic armaments under a single umbrella treaty, arguing that this would allow to effectively limit the overall Soviet build up. The Soviet Union counterproposal was to sign first a separate agreement on ABM, which would have allowed them to finalize the modernization of their ICBM program. The US accepted this proposal as, officials argued, strict limitations on ABM deployment and development would have eased the pressure on both sides from increasing their offensive capabilities (Garrity, 2014). Arguably the decoupling of discussions on offensive arms from defensive ones, and their continuous verifiability provided by satellites was pivotal in setting the stage for the first strategic armaments treaties in 1972, for the limitation of ICBMs, and the testing and deployment (including in space) of anti-ballistic missiles respectively (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025f). The need for verification mechanisms, omnipresent in US negotiating demands, was based on the assumption that it would be incoherent to enter into agreements “in which the Soviet Union could cheat in ways we could not detect” (Pfaltzgraff, 1979). During the negotiations on the ABM and SALT I provision of national technical means of verification (NTM), it was understood by both the US and USSR that military satellites would be included, and that they would also enjoy the protection stemming from the prohibition of interference 1963 (US Department of State Diplomacy in Action, Archived Content, 2025g; Harold and Coyle, 1971). Due to their effectiveness, the NTM provision was also included in all subsequent arms limitation treaties: SALT II (1979), the three START treaties (1991, 1993, 2010), INF (1987), and SORT (2002). Complementary to NTM, the Standing Consultative Commission (SCC) was envisaged in the ABM Treaty as a technical panel of experts mandated to monitor the implementation of SALT and successive arms control treaties and was additionally responsible for acting as forum of discussion to negotiating new amendments and resolve compliance issue through voluntary exchanges of documentation. Despite the fluctuating political environment, technical exchanges at SCC remained constant, and proved important to clarify ambiguity regarding interpretation matters (such as the meaning and location of “ABM test ranges”) increase trust, and establish common measures for crisis management (Buchheim and Caldwell, 1986; Graybeal and Krepon, 1985; NTI, 2011).




4 The new space age: strategic, technological, and governance shifts


4.1 Multipolarity and renewed strategic competition

The end of the Cold war marked the transition of space activities to what is referred to as “the New Space Age”: a period of proliferation of commercial space activities coupled with a new found use of military satellites (Cremins, 2014). Technological advancements and the growing commercialization of the space sector drastically reduced launch costs and improved reliance of vectors over the years. This created the necessary conditions for both a diversification of space actors and a proliferation of satellites in orbit. Notably, the past two decades saw a concurrent gradual shift in the geopolitical balance of power, the entry of a dozen new space faring States with varying degree of capabilities (notably China, India, Japan and the EU) in the space arena, and the resumption of new ASAT tests by several space faring nations, leading to space becoming more diverse, disruptive and disordered (Harrison et al., 2017).

China's first direct ascent ASAT test in 2007 using a DF-21 ballistic missile that intercepted an old satellite, and produced more than 3,000 debris, was a watermark event that rekindled the practice of anti-satellite weapons test, halted since the end of the Cold War. For the US, this event highlighted the crucial need to protect its space assets from debris and ASAT weapons not just from Russia, but also from new actors with the same capabilities like China (Hadley, 2023). In 2019, India conducted its own ASAT test, Mission Shakti, making it the third country to develop ASAT capable ballistic missiles (Tellis, 2019). Finally, after 20 years pause, Russia has reconfirmed its direct ascent ASAT capabilities by destroying a satellite in 2021 (United States Space Command, 2021). In the EU, France is the only State with some form ASAT capabilities in active development. Though it never conducted tests, and is committed not to perform them, the release of its first Space Defense Strategy in 2019 marked a shift in France's approach to outer space military activities with the inclusion of active satellite defense policy, through the development of ground based and co-orbiting counter space weapons using directed energy technology (Ministère de l'Europe et des Affaires étrangères, 2022; Secure World Foundation, 2025). Other countries (Israel, the UK, North Korea, South Korea, Japan, Iran, and Australia) have also been developing some form of destructive or non-destructive ASAT technology, or the capabilities to attain such (Secure World Foundation, 2025; Swope et al., 2025). Parallel to offensive systems, countries have also been developing their own space programs and launching hundreds of satellite constellations over the years, and have developed increasingly sophisticated systems as well as new operational capabilities (Pike, 2001).

Though presence in space and capabilities across States greatly vary (with the US currently in the lead), these developments, along with changing geopolitical dynamics, have raised concerns over a growing weaponization of space. While military uses of space had always existed in the form of reconnaissance satellites, which contributed to the nuclear balance and deterrence during the Cold War, today the increasingly active weaponization of space through the development and recent proliferation of testing of offensive counter-space systems, ground, and space based, by multiple actors increases the risk of escalation on Earth (Stojanovic, 2021). Arguably, this trend can lead to destabilizing effects on both space operations (Pascuzzi, 2023), andon the nuclear strategic balance (Stojanovic, 2021). As pointed out by Gottemoeller, while in the past strategic nuclear stability was insured by the deterrence offered by a second strike, today retaliatory nuclear forces, whose concealment and secrecy safeguard their effectiveness (particularly submarines and mobile launchers), are increasingly being challenged by emerging technologies, particularly analytical AI tools, improved and widespread satellite images and sensors, rendering them targetable. This would eventually lead to a “standstill conundrum” where States will increasingly have to account for their second strike capabilities to be vulnerable to attacks in various forms (Gottemoeller, 2021). As it was the case during the Cold War, this mutual vulnerability could be stabilizing in itself (Gottemoeller, 2021), however States would nonetheless attempt to find other means to address this gap by either developing new systems for defending their second-strike option (Gottemoeller, 2021), or targeting those that cause such vulnerability in the first place. This in turn would create the conditions, and need, for States to race to develop both offensive and defensive space capabilities to achieve strategic dominance. This is particularly true for the United States, which saw the establishment of a dedicated military branch for space as well as the development of an elaborate space warfighting doctrine and strategy over the past decade. The recent announcement by President Donald Trump of the “Golden Dome” project, a space-based missile defense network, is another exemplification of this strategic trend.



4.2 From monitoring and peaceful uses to warfighting domain

The way in which space has been utilized has undergone a significant shift in the New Space Age. From monitoring capabilities and treaty compliance, providing early missile warning, and generally being used for peaceful purposes, the scope and uses of space has been drastically expanded over the past two decades. The 1991 Operation Desert Storm is considered to be the first instance where military satellites were employed, in addition to their conventional role of monitoring strategic asset, as a decisive tool to support and enhance combined arms operations on Earth, particularly by providing navigation, command and control communications, weather forecasting, sensing and imaging capabilities (Grimley and Ulisse, 1999). Today, military activities in outer space can be summarized into 4 main categories: space support, force enhancement, control, and force. Space support refers to the ability to launch and maintain space systems in orbit. Force enhancement refers to all supporting activities to ground operations, planning and decision-making process (command and control, communication, intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, etc.). Control in space refers to one's ability to monitor and tracking all kinds of space activities, identify objects, their capabilities, behavior and potential threat (a concept known today as space domain awareness) (Di Mare, 2021), and prevent interference through mitigating actions. Finally, force refers to all offensive and defensive activities, including the use of weapons (Rabkin and Yoo, 2017).

As the importance of space grew, it is no wonder that most space faring nations developed dedicated space programs to leverage and steer space for scientific research, industrial and economic development to their benefit (D'Ambrogio, 2024; State Council PRC, 2022; NASA, 2020). At the same time, the increased traffic in space brought about new security challenges, notably cyber-attacks, improved electronic warfare, hostile maneuvers and the proliferation of space debris. Such challenges have led nations to extend their national security concerns to the space through its inclusion as a battlefield domain that needs to be controlled and defended (France Armed Forces Ministry, 2019; Department of Defense, 2020; Pollpeter et al., 2020; Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, 2019; Government of Japan, 2024; NATO, 2022). Militaries from leading space-faring nations have undergone significant doctrinal reforms which have either expanded their scope of operations, or even created new branches tasked to defend national interest and activities in space as part of their competence. On this note, the US and China are the only two space-faring countries that have established a dedicated space force branch as part of their armed forces.



4.3 US space force and space warfighting doctrine

Established in 2019, the United States Space Force (USSF) is tasked with organizing, training, and equipping personnel in order to protect U.S. and allied interests in space and to provide space capabilities to the joint forces through the management of all matters related to space operations including satellite monitoring and coverage, tracking, early warning against missile threats, and command and control support to ground forces. In 2025, the USSF published its first comprehensive doctrine which defines the service's purpose, structure, operational scope, and how it employs space power to support the joint force. As stated in the Space Force Doctrine Document 1 (SFDD-1), the branch is expected to: protect and support US interests, provide freedom of operations in, from and to space, support and conduct space operations, and deter aggressions in, from and to space (United States Space Force, 2025a). To perform its duty, the USSF developed the concept space superiority (defined as “the degree of control that allows forces to operate at a time and place of their choosing without prohibitive interference from space or counter space threats, while also denying the same to an adversary”) as its primary operational objective (United States Space Force, 2025a). To achieve this, two preconditions are required. The first is the ability and preparedness to conduct warfare in space (space warfare) aimed at either deterring, or denying attacks, compelling aggressive behaviors, undermining adversarial strategies, and providing space-based support to other domains. The second is the ability to maintain a credible nuclear deterrence posture and high intensity readiness (competitive endurance) by establishing full space domain awareness, deterring first strike, and conducting (responsible) counter-space operations while “maintaining the safety, security, stability, and long-term sustainability of space” (United States Space Force, 2025a). USSF area of operation starts “above the altitude where atmospheric effects on airborne objects become negligible,” and it involves three orbital regimes: geocentric, cislunar, and heliocentric. In addition to the space domain, the USSF is expected to operate in the electromagnetic, cyber, air, land and maritime domains, as they are deemed essential to the conduct of space operations for differing reasons, such as for hosting critical infrastructures for space systems (air, land, maritime), sharing space-related data (cyber), or for enabling communication (electromagnetic) (United States Space Force, 2025a).

The SFFD-1 provides more granular details on the specific space activities by dividing the USSF functions into two distinct areas: core functions, and enterprise functions. The first function includes activities required to contest and control space (space control), those required to deliver space capabilities to the Joint Force such as communication, targeting, surveillance, navigation and missile warning (global mission operations), and finally those involving the movement and sustainment of equipment in, from and to space (space access) (United States Space Force, 2025a). Interestingly, SFFD-1 covers an extensive range of activities related to space control. In addition to more kinetic forms of warfare such as orbital warfare (“combat operations conducted through fires, movement, and maneuver”), the doctrine also includes defensive and offensive electromagnetic warfare and cyberspace warfare (Ibid). All these activities are carried out to “create effects in, from and to space” along a spectrum of three interdependent segments, all of which require protection in order to preserve space capabilities: orbital (space systems operating in space), terrestrial (systems operating on Earth), link (systems operating in the electromagnetic spectrum). Hence, compared to other US branches whose activities are exclusively dedicated to specific domains, USSF operational environments encompass all, with the addition of space and cyberspace.

Compared to other departments, a peculiarity of the USSF is its approach to command and control (C2). While in other physical domains the attribution and distribution of capabilities across joint operations areas follows a more linear logic, in space, due to its unique characteristics and rapidly changing environment, this becomes difficult, as some capabilities may support multiple simultaneous areas, while others may only support one or none. This could cause operational friction. At the same time, operations from, to and in space often transit across different joint operating areas, requiring a high degree of coordination between commands. The characteristics of space also affect how USSF performs missions. In fact, USSF views mission command as the leading principle for its C2 approach, which emphasizes the role of USSF subordinate personnel (“Guardians”) to take the initiative based on mission parameters and commander's guidance, while at the same time adapt to new environments and identify new opportunities to exploit (United States Space Force, 2025a). Compared to other branches, USSF combat formations both provide support and space capabilities to other joint forces' combat commands, and can also be organized as Space Mission Task Forces: an aggregation of elements including a commander, and combat formations that conduct military space operations (United States Space Force, 2025a). To ease the collaboration and integration of space capabilities with joint forces, a unified combatant command (the United States Space Command) composed of forces from all service branches has been (re)established by the Department of Defense in 2019, whose joint combat components (supervised and led by a USSF Component Field Command) can either be attached to and coordinate with existing combat formations under other commands, or for executing military space operations taking place from the Karman line to the Moon (US Congress, 2025; United States Air Force, 2025).

Finally, SFFD-1 should also be read in conjunction with USSF Commercial Space Strategy. In a way similar, though comparably less extensive, to the Chinese approach of civil-military fusion the Commercial Space Strategy aims to directly integrate and embed space capabilities and assets from commercial actors into its missions; perhaps in an effort to emulate China's approach with a narrower, and more space-oriented, scope. Unlike other US branches, the strategy adopts a commercial-first approach, by treating private space infrastructure as part of the national space network, and explicitly links commercial integration to strategic deterrence in space (United States Space Force, 2024). This is done through three Lines of Effort: integration (by embedding commercial capabilities from the outset rather than as an add-on), innovation (by rapidly adopting emerging commercial technologies and services), and resilience (by building a diversified, redundant, and adaptive architecture using commercial and government assets) (United States Space Force, 2024).



4.4 China's space strategy and potential operational use: comparing approaches

While China officially adheres to the principle of peaceful uses of outer space and opposes its weaponization, as outlined in a previous defense white paper (The State Council Information Office of the People's Republic of China, 2015), the PLA has been developing its own space capabilities by leveraging dual-use technology and integrating civilian space systems into military space and counterspace roles; a concept known as civil-military fusion, and a key tenet of China's overarching national military strategy, which sets it apart from USSF doctrine. In fact, one of the main difference from the US is China's emphasis in embedding, and relying on, dual-use civilian space technologies, assets, infrastructures, and services into PLA space operations (Enayati, 2025). Both the US and China's doctrinal goals and means appear similar: the achievement of space control through the establishment of space domain awareness, defensive, and offensive counterspace capabilities across multiple areas (cyber, physical, and electromagnetic). Based on a comparison between Dr. Enayati analysis on China's space doctrine and of USSF SFFD-1 document, a distinction appears to lie in their approach. While SFFD-1 appears to favor a more defensive posture centered around maintaining and securing US space interests by creating a redundant and flexible space architecture, defending their assets, and deterring potential adversaries through offensive and defensive capabilities (leveraging its technological edge), and a credible threat of retaliation, the PLA's doctrinal approach appears to more proactive and offensive in nature, through the employment of coercive actions below the threshold of armed conflict (such as jamming, spoofing or otherwise active interference with other satellites) (Enayati, 2025; United States Space Force, 2024). In fact, as a consequence of the US lead in the area of space domain awareness, which Chinese strategists deem essential for achieving “information dominance” (Bath, 2021), China space operational approach may emphasize the use of asymmetric tactics, as well as pre-emptive or anticipatory actions (including DA-ASAT strikes) with the intent to degrade US space advantage over localized areas, such as in the South China Sea (Enayati, 2025; Bath, 2021).

A notable similarity with the US, is the establishment a dedicated space department by China. Established in 2024, the People's Liberation Army Aerospace Forces (PLAAF) also serves as an independent armed forces branch dedicated to the protection of China's space interests and activities and furthering China's space policy by performing similar operational duties to the USSF, and acting as a joint force structure supporting other branches with space capabilities, as well as performing space operations (Goswami, 2024). As it is a relatively novel branch compared to USSF, the PLAAF command structure, scope of activities, battle management, and level of inter-service cooperation and C2 is presumably less mature than USSF.



4.5 Other space forces

Despite not having established dedicated independent space branches, other countries have nonetheless built a defense operational framework for space activities within their existing structures. In 2015, Russia set up a dedicated space department under the Aerospace Forces branch (PИA Новости, 2015). Similarly, in 2020, France and Japan expanded the scope of their existing Air Force branches to include dedicated operational space units (Yamaguchi, 2020; Orban, 2020).



4.6 Rise of new counter-space capabilities

Ajey provided a comprehensive definition to the concept of “space weaponization,” which posits the destruction of space targets through both space-to-ground weapons and ground-to-space weapons (Lele, 2013). As noted in the first section, already during the late Cold War period the US and Soviet Union, in parallel to developing new ABM systems (which have inherent ASAT capability), they had begun experimenting with other forms of counterspace such as the ground-based MIRACL directed energy laser. Technological developments in the fields of informatics, telemetry, sensors, and directed energy have opened the doors for the deployment and testing of new forms of counter-space, and counter-space capable, systems. The yearly report by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and Secure World Foundation (SWF) provide an excellent overview as to the various forms of counterspace weapons, their operational capabilities, potential for dual-use from the civil domain, and the current state and future trend of how the US, China, Russia, and other countries are implementing and developing such systems (Secure World Foundation, 2025; Swope et al., 2025).

On the basis of CSIS and SWF reports, contemporary counterspace capabilities can be classified into five main categories: DA-ASAT systems, co-orbital systems, electronic warfare (EW), directed energy weapons (DEW), and cyber operations (Secure World Foundation, 2025; Swope et al., 2025). In addition, Rendezvous and Proximity Operations (RPOs), initially designed with the civilian purpose of in-orbit servicing or debris removal, are increasingly being recognized for their potential offensive applications. While their employment location (in space or ground), level of destructiveness, and degree of sophistication vary, these systems all pose growing challenges to civilian and military space activities alike. DA-ASAT systems refer to ground-launched missiles capable of targeting and destroying satellites in orbit. Although no new tests were conducted in 2024, as confirmed by the CSIS report, as previously mentioned, China, Russia, the US, and India have all demonstrated or tested such capabilities in previous years, and retain them in their national arsenals. These systems remain strategically relevant due to their anti-ballistic missile capability. However, their impact with satellites carries significant consequence through long lasting, or even permanent, fields of debris that can hinder access, or potentially even deny, access to space and force orbiting objects to maneuver around them to avoid collision. Co-orbital systems, by contrast, involve space-based assets that are launched into orbit and then maneuver to approach and potentially interfere with other satellites. Such systems may physically damage, disable, or even capture their targets. Although none have been overtly employed in combat, Russia and China have shown increasing proficiency in this area. The SWF and CSIS reports document several maneuvers by Chinese satellites in GEO, including proximity operations and unusual fuel use, suggesting growing confidence of the technical feasibility of space maneuver warfare (Secure World Foundation, 2025; Swope et al., 2025).

Electronic warfare (EW) constitutes a non-destructive but highly disruptive form of counterspace, commonly taking the form of jamming or spoofing signals. This type of interference has been widely documented in and around contemporary conflict zones, especially in Ukraine and the Middle East, and is typically employed in a reversible, deniable manner. Because of its tactical flexibility and ambiguity, EW remains a preferred option for gray zone activities, making the attribution of responsibility of an attack challenging. Directed energy weapons (DEW) encompass systems such as high-powered lasers and microwave emitters capable of dazzling or permanently damaging satellite sensors. These technologies were first explored in the Cold War era (e.g., the MIRACL laser system) and remain a focus of research and development today. Although no confirmed uses of DEWs were recorded in 2024, multiple states, including the US, China and France, are advancing programs for ground, and potentially space-based, deployment in the coming years. Cyber operations are increasingly considered as central tools for counterspace activities. Such systems are capable of disrupting or seizing control of satellites, ground stations or data networks. Similarly to EW, cyberattacks are inherently difficult to attribute and can serve both espionage and sabotage purposes. The suspected Russian cyberattack against the DA-SAT network at the start of the Ukraine invasion is a concrete example of how space-linked infrastructure is now a target in cyber-enabled warfare. Finally, Rendezvous and Proximity Operations (RPOs), originally conceived for legitimate civilian missions such as satellite servicing or debris removal, have emerged as a significant concern due to their dual use potential. As noted in the CSIS assessment, both commercial and military satellites are now demonstrating capabilities for close approaches and docking, often without transparency or clear intent. The Chinese SJ and TJS satellite series have repeatedly performed complex maneuvers in GEO, raising alarms US military staff over their potential use in disabling or interfering with crucial assets under the pretense of maintenance operations.

Taken together, these developments underscore a broadening in the operational capabilities of military uses of outer space compared to the Cold War era. While Cold War counterspace activities were limited to a highly visible and easily detectable missile systems, today's counterspace environment has expanded to include a wide array of tools stemming from different technological architectures, and which often rely on civilian space systems. Assets from private space firms, notably SpaceX's Starlink satellites and Falcon 9 launchers, are incrementally being contracted by States for military operations, offering low cost, off-the-shelf, and ready-to-use technological solutions that can be adapted to military uses, as opposed to slowly developing them in-house (Sacchi, 2024). This creates an overlap of civilian and military activities which are difficult to track and assess, and whose limitation to single domain usage through binding norms without verification mechanism runs in contrast with State's perception of losing its strategic advantage (Ranjana, 2017). Combined with the lack of clear norms of behavior, dual-use activities enhance the risk of misperception of activities, which could lead to unintended escalation. The reliance of space systems on civilian infrastructure, such as satellite data centers and ground stations, internet relay stations and launch pads, makes them strategically sensitive targets, whose loss can lead one party to lose communication and connection to various satellite system, effectively disturbing, or even denying, crucial access to intelligence, navigation, early earning, launch and command, and control capabilities. This would likely erode nuclear strategic deterrence credibility, increasing the potential for retaliatory actions and escalation, impair military coordination capabilities, and critical civilian services such as finance, aviation, shipping, emergency response (Secure World Foundation, 2025; Swope et al., 2025).



4.7 Limitations of space frameworks today: ambiguity, lack of enforcement and new operational challenges

While the scope of space activities and number and type of actors has expanded over the last few decades, the current regulatory framework has notably lagged behind in the face of the new space age challenges. In addition to the rising risk of escalation stemming from the current geopolitical power shift, and increased weaponization of the space domain, the proliferation of space systems from a wide variety of actors has given rise to two additional challenges: space debris and space traffic. Despite their limited number, past and recent ASAT tests have created a considerable number of space debris. The European Space Agency (ESA) 2025 Space Environment Report tracked 39,246 objects, as well as estimating 54,000 objects greater than 10 cm, 1.2 million greater than 1 cm to 10 cm, and 140 million from greater than 1 mm to 1 cm (European Space Agency, 2025a). The considerable amount, variable size and velocity of such debris poses a significant risk for the safety of current and future space operations, fueling concerns over a possible chain reaction of collisions known as “Kessler syndrome” (Bartóki-Gönczy et al., 2024; European Space Agency, 2025a).

The sheer increase in orbital traffic, particularly in LEO, has outlined the urgency of space traffic management. With the proliferation of satellite constellations, such as those deployed by SpaceX, and emerging operators in China and Europe, avoiding collisions through constant awareness and maneuver operations have become a regular operational concern. In spite of the growing reliance on satellite-based services for military and civilian purposes, there is currently no binding international regime or centralized authority to coordinate space traffic. Instead, space traffic management (STM) relies on a variety of national-level space situational awareness (SSA) systems and voluntary data-sharing arrangements. While these efforts have improved tracking capacity, they remain fragmented, non-transparent, and politically sensitive, particularly when involving dual-use or military satellites. Efforts to enhance coordination and sustainability have largely taken the form of soft law initiatives under the auspices of the United Nations and other multilateral bodies. In 2019, COPUOS adopted a set of voluntary Guidelines for the Long-Term Sustainability of Outer Space Activities. These guidelines aim to promote best practices for debris mitigation, transparency, and operational conduct, and to further such discussion under the intergovernmental working group tasked with identifying and studying the challenges on space sustainability, over a 5-year period, by sharing best national practices, promoting international co-operations, and recommending implementing mitigating actions such as constant exchange of space data, and establishment of procedures for anti-collision mechanisms (UNOOSA, 2025c; United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, 2025). However, such guidelines, and the legal framework on which they are based, suffer from ambiguous terminology, lack of enforcement, and significant disparities in implementation across national regulatory systems. Further, they are not legally binding, and their effect depends on the political will and technological capabilities of individual states, which vary widely (Pascuzzi, 2023).

There have been renewed diplomatic efforts to discuss arms control in outer space domain. The ad hoc Prevention of an Arms Race in Outer Space (PAROS) Committee, established in 1985 under the UN Conference on Disarmament, had the aim to extend the Outer Space Treaty's prohibition on the placement of nuclear weapons by also banning all types of weapons in outer space. Under the Committee, Russia and China introduced in 2008 a draft treaty proposal on the Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space (PPWT). While the first draft attempted to define for the first time terms such as “outer space,” “space weapon,” “use of force,” the US rejected this proposal arguing (ironically in a similar way as during the Cold War) that it would be impossible to develop a credible verification regime for an agreement which would ban both space-based and ground-based ASAT, and that terms such as “space weapon” were too vague. In contrast, the US have favored soft law instruments through transparency and confidence-building measures, arguing that binding legal instruments were premature without shared definitions and effective verification tools (Silverstein et al., 2020). This divide has led to mutually exclusive proposals. While Russia and China push for hard law instruments, like the PPWT, to address space arms escalation, Western states continue to promote voluntary guidelines under the UN First Committee and COPUOS. The result is a fragmented governance, with competing initiatives proceeding in parallel without convergence. Current efforts not only undermine collective trust but also reinforce the perception that the existing multilateral system is unable to respond effectively to the risks of militarization and strategic instability in outer space (Pascuzzi, 2023). In the absence of legally binding instruments, what is left is a range of soft law mechanisms to shape norms and expectations and to carry the weight left by this normative void. The Hague Code of Conduct Against Ballistic Missile Proliferation, while primarily focused on missile launches, is an example of voluntary transparency and confidence-building that some hoped would extend to the space domain. However, its effectiveness has been deemed doubtful due to the limited number of signatories, the exclusion of key States, and the fact that it did not prevent the proliferation of ballistic missiles (United Nations, 2003). The EU-led initiative from 2014 to establish an International Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities (ICoC) attempted to replicate this model for outer space, promoting transparency, restraint, and notifications of maneuvers. However, as Beard rightly argues, the ICoC, just like the Hague Code before, remain ineffective instruments due to vague their language based on principles rather than binding norms, lack of institutional support for compliance verification, and absence of key actors such as Russia, China, and the U.S. Rather than fostering consensus, such soft law frameworks may risk further increasing legal uncertainty, overlapping with existing treaties, and creating the illusion of progress in an increasingly uncertain geopolitical environment (Beard, 2017). At the same time, and contrary to the author, in the absence of the necessary conditions for hard law instruments, it is difficult to see what else could be employed if not soft law measures. Despite the inherent limitations of soft law, technical-focused fora have gained some success in providing guidelines that could be applicable and replicated by all States and non-State actors. The European Space Agency's Zero Debris Charter, launched in 2024, aims to mobilize public and private stakeholders around a non-binding commitment to prevent the creation of new long lasting debris by 2030, while its Space Debris Mitigation Measures and Policy offer a practical framework for space mission technical requirements aimed at improving orbital clearance, avoiding collisions, guaranteeing safe object disposal and reentry (European Space Agency, 2023, 2025a,b). Similarly, the Artemis Accords, led by NASA with the inclusion of over 30 states, seek to provide a normative framework for lunar exploration and resource extraction (NASA, 2025). Other authors have also argued that, while hard law is difficult to achieve and lengthy to mature, soft law frameworks, such as ESA Zero Debris Approach, COPOUS guidelines, as well as other bilateral or multilateral mechanism like the Artemis Accords, can offer more immediate and transparent progress (albeit based on non-binding commitments) through either a replicable technical template or information exchange. However, as Steele and Michael observe, such environment of layered instruments reflect a shift toward “staged governance,” which allows actors to develop operational rules outside and in parallel from formal treaty systems. While this approach may enhance flexibility, it risks bypassing dedicated space fora like COPUOS, and fragmenting the normative architecture of space law (Steele and Michael, 2022). Ultimately, while soft law plays an important role in shaping predictable behavior, common operational understanding and building consensus, it remains a poor substitute (though the only possible one for lack of alternatives) for binding international agreements, particularly in a domain as strategically sensitive and technically complex as outer space. Without robust verification mechanisms, clearly defined terminologies and obligations, and the involvement of all major space actors, soft law alone cannot address the systemic risks posed by debris proliferation, orbital congestion, and the increasing potential for miscalculation or conflict derived from counter space arms deployment and testing.




5 Learning from the past: what the cold war dynamics can teach us to address space weaponization

The evolution of the military (and later civilian) uses of outer space has always been inextricably linked to, and reflective of, geopolitical events and strategic arms developments occurring on Earth. The Cold War period reflects this dynamic when tensions stemming from nuclear arms race spilled over into space, which became a testing environment for the Soviet Union and the US arsenals just like on Earth. The destabilizing and long-lasting effects caused by the debris field created after the destruction of satellites by a nuclear explosion during early ASAT tests, such as Starfish Prime, prompted the two superpowers to limit such tests, and in parallel provided the necessary basis for discussions leading to the signing of international agreements on the use of special regions based on “peaceful use,” “equal access,” and “scientific cooperation” principles, as well as to negotiations on nuclear arms treaties. Continued discussions at technical level across bilateral (such as the Commission of Experts, the SCC) and multilateral (like UN CD and COPUOS) fora, while not decisive, contributed to providing evidence-based exchanges and overcoming political barriers. At the same time, the intelligence provided by satellite systems such as Corona and Midas was crucial for painting a clear and objective picture of the adversary's true capabilities, decreasing the sense of threat perception stemming from wrongful assumptions of a “capability gap” in the context of strategic arms race, as well as acting as reliable “national technical means” for monitoring the correct implementation of treaty provision, enhancing transparency, predictability of the intentions, and early warning capabilities whose inherent effect of dissuading the adversary from conducting a pre-emptive first strike largely contributed to Cold War stability.

Recognizing that today's space activities have greatly expanded in scope, capabilities and number, and type, of actors, the Cold War period could nonetheless provide some form of guidance to today's ongoing discussions and challenges over the threat of arms race in space. As outlined by Silverstein, Porras and Borrie, while sharing similarities with Cold War strategic arms race dynamics, the arms race of the New Space Age present additional important considerations. Firstly, the arms race during the Cold War was the result of inter-state power dynamics fueled by competition and fears compelling each actor to increase the quality and quantity of its arsenal to gain or maintain a strategic advantage. In today's context, however, such aspects might not be sufficient anymore to explain the motivation behind modern competition. Secondly, unlike previous arms races, counterspace capabilities in the New Space Age do not follow a linear system-vs.-system dynamic present in past arms races. In this regard, counterspace systems are generally not designed to defend against peer-systems; in many cases they are part of a broader infrastructure, and not necessary with military applications in mind (Silverstein et al., 2020). Additionally, it can also be argued that, as opposed to the Cold War where both the US and Soviet Union had similar strategic arms capabilities (albeit differing in numbers depending on the category under analysis), the capabilities of today's space faring nations, in terms of launch capabilities, mission types, and development and deployment of counterspace systems vary substantially, with the US well ahead in the lead in terms of yearly launched payloads (Aerospace Security, 2022), as well as in terms of doctrinal development of its Space Force through the definition of mission, operational environments, types of warfare and relationship with other forces, and even commercial space actors (United States Space Force, 2025b). China, however, while not having launched a comparable number of payloads, has demonstrated the same capabilities as the US. Considering China's technical achievements in launching its own space station (the Tiangong) open to all UN members in 2021, landing a rover on the Moon in 2007, as well as its ambitious goal to land humans on the Moon by 2030, it appears the gap with the US will continue to narrow in the near future. Finally, unlike nuclear weapons, space weapons are difficult to classify and to legally define, both due to their often dual-use nature, as well as the inherent difficulty in clearly discerning the scope, mission and intended use of the space technology under scrutiny (Beard, 2017). This is the case, for example, with ABM systems, who have an inherent duality as defensive and ASAT missile systems. From a legal standpoint, States have always found difficulties in agreeing to definitions such as “space weapons,” or even where the demarcation of space begins, which further complicates discussion over space activities (Pascuzzi, 2023).

While taking into account all peculiarities characterizing the New Space Age, and the increasingly multipolar and uncertain international system, past experiences with arms control treaties, and other measures, can assist us to find a possible approach around the stalemate surrounding space weaponization. While the highly destructive and widespread effects of nuclear explosions are dependent on a retaliatory response, the destruction of satellites, especially by direct-ascent ASAT, and the collateral damage its debris would cause, would not only be immediately detrimental to the attacked party, but also to the attacker. In this regard, the numerous US assets (particularly SpaceX's) risk being the most affected. Hence, a first strike in space against an adversary's systems would lead to a lose-lose scenario where the attacker is forced to also take into account the collateral damage impacting its own space architecture. Nonetheless, all space actors are aware of the potentially devastating effects of ASAT and space debris, and are actively taking mitigating measures to limit and track them. However, this approach seems to be reaching a limit due to the rising number of objects according to a study conducted by RAND (McClintock et al., 2023).

To effectively address the detrimental effects of ASAT systems and further limit space debris generation, legally binding provisions that set specific obligations in a clearly defined way are required. As Beard argues, hard law instruments, while difficult to achieve, are nonetheless necessary in “providing assurances to prevent defensive defections from international regimes, or creating clear obligations to serve as the basis for effective monitoring and verification regimes designed to prevent offensive defections” (Beard, 2017). Consequently, adapting Cold War arms control provisions to today's context, while following the guidance set by international space law principles and treaties, can provide a suitable template for limiting harmful effects of counter space activities. In this regard, the LTBT and ABM treaties (though the latter is defunct since 2002) provide a strong framework for framing a newly adapted treaty on ASAT systems. During the Cold War, evidence of the disruptive effects of nuclear detonations in space led both US and Soviet Union to ban testing in outer space. This opened the door to future discussions over strategic arms limitations, which stalled when the US and focused its negotiating efforts in developing a comprehensive treaty addressing both offensive and defensive arms. Similarly to how LTBT placed a limit on nuclear testing in outer space, a similar treaty banning ASAT tests can be foreseen. Considering the interlinked nature of military and civilian technologies that can be used as counterspace system, a comprehensive ASAT test ban would likely be ineffective due to the difficulties in clearly classifying and ascertaining the intended use and scope of this weapon. The alternative, proposed by Beard, to narrow the focus on the prohibition over the offensive conduct, rather than the technology itself, would likely prove more fruitful, such as by banning the testing of DA ASAT systems using kinetic energy to destroy satellites (Beard, 2017). In the last two decades, while the US, Russia, China and India performed disruptive ASAT tests, 155 states committed not to pursue ASAT testing by overwhelmingly adopting RES 77/41 (United Nations, 2022). At the same time, in 2022 many space-faring nations, including the US, Japan and several EU states pledged to not undertake destructive DA-ASAT tests. The Open-Ended Working Group (OEWG) on reducing space threats established in 2021 is another important development toward a DA ASAT test ban. In fact, one of the Committees tasks is to make recommendations on possible norms, rules and principles of responsible behaviors relating to threats by States to space systems, including, how they would contribute to the negotiation of legally binding instruments, including on the prevention of an arms race in outer space (United Nations, 2021). In parallel, an Ad Hoc governmental group of experts (GGE) was established for the first time by United Nations (2018). Convening once a year, and operating by consensus, the GGE was established to support the CD by discussing further practical measures for the prevention of arms race in space providing a yearly report on the main areas where work is needed and considerations identified by the States parties. While arguably the majority of States agree on the detrimental effects of DA ASAT tests, efforts to further regulate space military activities should not be limited to such category only. Just as the decoupling of the SALT and ABM treaty allowed the US and Soviet Union greater flexibility in negotiating specific provisions for offensive and defensive arms respectively, a similar approach focusing on other specific space-based and ground-based counterspace systems should not be excluded. In both cases, the new space domain awareness concept afforded by the expanded scope, technical capabilities and networked architecture of satellites, by also leveraging the use of commercial satellites, is more than sufficient to continue acting as strategic early warning system, as NTM tool to verify treaty compliance, and, in addition, as orbital objects tracker.

Another lesson that can be learned from Cold War strategic arms negotiations is the importance of continuous multilateral and bilateral dialogue through technical, political and emergency channels. While some technical committees were short-lived, like the 1958 Conference of Experts, or eventually lost their purpose others like the SCC, others such as the UN sponsored PAROS, COPUOS, and the more recent OEWG, provide a continuous forum for discussion over the pressing space challenges, while also providing for the development of common, albeit not always clear-cut, understanding and guidelines for space-related activities. Bilateral channels of communication, similar to the Cold War Hot Lines and Nuclear Risk Reduction Centers, can be adapted to the space environment to both ease tensions and reduce risk of misunderstanding over ambiguous space activities, as well as acting as platform for sharing information on space traffic and space debris, and for providing mutual rescue assistance based on the principles outlined in the Rescue Agreement (Armagno et al., 2025). At multilateral level, drawing lessons from the Nuclear Risk Reduction Centers, a possible channel could be realized through the creation of an international space information exchange center under the UNOOSA framework, whose purpose is the continuous monitoring of space activities, including ASAT tests, debris and space traffic, and the registration of activities in an open database. While the adoption of a treaty with clear obligations is ultimately the best way to ensure compliance and limit dangerous arms escalation, in the absence of progress over neither a comprehensive ban nor a limited one, soft law approaches, and specialized initiatives such as the Artemis Accords or ESA Zero Debris Approach, currently remain the only viable options to, at the very least, have a continuous discussion over space security, space sustainability and arms control; all fragmented or repeated under different fora, each tasked with tackling specific topics.

When it comes to arms in space, as it currently stands, PAROS is the committee specifically designated to discussing the prevention of arms in space. Though works have lost traction, with long-standing disagreements over the perceived threat of arms race in space, the best approach to address them, as well as well as general States' reluctance to prohibit military uses of outer space (Meyer, 2011), discussions have nonetheless continued over the years through the Ad Hoc GGE. Over the years, the GGE has fostered PAROS discussions producing yearly reports on the main challenges and possible mitigating elements, including the prohibition of DA-ASAT testing as part of a possible “element on obligating” to limit or eliminating acts that damage or destroy satellites. The adoption by consensus of the 2024 GGE report (GGE, 2024) for the first time since its inception in 2018, is a small but important step in recognizing that space security and sustainability can only be attained through the establishment of mutually binding, clear, and targeted provisions preventing certain space military activities. Such rules, need not to be contained in an all-encompassing treaty from the start. Rather, as it was the case during the Cold War, specific limitations on the way that specific ASAT are employed, such as DA-ASAT test, as well as their verifiability and monitoring through NTM (satellites in particular) offer a simple and more practical approach, which can eventually spring into additional, general or specific, forms of space weapons control treaties. At the same time, the recent announcement by U.S. President Donald Trump regarding the development of a new space-based missile defense architecture (referred to as “Golden Dome”) illustrates a renewed political and technological effort to weaponize space as a means to increase strategic deterrence. While presented as a defensive shield, pursuing such system carries profound strategic implications. As it was the case with the destabilizing concerns raised by the Soviet Union following the proposed deployment of the Strategic Defense Initiative, the implementation of highly advanced, space-based interceptors risks decreasing the credibility of a State's second-strike capabilities. This, in turn, may incentivise adversaries to invest in additional offensive capabilities to overwhelm defenses, through for example MIRVs, or even contemplate first-strike options. The strategic asymmetry introduced by these unbalanced technological breakthroughs could exacerbate the very instability they are intended to mitigate.



6 Conclusions

This study attempted to demonstrate how Cold War strategic and technical talks could offer important lessons for mitigating today space weaponization. Historical precedents, particularly satellite reconnaissance enabling arms control verification and providing intelligence over true adversarial capabilities, provide a template for modern measures. However, contemporary challenges demand adaptations: unlike the superpower duopoly, today's congested orbital environment features state and private actors, dual-use technologies, and ambiguous counter-space tactics that complicate trust-building. As space becomes a pivotal domain for both civilian and military activities, the escalation in counterspace capabilities and lack of regulatory mechanisms pose substantial risks to strategic stability. Drawing on Cold War experiences, the paper highlighted that a soft law approach through continuous technical and political dialogue and exchange, direct communication channels, and technical verification frameworks adapted to the space domain can play a role in mitigating misunderstandings and deterring conflict in space. While soft law alone can be fertile ground for establishing a common language and understanding of space-related challenges, it remains per se insufficient to limit the weaponization of space. As it was the case with Cold War arms treaties, clear, verifiable and binding provisions are required to effectively limit, or even ban, certain types of weapons, particularly the most disruptive one such as DA-ASAT. However, meaningful progress will depend on political will and shared threat perception. While “astropolitics” will continue to drive States actions to increase their strategic advantage (most notable the US and China), just like in the past, realist, and multilateral considerations will likely continue to influence one another. As with the past, technical cooperation, mutual transparency, and a common sense of threat posed by a particular technology or behavior can lay the groundwork for a more secure and sustainable future in outer space.
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Introduction: The use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has changed our understanding of political and social reality. Only recently has AI been brought up in the context of Governance, primarily in relation to the development of National Strategies.
Methods: A conceptual and interpretive analysis of China's strategic AI documents (MIC25 and AIDP 2017) is conducted, situating them within the country's political and ideological framework to explore AI's role as an ideological instrument reshaping global power dynamics.
Results: AI has a transformative character, which is a global challenge. While approaching it as performativity or using a human-centric approach has altered the dynamics, China is undoubtedly setting the benchmark for AI. Analysis of China's key strategic documents shows that AI is embedded within a Governance model focused on centralized control, ideological alignment and social stability, using technological innovation to reinforce political legitimacy and contest liberal governance norms.
Discussion: This paper discusses the return of ideology in the context of geopolitics, highlighting China's use of AI as a key example of how it may shift the balance of power. Instead of using AI as an instrument, China mostly applies it as a means of enforcing a power model. China mainly relies on AI as a method to advance a model of power, rather than merely utilizing it as an instrument. As the world moves beyond the US-led liberal international order, the AI battle can be understood fundamentally as a battle of ideologies.
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Introduction

The use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is becoming a topic of increasing discussion in the scientific community worldwide. It goes without saying that the relationship between argumentation and political and Governance theories could not be left unchanged. In this regard, AI is associated with the function of National Strategies that have been formed in nearly all countries (Dutton, 2018), as well as its influence on citizen participation and the decision-making process. Furthermore, the claims that AI is being overvalued are not negligible (Fang et al., 2025; Goldman Sachs, 2024; Widder and Hicks, 2024). Adding the challenge of determining AI to this contributes to understanding the complexity and dynamics of the topic at hand. This is reflected by the global attempts to reach a consensual framework, which are also demonstrated by the adoption of National Strategies that incorporate normative and ethical elements.

These National Strategies have been put into action in the name of AI's influence, which has allowed the political dimension to play an active part and to raise a nation's standing in the world (Papadopoulou, 2023, 2024). These strategies aim to win over citizens' trust by establishing a framework for AI Governance that addresses potential concerns about its application. In that framework, good Governance now prioritizes AI integration, and private initiatives are no longer the only ones that play the most decisive role. Although the present research does not seek to provide an analytical theoretical approach on the concept of geopolitics, it integrates the impact of technological innovation, particularly AI, in redefining global power relations using its theoretical framework and settings. The primary focus of this perspective is ideology as an analytical lens and AI is employed to promote alternative power models that oppose the liberal international order as well as an instrument of control and Governance. A brief introductory clarification of the term ideology, as it is intended in this context, is necessary to illuminate how it is applied, which is crucial to the current study.

The term “ideology” describes a systematic set of values, ideas and principles that influence how individuals and groups view, organize and react to outside factors. It is a framework that operates to exercise and justify power, authority and legitimacy rather than just being a theoretical concept (Freeden, 2003: p. 3). In particular, while authoritarian ideology stresses centralized control, state-led development and collective order, liberal ideology supports the rule of law, individual rights and market-driven policies (Weiss and Wallace, 2021). Recognizing this difference is crucial to understanding that AI is not merely a neutral tool but rather a mechanism that can be integrated into and used to promote particular ideological frameworks. Accordingly, this research considers ideology as an active element that influences political and institutional decisions and, in the end, reshapes the global power structure when addressing China's strategic use of AI (Triolo et al., 2020). In the Chinese political system, ideology is an active tool for state control and geopolitical visibility rather than a passive set of beliefs. Ideology is used by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to maintain social harmony, preserve political legitimacy and direct the course of the country (Shambaugh, 2008). Xí Jìnpíng New Era Socialism with Chinese Characteristics Thought, now constitutionally enshrined, is the ideological basis of China's strategic plans and model of Governance (Xinhua, 2017; Gov.cn, 2017b).

Thus, the argumentation about AI Governance and how it will be perceived in regard to its potential uses have created a blurry representation of how decision-making centers will handle AI and which country will set the standard. Although the United States (US) and China are the primary players, the European Union (EU) has also taken appropriate action. The EU's most recent effort—in 2024 (European Commission, 2024; EPRS, 2023)—to develop a regulatory framework aimed to address its boundaries and applications.

In order to map the aforementioned context of AI Governance, the current study uses China as a distinctive case study. The digital transformation, particularly through AI, offers—as China acknowledged early on—economic and military (Stango, 2024) developments, which are crucial drivers of influence on the global scene. At this level, the paper aims to discuss the key pillars—“Made in China”: MIC25 /中国制造2025 and “AI Development Plan: Development Plan of the New Generation of Artificial Intelligence 2017”/AIDP 2017. These strategies present AI development as a means of exporting a state-centric Governance paradigm and strengthening state power, in addition to being a tool for economic advancement (Zeng, 2022). In this way, China's approach is part of an ideological effort that aims to show that, in contrast to liberal democratic models, centralized Governance is more effective and better. Since the CCP seeks to influence global AI and digital Governance standards through building coalitions, institutions and forums that reflect its own political values, this ideological consideration also weighs on China's geopolitical pursuit (Cheng and Zeng, 2023). Within this framework, the paper will briefly address how some core elements of these strategic plans have been implemented through the Social Credit System (SCS) to illustrate the process of realization (Wösler, 2023). At the same time, this analysis does not aim to argue for or against China's desired structured position, but rather to highlight a different route taken at the political dimension through the ideological level, where the shift occurring at the level of international balances is evident. AI is transforming the global landscape, as its proper integration and instrumentalization turn it into a tool for reviving the West-East debate.

Therefore, the focus is on China as one of the major actors in the field of AI Governance, particularly regarding its use of AI as an instrument of political influence. However, what China brings to the surface, in my opinion, should be analyzed through a liberal perspective that goes beyond the boundaries of the American context. It is essential that China continues to participate in international summits—such as the Artificial Intelligence Action Summit in Paris (2025), the AI Seoul Summit (2024), and the AI Safety Summit at Bletchley Park (2023)—as well as to host and lead initiatives like the Wuzhen Summit (2024). Staying up to date on the latest innovations in this field and adapting AI principles to its specific context are equally important. Over the years, China has become increasingly integrated into the international scene and has played an important role, though it was not initially seen as an immediate threat. During Xí Jìnpíng's administration, this started to change, particularly after he envisioned AI as a tool for social and political action at all levels. The geopolitical narrative is updated in the name of technological and economic progress while staying true to the country's values. China has therefore instrumentalized AI through concerted efforts that are undoubtedly not new. As early as 2014 (Gov.cn, 2015), China used technology and digital transformation in order to demonstrate the breadth of its capabilities, while its case raises controversial reactions, whether they have a positive or negative connotation.



Setting the research in perspective: a theoretical approach

Nowadays, there is a lot of interest in the debate concerning the AI revolution. Naturally, the dispute takes on different weight in the context of governance when the state's regulatory role gains substantial ground through National Strategies. It is then that each country proceeds to a race for AI, while at the global level the reference indicates to the “AI Cold War” (Cai, 2025). The more each country advances in its effort to conquer AI, the more its advancements can influence geopolitical interests. Countries that recognized this dimension early on have focused their political efforts on controlling it even more effectively. Behind this political expediency—since there was a global consensus on the necessity of national action—there was the necessity to reduce the fear of its use and to operate under the cooperation of all stakeholders at the national level in the name of enhancing citizen participation. This will later be used to describe the incorporation of those values that support social stability.

Consequently, the definition of AI has been at the center of attention, since it needed to be approached based on a worldwide consensus. Depending on the perspective emphasized, the understanding of AI is subject to variation. Concerns of transparency, bias, and accountability are raised by the argument over how this should be described as a set of data related to algorithm use. It is the broad argument on machine learning and data science. AI, on the other hand, has been defined by its social and economic effects, which are not always positive. In that framework, there are also two distinct aspects of AI that should be considered while attempting to fully understand it: AI as a definition for algorithms and AI as a metric for improving citizenship (Genicot, 2025; Gardenier et al., 2024).

It is also noteworthy that, as the concept of “AI” is explored, the human element is progressively less emphasized (Papadopoulou, 2023, 2024). Currently, the focus is on data-driven AI integration into reality while relating it to objectives and anticipated results. In this regard, AI is defined based on the level of autonomy and adaptability it reaches (OECD AI Policy Observatory, 2023). With this approach, it is also sought to emphasize the obligations of users in case of improper use of its applications. Therefore, this new definition aims to offer a more general understanding of AI, focusing on how its applications will be understood, in order to achieve a consensus for its meaning (Papadopoulou, 2024). In this context, the following question is to be answered: Governance of AI or/and Governance by AI? Whether the future is open, closed, free, or controlled may depend as much on the AI Governance as it does on political will.

In that sense, the term “Responsible AI” (Lu et al., 2024) is also connected to contemporary discussion in which methods and structures for modifying a National Strategy guarantee the incorporation of AI ethics principles (Bietti, 2019) under the broader aim of raising awareness. The normative and ethical dimensions of the use of AI are the subject of almost every discussion about it. In fact, the initiatives taken to regulate the decision-making by the decision-making centers in terms of the adoption of National Strategies are aimed at citizens to make informed decisions. The AI Governance creates new forms of risk and the main purpose of these strategies is to reduce them with an emphasis on social interactions and cooperation with international and non-international players in this direction. Under these circumstances, Global AI Governance has been transformed into an argument between competing perspectives and methods.

Thus, the link between Governance and AI is twofold: first, it deals with the conditions that AI can produce, and second, it involves the potential uses of AI. Different societies certainly take different approaches to this interaction. Undoubtedly, from a research perspective, it is viewed through the lens of “good” Governance in any setting. Good Governance is the element that unites these actions. Certainly, it has to be associated with instruments that would integrate public values in this context of Governance (Chohan and Jacobs, 2018; Madan and Ashok, 2023). It is essential to remember that the definition of “good Governance” varies greatly depending on the political system and is not universally accepted. China is categorized as an “authoritarian regime” by the Economist Intelligence Unit's Democracy Index (EIU, 2024). The concept of “good Governance” in countries like China is inherently incompatible with liberal democratic ideals like pluralism, accountability and transparency. Conversely, it is based on state-centric concepts such as centralized authority, ideological commitment and political stability (Zeng, 2022).


Methodology

The methodology of this paper centers on the comprehension of the aforementioned argumentation in order to highlight the importance of the new geopolitical map where the players need to adapt. Geopolitical power struggles have social, ideological, and material components. In that context, the discussion about the return of geopolitics (Nickel, 2024; Leoni and Tzinieris, 2024) is interesting and, while related to the current debate, is an additional topic that consequently requires a different approach from the current setting. The present work will address the return of ideology in geopolitics, highlighting how China's implementation of AI could potentially shift the balance of power. China is not simply adopting AI as an instrument but mostly as a means to impose a power model. I see the AI battle as an ideological battle because we are shifting away from the liberal (international) system established by the US.

Since World War II, the US has had a major impact on the liberal international order founded on the principles of multilateralism, the rule of law, individual rights, democratic governance and free markets (Ikenberry, 2018). It fosters a system of regulations where ensuring global stability is based on liberal democratic principles and international collaboration. This order has changed recently, though, due to the development of authoritarianism and democratic backsliding, with China leading the push for alternative governance norms (Diamond, 2015). China's alternative is founded on the ideas of economic pragmatism, state sovereignty, centralized control, and a set of values that emphasize political conformity, stability and a collective mindset (Zeng et al., 2015). The CCP supports a form of Governance that challenges liberal notions of privacy, openness and freedom of speech by integrating technological advancement—including AI—with censorship, surveillance and political control mechanisms (Creemers, 2018). In line with a larger geopolitical shift, authoritarian governments are increasingly working together, exchanging technologies and supporting a multipolar global system that opposes Western domination (Feldstein, 2019). Understanding China's AI strategy is necessary to analyze the ideological and strategic battle that is reshaping the global balance of power.

The Chinese government fosters a different system in which social harmony and control of the collective are prioritized over individual rights, rather than inclusive of public values in the liberal sense. Governance mechanisms like the SCS, which demonstrate how political compliance is incentivized and dissidence is sanctioned, operationalize the state's ideological project (Creemers, 2018; Wösler, 2023). Writing a logic of control into governance, the CCP reconceives public trust through data regulation, censorship and surveillance. This is in line with what the Party calls “social Governance,” a perspective that imposes top-down control in attaining social order and cohesion. Therefore, it is necessary to comprehend the principles that underpin China's AI strategy, which are represented in MIC25 and AIDP 2017, in the context of this particular ideological framework of China's Governance mechanism (Triolo et al., 2020).

Through a conceptual and interpretive lens, the analysis addresses the political environment shaping these strategies by explicitly placing the texts within China's political system and ideological framework. This viewpoint makes it possible to recognize AI as an ideological instrument that is influenced by, reinforcing China's state-centric Governance model. Accordingly, within the methodological framework, it is only after the analysis of the selected texts that the concept of ideology is addressed—not in abstract or general terms, but in specific relation to these strategic texts and the context of China.

Even while China had started comparable attempts and incorporated them into its National Strategies as early as 2014, it was not until 2020 that the ideological foundations of these actions received substantial attention. This paper is designed to strengthen theoretical boundaries by concentrating on the Chinese example of comprehending Governance through its technological base rather than providing a comparative analysis of how the US understands China's actions. China has already changed course since the beginning of Xí Jìnpíng's presidency in relation to the presidency of Hu Jintao and his predecessors (Clarke and Sussex, 2023), with ideology playing a key role in this shift. Ideology as a foundation follows both the official texts (as primary material) and its transfer to the strengthening of institutions.1

Once the theoretical framework of the discussion has been determined, the limits and applicable AI perspectives will establish the boundaries and define the key connection with the idea of ideology. Using the strategic texts MIC25 and AIDP 2017 as my primary sources,2 the analysis aims to demonstrate how China's use of AI has clear ideological impacts, supporting the strategic use of AI by providing a different course of action from the dominant Western model. China's 2030 Action Plan can also be referred to as ideological leadership in the global race for AI, which is a competition of ideologies. While, in that context, “ethical leadership” and the route of the necessity for National Strategies are equally significant aspects of the debate on AI, they are beyond the scope of the current analysis.

Having established the theoretical framework, the case of China will be examined using the two guiding documents (MIC25 and AIDP 2017) that were chosen. This will enable us to recognize the goals, perceptions and operationalization of the theoretical concepts in action. These two strategic documents have been selected because they represent important initiatives in China's AI strategy: MIC2025, which serves more as a systematic roadmap and AIPR 2027, which focuses exclusively on the development of AI. Their official status and comprehensiveness make them especially valuable for analyzing the ideological foundations of China's AI strategy. The study, employing a conceptual and interpretive method, explores how terms like “Governance,” “Values' and “Ethics” are discursively constructed in the documents. As ideological instruments that include political meaning and reflect normative frameworks, MIC25 and AIDP 2017 are examined rather than merely described.

China advances an alternative model of Governance based on centralized political control, technological self-reliance, and social stability. This model prioritizes the integration and operationalization of public values through technologically driven state intervention with first priority to societal harmony, ideological cohesion and top-down control over individual liberty. The forthcoming MIC25 and AIDP 2017 analysis demonstrates the manner in which such ideas are incorporated into strategic plans and exposes the ideological architecture guiding China's AI Governance.




From silicon to strategy: China-AI in the new world order

Despite the long-standing recognition of Silicon Valley's near-possessive power, China has demonstrated a strong political resolve to take the lead in AI. China recognized early on that AI has the potential to revolutionize society and that it is more than just a competition for technological superiority (De Seta, 2023). By putting AI at the forefront, it serves as a strategic pillar that reinforces its influence. At the moment, China is ahead of investments in AI research (Cheng and Zeng, 2023; GIZ, 2020a). The developments are being led by China, and in December 2024, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) established a control committee to anticipate potential dangers (Mandon, 2025: p. 21). As a country, it actually makes investments in initiatives that are distinguished by their economic effectiveness (Franzen, 2025), while the long-term dedication to becoming a dominant force in AI is the vision of celebrating in 2049 the 100 years since the founding of the PRC. China's strategic ambitions are based on an ideological framework that must also be considered in addition to this vision. For Zeng (2020, 2022), AI is not a value-neutral technological tool in China but rather is part of a broader strategy to enhance authoritarian governance and project an alternative political model.

Updates on AI applications in recent years have highlighted China's increasing importance and impact, when previously there was less focus on the country's current status and achievements. Furthermore, in order to examine the evolution of AI's progress, the official texts of China's administration are frequently subjected to a comparative political analysis with other texts that exist globally, excluding, however, the specific context in which they are created and referred. This research highlights the political values embedded in these texts, providing an ideological reading that supports current functional and technical assessments, in contrast to previous studies like Ding (2018), which concentrate on capacities and talent ecosystems.

Although China presents a unified National Strategy and approach for AI Governance in its official documents, this is represented at various levels and in various texts, adjusting according to different situations and constantly prepared for modifications or corrective actions under the umbrella of sharing a common approach. The singular term “National Strategy” is used to emphasize the overarching and unified strategic vision that guides China's approach to AI, while the plural “National Strategies” refers to the diverse, multi-level plans—such as the MIC25 and AIDP 2017—that are continuously refined and updated in alignment with this common framework. In the Chinese example, the existence and significance of multiple levels of its National Strategy for AI Governance were established early on as a priority. But, despite China's early development of National Strategy (Allen, 2019) in the context of global competition, these efforts reflect a unique domestic approach rather than adherence to a global liberal framework of consensus. More than any other country, China's National Strategy (Seyringer, 2021) across different sectors reflect the distinctive characteristics of its culture and are continuously updated to reflect recent developments. China is not just shaping tools; it is shaping norms and narratives. This approach is consistent with Zeng's (2022) framework of “AI with Chinese characteristics,” which uses technology to reinforce regime legitimation and international narrative projection and contest liberal democratic models' intellectual hegemony.

China has built a number of initiatives at the National Strategy and partnership levels that aim to practically implement AI tools in a wide range of situations. At this level, infrastructure development or financing through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)3 is evident. Beijing, meanwhile, frequently assumes the lead in a number of international platforms, including the BRICS (Karpunina et al., 2024). China's National Strategy prioritizes the country's transformation into an innovative player on the global scene, delivering the message that the world order is changing. For China, the main priority on AI is no longer to appear innovative, but to implement its innovative actions (Papadopoulou, 2025). China's use of AI as a form of Governance builds on the principles of “Reasonable” AI (RAI) and “Explainable” AI (XAI), which adapt to rapid change, while expressing the irreversible influence of AI on society through National Strategies. In XAI, the interface between humans and decision makers is referred to as explainability. Everyone may simultaneously understand this interface, which faithfully reflects the decision maker (Sun et al., 2024; Islam et al., 2022). This vision is supported by RAI which advocates for AI systems that are not just effective but also consistent with social stability and shared values (Rane, 2024). In the same framework, the concept of “Responsible AI” (Lu et al., 2024), which refers to the ethical development of AI systems, is also an area of discussion in China; nevertheless, it must be included into this context without being reduced to liberal principles.

It is impossible to view China's vision of leading through the transformative role of AI in fragments. Thus, its National Strategy is connected to the actions and milestones it has already established (mostly) since 2014, putting them into practice through particular political efforts that are continuously modified to the nation's indicators and informed by global developments. The integration of evolutionary characteristics presents an execution-based Governance paradigm. With the goal to make this accessible, the MIC25 and AIDP 2017 will serve as the foundation, highlighting the central planning under both short-term and long-term planning circumstances and reflecting concerns in areas like the SCS. The two main pillars of these plans are international competitiveness and domestic legitimacy challenging the liberal democratic approaches.

Although it is evident that China has taken a number of steps to control algorithms, its definition of the enhancement of citizenship is different from Western norms. Rather than being a “new form” of Governance, this alternative form of Governance is an indication of an intention to depart from the Western-liberal perspective on the political aspect of Governance. This demonstrates that what is referred to as an “alternative form of Governance” is actually a technical modification to long-standing authoritarian practices, rather than a departure from the past. Accordingly, it is necessary to address the SCS (Papadopoulou, 2025) as well as the manner in which the political aspects of Governance are integrated into its strategic texts under an umbrella of “political transformation” driven by AI. It triggers participation in control over the citizens themselves in the name of the proper functioning of the country—credibility of data, social integrity, and government integrity: 徵信, 社会诚信, 政务诚信 (Gov.cn, 2014), as citizens in China have different expectations of governance as such. While “社会诚信” is commonly translated as “social trustworthiness,” the term “social integrity” is used here to emphasize the Chinese state's emphasis on cultivating a morally regulated and cohesive social order.4

Actually, compared to other systems based on Western standards, SCS has a greater normative impact, demonstrating the existence of ideological criteria (Brussee, 2023; Kshetri, 2020). Thus, regardless of how we consider the example of the SCS, it seeks to record and give credit to the actions of citizens (Donnelly, 2021). Therefore, citizens show confidence in it as a means to improve their lives rather than as a means of control (Kostka, 2019). The culture of compliance through the SCS is really a “disruptive” strategy, where China used the power of technology to seek to shape the diffusion of political power (Papadopoulou, 2025). As a result, the focus is on using Chinese characteristics to characterize AI in terms of the strong state participation with AI's technocratic controlling role. AI can therefore reaffirm its state legitimacy.


MIC25 as a foundation for ideological and technological leadership

Its strategic texts are a reflection of the nation's internal and exterior purchasing strategy. Promoting the nation's principles as an essential component of the participants' citizenship at the national level, with little place for compromise to liberal viewpoints. These texts are framed to show that China's priorities and values must be understood on their own terms rather than judged against foreign standards. Beijing's efforts, such as MIC25 emphasized its competitiveness with countries like, South Korea, Japan, and Germany, where especially the case of Germany's (Industry 4.0) model served as an inspiration (Gov.cn, 2016; Wübbeke et al., 2016) for this challenge. All of its texts—including the fundamental ones (MIC25 and AIDP 2017)—were texts that communicated precisely in the general spirit of developing National Strategy. The strategic texts that serve as the foundation for this study make a clear connection between national interests and strategic ideals, where AI is a part of everyday life5 rather than a technology of the future.

In an effort to change the technological landscape of the nation, MIC25 was introduced in May 2015. This text essentially signaled the start of China's systematic effort to use past knowledge to guide its actions in accordance with AI. This text laid the foundation for all following acts. It can even be characterized as a blueprint for China's tech dominance. MIC25 drew significant international criticism, particularly in terms of its implications for global power dynamics. In response, China revised key elements of the initiative in 2018 to modify its strategic messaging. As exemplified by MIC25, China has consistently employed an intertextual approach to its National Strategies, aligning various official texts under a coherent, evolving strategic vision. Germany's plan at the time (BMWi, 2015; GIZ, 2021a) served as the text's model. Starting from this, the two primary pillars are distinguished at the basic level as follows: control of data in the interest of quality and autonomy of Chinese growth away from liberal values (Groenewegen-Lau and Laha, 2023).

Secondly, reference is made to the 10 distinct areas that Beijing's initiatives aim to refer to as applications of AI (ISDP, 2018). In fact, these cover the entire range of the correlation of economic-social and cultural criteria, where Global AI Governance is now a contest of visions. On a third level, the correlation is related to the policies that need to be applied precisely so that the nation can demonstrate that, in spite of criticism (particularly from the US and the EU), it can lead without being bound by the “chariot” of Western liberal ideals. In response to international criticism, China counters by asserting that such critiques are rooted in a Western-centric perspective and thus lack legitimacy. China frames these objections as expressions of a “unilateral hegemony”—summed up by the implicit logic of “I can, you cannot” (一种赤裸裸的“我可以、你不可以”的单边霸权主义, Gov.cn, 2018b). Thus, this was a very important bet that had to be won. Even, when MIC25 was revised in 2018 (Gov.cn, 2018a) in response to global concerns, these changes were strategic adjustments to presentation rather than alterations to core goals, projecting cooperation without abandoning its core ideals. In this way, China envisioned the conquest of the last level, where it had the strategic goal of the international leadership in order to leave its political imprint. The success of China as an authoritarian state with significant economic expansion poses an ideological challenge to the liberal paradigm. It demonstrates that global power can exist without democracy, which undermines the liberal narrative (Ikenberry, 2018).

The timeline: 2015-2018-2021-2025-2030-2049 (Table 1) outlines a long-term strategy that aims to both assess AI's accomplishments and successfully decrease the nation's reliance on outside sources in key areas. These are translated to China's geopolitical goals, which are mostly associated with its leadership in AI and smart manufacturing. And for that reason, it demonstrated two stages of progress: quickly and slowly. Behind those efforts, the ideological definition of the effort at MIC25 was largely determined by the idea of efficiency (Gov.cn, 2015, 2018a).

TABLE 1 The MIC25 roadmap.


	Year
	Milestone bar (what happened)
	Narrative bar (why it matters)





	2015
	Establishment of foundational AI pillars
	Groundwork laid for national AI development



	2018
	Pillars modified per international standards, retaining national values
	Balance between global integration and domestic priorities



	2021
	Initial shifts appear, highlighting a prosperous society narrative
	Vision of national progress tied to AI



	2025 (target year)
	Publication of reports on accomplishments
	Assessment phase: measuring impact and tracking progress



	2030
	Evidence of reduced foreign dependence on AI tech
	Strategic autonomy and technological sovereignty



	2049
	Goal of achieving global technological leadership
	Culmination of long-term AI vision: leadership and innovation dominance





Internationally recognizing the role of National Strategies, Beijing invoked state intervention, demonstrating that this approach combines domestic political traditions with global technological engagement rather than following global liberal norms. The global consensus regarding National Strategies for AI does not say that this should follow liberal guidelines. And in order to show why such a viewpoint was not necessary in the years 2015–2021, it focused on critical developing industries that will help to achieve (as intermediate stations) a balance between innovation and internal requirements and global engagement. This approach is outlined in the “14th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development (2021–2025)” and its integrated “Vision for 2035” section (Gov.cn, 2021).

The narrative of MIC25 was fully harmonized with the environment of international terminology and reflected the statements of the central political line in the name of the continuity that should govern Chinese society. With this tech leadership in mind, China positions itself not only in technological competition but also in ideological and normative contestation with the US, EU, Japan and South Korea.

Beijing has never been in favor of multilateral cooperation, and with this in mind, it is reshaping the landscape and highlighting the legitimacy of its actions amid recent actions under Trump's administration. Thus, China is working to increase its soft power through technological initiatives, particularly in the areas of AI and quantum computing (Gov.cn, 2017c; GIZ, 2020b). Clearly, such an effect of technological and economic impact also has ideological weight (MIIT, 2024). It demonstrates the vision for an alternative form of Governance that is clearly possible. This Governance model alternative represents China's focus on centralized power, social cohesion and technological control, differing from liberal democratic norms. AI serves as a political vehicle and development strategy in this context, communicating China's Governance values and legitimizing the system. In this broader ideological framework, MIC25 functions as a key instrument that encourages state-driven innovation and supports the long-term vision of national renewal (Heilmann and Shih, 2013).

Accordingly, similar to the time milestones, China builds on the ideological themes and milestones in MIC25, on the belief that each one will lead to the next. The initiative's ideological foundation explicitly prioritizes the state over the market in steering economic transformation, emphasizing quality and uniqueness in production, which aligns with the CCP's political objectives to maintain centralized control rather than promote market liberalization (Ding, 2018). The second message could be that the shift “from Made in China to Create in China” is both ideological and economic, signifying both technological autonomy and loyalty to the country. Its emphasis on innovation is combined with a compulsory commitment to the state, which illustrates how centralized control removes people of their freedom rather than promoting voluntary loyalty. Furthermore, national renewal requires not only physical infrastructure but also a bureaucracy and a society that is technically competent and politically aligned. Third, independence in technology is not only economically vital but also a sign of modernization and national pride (MIIT, 2024). Thus, China's modernization route differs from the West's in that it combines market tools, tech-driven industrial nationalism, and socialist planning (Yuan and Zhang, 2025). And finally, China must participate in world politics as a powerful, independent and leading country. Importantly, this model seeks to export an AI-based Governance system that fuses advanced technology with centralized political control, lacking political plurality, individual freedoms, and adherence to justice and equality (Table 2).

TABLE 2 Ideological milestones in MIC25.


	Ideological theme
	Core message
	Implication





	State-led long-term planning
	The state, not the market, should guide the direction of economic transformation
	Emphasizes central planning and policy as primary factors of economic modernization



	From “Made in China” to “Created in China”
	The shift is not just economic but ideological, reflecting technological autonomy and a sense of nation
	Builds China's visibility as a creator rather than merely a manufacturer and fosters national pride in innovation



	Societal and bureaucratic alignment
	National rejuvenation requires not only infrastructure, but a technically skilled and politically loyal bureaucracy and society
	Highlights the need for human capital and ideological unity across institutions and citizens



	Technological self-reliance as a source of national pride
	Achieving self-reliance in key technologies is both economically essential and a symbol of modernization and sovereignty
	Motivates strategic investment in R&D and domestic innovation to break foreign dependencies



	Chinese modernization model
	China's approach combines market mechanisms, industrial nationalism, and socialist governance-distinct from Western liberal capitalism
	Promotes a distinct, Chinese-inspired socialist-based growth strategy



	Strengthening global engagement
	China must engage with the world, but as a strong, independent leader, not a follower
	Places China in a position to influence global norms, trade, and technology rather than being a passive participant in the current international structures





Therefore, from an ideological standpoint, technological independence also eliminates any ideological influence that might change a nation's ideals. Thus, while technological advancement can also influence, let alone change, traditional values, China is moving away from the latter in favor of the larger goal of exporting an AI-based Governance model, which further projects the ideological goal of treating China as the primary actor of influence in the world. That model advances China's idea of Governance abroad by using technology to monitor, influence, and control society both domestically and through international collaborations, thus reinforcing authoritarian rule (Feldstein, 2021; Yuan and Zhang, 2025). It is also possible to trace the ideological background of the milestones in relation to other international actions, such as the creation of the EU Strategic Autonomy (European Parliament, 2022), which has been an official political action since 2016 and was further strengthened in 2020 with the goal of dividing the EU-China boundaries both ideologically and non-ideologically.



Strategic narratives in motion: China's AI governance and ethical frameworks from MIC25 to AIDP 2017

In order to achieve the milestone of MIC25 with reference to the year 2018, China presented in 2017 the “New Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan/AI Development Plan” (AIDP 2017), which focused on how the country would identify and embed its values and what might be prioritized. The AIDP 2017 emphasizes the state impact, reshaping the global power framework. In that framework, the idea of reasonable AI is developing and closely relates to the country's increasing focus on human-centered, ethical, and trustworthy AI—all of which are influenced by China's distinct social, political, and regulatory setting. The notion of ethical AI advancing individual rights is incompatible with China's history of utilizing AI for surveillance and social control (Ding, 2018); hence the term “human-centered AI” requires careful interpretation within the Chinese context. Ultimately, China's efforts are aimed at mapping and controlling any potential challenges to its future leadership. Thus, this strategic text by reinforcing the ideological background of China's actions, seeks to make clear—through AI—who writes the rules and what kind of values AI systems must reflect. By taking use of the circumstances and procedures that have been established since 2015, this alternative Governance model seeks to promote development (MIC25). By prioritizing stability and progress, this model serves the needs of society while avoiding practices that hinder a unified political response to emerging pressures. By operating in the interest of stability and progress, this alternative form of Governance advances what society needs without returning to practices that, although they may seem exclusive, do not necessarily contribute to a unified political voice in managing potential disruptions.

The AIDP 2017 (Gov.cn, 2017c; Gov.cn, 2017b), which was officially introduced in 2017, expressed Xí Jìnpíng's ideas in accordance with the principles of the CCP's 18th National Congress (Gov.cn, 2017c), which were later linked to the “14th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development (2021–2025)” (Gov.cn, 2021). By consolidating strategic, ideological, and technological objectives, the AIDP 2017 could be referred to a broader effort in terms of competing for Global Governance and redefining modernity (even without democracy?). This consistency shows how China incorporates centralized political power into its strategic technological aspirations and offers an alternative model of modernization that rejects liberal democratic norms. As such, this text can be seen as an expression of ideological instrumentalization. This instrumentalization demonstrates how the CCP normalizes its political ideology through national development plans such as the AIDP 2017, which combine themes of controlled social order, national rejuvenation and concentrated state authority with its technological vision. The use of ideology in this case seeks to reinforce itself, making AI a tool in this effort.

In order to maintain complete control over public information, the CCP has decided to establish control systems that will preserve its power. Rather than embracing universal ethical standards for the use of AI, it chose to establish rules that primarily restrict business activity without extending to the impact of these rules on the daily lives of citizens. Thus, the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST) was instrumental in the creation of the AIDP 2017, which included all of the nation's theoretical tools for addressing AI and connecting its past actions with its goals for 2030. In fact, a dedicated “AI Plan Promotion Office” (Gov.cn, 2017a) was established by MOST to handle the implementation and coordination of the development of AI applications. MOST supervised the establishment of committees to develop the national plan while keeping ethical standards in mind (Gov.cn, 2017c), while only (consistently) in 2021 did China start discussing the significance of regulatory frameworks (Sheehan, 2023) as a mechanism to manage the online dissemination of information.

The AIDP 2017 (Gov.cn, 2017b,c) established the foundation for China's ambition to become a leader in AI, with 2030 as the third milestone (Seyringer, 2021). The plan aimed to fortify the nation both politically and technologically (Wu et al., 2020). China capitalizes on this strategy to strike a balance between information control and the need for China to lead the way in technology. In the official text, the term “deep fakes” was avoided in favor of “deep synthesis” after Tencent made a proposal (Tang, 2019; Sheehan, 2023) that eventually became part of its official papers. The purpose of this shift was to avoid negative moral implications, as if altering the term used to explain moral problems would solve them. In this sense, the phrase change serves as a mask, tacitly endorsing such activities (Papadopoulou, 2025).

With a focus on data quality, China implemented major reforms in 2023 to strengthen and improve control over algorithms. The country's National Strategy included key concepts including truth, impartiality, diversity, and accuracy (Gov.cn, 2017b). In this context, a register system for algorithms has been put in place, requiring developers to sign legally binding statements regarding the functionality and transparency of their systems. Additionally, audits were prioritized to make sure generative AI applications do not discriminate based on gender (in alignment with Responsible AI approach) or other characteristics (Gov.cn, 2017c) as part of broader social Governance objectives (MIIT, 2024). In China, the concept of social Governance functions as a tool for enforcing ideological conformity through extensive monitoring and mechanisms designed to discourage opposition to state authority (Creemers, 2017). The main objective is the constructive development of AI that, by cooperative control, improves quality living conditions for citizens. In this context, “cooperative control” represents a Governance model in which commitment is expected rather than bargained and strategic language frequently used to justify state power under ethical or developmental objectives (Beraja et al., 2023). However, even those ethical guidelines (Gov.cn, 2017c) were established to help China achieve its long-term goal of becoming the world's leading country in AI. Nonetheless, the word “ethics” in Chinese strategic documents should be interpreted within the CCP's political framework, where ethical standards are used to support control and surveillance measures meant to preserve regime stability rather than reduce state power (Chin and Lin, 2022; Strittmatter, 2021). In a context where ethical principles have not traditionally taken center stage, the attempt to introduce changes based on the social ideals that the CCP creates as a foundation or incorporates into any of its reform plans is challenging in practice.

Although China has attended nearly every international summit on integrating ethical concepts into AI design and implementation, the embrace of fundamentally ethical principles has happened at a slower pace. The primary goal of incorporating such principles remains the need to ensure that algorithms are checked, so as to reduce the possibility of them escaping political monitoring (Gov.cn, 2017c). Furthermore, China does not seek an international reference point when integrating public values, favoring selective implementation of social ideals consistent with Party aims (MIIT, 2024). When it comes to regulators, China is quite different from other countries. It aims to apply “ethical” principles on a case-by-case basis, making the outcomes of the intervention more evident within the particular socio-political environment, rather than imposing a uniform regulatory framework with universal application. However, this selective approach, mainly focused on controlling algorithms, raises important questions about oversight gaps. And these gaps remain without clear predictions for resolution in practice.

By simultaneously fortifying and enhancing MIC25, the AIDP 2017 aimed to anticipate developments in AI and digital transformation (in 2020) to position China competitively relative to other countries by 2025. For that purpose, in the name of digital transformation, in 2022 the Chinese government proceeded to “东数西算” (Data in the East, Computing in the West; GIZ, 2022), where it was important to modernize regional technological capacities and balance resource distribution. In fact, it closely monitors the success of these actions (Gov.cn, 2024). And based on those steps, it will be at the forefront of the previously stated areas in 2030 (MIIT, 2024). The accomplishment of these also pertains to AI Governance “with Chinese Characteristics” in order to properly develop the 2049 protocols' perspective as well. Due to the SCS and strict control of data, the foundations (material and human) have already been established at this level, disregarding the ethical viewpoints as established by Western societies. It established data interoperability and unified data centers in order to remove the boundaries between business-related and government efforts (Gov.cn, 2020).

The priority set is the control of data with the ultimate goal of efficiency and robustness as mechanisms. In this context, moral values were incorporated to serve the same purpose. The ethical principles are not recognized as self-values having a normative character, but exist as tools to serve social norms (collective wellbeing), as defined by the state apparatus with National Strategies as a vehicle. This conceptualization is consistent with China's Governance model, which holds that individual liberties must yield to collective order, which the CCP contends is necessary for maintaining national stability and unity, and that social harmony and regime legitimacy are maintained by central power (Heilmann and Shih, 2013). Therefore, it is clear that even while Beijing seems to take actions that are comparable to those of other nations, such releasing ethical guidelines and these actions must be interested in the context of China's political priorities. There is a delay in the integration of ethical principles, of course, and yet these efforts clearly satisfy international expectations on the surface. However, the pace of development in the integration of AI is significantly faster. Beyond this, China is not attempting to embrace AI technology in ways that would conflict with its own political requirements. At this level of argumentation, the projected message is not that the values expressed by the Chinese way of thinking are inferior. They are simply different. This automatically highlights the argument to undermine universalist liberal claims (Zeng, 2022). It represents the shift in global power toward a multipolar reality while projecting a Chinese development path where the rules are still being negotiated. And because of this transition, the power and development paradigm needs to adapt as well. Under the Chinese model, economic modernization is achieved through technocratic, Party-led planning rather than political liberalization; efficiency and control are viewed as essential components to development rather than oppositional (Heilmann and Shih, 2013).

Even in their later integration actions, ethical questions and dilemmas can be identified (MIIT, 2024). These issues were, of course, primarily related to the development of trustworthy AI systems, but the problem grew more serious because any ethical principles must be integrated in the right environment. Without the framework to support them, ethical principles cannot be effectively incorporated into a system as beliefs or as infrastructure (Hine and Floridi, 2024). The quality of the data produced by AI must align with the fundamental principles and guidelines of the political structure. This requirement is a constant element in the AI Governance in China. The country's National Strategy for AI provides that the regulatory framework should be subject to continuous review and adaptation, depending on developments. The legitimacy of these continuous adaptations is based on the need for flexibility and preparedness for the country to respond effectively to the changes brought about by AI.

Thus, at the ethical level, Beijing has fostered collaborations between political and private actors in keeping with the purpose of National Strategy. Qiao-Franco and Zhu (2024) categorize the Chinese government's gradual actions—which are justified by their consistently delayed inclusion in AI efforts—into three stages of varying ethics-related concern. Consequently, it had to start looking for ways to integrate ethical concerns in its strategic initiatives in 2019 after starting with only conversations about the role of ethics as early as 2015 (Qiao-Franco and Zhu, 2024: p. 191). Its strategy document MIC25 thus falls within that early era, when strategic planning did not include the integration of ethical values. With the AIDP 2017, it appeared to take on a new significance by providing an ethical context for subsequent activities. As a narrative and a strategic move, Beijing has been promoting ethical standards (since 2019) as a controlled mechanism to mitigate possible risks associated with AI implementation rather than as a universally normative framework. From the standpoint of its tradition (Kung and Ma, 2014) the understanding and interpretation of even these ethical principles—despite their connection to Western standards—take on a distinct dimension. These ideas are communicated as part of the regulatory framework that the AIDP 2017 strategic text promotes, where laws support the existence of ethical criteria but are constantly subject to governmental supervision (Gov.cn, 2017c). Beijing views them merely as ethical criteria (more practical and context specific) rather than ethical principles, arguing that while they could have similarities with Western equivalents, they are not the same because they strive to be applied to different sociopolitical and cultural contexts. More instrumental and state-driven applications of ethics are explained in that, although at surface level China's AI ethical principles may appear comparable to Western paradigms, they are couched in a sociopolitical order that prioritizes Party-state authority, collective welfare, and technological sovereignty (Roberts et al., 2021). By comparison, AI ethics are more likely to be expressed as normative constraints on power and guarantees of individual autonomy in plural democracies.

Both MIC25 and AIDP 2017 present a holistic and harmonized approach combining political control, state capacity and national identity—deliberately avoiding the language of risk and uncertainty (in contrast to the EU; Leone, 2024) and instead emphasizing stability and confidence. The CCP's overarching goal of “national rejuvenation,” which targets reestablishing China's historical primacy through the CCP's technological leadership, strategic autonomy, and ideological authority, depends on these elements. The digital transformation is political. All of them serve to further China's governance model, which is different from liberal—democratic digital approaches. In this Governance model, AI functions as a political power pillar to support ideological control, facilitate state monitoring and shape the public sphere in accordance with CCP's directives (Creemers, 2017). The national vision of technocratic growth has its foundation in centralized governance, digital modernization, and socialist ideals. The outcome should be founded on equitable access to resources (such as computing power), balanced regional development, and top-down coordination. Thus, these strategic texts, precisely because with complementary texts that are created, are constantly adapted to the new conditions due to intertextuality from 20206 onwards, serve the framework of data value, digital industrialization and digital governance (“数据价值化”, “数字产业化”, “产业数字化”, “数字化治理”, CAIST, 2020). The term “ideology” holds a significant place in these political leadership's strategy documents, both as a spoken narrative and as a conceptual indicator of how the Chinese government integrates it into its strategic decision-making (Gov.cn, 2023). This ideology reflects values that align with China's distinct approach to growth and governance. These “values,” which come from a political culture that favors social cohesiveness and government guidance over individual liberties, include stability, order, prosperity, and Party loyalty rather than individual liberty. Moreover, there is a consistent (both conceptually and structurally) connection between Xí Jìnpíng, the CCP's objectives, and national AI initiatives that demonstrates the necessity of state-led control. State leadership over AI is seen as necessary to safeguard narrative control, ensure ideological alignment and prevent decentralized technological power from undermining Party authority. Consequently, it seems that the ideology is based on language that challenges western norms and promotes sovereignty. China argues that it has the sovereign right to establish its own political and ethical order by framing liberal democratic principles as culturally relative rather than universal. This allows China to reject what it views as ideological pressure masked as “universal values” (Kelly, 2013).




The ideological blueprint

Conditions for ideological marginalization were established by the long-term lack of a clear ideological confrontation and the primacy of the economy over the political elements. The “on the end of ideology” (Bell, 1960) and subsequently the “end of history” (Fukuyama, 1989) positions established the course, treating the liberal viewpoint as the dominant (silently or not) ideology for what can be called a “good society.” According to this theoretical perspective, political beliefs can no longer be a determining factor in a society's development, or, even if they can, they can only be accepted in exchange for an implicit agreement that liberal ideals should come first.

The emotional implication that accompanies China's rise to power through AI further endorses this return of ideology. China's rise invites a reconsideration of ideology and how it reshapes our understanding of reality. This refers to the reassertion of a state-centric ideological framework, rather than to a revival of a single doctrinal system. China's continuous effort to distinguish itself in the field of AI is an expression of political discourse. In its case—as Žižek (1989) would point out- every political or social discourse is always ideologically charged. After an extended period of de-ideologization, the return of ideology suggests that ideology may still adjust to changing circumstances, despite the seeming contradiction between technocratic reasoning and ideological positions. Moreover, when discussing the return of ideology through the lens of AI tools, it becomes clear that this phenomenon is not confined to the Chinese context alone. Definitely, the question of who will establish the ideological framework and by what parameters is a crucial one; in this question, everyone wants to be a shareholder.

By establishing challenging AI standards, Xí Jìnpíng—since taking power in 2012—has renewed the discussion over the West's decline. He articulates a worldview by imagining a pragmatic AI future where change is feasible. This rethinking takes place under the ideological framework of “authoritarian adaptability,” where ideological imperatives and technocratic Governance are combined (Heilmann and Shih 2013). AI is used to support ideological narratives without coming off as explicitly ideological. AI serves as an ideological infrastructure. In China, such infrastructure reinforces the authority of the Party by integrating political agendas into digital systems, as Yuan and Zhang (2025) clarify. At the same time, this practical framework makes no attempt to appear of possessing any meta-ideology. Ideology is structural in China's case. China questions liberal meta-ideology (see Yearwood, 2025), which holds that value-neutral, post-ideological Governance is either desirable or feasible.7 Given the enormity of AI's potential, Beijing is positioning itself to challenge this perspective and highlighting how claims of neutrality may be unstable. And even if this is conceivable, what specific Western values will serve as a foundation in the absence of consensus? This leads to the broader question of whether a post-ideological form of Governance based on AI is feasible.

In the case of China, it is also important to make the distinction between ideology as a theoretical construct in its reference environment and how any external actor interprets it. Its dynamics are demonstrated by the way it adjusts to the changing conditions while being influenced by both domestic and international factors. As it must be based on national values, it should actually promote national development as a whole. Therefore, it was expected from the start that the AI tool would be the most suitable for this task. AI-powered shaping ideology has been built on the idea of resolving political issues in the sake of social stability, which can lead to “ideological governance through rectification” (Cheek, 2006). When trying (through the AIDP 2017) to comprehend how citizens relate to political facts, it is also important to consider China's cultural context and Confucian tradition (Hine and Floridi, 2024; Kung and Ma, 2014). The stability and coherence offered by this tradition is a strong foundation for the state to more easily promote its AI strategies. Therefore, this tradition keeps central administration linked to local authorities (GIZ, 2021b; CAIST, 2020; GIZ, 2020c), despite their diversity, which makes the country's attempt to lead AI Governance even more successful (Khanal et al., 2025). Furthermore, it was required to implement AI specifically for this purpose on the grounds that the pragmatic aspect of ideology was significant. In this way, the concept “ideology” gains a material dimension grounded in the nation's technological innovations. China demonstrated its capacity for long-term planning by establishing specific milestones, which helped to effectively reinforce this ideology—which is obviously not a panacea. China has learned from its past that simply a strong ideology is not enough. It provides a base for legitimacy, but stability is what sets it apart and will be a clear message on the global scene.

The fact cannot be avoided that our perceptions (as citizens) of a situation are shaped by our presumptions and ideas, which ultimately determine the meaning we provide to reality. This makes AI, which is clearly not a closed system for exclusive use by only a few players, a field of ideological battle for its conquest. Each player refers to it using terms with social and political connotation, giving them different meanings. Thus, with the use of AI, terms such as “freedom,” “self-determination,” “equality,” and “democracy” come back to the fore to be defined from AI's perspective. However, this “perspective” is not AI's own; rather, it is created by the political system that uses it, which sets the parameters of meaning. Given that there has always been a great deal of discussion over these terms, it is likely that they will come up again when reinterpreted from an AI standpoint—especially in relation to China's role in shaping their use. In China's case, we can be even more certain that technology cannot be discussed without reference to its underlying values. The use of technology is never value-free, even though it may be neutral in theory (Gao and An, 2024). Here, AI's strategic application reflects the CCP's ideological requirements.

Apparently, this process can also be interpreted as an opportunity for the liberal world to redefine its ideological foundations while China is reviving the material aspect of ideas and converting them into political action to influence reality through the transformative nature of AI. China demonstrates how social and historical circumstances develop an ideology using the example of AI. As a result, it offers an alternative viewpoint for understanding the world by affecting our perception of reality. The basis of this is the type of society that is envisioned through the narrative that technological development via AI goes beyond mere efficacy. China attempts to increase the coherence of the chosen principles by reflecting the shared experiences of people brought about by the use of AI in the name of a collaborative strategy for societal stability. Yet, this framing functions primarily as a rhetorical strategy to legitimize centralized, authoritarian leadership in the CCP than a genuine participatory process. In such circumstances, it generates new technological and regulatory frameworks for leadership determination that shift the global power dynamics. This shift suggests a multipolar future where normative and digital Governance models compete, with China favoring state-led, sovereignty-first AI frameworks over liberal-democratic ones. Increased dispersion of international AI standards and the emergence of alternative, non-Western Governance models are the likely results. Therefore, any examination of mainstream AI has to take into consideration its ideological dimensions, particularly in the wake of China's approach reshaping domestic Governance and global norms.

In this case, ideology plays a function that unifies theory and practice while highlighting its social nature. This is a Governance-oriented ideology prioritizing centralized control, state-directed development and narrative sovereignty, as appropriate to China's distinctive political tradition. Additionally, a strong focus is placed on the sense of belonging. In this interpretation, Beijing does not explicitly deny that this emphasis is a manifestation of power. Therefore, as long as the vehicle of mobilization of AI is strengthened, it will continue to be strengthened as a means of expression of the political system. Thus, the expression of this closed system of thought brings back to the forefront ideology. It is not merely an abstract reversion; rather, it represents a reaffirmation of a state-centric perspective that is rooted in principles of stability and strategic planning, which offers explanations as a neutral and objective construct. Nevertheless, this purported neutrality fulfills a rhetorical function (Feldstein, 2021), allowing China to obscure the fundamental ideological governance beneath a discourse of efficiency and order, all while portraying its authoritarian framework as both technologically viable and amenable for global dissemination.

While established ethical criteria are embedded in global discussions, they ultimately become integrated into—and shaped by—China's broader political agenda. This agenda illustrates how Governance principles, including technological superiority, policy centralization, and national cohesion, have been strategically included into AI regulation. As a result, the Chinese approach cannot be evaluated exclusively using external norms that disregard local conditions and the unique characteristics of the Chinese political and social landscape. Rather, it must be interpreted in the context of China's political system, where CCP supervision guides both normative frameworks and administrative operations. China has taken a methodical and multi-layered approach to regulating AI, and what is considered political in this context is mostly decided by its institutional and ideological framework. This encompasses the interlinking of principal regulatory entities with ideological mandates that position technological progress as a mechanism for preserving the legitimacy of the regime. The institutional architecture, based on entities like the State Council, the Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) and the Central Comprehensively Deepening Reforms Commission (CCDR), guarantees AI Governance is consistent with centralized power and socialist values and is an example of the CCP's direct control (Zhang and Luo, 2024).

The foundation of AI Governance is the shared involvement of all stakeholders who have participated in building the subject regulatory framework over the years, following a political agenda established by the government. This is also part of the initiative of the Central Science and Technology Commission (CSTC), which in spring 2023 undertook the coordination between various stakeholders and research institutions, with the aim of developing national strategic texts for AI Governance, in line with new developments (Papadopoulou, 2025). As it turns out, Beijing's AI-based alternative form of Governance also reflects an ideological statement about how it envisions the future. This alternative is based on a state-led, algorithmically controlled system that combines centralized authority with digital infrastructure and supports a Governance model that puts national sovereignty, efficiency and order ahead of pluralism and liberal ideals. Practically, this framework incorporates AI into the fields of information control, public administration and surveillance, where ethical principles are employed more for facilitating political cohesion rather than safeguarding individual freedoms (Table 3).

TABLE 3 Ideology and China in the context of AI governance.


	Ideological element
	How it manifests in China
	Implications/significance





	Ideology as structure
	Deeply established in the Party-state structure and strengthened by national cohesion and Confucian principles
	Centralized power and continuity serve to legitimize stability and Governance



	Pragmatic ideology
	AI is employed to address political issues (such as stability and social control) without explicitly stating a dogmatic ideology
	Provides an adaptable structure that harmonizes National Strategy and technology with ideology



	Materialization of ideology
	AI becomes the technological vehicle through which political values are implemented (e.g., Social Credit System, surveillance)
	Demonstrates how ideology is made tangible; it is made real through strategic steps, tech and infrastructure



	Challenge to liberal universality
	Challenges Western assumptions that Governance can be value-free or neutral
	Forces global re-evaluation of concepts like democracy, freedom, and equality in AI discourse



	Ideological adaptation
	Adaptable reaction to shifting national and global circumstances (iterative strategy adjustment)
	Demonstrates that ideology in China is not static but strategic and responsive



	AI as ideological infrastructure
	Technologies are created and employed to manage information, strengthen legitimacy, and support political narratives
	Blurs the line between tech deployment and political messaging; integrates ideology with functionality



	An alternative to liberal hegemony
	Offers a State-led, sovereignty-first, technocratic-authoritarian Governance model, combining digital infrastructure with ideological control
	Raises the question of whether this centralized model represents a viable global alternative—or a systemic threat—to liberal democratic norms







Conclusions

Given that the debate has a broad scope, the parameters and limitations of the analysis are clearly outlined to underscore how AI is particularly adaptable for ideological use due to its fundamental architecture of large data and algorithms and how this adaptability has been intentionally used in China to reinforce CCP narratives, connecting this technological tool firmly to the ideological setting. Technological competition is a strategic move and this is not only true for China. The aim of the study has been to build the case for China's ideological application of AI by reviving the ideological discussion and redefining the geopolitical map through a focused analysis of China's example, rather than by comparing it to the US, where it is widely used. It has illustrated a Governance framework centered on centralized, party-led control that integrates technological innovation with ideological control to project influence globally and contest liberal Governance norms. This approach moves away from treating China's case as merely a particular revival of ideology.

This study contributes to understanding how China's core AI strategy documents—primarily MIC25 and the AIDP 2017—embed ideological concepts and state-driven goals, reflecting a broader return of ideological authority in shaping China's Governance model. Moving beyond technical clarifications, it critically engages with the integration of AI development into CCP discourses, centralized authority and China's broader geopolitical agenda. Through analysis of narratives around social stability and collective wellbeing, the study maintains a balanced perspective that acknowledges China's technological achievements while also highlighting the political imperatives that drive them. Further research could explore how these ideological imperatives inform the appeal of China's Governance model beyond its borders. Additional studies could utilize quantitative methods like linear regression and comparative cross-national analysis to further the understanding of how China's approach challenges liberal-democratic ideals and to systematically assess the role of ideological narratives on AI Governance indicators worldwide.

Regardless of geopolitical borders, AI is articulated and interpreted in terms of social benefit. Therefore, in China's case, AI—as both a process and a structure—is presented in strategic papers as “AI for all,” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The People's Republic of China, 2024) and framed as a tool to strengthen social stability and collective welfare under a centralized government. Consequently, China initially sought to actively encourage the spread of AI rather than impose severe regulations or limitations. Its approach therefore had a different starting point and, consequently, served different objectives. It is important to consider this distinction in starting point and goal setting while analyzing China's AI initiatives. As opposed to adopting a liberalized or neoliberal model, which would be fundamentally incompatible with China's political structure, China's approach is based on ideological alignment, state control and the strategic use of AI to maintain regime legitimacy. Early on, China developed strategies that prevented AI from deviating from social standards, both as a recommendation system and as an interpretation tool. Moreover, with national AI Governance initiatives serving as a central pillar, China also confronts the risk of technological isolation in the absence of AI. In fact, in order to control the appearance of such issues in its official texts, it clearly distinguishes between data protection and AI decision-making.

Despite a clear delay in the incorporation of ethical principles into China's approach, whether in rhetorical narratives or in practical implementation, their inclusion has been primarily linked to data control, which presents issues relating to accountability, transparency, and bias. The primary emphasis is on the effects on society of the concentration of power in particular groups which may not always reflect the values of central administration. Here, the dominant national ideology, centered on CCP's authority, stability and collective order, defines how Governance is framed. These ideological foundations impact the notion that governance in general has inherent value, stressing the importance of public engagement but only as a way to negotiate the social meaning of AI within Party-defined bounds rather than as a source of power checks.

China views AI as a vertical axis of National Strategy, in contrast, for example, to the EU, which takes a more horizontal and cohesive structured approach. Unlike the EU, China does not implement a single regulatory framework for AI. Instead, it follows a tactic of continuous and selective corrections, integrating AI into the broader plan to strengthen national power and technological superiority. However, the absence of a uniform regulatory approach does not mean the absence of political intentions. On the contrary, China's choices are based on the pursuit of information control, with the aim of maintaining social stability, a fundamental political goal with roots in CCP ideology, which portrays AI-powered Governance and dissent management as necessary for maintaining national cohesion and regime legitimacy. This approach is accompanied by a continuous effort to adapt the regulatory framework to reflect evolving domestic and global conditions. The ability of countries to adjust to ongoing change is essential, as it highlights the “economic, social, and institutional realities” of each nation (Mandon, 2025: p. 21)—a mindset that China appears to embrace. Given that and the assertion that China is more normative than Europe, may a change in perspective lead to a more powerful Europe? Moreover, in view of the Trump administration's recent decisions, it appears that Europe must decide whether to be more West or East.

As I have questioned elsewhere (Papadopoulou, 2025), can the use of Chinese instruments and methods as models of “good practice”—each time tailored to the specific institutional and political context—be separated from their role in advancing an authoritarian model of Governance? Or, on the contrary, is such a model considered from the outset incompatible with—or even threatening to—liberal democratic standards of Governance? Whether such a model is ultimately rejected because it lacks functionality, or because it threatens liberal ideological supremacy precisely through its effectiveness remains a question worth confronting. China's AI accomplishments are noteworthy, but they must be viewed as a component of a larger plan to reframe centralized, state-driven Governance as a globally exportable alternative—and to legitimize total control in the name of social stability.

From this perspective, the analysis suggests that rejecting China's achievements outright offers limited insight. The results it has achieved are undeniable and cannot be overlooked. It is crucial to view the Chinese experience as an example of how AI Governance can be implemented—acknowledging, of course, the specificities, divergences, and potential risks that come with it. When current alliances that need to be strengthened are unable to communicate effectively about the use of AI, China is positioned to transform the world and lead innovations. The objective of a global model of AI Governance is the subject of much attention, yet evidence suggests it may not be feasible. Likewise, prior efforts and the other consensus pillar—such as the necessity of ethical AI leadership or Governance- present significant challenges. It is apparent that conventional approaches would be insufficient and China recognized this challenge early on. China actually demonstrates with its example that we must consider more than just the straightforward instrumentalization of AI, as it transforms not just the economic landscape but also the context in which the global political system functions.
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Footnotes

	1Within that framework, the president's speeches, which could profit as well from a different style of research, will not be analyzed here, although they undoubtedly influence the formulation of the texts being studied.
	2Following the official website of the Central People's Government of China (https://www.gov.cn/) on these National Strategies offers insight into the ongoing adoption of these strategic texts, as well as the official responses to the criticisms they receive.
	3While there is no denying the importance of the BRI and its connection to digital diplomacy—a strategic plan aimed at strengthening China's reputation—a thorough discussion of it is outside of the scope of the current study.
	4Although important political and ideological concepts have their origins in Confucian philosophy and tradition, their current interpretations can vary significantly, particularly in state discourse. Concepts such as harmony and trust are also situated within this framework.
	5This has also led to and still causes local concerns about job loss. This paper extends beyond an understanding of the criticism of AI and the claim that it reduces the need for human employees, which is currently being debated in China (Wang et al., 2023).
	6The intertextuality of these texts has not been sufficiently taken into account in previous research by linking them to the political aspect of these narratives in the name of sovereignty, using a tool that was not initially accepted as having the capacity to play a significant role with an ideological connotation.
	7The Ideological State Apparatus (ISA 2.0) can be also part of this argumentation.
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Since 2022, the concept of unfriendly countries has emerged in the political discourse due to the publication of the corresponding list by the Russian government. Concurrently, the countries and regions included in this list possess a de facto distinct position in relation to Russia, exhibiting varied levels of engagement with Russia. Despite the longstanding conceptualization of states as either friendly or hostile in political science, dating back to the seminal works of Klingberg and Wolfers, contemporary discourse in the field continues to explore the development of novel methodologies for the identification of international coalitions. This article offers a novel interpretation of the scale of friendliness-hostility from the perspective of political geography. It presents an algorithm developed by the author to assess the degree of friendliness or hostility among geopolitical subjects. This algorithm is based on a set of data, including diplomatic status, level of integration, military exercises, sanctions regimes, visa policy, coherence of votes in the United Nation General Assembly, and image in the media. A comprehensive evaluation was conducted, encompassing a 5-year period from 1990 to 2024, to ascertain the political disposition of the surrounding subjects toward Russia. The study’s findings indicate that the emergence of the two “flanks of unfriendliness” from the west and east of Russia occurred in a gradual fashion throughout the post-Soviet period. Concurrently, there was a parallel strengthening of the consolidation of the intra-Eurasian space. However, this consolidation does not occur with a sufficient degree of symmetry and tension. The consolidation of the intra-Eurasian space is illustrated cartographically. The focus of this study is Siberia, which, due to the aforementioned changes, is now considered the geographical heart of Greater Eurasia. The conclusion summarizes the results, emphasizing the dynamism of the geopolitical situation and the need for further study of interactions in the sphere of international relations in precise and quantitative categories and measurements. It also outlines further research using the presented algorithm for identifying the degree of international friendliness-hostility.
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1 Introduction

The contemporary geopolitical landscape is characterized by significant instability, precipitated by the emergence of major conflicts that have profoundly altered the geopolitical landscape. This shift has led to the dissolution of established international coalitions and the formation of new ones, thereby reshaping the global order. The Russian–Ukrainian conflict, which commenced with the Maidan revolution in 2014 and teared in 2022 with the Russian special military operation, was a primary catalyst for this shift. In the contemporary geopolitical landscape, numerous dormant conflicts are resurfacing, prominently exemplified by the ongoing tensions in the Middle East, Jammu and Kashmir, and other regions worldwide and the rise of the Sino-Russian partnership (Morgado and Hosoda, 2024). These changes are having a profound impact on the geopolitical landscape, leading to significant shifts in the global position of each nation.

The geopolitical position of countries and regions constitutes a fundamental category in official strategic planning documents and within the context of Russian socio-political discourse. However, a significant proportion of these publications is characterized by speculative argumentation and a superficial understanding of geographical space. The multidimensional concept of geopolitical position is expressed in three parameters of geopolitical entities (states, integration associations, regions, etc.): geographical influence, expressed in the level of connectivity of entities with each other and the attraction of their main demographic and economic centers; geopolitical power (or aggregate power), expressed in gross indicators of hard, economic, soft power; and political relation between them (Fartyshev, 2017). The political attitude between geopolitical subjects can be expressed as a parameter on the scale of friendliness-hostility. This parameter is used in political science for the assessment of bilateral relations, trilateral relations, and specific international events.

In 2022, the Russian government promulgated the List of Unfriendly Countries and Territories (Order of the Russian Government No. 430-r of March 5, 2022 “On Approval of the List of Foreign States and Territories Committing Unfriendly Acts against the Russian Federation, Russian Legal Entities and Individuals”). This legislation, in essence, perpetuates the dichotomization of “ours” and “them” in the realm of foreign policy, a practice that finds its origins in the establishment of “Captive Nations Week” and the cataloging of “rogue states.” This convention has been a hallmark of American foreign policy since the administration of President Dwight Eisenhower in 1959. In 2002, Condoleezza Rice similarly designated four countries the so-called “axis of evil” (Iraq, Iran, and North Korea), expanding this list in 2005 to 10 countries (Libya, Syria, Cuba, Belarus, Zimbabwe, and Myanmar). These actions led to the institutionalization of a significant component of the geopolitical landscape: political relations between nations. The essence of this phenomenon is a subject of ongoing discourse. While the allocation of “strangers” has been relatively straightforward (notwithstanding the continuous supplementation of the aforementioned decree), the allocation of subjects exhibiting optimal amiability remains a more contentious subject. In the context of international relations, the degree of friendliness or hostility between nations is determined by the extent of their integration or, conversely, the application of sanctions pressure. It is imperative to understand the nature of these levels. The subsequent discussion will address the question of how these phenomena can be identified. The present study seeks to ascertain the properties, parameters, and significance for Russia of subjects exhibiting varying degrees of friendliness or hostility. It is evident that while Belarus and Abkhazia are regarded as highly cooperative allies by Russia, Kazakhstan and Armenia maintain a more cautious stance in aligning with Russia’s international stance, despite their substantial integration with Russia. The same gradation is observed on the opposite side—hostility—which means that these parameters are measurable by integral assessments.

The purpose of this article is to present the concept of an integrated assessment of friendliness and hostility and to show the dynamics of its change in the surrounding geopolitical entities in relation to Russia from the 1990s to the present.



2 Theoretical background

The issue of gradation of relations between states on the scale of “friendliness-hostility” has been a subject of discussion in scientific research for an extended period. A multitude of authors have proposed various approaches to measuring this “psychological distance” between nations. In the early 20th century, the prevailing sentiment was that tensions in relations could be measured as an indicator of the relationship’s dynamics (Klingberg, 1941).

Subsequently, interstate tensions began to be regarded as a dynamic element within the multidimensional political space, situated at the intersection of stability and conflict (Wright, 1955). Consequently, it became imperative to consider the subjective perception of the situation by political decision-makers, not only objective factors (Holsti, 1963). Researchers have focused on identifying the causes and factors influencing the level of tension, including such parameters as threat perceptions and assessments of opponents’ capabilities and intentions (Holsti, 1962; Leifer, 1974). Consequently, the notion of tension has been rendered more lucid and precisely delineated, signifying a constellation of dispositions and sentiments, including distrust and suspicion. Tension is also used as a similar term (Pestsov and Volynchuk, 2020). In mathematical models, political relations are frequently characterized as an unmeasurable quantity. To illustrate, Richardson’s arms race model incorporates the “magnitude of past grievances,” which can assume both positive and negative values yet is regarded as a constant (Richardson, 1960).

A notable illustration of this phenomenon is Balassa’s concept of stadiality in integration processes, which offers a systematic approach to understanding the progression of friendly relations (Balassa, 1961). Balassa’s seminal concept of stadiality of integration processes, as outlined in his 1961 publication, offers a foundational framework for understanding the dynamics of integration processes. In the economic sphere, this stadiality is manifested in the transition from a preferential trade zone to an economic union through various intermediate stages. A similar gradation exists in the military-political sphere, ranging from non-aggression treaties to a unified military command. In essence, the degree of interstate friendliness is contingent upon the interplay of numerous factors.

In addition to quantitative indicators, a set of qualitative scales measuring friendliness and hostility is employed. For instance, in the work of the international relations theorist A. Wolfers, titled “Discord and Collaboration,” the following gradation is presented:


	• Irreconcilable enmity (state of war).

	• Demonstration of hostility.

	• Termination of friendly relations.

	• Minimal relations.

	• Cool relations or non-aligned relations.

	• Active intra-directional cooperation.

	• External-directional cooperation.

	• Extreme manifestation of friendship (Wolfers, 1962).



The problem with Wolfers’ scale is the author’s subjectivity. His work was done during the Cold War, when military power influenced politics more than it does now. At that time, political science neglected the role of economics in politics.

The issue of creating quantitative scales became particularly relevant when databases of world events were created. These databases automatically collected events and classified them by tone. I. Goldstein presented a scale that quantified the degree of friendliness or hostility of each event (the Goldstein scale), forming the basis of the World Event/Interaction Survey (WEIS) events database (Goldstein, 1992). The sum of assessments of events occurring in one country in relation to another represents the current degree of attitude.

The development of extensive databases in conflict studies, which accumulate data on potential hostile events, has resulted in the creation of hostility scales (Maoz, 1982; Palmer et al., 2015). Subsequent to this, a more accurate and detailed measure of hostility has been created, based on Bayesian methods (Terechshenko, 2020). The general purpose of such scales is similar to that of Richardson’s models in that they are designed to predict the escalation of armed conflict between countries and to identify ways to de-escalate contentious international situations.

A critical geopolitical approach is instrumental in elucidating the nature of international relations, particularly with regard to the discernment of states’ friendliness or hostility. The critical geopolitical paradigm encompasses the examination of discourse, perceptions, and geographical representations of global nations. Within this framework, the notion of friendliness-hostility operates at the socio-psychological level (Koopman et al., 2021). These representations are encapsulated in symbols, images, and national stereotypes, which are identified through normative documents of strategic planning, official briefings, educational programs and textbooks, mass media, etc. (Fartyshev, 2022).

Furthermore, quantitative approaches to understanding friendliness-hostility as an integral characteristic are based on expert surveys (Nesmashnyi et al., 2022), principal component identification, etc. Consequently, this indicator introduces a significant geopolitical dimension to the analysis of geopolitical dynamics.

In the contemporary era, the most prominent index of global peacefulness is the Global Peace Index, which was developed by the Institute for Economics & Peace (Sydney, Australia). However, it should be noted that this indicator is composite in nature, evaluating not relative states, but rather the overall security of each nation worldwide, with this assessment informed by both its foreign and domestic policies (Morgan, 2021). The Militarization Index, as developed by the Bonn International Centre for Conflict Studies, employs a comparable methodology (Bayer and Hauk, 2023).

Quantitative approaches to understanding relative friendliness and hostility as an integral characteristic of bilateral relations were based on expert surveys (Nesmashnyi et al., 2022; Wike et al., 2022), on point estimates (Pototskaya, 2018), and on the identification of main components (Safranchuk et al., 2023). Integral assessments of attitudes toward Russia and China were created on the basis of research conducted by Foa et al. (2022).

This indicator is therefore of significant value in terms of geopolitical analysis, as it brings an important geopolitical aspect to the fore.



3 Methods and data

The fundamental theoretical framework employed for the analysis is the theory of geopolitical position, a synthesis of traditional geopolitical and critical geopolitical approaches. This theoretical framework portrays the geopolitical landscape as a network of interwoven relations among geopolitical actors, with consideration for their geopolitical power, spatial distance, and political disposition. These variables are expressed on a scale ranging from amiability to animosity.

In earlier works, the typology of political attitude on a linear scale, “friendliness-hostility,” was proposed. This typology is characterized by clear criteria for the stages of the parameter PO (political attitude), starting from PO = 0, which represents the minimum of mutual relations, both in the direction of friendliness and in the direction of hostility. The typology is further divided into nine categories on the positive side and nine on the negative side (see Table 1). The assignment of one or another degree of gradation is based on clear criteria, which are improved in this article (Fartyshev and Pisarenko, 2024).


TABLE 1 Typology of political relations between geopolitical subjects.

	Type
	Sub-type
	Attribute

 

 	Union (PA = +3) 	3.3 Unity 	Common governmental structures


 	3.2 Trust 	No border control, common currency


 	3.1 Cohesion 	Military alliance, joint defense treaty


 	Cooperation (PA = +2) 	2.3 Friendship 	Customs union


 	2.2 Mutual benefit 	Special conditions for trade agreements


 	2.1 Partnership 	Joint military training


 	Warm neutrality (PA = +1) 	1.3 Communication 	No visa regime


 	1.2 Consent 	Support in voting on UN resolutions


 	1.1 Sympathy 	Positive connotations of news about the country in the media


 	Minimal relations (PA = 0) 	Small volumes of trade, political and cultural connections


 	Cold neutrality (PA = −1) 	-1.1 Rejection 	Negative connotations of news about the country in the media


 	-1.2 Disagreement 	Protest voting on UN resolutions


 	-1.3 Caution 	Strengthened visa regime, tougher customs duties


 	Competition (PA = −2) 	-2.1 Rivalry 	Territorial disputes are in the active stage of discussion


 	-2.2. Opposition 	Embargo/sectoral sanctions


 	-2.3 Disgust 	Diplomatic wars (cases of expulsion of diplomats)


 	Hostility (PA = −3) 	-3.1 Remission 	A war in a frozen state


 	-3.2 Escalation 	Local war


 	-3.3 Destruction 	Total war




 

The conceptual scheme-algorithm for assigning categories to the integral assessment of friendliness-hostility of bilateral relations between geopolitical actors is presented in Figure 1.

[image: Flowchart diagram for determining relationship types between subjects, progressing through decision points including integration, war, sanctions, military exercises, and media portrayal, mapped along a friendliness-hostility spectrum from unity at 3.3 to destruction at -3.3.]

FIGURE 1
 Algorithm for the integral assessment of the friendliness and hostility of bilateral relations between geopolitical actors (geopolitical relations).


In order to facilitate a comprehensive and systematized comprehension of the algorithm underlying the integral assessment of political relations, it is imperative to delineate the methodology employed in determining the degree of friendliness or hostility between political entities. This exposition will be meticulously articulated through a series of responses to nine pivotal inquiries.

First, the inquiry focuses on the existence of common governing bodies. This parameter enables the assessment of various geopolitical entities. For instance, it can be utilized to determine whether a geopolitical entity is part of another state (e.g., assessing Alaska as a sub-regional unit in relation to the United States), whether it is under external governance (e.g., assessing Greenland in relation to Denmark), or whether it is an autonomy of federal or confederal type (e.g., between Republic Srpska and Bosnia and Herzegovina), where a part of governance functions is transferred to one level of political space above. The formation of such relations can be observed in instances of maximum integration processes, wherein specific functions are delegated to the supranational level (a notable example being the European Union’s economic policy determination). While this issue assesses the extreme expression of geopolitical affinity, it does not negate the potential for adverse societal perceptions among subjects under shared governance (e.g., separatist regions) or other manifestations of enmity.

Second, the subjects’ status in regard to armed conflict must be ascertained. This phenomenon can be conceptualized as the diametrical opposite of the aforementioned state of hostility. In this case, it is imperative to delineate the state of war by its inherent nature: A war characterized by its openness, full scope, and intent to destroy the opposing entity or overthrow its leadership. This dynamic is exemplified by the historical confrontation between the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the Republic of Korea (ROK) during the Korean War (1950–1953). A war that occurs within a specific territorial context or to achieve a particular objective. This type of conflict is illustrated by the ongoing tensions between Syria and Israel concerning the Golan Heights. A war that has reached a state of stagnation or impasse, as evidenced by the current state of affairs between Venezuela and Guyana. The ongoing dispute over the Essequibo region, which began in 2023, exemplifies this category of warfare, as it did not escalate into a direct military confrontation. A particular, milder case of this condition is the use of retorsions and reprisals. For instance, when diplomats or representatives of one entity are declared persona non grata and/or expelled from the territory, a state of diplomatic war may be declared. In accordance with recognized international diplomatic protocol, the utilization of retaliatory measures constitutes the final diplomatic maneuver prior to the formal declaration of war.

Third, it is imperative to ascertain whether the actors in question are affiliated with integration alliances. This inquiry enables the classification of amiability as a distinct attribute, distinguishing it from the various states of warfare that are considered incompatible. A currency union is defined as a degree of economic interdependence between two or more countries, wherein one country issues the legal tender for another, such as the Russian ruble for Abkhazia. A military union is a political alliance between two or more countries, where the principle of collective defense is operationalized, as evidenced by the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). A customs union is a trade agreement between two or more countries that aims to streamline trade by eliminating border controls, as exemplified by the Mercosur customs union. A common market or free trade area refers to a lower degree of economic integration between two or more countries, as evidenced by the free trade agreement between Russia and Vietnam since 2015.

Fourth, the existence of territorial disputes is a matter of concern. In addressing this inquiry, it is imperative to encapsulate a discursive form of warfare that does not escalate to tangible unfriendly actions of a political nature (e.g., between China and India over Arunachal Pradesh). The existence of a territorial dispute portends the potential for a more antagonistic stage. To a greater extent, this stage of unfriendliness applies to neighboring countries. However, other equivalent situations at the discursive level may also have conflictogenic potential. It is important that this discourse is formed at the official level (for example, declaring a country a sponsor of terrorism in strategic documents on foreign policy).

The fifth inquiry pertains to the imposition of sanctions. The policy of sanctions is, in essence, antithetical to the concept of integration as an expression of the fencing policy. While it may be regarded as the closest to the state of economic (trade) war, it is not inherently so, as it differs in terms of targeting (Timofeev, 2019). Sanctions can be expressed in various forms, including trade restrictions (full or partial embargoes), sectoral bans on cooperation, and financial freezes on assets. It is imperative to acknowledge that a subset of sanctions is characterized by their limited or illusory nature, serving merely as a signal of disagreement. This attribute of sanctions can be observed not only in the application of sanctions by external actors but also in the use of sanctions by allies, a phenomenon that merits attention (Timofeev, 2023). For instance, the restriction on the entry of persons belonging to the economic elite does not play a significant role in determining the level of friendliness or hostility of states.

Sixth, it is pertinent to inquire whether there are any ongoing joint military exercises. The factor of joint military exercises is an important criterion of friendliness, which is incompatible with the sanctions policy. Despite the declarative objectives of anti-terrorist defense or rescue operations, such actions suggest a political stance of friendly cooperation among nations and a signal for the formation of more robust international coalitions in multilateral exercises. Conversely, the refusal to engage in joint military exercises can be an instrumental factor in deterring the escalation of friendly relations. This is exemplified by the case of DPRK–Russia relations, where this issue is pivotal to the relationship with a third party, the ROK.

The present inquiry seeks to ascertain the visa policy between countries. In typical circumstances, visas established by political elites are utilized to ensure the barrier function of the border in the movement of individuals (Kolossov and Scott, 2013). In the context of friendly relations, countries enter into accords that involve the mutual abrogation of visa restrictions for specified periods or indefinitely. Alternatively, they may permit entry with the country’s internal passport. These arrangements are indicative of a fundamental level of trust between the nations involved. In instances where there is a pervasive sense of animosity, there is an escalation in visa restrictions, which can be interpreted as an initial manifestation of a policy of resistance. The tightening of visa requirements does not necessarily indicate a hostile attitude on the part of the issuing country. In some cases, the tightening of visa requirements may be due to sanitary and anti-epidemic reasons, although these reasons may be used as a pretext. It is also imperative to acknowledge that visa policies are not invariably reciprocal.

The eighth inquiry pertains to the question of whether votes on resolutions at the United Nations (UN) exhibit similar characteristics (Binder and Lockwood Payton, 2022). This parameter is a prevalent method for evaluating coalitions using the index of voting cohesion (IVC) (Lijphart, 1963) or the Euclidean distance according to the Signorino and Ritter (1999) formula. It is important to note that this criterion is not applicable to non-members of the UN, but rather exhibits a pronounced geopolitical subjectivity (Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Palestine, Northern Cyprus, etc.) (O’Loughlin and Kolosov, 2017).

Finally, it is an inquiry into the manner in which the media disseminates a particular image of a nation. The lowest level of this phenomenon, though not insignificant for relations between states, is the dissemination of geopolitical perceptions through media outlets. This is the level that is referred to as “low geopolitics” (Kolossov, 2003; Dittmer and Dodds, 2008; Okunev, 2021).

The presented methodology is intentionally designed as universally as possible, that is, not only to assess the interaction of actors at the state level but also suprastate and sub-state. However, it should be recognized that it is impossible to assess the similarity of votes on United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions at a level other than the state level.

The following dates are considered pivotal for the geopolitical analysis of political attitudes toward Russia:


	• 1990 marked the final year before the collapse of the Soviet Union.

	• 1995 is widely regarded as the pinnacle of the post-Soviet crisis, marking a significant turning point in the region’s history.

	• 2000 marked a significant political transition, with V. V. Putin’s rise to the presidency coinciding with a period of substantial post-Soviet economic and social crisis.

	• 2016 is widely regarded as a critical juncture in Russia’s relationship with Europe, marking a significant shift in the geopolitical landscape.

	• 2024 is the final relevant year cited in this publication.



The assessment was carried out on the basis of Russia’s closest environment, that is, countries within a distance of 1,000 km from Russia’s borders, as the belt of closest influence. This approach diverges from the common principle of neighboring countries. Some exceptions to this rule include Great Britain, France, and Tajikistan, which are located at a greater distance.

The objective of this study is not to provide a comprehensive account of the intricacies of bilateral relations with each nation. While these relations undoubtedly hold significance in specific domains, our analysis will prioritize a macro-level perspective. To that end, we will adhere to a general overview of international relations, focusing on the dates and select narratives that have been previously outlined.



4 Results

In 1990, the vast majority of the immediate neighborhood surrounding the perimeter of Russia’s contemporary borders exhibited a high degree of amicability. This was due to the presence of Soviet governing bodies that had united a number of formerly independent republics into a unified state entity. The Warsaw Pact Organization, a military alliance, was present in Eastern Europe. This allows for the organization to be evaluated with a rating of “3.1 Cohesion.” The establishment of a cohesive relationship with Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Bulgaria was of paramount importance. The German Democratic Republic (GDR) would effectively cease to exist in 1990, and the border of friendliness on the western side would shift closer to Russia. Concurrently, the subjects in question were situated at a considerable distance from the territory of the hostiles. The most problematic geopolitical point for The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was China. After the split of the 1960s and the almost complete cessation of diplomatic relations, only the first cautious steps toward normalization of relations were taken. These consisted of the first mutual visits and meetings at the intergovernmental level. During the Soviet era, Mongolia’s relationship with the Soviet Union was marked by a significant degree of dependency, largely attributable to the military presence established under the provisions outlined in the “On Provision of Gratuitous Military Assistance to the Mongolian People’s Republic” treaty. However, by the year 1990, this period of Soviet influence was beginning to show signs of gradual weakening, ultimately leading to the complete withdrawal of Soviet troops from the country by 1993 (see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2
 The geopolitical attitude of the surrounding countries toward Russia on a friendliness-hostility scale from 1990 to 2024.


The relationship between the two countries is also evaluated at a “2.2 Mutually Benefit“rating, a classification attributed to the unique conditions that govern their trade relations. Trade turnover between the USSR and the DPRK constituted more than 50% of the DPRK’s total foreign trade. The Soviet Union supplied raw materials to the DPRK’s enterprises, receiving up to 80% of manufactured products in return (Zabrovskaya, 2016). The establishment of official relations between the Soviet Union and the ROK did not occur until September 1990, which is categorized by the degree of “0 Minimum Relations.” By 1990, the practice of sanctions pressure, which had been employed in earlier periods of relations with the USSR, was no longer applied by the countries of Western Europe and the United States. In some countries (e.g., Austria), a consolidated vote was cast in the UNGA, and a positive information background prevailed in the media. The image of the USSR as a partner was broadcast (Kotelenets, 2013), which eventually resulted in the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to M. S. Gorbachev. An exception to this pattern was observed in the relationship between the USSR and Finland, where a system of clearing payments was implemented, analogous to special trade conditions (Sutyrin and Shlamin, 2015).

By 1995, a shift in political attitude became evident. The dissolution of the Warsaw Pact bloc and the escalation of anti-Russian sentiment among European nations have led to the emergence of a pronounced cluster of hostility. In the context of diplomatic relations with Poland, there was a precipitous decline, leading to a state of diplomatic warfare. This shift in the relationship was exemplified by the expulsion of the Russian military attaché, Vladimir Lomakin, from Poland in October 1993. A similar dynamic is observed in the case of Asian countries. The dissolution of the USSR prompts a transition in all Central Asian republics from the “3.3 Unity” stage to the “3.1 Cohesion” stage. Despite the stagnant state of bilateral relations between Mongolia and the United States, there has been a persistence in the preference for railroad transportation and copper smelting (Orlova, 2022). Conversely, there has been a marked warming of relations with the United States, as evidenced by Russia’s consistent participation in joint military exercises, designated “Peacemaker,” since 1993. A comparable warming is also occurring with the PRC, though it is only evident in the coherence of UNGA votes, which will intensify in subsequent periods. In the East Asian context, Japan emerges as a contentious issue, particularly with the escalation of tensions surrounding the Kuril Islands during the 1990s. This development significantly impacted Russian-Japanese relations, which, according to the classification system, is evaluated as “-2.1 Rivalry.” In essence, the political ties between the Russian Federation and the DPRK were suspended. A new treaty on friendship, good-neighborliness, and cooperation was concluded in 2000. Additionally, the strengthened visa regime in relation to democratic Russia results in an assessment of unfriendly relations. Therefore, warming of relations with the ROK is necessary.

Following the election of V. V. Putin as President of the Russian Federation in 2000, the initial period was characterized by an intensified visa regime toward the democratic Russian Federation. Initially, there was an effort toward rapprochement between Russia and European countries; however, this movement was rather unidirectional from Russia. A notable aspect of the 2000 election was the striking similarity in voting patterns observed among the UN, several Middle Eastern countries, and a number of European nations, including Bulgaria and Austria. Concurrently, the practice of expelling diplomats as an indication of enmity became more prevalent, particularly in the cases of Poland and Estonia. At that time, the Eurasian space was in the process of developing formats for international interaction, such as the Shanghai Five, which in 2001 transformed into the largest association in Eurasia, known as the SCO. The mechanisms of economic integration in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) had not yet been widely implemented, yet the practice of military exercises as a manifestation of the countries’ amicability had increased in comparison to previous years, as evidenced by the involvement of Moldova, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and others.

During the 2000s, the cluster of unfriendliness became more clearly delineated. The seminal events that transpired during this period included the terrorist attack in Beslan (2004) and the subsequent international reaction, Vladimir Putin’s Munich speech (2007), and the 5-day war (2008). Putin’s Munich speech (2007), the 5-day war (2008), and the coup in Ukraine (2014) are significant events that altered the international situation. The coup in Ukraine significantly changed the geopolitical position of Russia, resulting in the announcement of the policy of “turn to the East” (Oleynikov, 2021). However, this policy should more accurately be referred to after the APEC summit in 2012. It is imperative that we deliberate on more substantial, sustainable changes in the geopolitical position by 2016. Consequently, Russia is currently facing sanctions pressure due to its annexation of the Crimean peninsula, which has led to a deterioration in its political relations with European countries, reaching a point of “-2.2 Opposition,” and diplomats are expelled. Concurrently, integration processes in Eurasia are escalating. In 2015, the formation of the Eurasian Economic Union occurred, which, according to B. Ballassa’s typology, is structured as a common market. Ballassa’s typology has been demonstrated to significantly increase consolidation. Mongolia has historically maintained a commitment to the principles of international neutrality. However, since 2008, there has been a persistent pattern of military exercises in the Selenga region (formerly known as Darhan until 2010). These exercises have continued uninterrupted, despite the exertion of pressure by the international community on Mongolia following the escalation of international tensions in 2022. A similar policy of joint military exercises has been pursued with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since 2005, enabling the assessment of the stage “2.1 Partnership.” A notable exception is the ROK, where in 2014, the establishment of a visa-free regime occurred concurrently with the initiation of anti-Russian sanctions in 2015. Since then, the country has undergone a consistent expansion of the lists of prohibited goods and companies, which, according to the “-2.2 Counteraction,” should be regarded as a more substantial factor contributing to the country’s unfriendliness. The integration of countries within Greater Eurasia has become particularly robust. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), established in 2001, has evolved from a consultative platform to a full-fledged security integration association. Since 2005 and continuing to the present, regular military exercises, designated “Peace Mission,” have been conducted within the SCO, uniting even those nations engaged in territorial disputes: China, India, and Pakistan are the primary countries of concern (Yenikeyeff et al., 2024).

In 2022, the situation underwent a significant shift with the declaration of the Special Military Operation in Ukraine and the subsequent deepening of the rift between the collective West and Russia. The ongoing series of diplomatic disputes between Russia and other global powers, particularly the European Union and the United States, signifies a notable shift in the political climate toward Russia. This shift is characterized by a decline in the severity of sanctions imposed by these nations, as evidenced by the ROK’s decision to discontinue the expulsion of diplomats in its bilateral relations with Russia. The Mongolian–Chinese relationship has remained relatively stable, with a few notable exceptions (Bezrukov and Fartyshev, 2022; Bezrukov et al., 2022). While negotiations are underway with China to establish a free trade zone from 2022, which would raise the status of relations to “2.2 Mutual Benefit,” Mongolia has more actively pursued a policy of searching for a “third neighbor.” This implies a shift away from its immediate neighbors (Bedeski, 2006). Notably, Finland stands out as a particularly salient case study. Since Finland’s accession to the European Union in 1995, the bilateral relationship has undergone a gradual deterioration, culminating in the closure of the border, Finland’s integration into the NATO alliance, and the onset of diplomatic tensions by 2024.

The foundation for Russia and Syria’s bilateral relations is the 1980 Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation. However, there has been no tangible progress in the direction of integration, as Syria’s aspirations to establish a free trade zone agreement with Russia, initially expressed in 2012, have yet to be realized. The 2016 agreement concerning the deployment of a Russian Federation aviation group on Syrian territory can be regarded as a military alliance. The present geopolitical climate is characterized by a pervasive sense of instability, particularly in relation to the countries of the Korean Peninsula and the Middle East. Despite the fact that the DPRK is one of the few countries that recognized the accession of new regions to Russia in September 2023, the parties remain cautious about joint military exercises. It is imperative to acknowledge that the political disposition exhibited by Russia is not reciprocal, as evidenced by the imposition of stringent sanctions by the UN against the DPRK.

Of the nations in question, Belarus is the most stable in relation to Russia because its geopolitical attitude has not experienced critical shifts in comparison to the attitude of other states. Since 1995, Belarus has gradually integrated with Russia, as evidenced by its involvement in numerous integration associations and the establishment of a union state in 1999.



5 Discussion


5.1 What does it mean for world?

Over the past three decades, there has been a marked increase in the level of confrontation on the Eurasian continent, accompanied by a shift in Russia’s role and involvement in geopolitical processes. During the 1990s, tensions were primarily confined to local actors (namely the Balkans, the Middle East, Iran, and Afghanistan), but contemporary geopolitical developments have led to Russia becoming a source of tension in Eurasia. This is primarily attributable to Russia’s internal consolidation during Vladimir Putin’s presidency, which commenced in the 2000s. Consequently, Russia once again assumed a significant role in international relations, thereby superseding its withdrawal from global politics during the 1990s.

The most stable system of international relations could be a situation where all countries are as friendly as possible. However, according to the neorealistic theory of international relations, this is not achievable. In other words, relations between all actors would be assessed as “3.3 Unity,” but this is rather a hypothetical situation (Lee et al., 1994). Contemporary dynamics in relation to Russia indicate an antithetical trend, suggesting a process of disintegration in the world system.



5.2 What does it mean for Russia?

A substantial shift in the political disposition of the immediate neighborhood is evident during the period under scrutiny, consequently precipitating a transformation in Russia’s geopolitical posture. A review of the geopolitical landscape reveals a notable shift in the distribution of friendly states between 1990 and 1995. In 1990, there was a significant presence of states that exhibited a friendly bloc, distributed in a westerly and southern direction. However, by 1995, this distribution had undergone a fragmentation due to variations in levels of friendliness. By 2000, this fragmentation had intensified, with rare exceptions of institutionalized forms of unfriendliness. In 2016, this dynamic shifted to a more hostile stage, marked by the imposition of sanctions of economic and political nature. This shift was further exacerbated by the announcement of the Special Military Operation in 2022, leading to the expulsion of diplomats, a measure previously only observed in the case of Russia.

The most significant shift in political stance was observed in the context of Ukraine, where there was a transition from a moderate level of unity to a state of extreme animosity. Concurrently, in Central Asia, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (“Tashkent Pact”), a military alliance, plays a pivotal role in consolidating the region. In the 1990s, the consolidation of the CIS countries on this issue disintegrated. However, following 2000, with its expansion, it strengthened on the contrary.

Consequently, during the period under scrutiny, a pivotal shift in political attitudes toward Russia emerged. However, in the interest of national interests, the escalation in the amicability of intra-continental states should be commensurate with the decline in sentiments observed among Western bloc countries. Presently, a symmetrical process of this nature is not underway. The foreign policy shift toward the East, characterized as a “long turn to the East,” primarily affects the “de-westernization” of Russia (Savchenko and Zuenko, 2020). Concurrently, the formation of a stable coalition in the Eurasian space is progressing at a gradual pace. The strengthening of integration processes in Eurasia during the described period is indicative of the revival of the geopolitical concept of “Heartland.” A significant advancement in the direction of deepening integration processes within the SCO could be the formalization of an agreement establishing a comprehensive military alliance, or the initiation of a more pronounced movement toward economic integration, which might include the establishment of a fully operational free trade zone among all SCO member states.



5.3 Geopolitical position of Siberia

A pivotal aspect of Russia’s foreign policy agenda pertains to the geopolitical positioning of Siberia and the Far East. These regions have assumed heightened significance in the context of escalating international tensions. In the context of Soviet geopolitics, Siberia and the Far East were strategically positioned in close proximity to China, a nation regarded as hostile by the Soviet regime. However, in the post-Soviet era, a notable shift has emerged, marked by the formation of a Greater Eurasia concept. This geopolitical vision, which places significant emphasis on the integration of Siberia as its central element, underscores the strategic importance of the region in the contemporary geopolitical landscape (Fartyshev, 2021). The concept of “Siberianization” has garnered significant interest, with proponents advocating for the relocation of the Russian capital to the country’s interior, a proposal that is underpinned by substantial geostrategic rationale (Karaganov and Kozylov, 2025). Concurrently, the strategic relocation of capital inland, driven by concerns over security, may induce a phenomenon of “self-caging” (Boedeltje and van Houtum, 2020). This dynamic can engender not only political distance but also physical and social distance from numerous nations, including those that are not overtly hostile. Concurrently, the accelerated emergence of robust economic hubs in Siberia, along with the fortification of cross-border connections through the establishment of transportation corridors in the southern direction, holds immediate practical relevance in the consolidation of the Eurasian partnership (Bezrukov, 2018; Urantamir et al., 2024).

It is imperative to acknowledge the highly dynamic nature of political attitudes, which are predominantly influenced by power decisions and domestic political events. This dynamic nature renders the presented structure highly flexible. A case in point is the shift in Argentine power in 2023, which led to a radical realignment of the nation’s foreign policy. The country’s strategic shift, characterized by a notable transition from aspirations of joining the BRICS alliance to a pronounced strengthening of its foreign policy reliance on the United States and a notable “dollarization” of the economy, exemplifies the complex interplay between domestic political dynamics and international economic factors. The most vulnerable points are the countries in the immediate vicinity of both Russia and Siberia, which have the potential to abruptly change their foreign policy course in a revolutionary way, for example, in Kazakhstan, or in an evolutionary way, for example, in Mongolia. These two neighboring countries are located at the core of the continent, and the consolidation dynamics in the Eurasian space are contingent on the policies of these countries. The geopolitical implications of the Greater Eurasia project, as interpreted through the lens of Russian policy toward these two countries, are of particular significance. The project’s implications, when analyzed through the framework of geopolitical dynamics, suggest a potential escalation in the level of Russo-Western confrontation, as previously outlined.



5.4 Limits of approach

The presented overview of international relations and geopolitical power as key geopolitical factors enables the quantitative assessment of the complex and multifaceted concept of geopolitical position, in addition to demonstrating the situation in dynamic terms. Simultaneously, the geopolitical analysis methodology that has been presented has its limitations, which are as follows:

The issue of political attitudes that are not reciprocal has been a subject of considerable debate. The presented methodology demonstrates bilateral relations between nations in a symmetrical manner. However, in practice, instances of asymmetry can frequently be observed, particularly at the levels that approximate the category of “Minimum Relations.” For instance, the image of Russia in the media of some African countries may be significantly more favourable, while Russia’s attitude toward them is indifferent, as in the case of Zimbabwe (Gadzikwa et al., 2023), or, conversely, Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso. In the context of the present study, it is observed that states which have previously experienced military coups and are now cooperating with Russian private military organizations, due to the weakness of the state apparatus, have been found to give Russia only positive coverage in the media (Issaev et al., 2022). However, it is also noted that these states do not always support Russia in votes on UNGA resolutions. Furthermore, it should be noted that sanctions, as a component of international relations, do not invariably exhibit symmetry.

The issue of linearity in scale assessments is a subject that has been the subject of much debate and research. As with other friendliness-hostility scales previously described, non-linear mutual relations between countries can, in fact, occur. This phenomenon can emerge in the context of internal divisions within deep integration associations, which concurrently give rise to antagonistic actions in bilateral relations.

The issue of evaluating the relative importance of various factors, which can be characterized as both friendly and hostile, remains a subject of ongoing research and analysis. In reality, it is difficult to ascertain which factor—economic, military, cultural, or any other—exerts the greatest influence. This phenomenon is exemplified by the potential for sanctions or trade wars against political and military allies, as demonstrated in the aforementioned example (Pape, 1998). Political attitudes are de facto multidirectional, suggesting the need to identify potential non-linear scales for their measurement.

The issue of informal manifestations of amiability and antagonism. A variety of institutions do not align with the established framework for evaluating friendliness and hostility, rendering them challenging to assess. The most salient instances of this phenomenon pertain to cultural activities, such as student exchanges, official visits, and telephone communications, as well as language policy and educational initiatives (including the prohibition of the use of Russian, the establishment of language police, or the expansion of Russian-language schools). These activities may not be formally institutionalized within the context of bilateral relations, as evidenced by the implementation of “language patrols” in Kazakhstan (Topchiev and Khrapov, 2023).




6 Conclusion

A synthesis of the extant research reveals four fundamental conclusions.

The political-geographical approach to the analysis of international coalitions provides a generalized understanding of the global or regional landscape, facilitating the integration of regional and sectoral international studies into a unified systematic structure of political space. However, it is imperative to acknowledge the existence of numerous unique instances of international relations, which are examined through the lens of specialized academic research.

The most salient, albeit not exhaustive, markers of unfriendliness, apart from direct military actions, are currently expulsions of diplomats and declarations of “persona non grata,” the narrative of contested territories, sanctions policy, dissimilarity of votes in the UN, and negative image in the media. Markers of friendliness include the presence of joint governing bodies, an agreement on economic or military-political integration, joint military exercises, support in UN votes, and positive connotations in the media. The presence or absence of this or that marker engenders a multivariant gradation of the essence of friendliness—unfriendliness of states.

Over the period under consideration, Russia’s geopolitical position has undergone significant shifts and fluctuations, attributable to the volatility of Russia’s foreign policy course and the policy of Western states toward Russia itself. These states have repeatedly demonstrated an escalating degree of unfriendliness in their signals and actions. The primary outcome of the 30-year span was the emergence of two “flanks of unfriendliness” from the western and eastern regions of Russia, accompanied by the parallel strengthening of consolidation within the intra-Eurasian space. However, this consolidation lacks sufficient symmetry to match the escalating tensions.

Siberia is located in the center of a cluster of friendly countries. This geographic position connects the political space of Greater Eurasia, yet it also creates a “gaping hole” of underdevelopment and abandonment, with the exception of a few specific locations.

The present approach enables a comprehensive examination of the interrelationships among subjects, encompassing a range of political dimensions, economic parameters, political aspects, and geographical data. The political dimensions encompass the focus, representativeness, and status of foreign visits by the political elite, the activities of foreign NGOs, and the representation of countries and regions in foreign policy, regulatory legal acts, and strategic planning documents. The economic parameters include the volume of foreign trade, the level of foreign investment, the level of international cooperation, and the external dependence of production chains. The geographical data encompass the remoteness of countries from each other, economic distance, and the degree of infrastructural and natural barriers along borders.
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While the “peace through globalization” literature is primarily framed as an effort to examine whether economic globalization promotes peace, most of its models investigate whether trade reduces conflict. This study argues that by defining different stages in the transition to peace as a dependent variable, the relationship between a state’s exposure to globalization and peace is more complex than theorized in the literature. Even in our still-globalized world, where countries have numerous options for forming new economic partnerships, greater exposure to the global economy increases the appeal of establishing economic ties with certain partners. Therefore, the ability of economic interactions to foster peace is conditional to some degree on countries’ exposure to globalization. Consequently, a country’s efforts to deepen global integration can amplify the expected benefits of peace with specific nations, creating opportunities for rapprochement. By using Israel-UAE relations as a case study, we illustrate how the UAE’s strategy of diversifying its global economic ties has enhanced the benefits of cooperation with Israel, thereby supporting and strengthening normalization efforts.

Keywords
 commercial liberalism; peace through globalization; Abraham Accords; United Arab Emirates; Israel


Introduction

In September 2020, Israel, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Bahrain signed the Abraham Accords, establishing the first full normalization of relations between Israel and Arab Gulf states. The new normalization ties were immediately followed by optimism regarding the role of economic factors in stabilizing relations among the nations.

This was hardly the first time a breakthrough in the regional peace process sparked hopes for creating significant “peace dividends” to stabilize peace in the Middle East. The longstanding proposition known in the International Relations literature as “commercial liberalisms,” which posits that trade promotes peace, has been echoed for decades through various visions and detailed official plans aimed at normalizing Arab-Israeli relations (Kahn and Arieli, 2020; Press-Barnathan, 2006; Ripsman, 2016).

Nonetheless, policymakers and analysts who aim to rely on established scholarly research to support the notion that the economic domain can promote regional peace in the Middle East and other regions may find it difficult to find adequate support in existing studies. While the literature on commercial liberalism is often framed around the question of whether “trade fosters peace,” most models examine whether trade reduces the likelihood of conflict.

Therefore, the evidence presented in the mainstream literature may support the argument that establishing trade ties between former rivals, such as Israel and the UAE, increases the likelihood that they will resolve future disputes peacefully. Nonetheless, further research is needed to clarify the role of the economic dimension in facilitating the signing and upgrading of normalization agreements. While work on the different levels and stages of peace stresses that the determinants of conflict do not necessarily apply to peace (Mattes and Weeks, 2024, p. 186), most research on reconciliation and conciliation that examines economic incentives links them to mechanisms presented in the literature on trade–conflict.

This paper seeks to bridge these gaps in the commercial liberalism and reconciliation literature. We focus on the positive aspects of globalization that make peace more likely. In the last two decades, most studies have shifted their attention from dyadic trade to exploring whether multilateral trade and other aspects of global economic integration reduce conflict. Some studies argue that as trade becomes more central to economies, the potential costs of disrupting trade with third parties in a conflict decrease the likelihood of war (Gartzke and Li, 2003; Russett and Oneal, 2001). However, critics contend that globalization weakens the deterrent power of trade by making it easier for belligerents to find alternative trade partners (Brutger and Marple, 2024; Gowa and Hicks, 2017).

Building on this ongoing debate, we argue that while increased economic globalization may reduce the deterrent effects of trade, it can also enhance the appeal of trade relationships with specific partners. Therefore, a country’s efforts to deepen its integration into the global economy may increase the expected benefits of peace with particular nations. As a result, periods of intensified global economic integration could foster opportunities for rapprochement and transition toward “warm peace.”

We used Israel-UAE relations as a case study to support this argument. Most scholars and analysts correctly argue that, at its core, the rapprochement between Israel and the UAE reflects the realist story of alignment among rivals with mutual enemies and shared national interests (Guzansky and Marshall, 2020; Fulton and Yellinek, 2021). Nevertheless, a closer examination of the relations between the two states reveals a more complex dynamic in which economic factors and business communities played a significant role in facilitating the discreet diplomatic contacts maintained long before the formal decision to normalize their relations. Moreover, these economic factors continue to play a crucial role in what appears to be a smooth transition toward a “warm peace.”

We argue that the UAE’s efforts to increase and diversify its global economic integration have amplified the expected benefits of economic cooperation with Israel’s open economy. These efforts should be considered a key factor in the positive impact of economic interactions on fostering and strengthening the normalization of ties.

We proceed as follows: First, we briefly review the “peace through globalization” literature, highlighting its limitations in addressing the different stages of peacebuilding. We then present our theoretical argument, explaining why, even in the still-globalized world where countries have numerous options for forming new economic partnerships, engagement with a specific country can hold unique importance, thereby encouraging the improvement of political relations. Next, we present our case study, which illustrates how global integration has positively impacted various stages of the transition to peace between the UAE and Israel. Finally, we discuss how our findings contribute to the existing literature.


The missing dimension of the “peace through globalization” literature

According to the standard causal mechanism of the commercial liberalism theory, extensive trade between a pair of states increases the opportunity costs of military conflict, thereby reducing the chances of conflict (Polachek and Xiang, 2010). Empirical tests largely support this claim, finding that bilateral trade reduces the likelihood of conflict (Hegre et al., 2010; Russett and Oneal, 2001).

Thus, while most of these studies are motivated to explore the “pacifying” effect of trade, their causal mechanism and empirical findings underscore trade’s role in reducing conflict.

Scholars investigating the role of economic factors in peacebuilding across different regions have emphasized the importance of bridging the gap between the classic liberal idea that “trade fosters peace” and the literature focused on conflict (Kahn and Arieli, 2020; Pernes and Möller, 2014; Press-Barnathan, 2006). However, this literature often critiques the traditional model of commercial liberalism, which focuses on bilateral trade and rarely engages with recent scholarship on extra-dyadic relations.

Other comprehensive studies of the different levels of interstate peace that consider economic interdependence likewise emphasize bilateral economic engagement between former rivals (Kupchan, 2010). Expanding beyond the dyadic economic engagement, some work highlights the role of third parties’ economic and financial aid in facilitating de-escalation and cooperation at different stages (Press-Barnathan, 2006; Rubinovitz and Rettig, 2018; Thompson et al., 2022).

This study contributes by shifting the focus from bilateral ties to multilateral links and by evaluating both the contributions and the limitations of the literature on globalization and conflict. It examines the challenges, limitations, and potential contributions of recent mechanisms tied to multilateral trade and other facets of economic globalization across the stages of the transition to peace.

Building on the logic of opportunity costs, many studies argue that multilateral trade integration reduces conflict. As trade becomes a larger part of a country’s overall economic activity, the costs of disrupting trade with third parties during conflict increase, thereby reducing the likelihood of conflict (Gartzke and Li, 2003; Russett and Oneal, 2001).

This mechanism has also been extended to other aspects of global economic integration, most notably the internationalization of capital. States that are highly exposed to foreign direct investments (FDI) are further deterred from conflict, as war can depress FDI and trigger capital flight (Bussmann, 2010; Bussmann and Schneider, 2007; Polachek et al., 2011). Because investments involve high sunk costs, multinational corporations (MNCs) have incentives to lobby their home governments to avoid conflict with host countries, and the negative externalities that conflict imposes on investment deter host governments. Fehrs (2016, 2024) shows that similar considerations apply to rapprochement: in wealthier states, strong MNCs can advocate for the economic dividends of reconciliation, while in countries undergoing economic liberalization, the need for foreign capital can itself motivate reconciliation. Ripsman (2016) likewise shows that the need for capital among economically distressed countries can incentivize leaders to engage in “top-down” peacemaking.

Other studies have called for moving beyond the opportunity-cost mechanism, highlighting additional ways in which economic globalization discourages conflict. One body of research has used social network analysis to show that the likelihood of conflict is lower between dyads that share many trading partners and are embedded in trade networks (Dorussen and Ward, 2010; Kinne, 2012). Another explanation for the conflict-reducing impact of trade integration and open capital markets is that economic openness enables states in crisis to send “costly signals” and demonstrate their resolve to use force without actually resorting to it (Gartzke et al., 2001; Kinne, 2014).

All these leading mechanisms implicitly or explicitly assume that dyadic conflicts disrupt multilateral trade, resulting in high costs. However, studies have challenged this assumption, arguing that trade globalization facilitates a smoother wartime substitution process by allowing states to shift trade and investments to alternative markets. Trade globalization reduces the income losses associated with conflict with an individual trade partner (Brutger and Marple, 2024; Schneider, 2014, 2023), thereby increasing the likelihood of dyadic conflict (Martin et al., 2008).

Nonetheless, this line of criticism acknowledges that the ability to reduce trade-related costs through substitution is not uniformly distributed across states (Chen, 2021; Feldman et al., 2021; Peterson, 2015). Moreover, even scholars who argue that substitution undermines the deterrent power traditionally attributed to trade note that moving away from the first-best option entails efficiency costs (Gowa and Hicks, 2017, 654).

Thus, even in the still-globalized world, various markets enjoy competitive advantages, making them natural trading partners with other countries. While armed conflict creates constraints that may divert combatants from optimal trade partners, the absence of official relations with potential first-best options also leads to efficiency losses. These losses become more apparent to policymakers focused on transforming their economies.

When a country aims to diversify its economy and deepen global trade integration, specific sectors may naturally complement those in other nations. Nevertheless, the lack of normalized relations with these potential economic partners creates a barrier to establishing or expanding economic ties. Consequently, becoming more economically globalized can generate a strong incentive to pivot toward new markets and normalize political relations with them.



The positive aspect of peace through globalization

Because it encompasses overlapping dynamics, economic globalization is difficult to define and cannot be captured by a single measure. Early studies of the globalization–conflict nexus often relied on trade openness, which is the ratio of total trade to GDP (Gartzke and Li, 2003; Russett and Oneal, 2001). Later research showed that such proxies do not fully capture a state’s level of trade integration or the complex ways in which trade globalization influences conflict.

For instance, several studies have measured trade diversification and network structures to assess states’ ability to mitigate conflict-related costs by redirecting trade (Gartzke and Westerwinter, 2016; Kleinberg et al., 2012). Sadeh and Feldman (2020) use the KOF Economic Globalization Index, which combines sub-indices of trade and FDI flows with indicators of trade and capital restrictions (Dreher, 2006).

These studies argue and empirically demonstrate that greater trade diversification reduces the pacifying effect of bilateral trade by reducing concerns about the trade-related costs of conflict with a specific potential foe. Nonetheless, as with more traditional works, these studies conclude that their findings imply that trade diversification reduces trade’s ability to promote peace. However, their findings and analyses actually suggest that trade diversification decreases the deterrent power of trade. When focusing on peacebuilding as the dependent variable, trade and investment diversification could, in fact, have a highly constructive impact.

Consider a state that aims to diversify its economy and reduce its reliance on specific industries and commodity exports. Strategically minded policymakers would likely avoid replacing one source of economic vulnerability with another. As Copeland (2014, p. 2) notes, “commercial ties make states vulnerable to cutoffs—cutoffs that can devastate an economy.” Therefore, when a country diversifies its economy and seeks to increase its global economic exposure, it prefers to establish trade and investment relations with various new markets, thereby reducing its reliance on just a few economic partners.

However, certain countries may still be considered particularly important even when striving to avoid macro-level reliance on a few markets. These countries may possess competitive advantages that can contribute to the development of specific industries or reduce microeconomic reliance on a single supplier. This means that diversification efforts could increase the attractiveness of economic engagement with more potential countries, thereby incentivizing the normalization of relations with them.

Studies on the globalization of innovation suggest that countries capable of sustaining diverse, productive knowledge can manufacture complex products that few others can (IMF, 2023, p. 8). A large body of literature concludes that globalization is necessary but not sufficient for technology adoption and innovation (Archibugi and Iammarino, 2002; Skare and Soriano, 2021). Trade and investment are key channels for the international diffusion of innovation. However, for globalization to drive technological transformation, countries must be able to access and absorb advanced technologies from leading economies and collaborate with multinational corporations (MNCs) that possess state-of-the-art capabilities (Archibugi and Iammarino, 2002; Fatima, 2017). Consequently, states that liberalize capital controls and FDI policies may still fail to realize the full benefits if strained political relations with key partners restrict access to particular technologies or deter MNCs capable of transferring them.

One key feature of a globalized economy is the prevalence of cross-border intra-industry trade and vertical integration across long-distance supply chains. Countries integrated into the global economy are heavily involved in the trade of intermediate inputs, much of which occurs within subsidiaries of multinational MNCs. The growing role of MNCs in international trade has strengthened the interconnections between trade and FDI networks (Srivastava and Rahul, 2023). Consequently, the economic costs of being unable to engage with a key actor in these supply chains extend well beyond the immediate loss of bilateral trade. Disruptions can affect upstream and downstream trade flows along supply chains and may also weaken a country’s ability to attract certain types of FDI from third parties.

From a network-based literature perspective, this means that as a country deepens its economic integration, the expected utility of peace with another country is influenced by both countries’ position (or centrality) within trade and FDI networks. The network-based literature accounts for a country’s ties with every other country in the international trade system, representing its overall location within trade networks (Dorussen and Ward, 2010; Kinne, 2012).

Several studies suggest that a more central position within the network could enhance a state’s role as an effective or credible mediator during crises and interstate disputes (Dorussen and Ward, 2010; Kinne, 2014). However, a central actor in a trade network can also leverage its position during peacetime. For example, a well-positioned state in global or regional trade networks can serve as a credible mediator in resolving trust issues that prevent countries from fully realizing the benefits of economic engagement.

By normalizing relations with one country, an integration-seeking country could expand trade and investment relations with other countries in the region. Consider States A and B, which cannot fully exploit the economic potential of their bilateral relationship due to political tension, trust issues, or political risks that deter foreign investment. State C, which has trade relations with B but not A, could become a credible intermediary and participate in a joint economic project between A and B if it develops extensive trade and investment relations with A.

As Copeland (1999, 2014) argues in his work on trade expectations theory, positive expectations about the ability to sustain profitable trade in the future can help prevent conflict, reduce tensions, and promote more cooperative relationships between rivals. We maintain that positive expectations about future economic engagement can likewise facilitate the path to rapprochement and enhance the stability of normalization agreements. Such expectations are likely to be stronger when states seek to increase their exposure to the world economy.

When states pursue deeper integration into the global economy, economic engagement with specific partners becomes especially attractive, raising the expected returns to normalization. Put differently, the costs of political barriers to economic engagement become more salient when governments adopt explicit strategies to diversify trade and attract FDI to boost productivity and innovation. Accordingly, a country’s degree of exposure to economic globalization shapes the expected benefits of normalizing relations with particular partners and, in turn, the effectiveness of economic cooperation as a pacifying tool among globalized states. We therefore contend that economic cooperation between former adversaries is more likely to foster peacebuilding when at least one party actively pursues deeper global economic integration.




Case study


Case selection

To examine the pacifying impact of global economic exposure, we focus on the different stages of the UAE-Israel normalization process. The Abraham Accords serve as a valuable case study for several reasons. First, they represent an extreme value of our independent variable: an intense effort to increase economic integration. As detailed below, the UAE has been pursuing a strategy to diversify its economy through expanded trade and investment. Israel, too, has expressed its intent to open up to new markets.

Second, the case involves two high-income countries with narrow economic power disparities. This helps to control for one of the key factors often blamed for the failure of post-normalization economic initiatives in the region: asymmetric economic power and trade relations. Critics of commercial liberalism have long emphasized the negative impact of asymmetric trade relations, maintaining that the less dependent state might use its position to coerce the more dependent state without incurring any significant economic costs (Barbieri, 2002). Deepening ties between weaker and stronger economies can exacerbate concerns about uneven profit distribution, potentially shifting the balance of power (Gartzke and Westerwinter, 2016).

The shadow of economic power disparities has long loomed over regional peace processes, dating back to the early years of the implementation of the Israeli–Egyptian peace treaty. Economic incentives played a major role at various stages of Israel’s de-escalation with Egypt, yet most involved U. S.-provided support in multiple forms, leveraging economic distress in Egypt and Israel (Ripsman, 2016, p. 84; Thompson et al., 2022, pp. 256–260). By contrast, Egyptian concerns that emerging economic frameworks would yield relative gains for Israel and allow it to dominate Egyptian markets slowed early efforts to promote post-conflict normalization through bilateral economic cooperation (Press-Barnathan, 2006; Rubinovitz and Rettig, 2018).

Relative-gains concerns resurfaced in nearly every initiative promising “peace dividends” from deeper integration with Israel. These concerns either blocked comprehensive agreements or provoked domestic backlash during implementation. The constraining effects of asymmetric economic power were likewise evident in the formation and implementation of one of the most notable efforts to stabilize normalization through economic cooperation: the Qualifying Industrial Zones (QIZ) initiative. Framed by the U. S. as a tool to support regional peace through the facilitation of economic cooperation, the QIZ model offers non-reciprocal duty-free access to U. S. markets for industrial goods manufactured cooperatively by Israel and its neighbors in “Qualified Industrial Zones.”

Influenced in part by worries about uneven profit distribution, Egypt rejected the U. S. offer to join the QIZ in 1996. It later reversed course and signed a QIZ agreement in 2004, primarily to offset the anticipated negative effects of shifts in the global trading system on the competitiveness of its textile industry (Kahn and Arieli, 2020). Jordan, by contrast, signed a QIZ agreement in 1997, shortly after the U. S. proposal. The QIZ generated some tangible peace dividends for Jordan, including increased foreign direct investment and higher exports to the United States. However, its implementation also drew domestic backlash, with critics arguing that the agreement disproportionately benefited Israeli and third-country multinational firms (Arieli and Kahn, 2019; Bouillon, 2004).

Asymmetry aside, various structural domestic factors make it easier for the UAE to openly promote normalization with Israel (Podeh, 2022, p. 71). However, because there is no substantial economic power disparity between the states, those seeking to destabilize normalization would find it difficult to raise credible concerns that engaging with Israel’s strong economy would have negative strategic implications, as it would empower Israel at the expense of the UAE. Measures commonly used in the literature to illustrate disparities in economic power indicate that, in some sense, this time, Israel can be regarded as the weaker party. The gap in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) levels was almost unnoticeable on the eve of the normalization agreement. In 2020, Israel’s nominal GDP was $407.1 billion, while the UAE’s was $385 billion. Israel’s GDP per capita in current nominal prices was also slightly higher than the UAE’s, at $44,180, compared to $38,600 in the UAE. Nonetheless, the UAE’s GDP per capita, in terms of purchasing power parity, was significantly higher than Israel’s, at $71,140 compared to $41,200 (IMF, 2025). For comparison, on the eve of the peace agreement between Israel and Egypt, the gap in their GDP size was marginal, but Israel’s GDP per capita was approximately six times higher than Egypt’s. In 1994, Israel’s GDP was approximately 10 times higher than Jordan’s, and its GDP per capita was approximately 4.5 times higher (IMF, 2025).

In addition to political factors, economic fundamentals reflected in economic-power disparities may constrain the scope for wide-ranging cooperation. For instance, expectations of substantial cross-border transfers of advanced goods and services from Israel to Egypt and Jordan largely went unrealized, partly because both economies had limited need for the particular advanced technologies Israel supplied (Kahn and Arieli, 2020, p. 10, Ripsman, 2016, pp. 109–110).

Accordingly, from a regional perspective, Israel–UAE relations can be treated as a “most-likely case” for the thesis that economic cooperation supports peace. The dyad brings together two high-income economies with relatively small economic power disparities, a configuration more favorable than earlier Egypt–Israel and Jordan–Israel efforts to stabilize peace through economics. However, in a broader comparative frame, it also has features of a “hard case.” Despite never fighting a direct war, the UAE and Israel sustained decades of diplomatic hostility: the UAE formally boycotted Israel from 1972, consistently opposed its foreign policy, and aligned with several of Israel’s past and present adversaries (Fulton and Yellinek, 2021). Therefore, if economic factors help facilitate the signing of a normalization agreement and stabilize relations between these longstanding rivals, the finding would suggest that economic drivers may likewise support normalization among other state pairs, most of which face fewer historical grievances.




The road for normalization: did trade follow the flag?

One of the leading debates in the literature on the relationship between trade and peace concerns the direction of influence of the two variables. Whereas commercial liberalism maintains that trade promotes peace, the “trade follows the flag” hypothesis emphasizes the primacy of high politics, arguing that political relations influence trade patterns but not vice versa (Chen and Zhou, 2021; Gowa and Mansfield, 1993).

Similar divisions appear in the reconciliation literature. Fehrs (2016, 2024) presents evidence indicating that economic development incentives were among the most important factors motivating rivals to pursue reconciliation. By contrast, Kupchan (2010) argues that reconciliation opens the door to economic integration, not the other way around. Acknowledging the potential positive impact of economic incentives, Thompson et al. (2022) conclude that such incentives are neither necessary nor sufficient, on their own, to achieve reconciliation.

At first glance, the signing of the Abraham Accords and their trade-related implications might be regarded as clear evidence favoring the ‘trade follows the flag’ hypothesis. Almost all policy-oriented and academic research maintains that national security interests dominated economic considerations in making normalization possible (Guzansky and Marshall, 2020; Fulton and Yellinek, 2021). Shared concerns about Iran’s nuclear ambitions, as well as the common hostility toward Islamic extremists that has intensified in the Arab Gulf states following the Arab Spring, have laid the foundations for a long-lasting strategic dialog. This coordination deepened after the 2015 Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA), which both sides saw as a sign of the U. S. disengaging from the region, further uniting their interests. These factors eroded the UAE’s commitment to the 2002 Arab Peace Initiative, which tied normalization to an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement (Guzansky and Marshall, 2020; Ravid, 2022).

The last year of President Donald J. Trump’s first term created additional incentives for the UAE to move toward full normalization. Shortly after the signing of the agreement, it was revealed that the UAE and the U. S. had reached several strategic understandings, including an American guarantee to supply the UAE with advanced F-35 fighter jets. Negotiations took place amidst Israel’s plans to annex parts of the West Bank. Israel agreed to suspend these plans as part of the agreement, enabling the UAE to present the normalization as a diplomatic win for the Palestinian cause (Guzansky and Marshall, 2020; Vakil and Quilliam, 2023). For Israel, the agreement represented a major diplomatic success, allowing it to normalize relations with an important regional power and to formalize elements of regional security integration, without making substantive concessions on the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.

Therefore, one might argue that the direction of influence between the variables is straightforward: strategy-motivated factors that led to the signing of an official peace agreement opened the door for economic engagement rather than vice versa. Nonetheless, a closer examination of the states’ relations reveals a more complex dynamic.

While the normalization agreement surprised many, it was rooted in a secret diplomatic and strategic dialog that had been going on for many years. The various tracks of this strategic dialog took place alongside overlapping economic tracks, with extensive interactions conducted under the radar (Black, 2019). The strategic context followed the extent of economic ties, but in many cases, it was also the other way around.

Unlike Oman and Qatar, which briefly engaged in official trade with Israel after the 1993 Oslo Accords, the UAE preferred to keep its economic interactions with Israel unpublicized (Vakil and Quilliam, 2023). In response, a few officials from the Israeli Foreign Ministry guided Israeli companies on how to enter the UAE market discreetly. The goal was to establish business networks that could eventually lead to political engagement. By 2006, Israel had a secret presence in Dubai, operating under the commercial name “The Center for International Development and Commerce,” a “firm” with Israeli diplomats on its board (Ravid, 2022, pp. 116–112).

In 2009, Israel’s defense establishment blocked a secret drone deal with the UAE, straining the covert relationship. Tensions worsened after Mossad agents assassinated Hamas operative Mahmoud al-Mabhouh in Dubai in 2010 (Black, 2019, p. 12). While these events significantly reduced commercial interactions and cut off almost all political interactions, the secret Israeli representative continued to operate, albeit in a much more muted form (Ravid, 2022, p. 128).

Representatives of Israeli firms predicted that their discreet business activity would return to normal soon, as the UAE would not be willing to deny itself access to Israeli hi-tech, agricultural, and medical know-how (Friedman, 2010). Diplomatic and economic ties were restored less than 2 years after the crisis. Analysts concluded that shared strategic concerns helped overcome the rift, with security and interagency coordination playing a key role (Jones and Guzansky, 2017, p. 408). However, the strategic and economic domains were closely linked, as much of the economic engagement involved Israeli defense products, surveillance equipment, and cybersecurity services that required approval from the Israeli Ministry of Defense.

Once relations resumed, economic factors became the most visible aspect of the Israel-UAE relationship. The number of Israeli businesses, often operating through third-party states, steadily increased. Between 2011 and 2020, international media occasionally reported that Israeli firms were finalizing contracts in defense, high-tech, cybersecurity, agriculture, and medicine (Black, 2019; Traub et al., 2023). Jones and Guzansky (2017, 2020) argue that these economic ties are part of the “tacit security regime” (TSR) between Israel and the Gulf states. Such regimes, driven by shared strategic interests, emerge without formal agreements. In the Israel-UAE case, the economic interactions helped mute the structural constraints that often challenge cooperation between official adversaries (Jones and Guzansky, 2017).

The shift in the UAE’s attitude toward Israel, which broke the decades-long official boycott and eventually led to the normalization agreement, would have been impossible had the parties not shared core strategic interests. However, all studies that explain the UAE’s decision to normalize relations with Israel agree that the Abraham Accords resulted from the quiet ongoing diplomatic engagements with a strong economic dimension. Although isolating the overlapping economic and strategic elements is challenging, the economic interactions were, at the very least, a variable that played a significant role in building trust between the states, mitigating the constraints on political engagement before normalization, and facilitating the decision to normalize relations more easily.

In line with the literature stressing the role of positive future trade expectations in promoting cooperative relationships between rivals (Copeland, 1999, p. 2015), Israel-UAE economic ties and the expectation of expanding them helped strengthen pre-normalization cooperative relations. The absolute gains from unrecorded economic activities indicated the vast economic potential available if business and trade activities were conducted openly within the framework of an official relationship. As we discuss in further detail below, the increased expected utility of normalization, which would facilitate formal trade relations, is closely linked to the UAE’s diversification and globalization objectives.



The facilitative role of economic factors in warming the peace

The transition to peace is a lengthy process that extends beyond the initial step of establishing formal relations (Diehl et al., 2021; Mattes and Weeks, 2024). Scholars distinguish levels of interstate relations, ranging from severe rivalry through cold and warm peace to security communities. Within this framework, war is an event or outcome, whereas rapprochement and reconciliation are understood as processes (Mattes and Weeks, 2024) or as relationships (Goertz et al., 2016). Miller (2005) illustrates how difficult it can be to move from the first stage of achieving a peace agreement to a “warm peace,” in which strong transnational ties exist and the prospect of returning to war becomes unthinkable. Kupchan (2010) argues that transforming a peace treaty into a “stable peace,” in which cooperation and mutual trust replace deterrence and eliminate the possibility of conflict, is a lengthy process that requires fulfilling several demanding conditions.

In the case of Israel-UAE relations, however, the transition period between signing the agreement and what appears to be a move toward warm or stable peace has been quite smooth. That is not to say that all hurdles to economic and diplomatic interactions stemming from security concerns, bureaucracy, or political tensions have been removed. Nonetheless, in a very short period, Israel and the UAE have established extensive economic relations, which are most visible and highlighted in their interactions.

Until recently, it was almost impossible to find an article or official statement referring to the Abraham Accords without mentioning the phrase “warm peace,” which is often linked to the economic sphere. That wave of optimism and euphoria, characterized by vibrant public diplomacy and high-profile economic interactions, has somewhat diminished and become more subdued since the war between Israel and Hamas in Gaza. Many have expressed concern that this conflict will cool relations, dampening the UAE’s willingness to engage economically with Israel openly (Grossman, 2024). One notable event that drew significant attention was the report that BP and Abu Dhabi National Oil Co. (ADNOC) suspended their planned acquisition of a 50% stake in Israeli gas company NewMed Energy, citing geopolitical tensions stemming from the Gaza conflict (Turak, 2024).

However, alongside these concerns, there is widespread recognition of the strong economic potential, which The Economist dubbed “the commercial logic of the rapprochement” (The Economist, 2023). Throughout the Israel–Hamas war in Gaza, Israel–UAE economic engagement has continued, albeit with a lower public profile. In 2024, Israel’s imports from the UAE increased by approximately 8.5 percent compared to 2023 (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Israel’s imports and exports from the UAE. Data source: Israel Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS).


Four years into the Abraham Accords, Israel and the UAE are engaged in extensive, growing bilateral trade. In 2021, trade in goods reached $1 billion. By 2022, it had exceeded $2.5 billion, and by 2023, it had grown to nearly $3 billion (Israel CBS, 2025). In May 2022, the parties signed a Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), marking the first free trade agreement between Israel and an Arab country. Officials from both states estimate that the CEPA, which provides immediate or gradual tax exemptions on 96% of trade between the countries, will boost trade to 10 billion dollars within 5 years, positioning the UAE among Israel’s top ten trade partners (Lieber, 2022).

These numbers are added to hundreds of millions of dollars in trade in services and in Israeli defense exports, the real amounts of which remain secret. According to Israel’s Ministry of Defense, in 2021, sales to the ‘Abraham Accords countries’ amounted to 7% of Israel’s 11.3 billion dollar total defense exports (Nissenbaum, 2022). In August 2024, Bloomberg reported that Israel Aerospace Industries was moving forward with plans to establish a presence in Abu Dhabi, where it would convert Emirates aircraft into freighters (Al-Rashdan, 2024). A year later, in August 2025, reports indicated that the UAE’s Edge Group was set to procure the Hermes 900 unmanned aerial vehicle from Israel’s Elbit Systems. According to an analysis by the Washington Institute, a key feature of the agreement is its phased technology transfer component, which accompanies the purchase of an undisclosed number of drones and is designed to enable eventual domestic production by an EDGE Group subsidiary (Dent, 2025). The willingness of the UAE to engage with Israel’s defense industry amid the peak of regional tensions can signal its commitment to long-term economic and defense-industrial cooperation with Israel.

Since the normalization agreement, more than 1 million Israeli tourists have flown directly to the UAE. Even during the Gaza war, when many international airlines suspended flights to Israel, UAE carriers continued operating, maintaining a vital air bridge between Israel and the Gulf. This resilience allowed Dubai to emerge as a principal transit hub for Israelis, described in Israeli media, notably Globes, as a “lifeline for Israeli travelers” (Livne, 2025). Alongside trade and investment activity, cooperation channels and people-to-people activities have been established between universities, research centers, and cultural institutions, most of which continued, albeit more quietly, during the war (Halevi et al., 2025).

Withdrawing from normalization would strand sunk costs in several high-profile ventures (detailed above and below), resulting in real losses for key firms and funds in both countries. That said, current Israel–UAE trade levels, though impressive in scale and growth, are not, by themselves, sufficient to generate the macro-level opportunity costs that would make a break in normalization unthinkable. Israel’s imports from the UAE account for less than 1% of its total imports (Israel CBS, 2025). The UAE’s exports to Israel amount to less than 0.5 percent of its total exports (UAE Ministry of Economy and Tourism, 2025).

Nonetheless, the facilitating role of economic engagement should be assessed from a broader perspective, one that extends beyond the opportunity costs of specific investments or short-term trade fluctuations. The swift transition from no official economic ties to formal, steadily expanding trade provides tangible evidence of both governments’ and business communities’ willingness and political capacity to realize new opportunities. These positive signals generated early momentum among a wide range of actors seeking to deepen economic engagement.

This momentum is evident in the regular visits by senior officials and business leaders, the establishment of offices and R&D centers by Israeli firms in the UAE and by UAE firms in Israel, as well as in the signing of dozens of memorandums of understanding. Beyond the importance of these interactions for current or future economic gains, they create developed and broad-based transnational ties, which is one of the characteristics of a “warm” or “stable” peace (Miller, 2005, p. 232; Kupchan, 2010, p. 7). As these transnational ties deepen, breaking them becomes more difficult, and returning to the pre-normalization status becomes more unthinkable.

Notably, Israel and the UAE have never been engaged in a war, which may explain their ability to adopt the phrase ‘warm peace’ more easily. Furthermore, the question of whether economic interactions move countries toward the stage where war is unthinkable is irrelevant. Nevertheless, it appears that economic interactions are playing a significant role in reducing the likelihood that the two countries will withdraw from the normalization agreement. As recently putted by Al-Nuaimi, a member of the UAE’s Federal National Council: “In the UAE, Israelis are not only accepted but welcomed by both the government and society. Although the UAE disagrees with many of the current Israeli government’s policies, it has rejected the regional norm of expressing displeasure by withdrawing ambassadors or closing embassies. Instead, it has remained committed to engagement, believing that Israel’s integration strengthens both the UAE’s security and the region’s collective stability” (Halevi, 2025).



The conditioning effect of globalization on the pacifying role of economic engagement

Our theoretical argument is that economic cooperation between former rivals is more likely to improve overall relations when at least one party in the dyad seeks to enhance its global economic integration. This section connects the previously discussed economic dynamics to the UAE’s globalization efforts over the past decade. We demonstrate that these dynamics, network effects, and the expected future economic benefits are closely aligned with the UAE’s long-term strategy to diversify its economy through increased global integration.


Independent variable

In his study on the impact of states’ centrality in the network on conflict, Kinne (2012) uses the UAE to illustrate why trade openness may not adequately reflect a state’s level of trade integration. He rightly observes that oil-exporting countries, such as the UAE, can achieve high total trade-to-GDP ratios while trading with only a limited number of partners and maintaining low levels of globalization exposure (Kinne, 2012, p. 310).

However, since the publication of Kinne’s paper, the UAE has undergone significant economic changes that have dramatically increased its centrality in global trade and investment networks and steadily improved its position in various other globalization rankings. For instance, its ranking in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business index rose from 46th place in 2009 to 16th in 2020 (The World Bank, 2024). Over the past two decades, the share of non-oil exports in total exports has doubled. Recent policies aimed at easing restrictions on foreign ownership have also contributed to the UAE’s rising rank in the global share of FDI inflows, moving from 37th place for 2000–2009 to 16th place for 2019–2021 (IMF, 2023).

These developments stem from the UAE actively pursuing policies to lessen its reliance on oil revenues by diversifying trade and investing in technology, renewable energy, logistics, and finance sectors. These objectives were introduced in 2010 as part of a national strategy called “Vision 2021” and in subsequent initiatives, such as the “UAE 2050 Strategy and Climate Neutrality Goal.” The IMF contends that the overall aim of these comprehensive visions is “to boost the country’s integration into global value chains, expand employment of nationals in the private sector, and incentivize advanced technology creation and adoption” (IMF, 2023, p. 5).

The effects of these developments are evident in widely used measures of economic globalization. Figure 2 presents the evolution of two KOF indices: (1) the KOF Economic Globalization Index, composed of subindices that capture countries’ actual trade and FDI flows as well as restrictions on trade and capital; and (2) the KOF Financial Globalization Index, which reflects inward and outward stocks and flows of foreign capital and the stringency of capital controls. As the figure shows, the UAE’s scores on both indices have steadily increased, surpassing the average for high-income economies.
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FIGURE 2
 Trajectories of economic and financial globalization (KOF indices).


Despite clear progress in economic diversification, the UAE and international organizations acknowledge that the country is still far from fully capitalizing on the potential benefits of further integration to achieve its strategic economic objectives. Vision 2021’s leading goal is to become a “competitive knowledge economy.” The UAE’s share of high-tech exports has increased from 3.3% in 2008 to almost 9% in 2021 (The World Bank, 2023). However, as the IMF notes, UAE exports still have “weak technology content,” and the country stands to gain significantly from deeper integration with the knowledge-based economies of the 11 countries with which it has recently signed or begun negotiations for CEPAs (IMF, 2023, p. 8).



Diversification’s effect on the “peace dividend”

UAE economic diversification policies are often outlined as both its strongest source of “soft power” and a factor motivating the emphasis on different ‘soft power’ measures (Vakil and Quilliam, 2023). Despite often being attributed to soft power, the ambition to materialize the economic model is a high-level political factor that shapes its foreign policy. Vision 2021 motivated the UAE to increasingly emphasize soft power measures to bring it closer to those who could help realize the plan (Traub et al., 2023). Nonetheless, even studies emphasizing the primacy of traditional national security considerations note that the UAE’s ambition to move toward a more open knowledge economy has increased the appeal of interacting with Israeli firms (Jones and Guzansky, 2017, p. 409; Fulton and Yellinek, 2021, p. 506).

Engaging with the well-known Israeli high-tech industry is particularly well-suited to helping it achieve one of Vision 2021’s leading goals: becoming a ‘competitive knowledge economy’. The Digital Economy Strategy, launched in 2022, aims to increase the digital economy’s contribution to the UAE’s GDP from 9.7% in 2022 to 19.4% over the next decade. It also aims to enhance the UAE’s position as a leading hub for the digital economy, both regionally and globally (United Arab Emirates Government, 2024).

To achieve these goals, the UAE has established funds and venture capital to invest in foreign firms and attract foreign investment to help establish tech hubs. Israeli firms have already joined some of these innovative programs, and UAE sovereign wealth funds have already invested in venture capital firms in the Israeli tech sector (Lieber, 2022). In 2022, The Wall Street Journal reported that the UAE’s sovereign wealth fund, Mubadala, had invested over $100 million in several Israeli venture capital firms. According to the report, senior executives from Mubadala met with approximately 100 different investors before selecting these funds. Notably, some of the chosen funds had also invested in Emirati startups, highlighting the bidirectional nature of the economic relationship (Jones and Liber, 2022).

Following the normalization, UAE officials stated that collaborating with Israel could stimulate innovation in other areas, including health engineering, water desalination, space, and advanced agriculture technologies (Shulman, 2021). These sectors are all outlined in Vision 2021 and are the main pillars of more recently announced visions, such as “The UAE Energy Strategy 2050.”

In a more disaggregated approach to the accords’ expected economic potential, some publications have highlighted the sectors in which Israel and the UAE complement each other. One straightforward way to identify a country’s export strengths is to measure its Revealed Comparative Advantage (RCA) across various product categories. RCA is calculated by dividing a country’s export share of a specific product by the global export share of that same product. RCA-based comparisons suggest that Israel is a natural importer of plastics, aluminum, cement, and other goods from the UAE, which the UAE re-exports. Conversely, Israel is well-positioned to meet the UAE’s strong demand for medicines, medical electrodiagnostic devices, electrical machinery, chemical products, and arms and ammunition, all of which rank high on Israel’s export list or boast high RCA scores. Both sides can also benefit from two-way trade in products that each imports and re-exports on a large scale, such as telecommunications equipment and automatic data-processing machines (Atradius Group, 2021; Rivlin, 2021). The demand and supply for many of these goods are reinforced by the UAE’s strategy to position itself as a cutting-edge technology, manufacturing, and trade hub.

Israel is one of the 11 countries with which the UAE has signed or declared its intention to sign CEPAs. This is part of its strategy to consolidate its position as a global hub for trade, investment, and the digital economy. According to the UAE’s trade minister, these countries were carefully chosen, and deepening integration with them would help make the UAE a “gateway to the world” (Kohli and Cokulan, 2022; Economist Intelligence Unit, 2022).

The UAE is already a major re-export point connecting various markets and intermediary supply chains. Its recent efforts to establish free trade agreements with additional partners and reduce tariffs aim to develop the country’s trade and investment networks and strengthen its position as a “global trade and logistic hub” (United Arab Emirates, Ministry of Economics, 2023).

Based on the empirical evidence in the network literature, such processes are expected to reduce the likelihood that the UAE would initiate conflict. However, their pacifying effect goes beyond reducing the likelihood of conflict. Its current position in global trade networks and its ambition to strengthen its position as a global hub for advancing innovation are key factors behind its and Israel’s strong expected economic benefits of peace.

Notably, about 79% of the UAE’s current total exports to Israel are comprised of goods re-exported from third parties (Emirati Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Centre, 2025). Israel expects the UAE to become a strategic point from which Israeli goods will be re-exported to various countries in Asia. Israeli officials also hope that the flow of Israeli goods re-exported from the UAE will help deepen the existing unofficial economic and political relations with other Gulf states (Al Lawati, 2022).

As explained in the theoretical sections, a country that establishes economic relations with a new trade partner might have the incentive and ability to deepen the economic and political engagement between this new trading partner and other countries connected to it through networks of strategic and economic ties. The UAE is already playing the role of an actor that helps promote communication between Israel and other states in the region. In 2021, the UAE, Jordan, and Israel signed an MOU to advance a clean energy and sustainable water desalination project. According to the MOU, an Emirati government-owned firm, Masadr, would build a solar photovoltaic plant in Jordan that would produce clean energy for export to Israel, which, in return, would export water to Jordan (Maher, 2022).1

In February 2022, Israel agreed to expand the amount of natural gas exported to Egypt through a new trade route that crosses via the existing pipeline in Jordan (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2022). Israel and Egypt had conducted fruitful deals in the gas sector prior to the Abraham Accords, and the recent export expansion is not directly attributable to them. However, the UAE became relevant in Israel’s gas sector after Delek Drilling sold its 22% stake in the Mediterranean Tamar gas field to Abu Dhabi’s government-owned Mubadala Petroleum.

Following the Negev Summit, the UAE, Israel, Bahrain, Morocco, Egypt, and the United States established a new cooperative framework called the “Negev Forum,” which aims to “build a new regional network enabling broad cooperation in a variety of fields of common interest” (US Department of State, 2022). The central location of the UAE in the global network and its commercial and political influence have also been featured in other, more ambitious visions for possible future joint regional projects. For example, Israel’s current and former high-ranking officials often touted the idea of opening a land bridge of trade between Europe and the Gulf via Israel and Jordan (Ben-Shabbat, 2022, p. 16).




Discussion

One of the declared goals of many of the UAE’s policies is to diversify the sources and number of importers of essential goods, thereby reducing reliance on any key trade partner. Therefore, in line with the argument that globalization reduces the deterrent power of trade, one might argue that the UAE’s pro-globalization policy reduces the likelihood that integrating with Israel would entail opportunity costs significant enough to make breaking the normalization unthinkable.

While this might be the case, the UAE’s pro-globalization policy increased the appeal of integrating with Israeli firms during the pre-normalization period. More evidently, it is a leading variable in shaping strong expectations for future economic engagement and in developing broad-based transnational ties, which are among the characteristics of a warm peace.

The case demonstrates that when setting different stages in the transition to peace as a dependent variable, higher exposure to the globalization process can have a substantial pacifying effect. Even when security concerns are prioritized over economic ones, economic interactions can play an important role in paving the way for peace agreements and stabilizing them after they are signed. Furthermore, the case highlights the importance of the growing body of research that uses network analysis to examine the pathways through which trade integration reduces conflict. While this line of research empirically investigates how different characteristics of trade networks reduce the likelihood of aggression, the case demonstrates that some of these characteristics positively affect the ability to stabilize peace through economic interactions and expand their positive externalities to other states in the network.

As with every study that relies on a single case study, the attempts to generalize beyond the case and develop broader theoretical concepts are limited. The fact that Israel and the UAE have never been engaged in a direct war between them raises questions about the ability to generalize from this case to the ability of economics to facilitate the transition to peace between enemies that have been engaged in actual fighting. Nevertheless, the role of economic factors in pushing toward normalization between these two old rivals and the momentum that the Abraham Accords generated in promoting broader cooperation in a very complex region might support the logic that economic cooperation can help lead to peace, at least between the many countries that have less hostility and fewer constraints on their desire to reconcile.



Conclusion

Three decades after Shimon Peres famously presented the vision of the “New Middle East,” there is renewed popularity and interest in fostering peace in the Middle East through economic cooperation. In one of the dozens of economic conferences that have taken place after the Abraham Accords were signed, the CEO of one of Israel’s largest banks echoed the “New Middle East” narrative, stating that, “If in the past peace agreements were signed between neighboring countries in order to achieve protection and security, today peace is being signed mainly for economic reasons” (Spiro, 2020).

This is one of many statements that incorrectly downplay the strategic domain while highlighting the economic domain. The case presented here highlights that economic and strategic explanations for peace should not be regarded as competing domains, but rather as complementary domains that amplify each other’s importance.

Since the original “New Middle East” concept was coined, the academic literature exploring whether trade fosters peace has made substantial progress. Nonetheless, policymakers, officials, and analysts who rely on scholarly research to support the notion that the economic domain can play a facilitative role in the regional peace process will find it challenging to substantiate this claim based on these studies.

The study highlights that the link between a state’s exposure to globalization and peace is more complex than the recent literature suggests. While recent research suggests that globalization reduces the deterrent power of trade, this study demonstrates that increased economic integration may create a range of economic incentives for two particular states to improve their relations.

Ironically, the voices repeating the “trade brings peace” notion in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict are doing so when the economic system is shifting, with more countries adopting policies focused on relative rather than absolute gains. Our study suggests that one consequence of the so-called backlash against globalization may be a reduction in the likelihood of reaching and stabilizing peace agreements.
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Footnotes

1   Due to the deterioration in Israel-Jordan relations following the Gaza war, the progress of this project is currently on hold.
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Introduction: This paper examines how diplomatic meals in Portugal (1910–2023) have been shaped by Portuguese foreign policy and geopolitical contexts, and conversely, how Portuguese gastronomic culture has been leveraged as a culinary diplomacy and geopolitical rapprochement strategy. Framed within the theory of international relations, this paper examines how these meals promote transnational political relations, foreign affairs, and project Portuguese identity and soft power through national gastronomy.
Methods: Employing qualitative methods, the research analyses meal environments, highlighting the historical and cultural significance of the dining experience.
Results: The findings reveal five distinct types of diplomatic meals, demonstrating that culinary practices have facilitated diplomatic negotiations while providing opportunities for cultural exchange and political messaging.
Discussion: Although a clear culinary diplomacy strategy was not identified, this study enhances our understanding of the influence of transnational gastronomy on diplomacy, illustrating how national cuisines can be strategically employed to bolster a country’s global standing.
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1 Introduction

Food has been a cornerstone in strengthening diplomatic relations since the Classical Greek and Roman civilisations (Zeev, 2021). The statecraft and the concerted diplomatic efforts led by Charles Talleyrand and Chef Marie-Antoine Carême during the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815) facilitated the establishment of a new era for diplomacy, gastronomy and geopolitics. In this triangular reformation, new actors and resources emerged as significant diplomatic players, such as cooks, products and foodways. Hence, culinary and gastronomy play a soft power role (Raffard, 2021b). The role of the table is now undeniable in the diplomatic context. Diplomacy has catalysed the codification and dissemination of national cuisines, leveraging food to facilitate negotiations and elevate French cuisine as the standard in diplomacy (Chapple-Sokol, 2013; Raffard, 2021a).

This paper presents the second part of a study conducted to investigate the existence of a culinary diplomacy strategy in Portugal (1910–2023). Building on the findings of the first study, which examined the composition of Portuguese State meals, this paper focuses on the geopolitical and diplomatic significance of those meals. It seeks to answer the research question “How have diplomatic meals in Portugal both reflected and shaped foreign policy and geopolitics, while mobilising Portuguese gastronomy as a tool of culinary diplomacy?” Assessing the role of gastronomy as a diplomatic tool in international relations through a potential culinary diplomacy strategy, particularly within the context of diplomatic visits, opens new avenues for understanding international relations and geopolitical reconfigurations.

The research examined the menus of official state banquets, receptions, and other diplomatic dining events hosted by Portuguese sovereign bodies, taking into account the embedded historical, political, and cultural aspects. This paper employed qualitative methods to analyse primary data. Besides, since interpretation and data analysis are closely linked to the findings, the authors opted to merge the Results and Discussion sections.



2 Literature review

Modern diplomacy has broadened the classic scopes and classic diplomatic practice, framing it in the increasing complexity of the “geopolitics of world metamorphosis” (Fernandes, 2024). In addition to information, negotiation, and representation, diplomacy now incorporates the promotion and dissemination roles of a country’s economic and cultural spheres (Magalhães, 2005). For all those, the table is an essential mechanism (Stefanini, 2019). Given this diplomatic breadth, Constantinou calls on a “transprofessional diplomacy” to encapsulate not only new non-classically defined diplomatic tasks that have recently appeared as part of the diplomatic relationship, but also to underline some other professionals and skills that have been called up to form part of the diplomatic arenas (Constantinou et al., 2017). This is the case of cooks, food, and gastronomy, which now serve as a mechanism to facilitate the three initial and core diplomatic functions, also providing substance matter within the realm of cultural diplomacy (Kessler, 2020).

The emergence of studies in the intersection between political action, public policies, and gastronomy has given rise to a field of study known as “gastropolitics” or “culinary politics,” whose analyses take on a transdisciplinary perspective (Cabral et al., 2024a). In the Portuguese case, the Portuguese wine soft power has been studied (Balogh and Morgado, 2025).


2.1 Official meals as a political channel

An official meal can be a potent tool for cultivating cross-cultural comprehension and mending divisions between nations (Chapple-Sokol, 2013). Countries have increasingly recognised the value of gastronomy in diplomacy, harnessing the power of food to forge cultural connections, enhance trade relations, and project soft power (Aslan and Çevik, 2020; Cabral et al., 2024b).

This approach to International Relations Theory raises a physiological necessity to a debate level that facilitates cultural dissemination. Official meals aim to foster rapprochement but can also lead to tensions. Many official meals aim to demonstrate political or personal closeness and address geopolitical tensions (Flowers, 2024; Mahon, 2015; Matwick and Matwick, 2022; Teughels, 2021). Some have provoked tensions and conveyed political messages, like the official meal at COP25 (2019, Madrid, Spain) with a menu containing dishes called “Clear water & Dirty water,” “Warm seas. Eating imbalance,” or “Urgent. Minimise animal protein and increase the vegetable protein” (La Vanguardia, 2019). These menus, intentionally designed to draw attention from a gastronomic perspective, also served as a tool to communicate non-gastronomic aspects, showcasing the versatility and depth of culinary diplomacy.



2.2 “Contact zones” theory and the “Mere Exposure Effect”

Food serves as a form of soft power, creating bonds and fostering political meanings through shared experiences and commonalities. These aspects are based on the Theory of contact zones and the “Mere Exposure Effect” (MEE). “Contact zones” are, according to Mary Louise Pratt, “social spaces exhibiting diverse cultural encounters and clashes and asymmetrical power relations” (Pratt in Chan, 2021, p. 12). The “contact hypothesis” derived from the Contact Zones theory “asserts that under the right conditions, contact among members of different groups will reduce hostility and promote more positive behaviour in inter-group meetings. This contention is predicated on the assumption that unfamiliarity and lack of knowledge about another group create tension and potential rivalry” (Chapple-Sokol, 2013, p. 171). The “Mere Exposure Effect” (MEE) is a social psychology phenomenon in which an individual develops a sense of acquaintance and preference while avoiding sentiments of hostility based on “increased contact and familiarity, encouraging acceptance and even desire for further contact” (Suntikul, 2017, p. 5). Also, MEE is based on the “formation of a positive affective reaction to repeated or single exposure to a stimulus, even in the absence of awareness” (Ye and Raaij, 1997, p. 629).

Diplomatic meals serve as “contact zones” in which food helps not only bridge tensions and differences but also create a sense of familiarity, nativeness and bonding through MEE (Chapple-Sokol, 2013; Suntikul, 2017), which are essential for gastronomic promotion.



2.3 Food and the theory of international relations

The examination of food and gastronomy in the context of International Relations underscores their transdisciplinary nature, requiring that disciplines reinvent and continually adapt themselves to integrate the analysis of emerging social phenomena. Several prior studies have already advanced in this direction (Cabral et al., 2024a, 2024b; Gasparatos et al., 2023; Parasecoli and Rodriguez-Garcia, 2023; White et al., 2019). However, little effort has been made to align food studies with the theoretical underpinnings of contemporary international relations. According to Sørensen and Møller (2025), the study of International Relations, understood as the analysis of “relationships and interactions between states, including the activities and policies of national governments, international organisations, non-governmental organisations, and multinational corporations” (Sørensen and Møller, 2025, p. 2) encompasses exploring how people are granted (or not) access to freedom, welfare, justice, order and security. Due to its transversality, the access to food and the cultural aspects that are also manifested in the foodways are neuralgic.

Key foundations of International Relations include Realism, Liberalism, and Social Constructivism, each with a distinct role in relation to food and gastronomy.

In the Realism theory, food is primarily understood as a strategic asset to ensure physiological needs fulfilment and read as a security-related aspect (“to ensure that one has what to eat”). States compete over food resources, using trade restrictions, food embargoes, and agricultural policies as instruments of geopolitical influence, even during war times with humanitarian aid. From this perspective, food security emerges as a key national security concern, underscoring Realism’s view that power politics and survival-driven international relations. From this perspective, food, as a mere means of sustenance, serves as a tool in the struggle for power, where dominance and hegemony also manifest in the dynamics of the global food system. Given that Realism is centred on power and individual state interests, food security emerges as a critical element in international negotiations, functioning both as a resource for political leverage and as a means of exerting influence over other states (Walton, 2012). Realist approaches deeply trust in food diplomacy to balance power on food access (Cabral et al., 2024b).

The school of thought known as Liberalism is fundamentally anchored in the conviction that transnational and international institutions act as moderators, rather than diminutors, of free trade and global economic engagement. Institutions such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) are instrumental in facilitating food exchange, fostering the development of international food systems, and promoting economic interdependence as a mechanism for conflict prevention (Sørensen and Møller, 2025). Access to food serves as a reflection of and a response to global power imbalances, thereby positioning food as a pivotal instrument of cooperation and a source of legitimacy within international relations. Through trade agreements and development policies, Liberalism posits that food can serve as a vehicle for actualising cooperation, ensuring a more equitable distribution of resources, and reinforcing the interconnected nature of an increasingly globalised world.

Finally, for the Social Constructivism theory, food and gastronomy are powerful social constructs that shape and exchange national identities and global narratives. Rather than being solely material commodities, food, gastronomy, and culinary traditions carry symbolic meanings that influence, persuade and attract how nations perceive themselves and others, through the soft-power nuances exercised by all-sized countries (Nye, 2005). In Social Constructivism, the development of national campaigns, including branding campaigns, based on cultural awareness (which includes gastronomy), drives political action more than purely economic power or political forces (Sørensen and Møller, 2025). With this theoretical underpinning in sight, cultural diplomacy and governance action towards the construction and implementation of gastrodiplomatic public policies gain special relevance from the perspective of identity mobilisation and diffuse public attraction to a nation’s cause (Cabral et al., 2024b). Objectively, culinary diplomacy could also be theoretically founded in this IR theory. In summary, when examining the concept from a broader interpretive perspective, the promotion of national cuisines in official meals can be applied across various forms of diplomatic relationships. Furthermore, the Constructivist theory posits that international relations are influenced by dynamic social interactions, collective identities, and the significance of ideas, positioning these elements at the core of this form of culinary diplomacy.



2.4 Portuguese foreign policy

In a general manner, foreign policy can be defined as a set of tangible “objectives, strategies and instruments” (Freire and Vinha in Lopes, 2024, p. 72) expression of the decisions made by a government, reflecting its agenda-setting operations, that govern a state’s relations with external actors—be them other states, international organisations, or non-state actors—to achieve national interests (Bojang, 2018), as well as the “unintentional results of those actions, to answer to a current or future environment” (Freire and Vinha in Lopes, 2024, p. 72). According to Freire and Vinha, foreign policy necessitates a “bidirectional relationship between the internal and external” aspects of a country (Freire and Vinha, 2015, p. 15).

Pequito Rebelo, through the famous phrase “Portugal is Mediterranean by nature and Atlantic by position” (Pequito Rebelo in Ribeiro, 2021, p. 63) encapsulated the essence of Portugal’s complex positions in the world, reflecting its geographical, geopolitical, historical, and strategic versatility. This multifaceted framework serves as a foundational perspective for understanding the characteristics of Portuguese foreign policy.

Historically, Portuguese foreign policy has been shaped by the country’s geographical position as well as its cultural settings and heritage, recognised as a stable policy (Lopes, 2024) and characterised by its continuity throughout various historical periods and changes in domestic actors (Silva, 2019). Teixeira (2004, 2015) identifies three distinct models of Portuguese foreign policy: the first model, the classical model, and the international insertion model.

The first model prevailed until the 15th century and was characterised by the Iberian Peninsula as a hegemonic space and the centre of global trade negotiations. The second model, known as the classical model, spanned from the late 15th century to the period of democratisation and accession to the European Union (1974–1986). This period marked a significant transition in Portuguese foreign policy, accompanied by the construction and dissolution of geopolitical alliances (with the United Kingdom, the United States of America, former colonies, and European countries), world conflicts, decolonisation processes, the rise of international institutionalism, and the intensification of global trade and human mobility. Notably, European integration introduced a new set of geopolitical concerns, as well as internal concerns, thereby affirming the significance of internal dimensions in the execution of foreign policy. These concerns pertained to the formation of a European mindset that needed to be integrated into foreign policy execution during a convergence process that experienced internal fluctuations with external expressions, including moments of “euroenthusiasm” and “euroscepticism,” as well as the impacts of economic crises (Teixeira, 2017). The third model, from 1986 to the present, is referred to as the new model of international insertion and has positioned Portugal within a multilateral economic and institutional framework as a mediator for human, cultural, political, and diplomatic development. This occurred despite the shifting power balances within Europe and globally. While these concerns began to be institutionalised in 1975, through the establishment of the “Coordination Commission for Negotiations in the Economic and Financial Domain”,1 this era, as described by Teixeira, has introduced numerous diplomatic, political, and non-state actors focused on cooperation—particularly within the framework of the Community of Portuguese Language Countries—as well as economic, scientific, technological, and cultural development interactions (Pavia and Monteiro, 2013; Teixeira, 2015).

In summary, Augusto Santos Silva has recently illustrated that the fields of Portuguese foreign policy form a hexagonal model, highlighting the external and geopolitical concerns that drive Portuguese foreign action, as outlined in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 The “Hexagon” of Portuguese foreign policy dimensions. Source: Adapted from Silva (2020).


It is noteworthy that not only geographic but also cultural spaces are vital for the affirmation of Portuguese foreign policy. The Portuguese diaspora and the Portuguese communities worldwide, along with Portugal’s involvement in organisations such as UNESCO, since 1965,2 illustrate a shift in external policy wherein these two aspects have begun to function as soft power instruments for the implementation of both a cultural diplomacy and a public diplomacy strategy that is already incorporated into Silva’s hexagon model. Portuguese soft power increasingly emphasises diplomacy, mediation, and cultural assets, such as the diffusion of language, while placing less emphasis on militarism (Teixeira and Mendes, 2020). Notwithstanding, Lopes (2024) call on budgetary restrictions on cultural diplomacy strategies, which emerged after the 2011 economic crisis, shifting the focus of the Portuguese soft power into economic diplomacy.

The aforementioned factors have influenced the country’s execution of its foreign policy during periods of quietness, social turbulence and uncertainty, as well as under monarchic, dictatorial and democratic regimes.




3 Methodology

This study employed a qualitative, historical–documentary approach to examine the diplomatic significance of official meals in Portugal between 1910 and 2023. The analysis focused on how menus and dining practices reflected geopolitical contexts, foreign policy objectives, and the use of gastronomy as a tool of cultural and culinary diplomacy.


3.1 Archives research

Research was conducted in 9 different public archives in Portugal between May 5th, 2023, and January 20th, 2025. There were searches at the Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic, The Museum of the Presidency of the Republic, The Diplomatic Archive, by the Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Archive of the Secretariat-General of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, The “Casa Comum” archive, as the repository of the former President Mário Soares’ documents held by Foundation Mário Soares and Maria Barroso, The Parliament Historical Archive, The Torre do Tombo National Archive, The Ajuda National Palace and The Queluz National Palace.


3.1.1 Research string and inclusion criteria

Online research examined the first seven archives’ catalogues. The last two archives were searched in person due to the absence of online catalogues. Searches in Portuguese included: ementa or menu (menu), banquete (banquet), jantar (dinner), and almoço (lunch) across all available fields.

The inclusion criteria required that the documents pertain to official meals hosted by sovereign Portuguese bodies (e.g., the Presidency of the Republic, the Prime Minister) for foreign dignitaries, whether in Portugal or abroad, and that they highlight Portuguese gastronomy to non-native guests. Both banquets and more intimate diplomatic meals were considered. Items included menus, programs, guest lists, and press descriptions when available.




3.2 Supplementary data sources

To enrich the archival data, the research was supplemented with bibliographic analysis. To fully understand the social phenomena surrounding the State’s visits and dining, it was complemented with contemporaneous press coverage to ascertain the configurations of meals and/or State visits, namely through the Diário de Lisboa newspaper.3

Most of the references were retrieved from archival sources. However, the authors identified four additional menus during the literature review that warranted inclusion. These menus, on the visit of President Sukarno of Indonesia, were published in Banquete Revista Portuguesa de Culinária Magazine (issue 4, 06/1960) (two menus), in Labaredas and Quitério (1996) (one menu for NATO), and in Serrano (2017) (one menu for Germany). Furthermore, the authors included the diplomatic meals served to Queen Elizabeth II by Lisbon City Hall and the University of Évora in 1985. Although these meals were prepared in different contexts, they formed part of the official visits coordinated by the State Protocol and the President of the Republic of Portugal. The authors contend that these meals constitute valuable Supplementary material that enhances the archival content, considering their significance in Portugal’s history of diplomatic meals.



3.3 Data analysis and interpretation

Each document was catalogued and assigned an identification code (ID) to facilitate chronological and geopolitical mapping. A total of 457 diplomatic meals were included in the analysis. The retrieved data was compiled into an Excel database. The date, type of meal, source, reference, country/organisation and any additional information of each meal was registered into the database.

A content analysis was performed. Menus and related documents were organised according with their chronological context (historical and political period), geopolitical significance (guest country, international organisations, alliances, conflicts), culinary identity (French vs. Portuguese styles, use of national/regional products, territorialisation of cuisine, gastropolitical symbolism), sociocultural elements (rituals, venues, symbolic references, guest preferences, press narratives).

The analysis combined the diplomatic and gastronomic significance of each meal within Portugal’s broader macro-geopolitical context. By examining the menus, guest lists, and historical settings, the study sought to understand how each event reflected the foreign policy zeitgeist and Portugal’s evolving international relations.




4 Results and discussion

The archival research identified 457 diplomatic meals in Portugal, as shown in Table 1. The complete list is included in Appendix 1.


TABLE 1 Diplomatic meals retrieved from archival research.

	Archive/place
	Menus included for analysis

 

 	The Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic 	200


 	The Museum of the Presidency of the Republic 	4


 	The Diplomatic Archive of the MoFA 	93


 	Archive of the Secretariat-General of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers 	0


 	The “Casa Comum” archive 	2


 	The Parliament Historical Archive 	0


 	Torre do Tombo National Archive 	0


 	The Ajuda National Palace 	148


 	The Queluz National Palace 	6


 	Other included menus [found in “Banquete” Magazine, no. 4, June 1960, Labaredas and Quitério, 1996 and Serrano, 2017] 	4


 	Total 	457





Source: Authors’ elaboration.
 


4.1 Geopolitical environments

Each meal holds diplomatic and geopolitical significance, impacting Portuguese international relations and reflecting Portugal’s foreign policy zeitgeist. This analysis combines the diplomatic and gastronomic significance of the official meal within Portugal’s macro-geopolitical context.


4.1.1 The diplomatic meals of the first republic (1910–1926) and of the military dictatorship (1926–1933)

The first nine diplomatic meals in the sample, from 1920 to 1932, correspond to two distinct historical periods in Portugal. In the post-1st World War, the First Portuguese Republic (1910–1926) marked a heterogeneous historical period denoted by governmental, political, and financial instability in the country (and the world). Our sample includes only two meals. These are the visits of Prince Albert of Monaco (ID1, Monaco), who had a circumstantial nature during his scientific expedition to the Azores Sea, and a British military mission (ID2, United Kingdom). Also, the period of the Portuguese Military Dictatorship (1926–1933), from the perspective of diplomatic meals (which includes 7), reflects the search for international alliances amidst the sociopolitical upheavals of an unproductive republic (Martins, 2001). During this period, few guests were invited to Lisbon, as shown in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2
 Distribution of sampled diplomatic meals from the first republic (1910–1926) and military dictatorship (1926–1933) periods in Portugal. Source: Authors’ elaboration. Map credits: datawrapper.de.


Noteworthy meals include those with Spain (ID4) and Italy (ID9), demonstrating the historical Iberian proximity during the Ibero-American Exhibition in Seville and the empathy shown towards Mussolini’s fascist ideals through the presence of his Air Minister, Italo Balbo, in Lisbon, whom the Fascio of Lisbon4 highly acclaimed. Additionally, the presence of the United Kingdom (ID8), following the Madeira uprising, demonstrated the strength, support and continuity of the Anglo-Portuguese alliance. Likewise, the absence of international organisations at diplomatic meals could reflect that this period marked the early stages of their formation and establishment. Notwithstanding, lavish 9 and 10-course meals rooted in French cuisine persisted. This opulence contrasts with the financial control established by the Minister of Finance (Oliveira Salazar, future Portuguese dictator, 1888–1970), who was responsible for overseeing every aspect of the diplomatic meals, from “the silverware, the China, the glassware”,5 to the selection of plants and its watering service and the hiring of staff. Boldly, in our interpretation, and due to the facts, we assert that there was no intention to showcase Portugal’s cuisine through the diplomatic meals of this period. However, it is the first time that “Selle de veau à la Portugaise” appears in the banquet served to Her Royal Highness Infanta D. Eulália of Bourbon (ID4).




4.2 The Estado Novo (1933–1974) and the three different phases of diplomatic meals

The Estado Novo dictatorial period (1933–1974), led by Oliveira Salazar as the President of the Ministers Council until 1968 and followed by Marcello Caetano until the Revolution on April 25, 1974, counted 53 diplomatic meals. According to diplomatic records, this period can be subdivided into three distinct periods.


	a) The Estado Novo on the table: from the foundation to the NATO entrance (1933–1949)



In the first Estado Novo period, 1933–1949 (9 meals), much of the foreign policy was centred around Salazar, as he took on the Minister of Foreign Affairs role from November 1936 to February 1947. His focus was “the preservation of peace and the maintenance of the territorial integrity of the country and its colonial empire” (Pereira, 2023, p. 11). Aside from this colonial urgency, the exploitation of Portugal’s significant historical achievements defines the tone of Portuguese diplomacy and propaganda, reflected in the diplomatic meals.6 The presence of South Africa in Lisbon (ID12, ID13), in one case on its way to London, reflects the pressure exerted by international actors on Portuguese colonial policy. Internally, the presence of the Minister of Indigenous Affairs of South Africa in 1939 is justified by the need to resolve issues “that concern both countries”.7 Two events continue to shape the agenda of diplomatic meals in Portugal. The “Exposição do Mundo Português” (Great Exhibition of the Portuguese World) and the “Comemorações dos Centenários” (Centennial Celebrations) (both in 1940) served as the backdrop for diplomatic meals, with international honorary guests such as the Special Embassy of Brazil at the event (ID14) and members of the Delegations and Centennial Celebrations (ID15). Despite celebrating Portuguese identity, there are no references to national products or cuisine in the diplomatic menus.8 The Spanish presence is also significant, particularly in 1940 (ID16). This is not only due to Spain’s support for the event or its military connection, highlighted by the decoration of Spanish soldiers in commemoration of the 600th anniversary of the Battle of Salado (1340), but also because, about a year earlier, the Luso-Spanish Treaty of Friendship and Non-Aggression (later the Iberian Pact) had been signed. In this friendly environment, Spain thus became a frequent honorary guest in Lisbon (Tíscar, 2014).

The presence of the Vatican and the Catholic Church delegations in national diplomatic corridors is not negligible. It served two essential purposes: the search for direct diplomatic support from the Church and indirect support from Christian states, which was important for national affirmation. On the other hand, the directives shaping the citizen’s role were firmly based on the influence of the Catholic Church. Thus, over a five-year period (1946–1951), the Vatican made three formal visits to Portugal. The first (ID17), 6 years after the Concordat with the Holy See was signed, took place in 1946, and the last (ID21) in 1951, marking the conclusion of the Holy Year and the commemoration of the Marian apparitions at Fátima. The menu remained unchanged for all three visits. On each occasion, turkey (with truffles in two of the three occasions) and asparagus were served to the Papal Legation, and dessert consisted of pudding and fruit.

Finally, another detail should not be ignored from the perspective of international relations. Our sample does not record any meals related to the political movements related to Portugal’s accession and ratification of the North Atlantic Treaty (currently NATO) in 1949. The first diplomatic meal for NATO was served in Lisbon in 1952 (ID23) by Mestre João Ribeiro from the Aviz Hotel, featuring trout from the Minho River and French cuisine preparations.


	b) From NATO to international and social agitation due to colonialism policies (1950–1961/62)



The second Estado Novo period (1950–1961/62) comprises 30 diplomatic meals. It spans from the post-accession to NATO period until the social agitation period, known as the anni horribiles for the Estado Novo regime. The effects of the “Santa Maria” liner assault, the outbreak of the Angolan War in 1961 and the Portuguese academic crisis in 1962 were sonorous anti-regime events upon which Portuguese domestic and foreign policy practices kept unveiling (Ferreira, 2012), although with considerable mass attention to Portuguese politics. Considering the national understanding of colonial territories (by then already referred to as “overseas provinces” (Santos and Pereira, 2022), vocal contestations resonated in Lisbon within the framework of official visits and, of course, in diplomatic meals, a privileged place for persuasion and attraction games.

A notable example of this situation is the state visits of Indonesian Head of State Sukarno (ID36, ID41, ID42, ID43), considered by the contemporary press as a “political indoctrinator of undeniable originality”9 who firmly opposed any colonial perspectives (Weatherbee, 1966), visited Portugal twice (1959 and 1960), and was served an almost complete French meal (except for the asparagus from Sanguinhal). On the contrary, the State’s visit by Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia (ID39, 1959) seems to respond to an international support claim, demonstrating that Portugal’s global presence, through its historical expansionist policy, was not entirely harmful. This was confirmed by the press during the Ethiopian Emperor’s visit, with Diário de Lisboa newspaper affirming that,


“Although without political objectives, the journey of the Emperor of Ethiopia holds the beautiful significance of demonstrating, four centuries later, the gratitude of the Ethiopian people toward a country that helped defend its independence against Muslim invaders and introduced it—without politically or economically dominating it—to the construction techniques and decorative arts practised in 16th- and 17th-century Europe”. Source: Diário de Lisboa No. 1315810 (bolds of our responsibility)


Diplomatic practices during this period have expanded to include cultural and economic diffusion, although the essence of geopolitical diplomacy remains unchanged. Examples include the Pakistani President’s visit in 1957 (ID33), Emperor Haile Selassié I of Ethiopia in 1959 (ID39), the Thai Kings in 1960 (ID48), and Oliveira Salazar’s official dinner for the European Free Trade Association delegation in 1960 (ID45), of which Portugal was a founding member. These instances reflect an increase in bilateral relations promoting trade and cultural ties.

Meanwhile, it is worth emphasising that at diplomatic tables (where Brazil and the United Kingdom continue to have a regular presence during this period, with 6 and 5 meals, respectively), a fundamental shift occurs in the inclusion and promotion of Portuguese products, territory and the communication of national culinary regionalism and an early sense of gastronationalism (DeSoucey, 2010).

This change is readable through a combination of several elements. Primarily, the consolidation of the usage of the expression “à moda de” (“in the style of…”) or “à” (“-style”) in diplomatic meal menus was found in the sample 139 times.11 On the one hand, this practice induces the mental representation of a culinary imaginary and the serving of a dish as it is supposedly and traditionally prepared in a specific place, according to a unique set of characteristics and preparation methods of that place (Csergo and Etcheverria, 2020).

On the other hand, this idea of culinary practices rooted in tradition works as a “political device” for political communication (Gal, 1998). It is performed in diplomatic meal settings by the menu. This territorialisation aligns with one of the guiding principles of the Estado Novo, which is to root governing action in the field, specifically in the rural areas of the country. Moreover, associating a culinary process with a place or even a person, in the case of honorific cuisine (Soares, 2018), creates a code that could or could not be widely spread, recognised and culinarily understood. A well-codified and widely recognised example is the “Bulhão Pato-style,” meaning culinary preparation is sautéed and prepared with garlic, coriander, and lemon (found in 6 diplomatic meals). Conversely, “Imperial-style” or “à l’Aviz” is found, respectively, in 4 meals and one meal, requiring additional meaning and context for the successful communication of the course details.

Those codes could represent any brigade member’s creative and inventive process, which may lack wide recognition, and could even be polysemic. For instance, the introduction of the word “imperial” to describe a pudding in the official dinner offered to Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia (ID39, 1959) seems to create a rapport with the honoured guest, rather than symbolising any culinary preparation. The same happened with the Lombo de Vaca à Dom Henrique (beef loin Dom Henrique-style) served to the Duke of Edinburgh at Paço dos Duques de Bragança in Guimarães (ID62, 1973), creating a nexus between the venue and the historical aspects deeply rooted in the foundational myth of the Estado Novo. This association propaganda was intensely evoked in the local press.12

On the opposite end, the inclusion of imperial ice cream in the European Free Trade Association official luncheon (ID45, 1960) seems to transmit a sense of geopolitical greatness and vast governing capacity when international organisations were approving formal resolutions against the imperial ideology of Portugal (Rodrigues, 2004). Despite this configuration, the objective remains to transport the diner to a gastronomic imagination, which may or may not be codified in culinary practice but whose ultimate goal is to demonstrate that the dish served is prepared as it would be in the referenced location.

Secondly, through the diplomatic meals served aboard the inaugural voyage of the new Portuguese liner “Santa Maria,” hosted by the Minister of the Navy, Américo Tomás (who would later become President of the Republic in 1958). Brazilian President Getúlio Vargas, on November 25th, 1953, was gifted with a Banquet (ID24) in his honour aboard Paquete Santa Maria. This meal included, for the first time in our sample, Queijo da Serra (Serra cheese), alongside other Brazilian cheeses. Six days later, on the same Paquete Santa Maria route and also on board, the Minister headed to Argentina, where a Porto de Honra (Porto of honour) was served to President Perón, and a meal offered that same afternoon to the Argentine Government on December 1, 1953 (ID25) (also including Queijo da Serra). The Brazilian and Argentine meals included a culturally relevant cantiga de amigo, a medieval Galician-Portuguese poem, on the menu cover, demonstrating an understanding of the menu as a means of cultural diffusion. The “Santa Maria” liner then set sail for Uruguay, where, the following day, an exhibition of Portuguese wines was organised aboard the ship, as reported by the Diário de Lisboa No. 1135.13 The Argentine 9-course meal was a turning point, marking the simplification of menus from that moment onward, with diplomatic meals reduced to just four or five courses (typically a soup, a fish dish, a meat dish, a sweet dessert and fruit).

In our sample, the gastronationalism of gastronomic moments and their evidence of sharing territory in diplomatic meals, meaning the communication and the inclusion on the menu of certain food products’ specific origins, emerges during this period. Notably, the first references pointing to a territorial connection and origin of a national product occur in the official dinner served to Queen Juliana of the Netherlands (ID26) in November 1955, which featured a Lagosta de Sesimbra (Sesimbra lobster) and Ananás dos Açores (Azorean pineapple).

This trend would be followed by several other diplomatic meals in the upcoming meals, namely the Luncheon14 for Queen Elizabeth II of the United Kingdom (ID31) served in Alcobaça (Portugal) in 1957, during the Queen’s reciprocal visit to Portugal as a reciprocity for the visit to the UK of President Craveiro Lopes in 1955. At this Luncheon, the entire menu was designed to convey a sense of territory and “Portugality,” serving as a broad overview to understand the Portuguese regime’s orientation towards Portuguese gastronomy. It is essential to note that this meal was conceived by Francisco Lage (1888–1957) and represents a culinary vision of a gastronomic country centred on luxury products. Lage was an ethnographer of the regime and an SNI15 official who viewed Portuguese culinary and gastronomy as essential to the affirmation and configuration of Portuguese regionalism (Barthez, 2019, 2021). The ethnographer thus reflects the regime’s view of Portuguese cuisine. Lage had prepared the menu for foreign journalists during the “Great Portuguese World Exhibition” (1940) and was appointed by António Ferro, director of SNI, to prepare this meal for the Queen (Barthez, 2016). The menu, a piece of art itself (Figure 3), registers a meal fully cooked in situ in the old kitchens of the Alcobaça Monastery and was classified as “simple, yet marked by good taste”.16 Lagosta de Peniche suada à Portuguesa (Peniche Lobster stewed in the Portuguese style), Vitela de Sintra dourada (Golden Veal from Sintra), Ervilhas do Algarve estufadas com endives (Stewed Peas from the Algarve with endives), Tarte de frutas de Alcobaça (Fruit Tart from Alcobaça), Ananaz dos Açores ao natural (Azorean pineapple served fresh) were part of the menu, among others. To finish, a rare Café do Ultramar Português (coffee from Portuguese Overseas) was served. Despite the geographical understanding of Portugal at that time, which was understood as mainland territories and overseas provinces, no other reflections of colonial food references have appeared in the sample.
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FIGURE 3
 Menu of the “Luncheon in honour of her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II and his Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh” in Alcobaça (Portugal), February 20th, 1957. Source: Parques de Sintra-Monte da Lua, Ref. Almoço_Alcobaça_Rainha Isabel_1957.


The 1957 visit of Queen Elizabeth II also illustrates the profound respect for the preferences of the honoured guests. Notes about the installation of Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh at the Palace of Queluz reveal that, on the day of their arrival, the Hotel Aviz dispatched to Queluz a team consisting of a “cook, a commis, and a butler,” and that the Queen’s lunch that day would already be served at the palace. The British Embassy noted, “The Queen is very fond of Portuguese canned sardines, and a well-selected variety should be included in the hors d’oeuvres (…), as she desires a very light and simple lunch”.17

This preference may have been shaped not by cultural reasons, but by circumstantial and hypothetical contact with Portuguese export products. According to Henriques (2023), during World War II, the United Kingdom was the primary export market for canned sardines. Hence, Queen’s exposure to combat rations during her service in the British Army during World War II (that included canned fish) or the fact that 10 years earlier, the British Royal Family had also adhered to rationing programs in place in the United Kingdom, which included canned fish, could explain her fondness.

The 1957 visit of Queen Elizabeth II to Portugal is still remembered today in diplomatic circles for many aspects, but for two main gastronomic ones.

The first aspect is the Galinha à Moda do Convento de Alcântara (Chicken at Convento de Alcântara-style) dish served during the official dinner on February 18, 1957 (ID28) at the Palácio da Ajuda. In diplomatic terms, and according to our results, poultry was not (and is still not) considered a delicacy befitting a royal table. However, it is important to note the gastronomic and culinary evolution of this dish, which was included by Escoffier in Guide Culinaire (1903) as Faisan à la mode de Alcântara (pheasant at Alcântara-style) (Escoffier, 2015) and later renamed Perdizes à Alcântara (Partridges at Alcântara-style) by Olleboma (Bello, 2021).

The recipe was popularised by Chef Mestre João Ribeiro, who featured it at diplomatic tables such as this one, where he served as Head Chef. The justification for this service can be found in Labaredas and Quitério (1996) and the criteria distinguishing haute and low cuisine established by Goody (Sobral, 2014), mainly due to the use of luxurious and exclusive raw materials such as foie gras or truffles. According to those authors, this dish might be one of the few Portuguese haute cuisine dishes formally codified as such, which explains its inclusion on the Queen’s table.18 At diplomatic tables, and according to our sample registers, the dish was served at least six more times, prepared with variations using pheasant, chicken, partridge, or duck (ID1, ID28, ID58, ID202, ID287, ID352).

The second aspect concerns the exclusiveness of the Queen’s consumption of Portuguese Salmon from the Minho River. Portuguese salmon, also contemporarily considered an exquisite and rare food product in the Minho region, whose decline was locally felt since the first half of the 20th century (Guterres, 2020), was served at the Queen’s banquet in 1957 (ID28). Moreover, according to our sample, it was served five additional times until 1973 (ID28, ID33, ID45, ID59, ID61). Curiously, the Duke of Edinburgh was the last guest of honour to consume such a product at diplomatic tables in Sintra, in May 1973 (ID61, in Sintra Palace, as part of a salmon pudding).


	c) Portugal 1962–1974, a confirmational period?



The consumption of exclusive products positions the diplomatic tables as a locus of distinctiveness and delicacy for a culinary item that was once considered a national extravagance but is currently extinct. This exclusivity and abundance occasionally contrast with social scarcity scenarios,19 as described below.

We can affirm that political (and gastronomic) confirmations mark the period from 1962 to 1974 (with 14 meals). Strategic and long-standing partners visited and validated Portugal, such as Brazil (5 meals), the United Kingdom (3 meals), and the Vatican (2 meals). Politically, diplomatic ties and friendships were strengthened during a period of intense, multifaceted opposition to Portugal’s continued colonial policies. This was expressed by two former Brazilian Presidents, Senator Juscelino Kubitschek de Oliveira (former Brazilian President) (ID49, 1963) and Marshall Alencar Castello-Branco (ID55, 1967) and the Spanish Government Vice-President, General Muñoz-Grandes (ID52, 1965).

According to our sample, Senator Kubitschek de Oliveira was the first diplomatic guest to sit on a Portuguese diplomatic table following the invasion of the Indian Union of the overseas territories of Goa, Daman and Diu in December 1961. The Senator claimed to support Portugal firmly during his visit to inaugurate a monument in honour of Pedro Álvares de Cabral in Belmonte. This presence is thus symbolically marked by logocentric and non-verbal communication surrounding Portuguese foreign policy and the celebration of significant events. Conversely, he received Chickens Portuguese-style for the official Banquet.

Besides, the “love for Portugal,” as an image of this support, is shared among Brazilian and Spanish visiting guests. Former Brazilian president Marshall Castello-Branco, on a European trip, stated, “Upon arriving in Lisbon, I feel equally Portuguese and Brazilian”.20 Also, these Iberian brotherhood sentiments were emphatically expressed by General Muñoz-Grandes, upon his arrival in Portugal in 1965, when he declared “With all my senses, I love deeply, and I suffer and rejoice as, over time, adversity or fortune accompanies you [Portugal]”,21 illustrates the tone of diplomatic visits during this period.

With Salazar’s removal and the appointment of Marcello Caetano (1906–1980) in 1968, the Estado Novo regime (and the country) entered a new phase of proposed openness to the world, known as Marcelism, which also included a renewed effort to strengthen Iberian relations. Marcello Caetano would later confirm this with his visit to Madrid in 1970 (Cabrera, 2019). Previously, as Minister of the Presidency and head of the SNI, regarded as the “pedal of the nation” (Caetano in Cabrera, 2019, p. 226), Caetano indirectly engaged with gastronomy as a tool for political configuration, primarily through the contributions of Francisco Lage.

After a long trajectory of unity between Portugal and the USA centred on the Lajes Air Base due to its strategic position in the Atlantic, and namely in the post-World War II period, Marcello Caetano hosted the 1971 USA-France summit with President Nixon and President Pompidou on Terceira Island (Rocha, 2023). The summit underscores the geopolitical importance of Portugal and its territory during a Cold War increasingly characterised by negative externalities. On the gastropolitical level, it is essential to note the presence of Portuguese elements at this diplomatic table, as evident in the official dinner served at Palácio dos Capitães-Generais, albeit modestly (as we will see below and as it remains throughout our sample), given the predominance of French culinary influences.

During this period (and the following one), some of the rarest food products were recorded as being served at the diplomatic table and served to hundreds of attendees of diplomatic meals. Interestingly, some of these culinary delicacies found on diplomatic tables also involve the United Kingdom’s sovereigns (but not exclusively), contrasting with the Sovereign’s fondness for canned sardines. Besides the already mentioned salmon pudding, Turtle Soup was consumed at the Banquet in honour of the Duke of Edinburgh at the Ajuda National Palace in June 1973 (ID60). Also, in a rare appearance, trouts from São Miguel Island (Azores, Portugal) were served during the official dinner of the cited USA-France summit, hosted by Portugal in Terceira Island (ID57, 1971) to President Nixon of the USA and President Pompidou of France. This meal featured an utterly national menu, with a variety of Azorean and mainland Portuguese-origin products. It embodied a semiotically designed diplomatic capacity [due to the position of Terceira Island and the geopolitical functions and importance of the Azorean islands (Andrade, 2013)] but also an hymn to Portuguese cuisine in a key moment during the Cold War period. This is especially relevant for the analysis of the geopolitical importance of the region in the Atlantic, as well as for the Portugal-USA and USA-Europe bilateral and multilateral contexts and relations.

The inclusion of moments showcasing Portuguese culture, and specifically, gastronomic culture, in proportion to the periods preceding and following, may be due to the impact of some difficulties in sourcing more exclusive products for the diplomatic tables. These difficulties, which might have been driven by the economic and energy crises triggered by the Cold War, lasting in Portugal beyond the 1970s, could help to explain the preference for the service, e.g., of locally-sourced Robalos de Sesimbra (Sea bass from Sesimbra) (Brazil, ID53) to Brazilian elected-President General Artur Costa e Silva on the exact day when Diário de Lisboa newspaper transmits sharp concerns about the lack of fish and its scarcity in Sesimbra.22

On one of the rare occasions when a Portuguese political leader hosted abroad a meal in honour of a Head of State, such as the one that took place at the Hotel Nacional in Brasília offered by President Américo Tomás in the honour of Brazilian President Emílio Garrastazu Médici (ID58, 1972), it is of utmost importance to explore the configurations of the dinner to understand better the aforementioned confirmation of the Portuguese culture’s presence.


“An Arabian tent, with Persian and Portuguese rugs, Brazilian flowers and fruits, in addition to antique Portuguese furniture pieces, were the main points of the decoration at the Hotel Nacional for the reception of President Tomás to President Médici. The project was authored by Portuguese decorator Fausto de Albuquerque, who, at the last minute, removed the chandelier from the tent and set it up in the hotel entrance hall because the piece was too low, and President Médici is very tall. THE DINNER. For each guest, the Portuguese Embassy’s Ceremonial placed a waiter. There were also many servers, so 120 men served the 116 guests. The menu for the banquet consisted of the following: smoked salmon, Alentejo cream, pheasant à la Alcântara, and strawberries in Port wine. To maintain the grandeur of the event, full of luxury and refinement (mandatory attire: diplomatic tailcoat), the Portuguese Embassy had special outfits made for the waiters, based on mustard-coloured dolmans, matching the table service”. Source: Jornal do Brasil No. 15, p. 323


Besides the sonorous Faisão à Alcântara (Pheasant Alcantara style), with its truffles, foie-gras and Porto wine served in Brazil, the Arabic tent, the decoration with Persian and Portuguese rugs as well as the investment in waiters uniforms in the colour of the table arrangements (which expressively accounts for 120 waiters[!] for 116 Banquet attendants), crown the meals as vehicles for the dissemination of political messages, here associated with a sense of Portuguese long-lasting identity, based on relevant historical moments for the Estado Novo regime, such as the Discoveries period, which are semiotically communicated (Teughels, 2021).

Finally, Figure 4 shows the world dispersion of guests considered in our sample during the Estado Novo regime and according to the analysed period of presence in Portugal. To these countries, the visits were made by Members of the Centennial Commemorations’ Delegations (for the Great Exhibition of the Portuguese World, Period 1), EFTA, the Order of Malta, the accredited Diplomatic Corps in Lisbon (Period 2), and NATO (Periods 2 & 3).


	i. Time for national and international resettlements: from the Revolution to the pre-Expo 1998 (1974–1997).
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FIGURE 4
 Distribution of included diplomatic meals in the Estado Novo period in Portugal (1933–1974). Source: Authors’ elaboration. Map credits: datawrapper.de.


Between 1974 and 1997, spanning from the democratic revolution of April 25 to the eve of Expo’98, Portugal recorded, according to our sample, 155 diplomatic meals that took place for distinguished Heads of State and international organisations as honour guests, as demonstrated in Figure 5. The map’s geographic dispersion highlights an expansion of diplomatic meals as a result of the broadening of diplomatic action in bilateral and multilateral diplomatic relationships (Brandão, 1984).

[image: World map illustrating the number of diplomatic meals from 1974 to 1997 by country, using a color gradient from yellow (one meal) to purple (ten meals), with notable concentrations in France, Brazil, United Kingdom, Germany, and select regions in North America, Africa, and Asia.]

FIGURE 5
 Geographical distribution of guests of diplomatic meals in Portugal in the period 1974–1997. Source: Authors’ elaboration. Map credits: datawrapper.de.


This expanded coverage highlights a shift in the purposes of Portuguese diplomatic relations, encompassing areas such as politics, culture, military, commerce, trade, investment protection, science, and technical cooperation (Teixeira, 2004). This set of reasons justifies the rapprochement with Europe, Africa, and the Eastern and Western worlds, paving the way for cooperation in development policies (Brandão, 1984). Portugal takes advantage of its geographic position (again, in this new era) while maintaining enduring diplomatic relations with its former colonies, new political actors and long-standing strategic partners. In the Top 10, we find France (10 meals), Spain (9), Brazil (8), the United Kingdom (7), Cabo Verde (5), São Tomé and Príncipe (5), Germany, Guinea-Bissau, Poland, and Timor Leste (all with 4 meals). Regarding the institutional presence of Portugal, the honour guests for diplomatic meals included the EU and its governing bodies (6 meals), NATO (3), UNESCO (2), Sovereign Order of Malta (2), Red Cross (1), Organisation of American States (1), Presidents of the Supreme Courts of Justice and Attorneys General of the States of the European Union (1), Steering Committee/Advisory Group of the Bilderberg Conference (1), Federal Supreme Court of Brazil (1), Academy of the Kingdom of Morocco (1) and OSCE (1). Given this diversity, the authors analysed a few politically and gastronomically significant moments for Portugal.

Politically, this was a highly heterogeneous period, as the revolution ushered in a transitional regime in Portugal during the PREC (Ongoing Revolutionary Process period, 1974–1976), marked by intense social upheaval, addressing many issues related to the transition to a democratic regime (Almeida et al., 2001). The end of colonial wars, recognition of the independence of former colonies, the beginning of diplomatic relationships with new countries and administrative reorganisation of the country, among other factors, paved the way for the independence of former colonies and Portugal’s participation in supranational political projects such as the European Union (F. Silva, 2024). Nevertheless, Portuguese foreign policy in post-1974 maintained the same tone in its international relations that it had before the revolutionary period, establishing a “(.) policy of continuity, informed by its national geography and history (.) harmoniously developed throughout the democratic period” (Santos Silva in Lopes, 2024, p. 88). Also, according to Machete, “(…) the Portuguese geographic position, its territorial and populational dimension, its history and culture have influenced how Portugal inserts itself and acts in the international system” (Machete in Lopes, 2024, p. 88).

Although UN Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim made the first visit to the country in August after the April 1974 revolution, the first Head of State to visit Portugal after the revolution was Leopold Sédar Senghor, President of Senegal, 15 days after the signing of the Alvor Agreement between the Portuguese State and the Angolan guerrilla forces (Brandão, 1984). However, this meal is not included in our sample. The first post-revolutionary diplomatic meal included in our sample was an official lunch hosted by the President of the Republic, Francisco da Costa Gomes, for Edward Gierek, the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Polish United Workers’ Party (ID63). At that time, as illustrated by Portugal’s participation in the Helsinki Conference (finished in 1975), the country was consolidating efforts in different diplomatic settings. On one side, its political rapprochement with the USSR bloc and neighbouring countries like Yugoslavia (F. Silva, 2024) and its Atlantic positioning and proximity to NATO (and its soft and hard power) (J. Fernandes, 2024) as well as the proximity to the United States, were at stake. On the other hand, trade development was crucial to the country’s economic growth. The message delivered in the newspaper following Gierek’s visit was “Let us sell more to Poland”.24 This specific meal, however, featuring lobster, tournedos, and diplomat pudding, offered little gastronomic distinction.

It is also relevant to highlight the characteristics of the banquet served in honour of Marshal Josip Broz Tito of Yugoslavia at the Palácio da Ajuda (ID66, 1977). Known for his anti-colonial stance, this meal holds significance for our analysis for several reasons. Beyond the delicate rapprochement mentioned, it is the first meal of our sample presided over by President Ramalho Eanes. Furthermore, the Portuguese gastronomic identity, as it was understood at the time, was embodied in a menu that featured Sesimbra Sea Bass with Herb Sauce, Sintra Veal with Madeira Wine Sauce, and Nougat Pudding with Alcobaça Peaches. In our analysis, the menu reflects an intention to convey diversity to the President of Yugoslavia, balancing Portuguese traditionalism with national productive capacity while hinting at an aspiration for internationalisation in this new diplomatic phase.

The massive social attention given to gastronomy during this period is a corollary of the accumulated diffuse and multilateral interest in gastronomy in Portugal during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. This systematic enthusiasm, a reflection of a multilateral evolutionary process, appears to have originated politically with the Estado Novo regime. However, it flourished, spurred by Maria de Lourdes Modesto’s television cooking programs (Portuguese and international cuisine) since 1958, broadcasting culinary to people’s houses with the RTP (Portuguese public television) recent emissions. The growing volume and prominence of culinary publications, such as the Banquete Revista Portuguesa de Culinária magazine, witnessed and called on an ongoing journey of “(…) resurgence of the truth Portuguese cuisine [and on a] greater interest in culinary issues (…)”.25 Culinary is then an integral part of the mission of “(…) re-Portuguese Portugal”,26 both internally and externally, as Portuguese cuisine started to be framed as a full-right tourist asset. Additionally, local and national gastronomic events, such as the National Gastronomy Fair (1980), the development of national and regional tourism, and the preparation for product qualification under the EU’s product qualification schemes (late 1980s and early 1990s), would also be of utmost importance for this attention. At this time, gastronomic critics also gained prominence in the national press, with journalists and individualities like Luís de Sttau Monteiro (under his pseudonyms),27 Gentil Marques, Manuel Guimarães, and Melo Lapa, among others. This mobilisation, along with more formal efforts of celebrating Portuguese gastronomy, surged in Lisbon in 1982 with the first meeting at the School of Hospitality and Tourism of Lisbon, paradoxically with the patronage of a representative of the French Culinary Institute (Gomes, 2010),28 eventually leading to the recognition of Portuguese gastronomy in 2000 as an “Intangible Asset of Portuguese Cultural Heritage” and the creation of the “National Portuguese Gastronomy Day” in 2015.29

From a gastropolitical perspective, with the recognition of the independence of former colonies, certain gastronomic aspects also shifted. For instance, the understanding of what constituted Portuguese Regional Cuisine evolved, and even coffee began to be referred to simply as coffee without indicating its origins. All colonial language was, evidently and subsequently, removed from the menus of diplomatic meals.

Also, prior to the signing of the Treaty of Accession to the European Union, our sample includes only one meal (ID65, 1976) served in Sintra during the visit of the President of the Commission of the European Communities, François Ortoli. This visit, aimed at addressing the candidacy that would only take place in 1977 and initiating the acquis communautaire process, serves as the cover to the series of high-level meetings (and diplomatic meals) that Portugal held with European Union bodies to prepare and stabilise Portugal’s entry into the EEC.

From a gastronomic perspective, in 1986, after Portugal entered the EEC on January 1, an official dinner (ID100, 1986) was served in honour of the Europeanist Jacques Delors at the Palácio de Belém. This dinner stood out for its technical nature and the balance between the author’s cuisine and traditional Portuguese cuisine. We understand it, therefore, as a metaphor for the complexity of Portugal’s access to and alignment with the European demands, both preceding and following its accession. During this meal, just days before the start of the celebrations of the Jubilee Year of Tourism in Portugal (1986–1987), in which Portuguese gastronomy took a central role, the menu featured Canja de galinha à camponesa (Country-style chicken broth), Filete de pregado com mousse de tomate e agrião (Turbot fillet with tomato and watercress mousse), Sorvete de vinho verde e limão (Vinho Verde and lemon sorbet), Perna de borrego assada à transmontana com arroz de forno (Roast leg of lamb transmontane-style with oven’s rice) and farófias (soft meringue clouds with English sauce).

Although French cuisine courses continue to dominate diplomatic meals, the atmosphere of diplomatic closeness between Portugal and the countries of the CPLP is also reflected at the table. This closeness is evident in the dishes’ coding, where Portuguese specialities predominate. In terms of main ingredients within this group of countries, codfish recipes stand out, served six times, specifically to Timor-Leste (ID453), Angola (ID437), Guinea-Bissau (ID394), Cabo Verde (ID110), São Tomé and Príncipe (ID268), and Mozambique (ID161). Kid, primarily roasted, was served four times, notably to Mozambique (ID329), Brazil (ID292), Mozambique again (ID246), and Timor Leste (ID357).

Regarding the repeated dishes, it is worth highlighting the Clams in Cataplana, served 3 times to Mozambique (ID161, ID329) and Brazil (ID292), and Cozido à Portuguesa (Portuguese stew) served twice to Angola (ID371) and São Tomé and Príncipe (ID145). In these same meals, a Sopa do Cozido (Cozido soup) was also served, made from the broth of the boiled meats for Cozido à Portuguesa. Arroz de pato (duck rice) is also among the top dishes, served twice in Timor Leste (ID283, ID341). Finally, fish soup was repeated and served to Timor Leste (ID300) and Angola (ID372).

As for sweet moments, the top three include leite creme (custard), typically presented with red fruits, served 10 times to Brazil (ID114, ID209, ID292), Timor Leste (ID263, ID321, ID341), Angola (ID371), Cabo Verde (ID132), and Mozambique (ID328, ID381). Egg-based sweets were served five times in various forms to Brazil (ID35, ID59, ID81), Guinea-Bissau (ID199), and São Tomé and Príncipe (ID291). Encharcada, usually accompanied by fruit, was served five times to Brazil (ID192, ID261), Timor Leste (ID198), Cabo Verde (ID286), and Mozambique (ID282). Papos de anjo (egg cakes with syrup) were also served five times, in small or large versions, with the larger one being nicknamed “papão de anjo.” These were served to Mozambique (ID87, ID329), Brazil (ID311), Cabo Verde (ID157), and São Tomé and Príncipe (ID252).

From 1974 until the eve of the inauguration of Expo’98, Portugal witnessed three Presidents of the Republic and six Prime Ministers, all of whom came from the socialist or social-democratic parties. The mobilisation and political participation of citizens grew during this period, not only in elections but also in associations, popular movements, and political movements. Nevertheless, diplomatic meals always enjoyed the protection granted by a certain secrecy surrounding diplomatic activities, even during heightened political scrutiny. The only references gathered in the consulted Archives that contradict this silence occur during this period, 13 days before the official Luncheon offered by the University of Évora to Queen Elizabeth II on March 28, 1985 (ID97):


“From Portuguese mothers who have children studying in terrible conditions of health, education, and food, they will have to account for the money spent on the Queen’s reception. If not, they [the mothers] will not hesitate to blow the university building into the air”. Source: The Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic, Ref. PT/PR/AHPR/CC/CC0206/0799.


Finally, this period is marked by the presence of various international organisations in Lisbon, with special emphasis on UNESCO’s involvement in diplomatic meals. This is noteworthy for two reasons. Firstly, Portugal’s intermittent membership in the organisation. The country joined in 1965, but due to disputes arising from colonial issues, Portugal withdrew in 1972. The request to rejoin was submitted in September, just a few months after the April 1974 revolution. Secondly, due to the importance that cultural matters have started to hold in diplomacy. Two diplomatic meals were recorded in the pre-Expo’98 period (ID182 in 1994 and ID197 in 1996). The official lunch and dinner, respectively, featured dishes such as lobster salad, veal tenderloin with vegetables, langoustines in a Portuguese-style sauce, and grilled grouper with vegetables. The latter meal is one of the rare occasions when white Vinho Verde was served to accompany seafood and fish.


	ii. Expo’98 (1998)



The International Exhibitions have historically served as excellent showcases for their host countries’ industrial, economic, cultural, and tourist promotion. Expo’98, one such example, marked the culmination of Portugal’s diplomatic efforts, where gastronomy played a fundamental role in fostering connections among people and dignitaries. Beyond the extensive offering of Portuguese and international dining options for visitors, the diplomatic meals were primarily organised by ENATUR, a state-owned company responsible for managing the Pousadas de Portugal (Portuguese Inns), created by the SNI in 1942. Recognising the role of the Pousadas in promoting Portuguese gastronomy, this mission was once again entrusted to them during this event.

The restaurant they managed, Viagem dos Sabores, located in the Portugal Pavilion, was designated for official meals. It served as a space for “showcasing national gastronomy,” offering “an excellent opportunity to enjoy the most representative delicacies of Portuguese cuisine”.30 The various dining rooms, including those for banquets, lunches, and official dinners, had a maximum capacity of 300 seated guests and 600 for standing receptions.

Recalling the central theme of Expo’98–The Oceans–it is notable that, of the 22 recorded meals from this period (served not only at Expo’98), 11 featured fish as the main course (primarily grouper, wreckfish, and seabass). The remaining dishes were meat-based, ranging from Curia-style pheasant, Conventual partridge and Singeverga-style duck to various goat and lamb dishes, underscoring the role of territory and religious aspects in the dishes’ communication.

The inauguration banquet was held on May 22, 1998, at the Vasco da Gama Tower Restaurant, also known as Torre T in Lisbon (ID228). It was attended by five Presidents of the Republic (Brazil, Cabo Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, and São Tomé and Príncipe), Prime Ministers, numerous foreign affairs ministers, and the President of the European Commission. This banquet, heavily influenced by State Protocol, included dishes considered traditional Portuguese, such as Terrine of goose livers with Moscatel jelly, grapes, and toasted bread, and Wreckfish loin with clams. The Portuguese classic Pudim Abade de Priscos, a pudding made with eggs, sugar, and cured ham, was served for dessert. However, these choices suggest a limited emphasis on Portuguese cuisine as a defining factor in coeval diplomatic meals.


	iii. A new diplomatic Portugal 1998–2023: more convergence than tensions?



The period marking the beginning of this new era, which brings significant and positive developments to Portugal in the foreign policy, diplomatic and gastronomic domains, inherits from Expo’98 the legacy of social mobilisation for sustainability causes while paving the way for Portuguese diplomatic stability.

Thus, while China’s presence in Portugal became prominent on the eve of the sovereignty transfer of Portugal’s last colony, Macau, in 1999, Portuguese gastronomy entered a prosperous phase with its elevation to the status of “intangible cultural heritage of Portugal” in 2000. For the first time, in 2001, a National Gastronomy Commission was established, focusing its efforts on the recognition and heritage preservation of Portuguese cuisine in all its facets.

Regarding China, despite its presence being noted seven times in our sample (covering the period 1984–2018), also expressing the Portuguese foreign policy focus on the economic diplomacy already discussed above, the most recent of which was with President Xi Jinping, diplomatic participation in official meals alternates between the Government and the Presidency of the Republic. President Jiang Zemin was the last to receive a banquet in his honour at the Palácio Nacional da Ajuda, approximately 2 months before the sovereignty transfer ceremony of that territory (ID254). The menu included Gratinated spinach crêpes, Lobster in champagne sauce, Leg of lamb with rosemary, and Chocolate marbled dessert.

In the remaining meals, certain moments stand out: Palm hearts cream (ID94), Queijo da Serra (ID188), Partridge with cherries and vegetables (ID370), Tomato cream soup with egg threads (ID386), Sopa de míscaros com foie gras [a Portuguese mushroom soup with foie gras (ID387)], and Coriander soup with crispy suckling pig (ID438).

Among the 218 diplomatic meals recorded during this period, two stand out for their evident gastropolitical significance. First, the official dinner in honour of the Spanish Royals, hosted at the Palácio Nacional da Ajuda in 2016 and served at the Paço dos Duques de Bragança in Guimarães (ID416). Second, the official lunch served to Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, hosted by Prime Minister António Costa at the Palácio das Necessidades in 2017 (ID421)—one of the 16 meals hosted by a Prime Minister or an equivalent leader.

In the first case, although the exact context of the diplomatic meal definition is unknown, it is worth emphasising the cultural and gastronomic identity challenge posed to King Felipe VI of Spain (ID416) by including the first savoury course, Consommé de presunto de Barrancos (consommé of cured ham from Barrancos). This analysis, viewed through the lens of gastropolitical semiotics and gastronomic cultures, is significant. On one hand, Spain is firmly established as “el país del jamón” (the country of cured ham). Nevertheless, it is intriguing that its neighbouring host country, with a deeply rooted tradition of cured pork products, would serve a hybrid dish: a French-based soup (consommé) using a Portuguese product with a Protected Designation of Origin (although its PDO is not communicated, nor is that of any other product qualified under the European schemes) and employing a classical French cutting technique, a julienne.

This moment, illustrated in Figure 6, exemplifies the integrated power of cultural, agri-food, territorial, tourism, and gastronomic communication within diplomatic channels.

[image: Menu written in both Portuguese and Spanish displaying courses in formal cursive script: Barrancos ham consommé with mushrooms and chives, fish tournedos with onion and leek, and Priscos Abbot pudding with tangerine ice cream and segments.]

FIGURE 6
 Official dinner menu served to Felipe VI of Spain by the President of the Republic, Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa, in November 2016 at Paço dos Duques de Bragança (Guimarães). Source: The Diplomatic Archive of the Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, No archival reference.


On the other hand, the lunch served by António Costa deserves special attention in our analysis due to the atmosphere of familiarity it seeks to establish. Diplomatic meals often use psychological strategies to create comfort and a sense of community for the hosts (Cabral et al., 2024a, 2024b). Moreover, if there is an example of this, it is the meal served to Narendra Modi, who visited Portugal with economic and scientific diplomatic objectives. António Costa, Prime Minister of Portugal from 2015 to 2023, of Goan descent on his father’s side, offered Modi a vegetarian meal with Indian-based dishes, as protocol dictates.31 The meal composition is shown in Figure 7.

[image: Photograph of a formal luncheon menu in Portuguese and English, featuring dishes such as spiced stuffed vegetables, spinach cheese dumplings, lentils, saffron rice, Indian breads, mango dessert, and various beverages. The menu honors the Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, and is hosted by the Prime Minister of Portugal, António Costa, dated June twenty-fourth, two thousand seventeen.]

FIGURE 7
 Official lunch menu served to the Indian Prime Minister by the Portuguese Prime Minister António Costa on June 24, 2017, at the Palácio das Necessidades. Source: The Diplomatic Archive of the Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, No archival reference.


Finally, a reference for a research silence. The Portuguese pastel de nata (custard egg tart) plays a prominent role in the international representation of Portuguese gastronomy. In the context of the included diplomatic meals, it is mainly denoted by its absence. In 457 diplomatic meals analysed, it appears only once in its pastry form, incorporated into a dessert with caramelised fruit. Its prominence is also due to the fact that it was served by President Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa to his Serbian counterpart during a dinner in 2017 at the Palácio Nacional da Ajuda, prepared by Chef José Avillez (ID418). This is the only occasion in our sample where the chef is named in the menu.




5 Conclusion

The analysis of 457 diplomatic meals reveals that they reflect the main characteristics of state visits. Based on the collected and analysed data, it can be affirmed that these meals play a significant role in the execution and continuity of Portuguese foreign policy. As stated by Freire and Vinha (2015) the mobilisation of internal aspects related to Portugal’s territorial gastronomy and gastronomic identity in the substantiation of these visits and meals is confirmed, albeit in a limited manner. The predominance of French cuisine contrasts with the introduction of rare Portuguese products over time at the diplomatic table. Political and diplomatic contact creates distinct contexts and opportunities in which food and the table, as spaces of continued power exercise, assume a fundamental role, including in the semiotic relationship between the consumed foods and the power possessed by their consuming agents. This confirmation emerges through menus, visit configurations, and Chef selection (as seen in the dinner served to Serbia [ID418]), among other aspects.

Five essential types of diplomatic meals were identified, manifesting throughout Portugal’s different political and social periods, whether in dictatorial or democratic regimes, even though their purposes may overlap.

The first group are associated with tactical meals. Those meals are associated with an embryonic moment in transport development and the necessity of stopping vessels or other means of transportation in Portugal, leading Heads of State to temporarily remain in Lisbon (e.g., Monaco ID1, United Kingdom ID2, Poland ID7). More recently, there have been tactical-political meals related to the cession of territories of former colonies, such as the banquet offered to Chinese President Jiang Zemin (ID254) during the official transfer of Macau to Chinese rule.

The second group includes the geopolitical meals aimed at renewing and confirming alliances. This group includes the visits from the United Kingdom (ID8, ID31, ID28, ID61), the USA (ID3, ID44, ID57, ID78, ID109, …), NATO (ID23, ID51, ID98, ID112, …), and Spain (ID4, ID16, ID52). These also include meals demonstrating support (such as Ethiopia ID39) or censorship of Portuguese imperialist geopolitical choices (such as Indonesia, ID36, ID41, ID42, ID43, or South Africa, ID12, ID13), particularly during the colonial period. Additionally, courtesy and reciprocity visits from the Vatican (ID17, ID19, ID21, ID37, ID186, …) and meetings associated with the propaganda of totalitarian regimes, such as the Iberian brotherhood, featuring General Muñoz-Grandes or Generalissimo Franco himself (ID4, ID16, ID34, ID52), or the visit of Benito Mussolini’s Air Minister (ID9), fall into this category. Along with cultural proximity meals, this category justifies most diplomatic meals that persist today in these and many other countries.

The third group includes the cultural proximity’s meals. These fit within Portugal’s foreign policy strategy to strengthen cultural ties with the PALOP and CPLP countries, from which, alone, at least 85 diplomatic meals have been recorded (approximately 19% of the total sample).

The fourth group includes the economic diplomacy meals. Those meals are primarily intended to foster commercial and financial relations, such as those held with EFTA (ID45), Pakistan (ID33), Thailand (ID48, ID45), Poland (ID63), Nigeria (ID451), or the European Central Bank (ID446).

The fifth and last group includes the scientific, cultural, and development cooperation diplomacy meals. Some examples of this are the visits of the former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan (ID342), representing a cross-section of interests in these areas, or India (ID421).

Despite adhering to principles of diplomatic prudence, meal curatorship is essentially carried out by street-level bureaucrats, as defined by Lipsky. Some choices demonstrate the transmission of a diplomatic, cultural, and culinary identity, as pointed out by Mahon. However, the aesthetic component and gastronomic creativity lie in the service provider’s scope, reflecting the selection of products and techniques aligned with a vision of a “high” diplomatic cuisine, in the sense of Jack Goody, rather than in an expression of Portuguese culinary identity. The exception confirms these configurations: in the menus served to CPLP countries, where cultural relations prevail in diplomatic meals, different products are used, more closely tied to a national sense of Portuguese gastronomy.

Diplomatic meals are spaces of creative and symbolic communication, as exemplified by the meals offered to Spain (ID416) and India (ID421). Diplomatic menus serve as platforms for cultural exchange and can be further developed to systematically convey Portugal’s gastronomic identity through a structured culinary diplomacy policy.

Consequently, it remains somewhat premature to conclude the existence of a culinary diplomacy policy in our sample, or at least a chain of cultural diplomacy acts, since our findings do not align with any of these conceptual aspects. Instead, our sample densifies a set of menus whose political, ergonomic, and gastronomic criteria have changed over time, accompanying changes in political regimes and national foreign policy priorities. With the expansion of Portuguese cultural and public diplomacy, gastronomy cannot and should not occupy a subordinate role. The geopolitical contexts that gave rise to the analysed meals are diverse and reflect the historical and strategic dynamics of Portugal’s international engagement, also providing new windows of opportunities for the development of the aforementioned “hexagon.”
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Footnotes

1   This eventually led to the creation of various organisations that facilitated the existence of Camões, I.P., the state body for Portuguese cultural diplomacy, established in 2012.

2   Notwithstanding its withdrawal from this organisation in 1971 due to pressures concerning Portugal’s colonial policies, it rejoined in 1974.

3   Available at http://casacomum.org/.

4   Diário de Lisboa (1932, January 2). No. 3283, p. 5. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=05750.014.03769#!5.

5   See the preparation and correspondence exchange for the Poland Luncheon on December 20th, 1930, which required the approval of the Minister (ref. PT/PR/AHPR/GB/GB0203/0053 of The Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic). This situation will be repeatedly encountered over many years, highlighting the purely ceremonial role of the President of the Republic, as everything would be approved by the Minister of Finance, who later became the Prime Minister.

6   Gastronomically speaking, this was a rich period for Portugal, marked by several key events, including the establishment of the Sociedade Portuguese de Gastronomia (1933), the Porto Colonial Exhibition (1934), where Portuguese food and wine were at the heart of the event, the posthumous publication of the Portuguese “regional” culinary “almanack” Culinária Portuguesa by the heirs of António Maria de Oliveira Bello (Olleboma) (1882–1935) in 1936, and the creation of the Portuguese gastronomic chart as a touristic attraction by Albino Forjaz de Sampaio for the Paris International Exhibition (1937). In addition to that, Francisco Lage’s (1888–1957) connection to ethnoculinary and regional cuisine matters is well known, as he was one of the ideologues of the Secretariado de Propaganda Nacional/Secretariado Nacional de Informação, the propaganda apparatus of the Estado Novo regime.

7   Curiously described with the same exact terms in the Diário de Lisboa (1939, December 9). No. 6124, p. 5. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=05765.029.07525#!5 and in O Comércio de Guimarães (1939, December 22), No. 5129, p. 1. https://www.csarmento.uminho.pt/site/files/original/c85baa81a338498498e3f6f59a84a6f3c0236324.pdf.

8   The 1930s stand as one of the most dynamic gastropolitical periods in the history of Portuguese gastronomy following its codification. In 1933, the Portuguese Gastronomy Society was formed by a group of individuals close to the regime, aiming to highlight “the national cuisine, improving it, elevating it to the place it should hold, defending regional cuisine and Portuguese high-quality food products.” Nationalist movements during this time gave rise to the posthumous publication of António Maria de Oliveira Bello’s Culinária Portuguesa (Portuguese Culinary) (1936), which offered a unique interpretation of Portuguese regional cuisine, framed in a colonial lens. Additionally, a transformation occurred in the perception of mineral waters, wine, and canned fish, which shifted from mere products of Portuguese industrial prowess to symbols and identity markers within gastronomy. Simultaneously, emerging projects related to Pousadas identified local cuisine as one of the key elements to be valued, though these projects would only take shape in the 1940s. This period of agitation is also evident in how Portugal presented itself at the 1937 Paris Universal Exposition, including the gastronomic cartography crafted by Albino Forjaz de Sampaio in Portugal Gastronomique, a leaflet designed to appeal to international tourists. Finally, the presence of regional cuisine at the 1940 Portuguese World Exhibition further cemented this narrative, exemplified by the arroz doce (rice pudding) served at the conclusion of visits to the Regional Center.

9   Diário de Lisboa. (1960, May 5). No. 13435, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06539.077.16742.

10   Diário de Lisboa (1959, July 27). No. 13158, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06536.074.16374.

11   This is the period when the phenomenon consolidates and is widely used, as the first instance of “à la mode de” was in 1920 (ID1, Monaco), to present the Perdreaux à la Mode d’Alcantara (partridge Alcântara-style).

12   See Correio de Guimarães (1973, June 8). No. 6870, p. 1 https://www.csarmento.uminho.pt/site/s/hemeroteca/item/96104#lg=1&slide=0.

13   See Diário de Lisboa. (1953, December 2). No. 11135, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06338.059.13907#!1.

14   Registered as a “regional lunch” by President Craveiro Lopes’s personal archive (Torre do Tombo Archive ref. PT/TT/CRL/001/0131/027, access January 14th, 2025).

15   SNI is the abbreviation of the Secretariado Nacional de Informação, Cultura Popular e Turismo (National Secretariat for Information, Popular Culture, and Tourism, abbreviated SNI) created in 1945 as the regime’s infrastructure for propaganda. It is the successor of the Secretariado Nacional de Propaganda (National Secretariat of Propaganda, abbreviated SPN) created in 1933. Both organisms were directed by António Ferro.

16   Diário de Lisboa. (1957, February 20). No. 12288, p. 9. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06528.066.15232#!9.

17   The Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic, Ref. PT/PR/AHPR/CC/CC0206/0169/025.

18   Which the mentioned authors question if they were existent in Portugal back during the French revolution.

19   Although from the previous analysed period, the authors sought to understand the reality of diplomatic tables during the rationing period in Portugal (1943–1944). However, this should be one of the future lines of investigation, as none of the archives contain records or meal compositions that would allow us to assess the impact of these programs on these tables.

20   Diário de Lisboa (1967, May 25). No. 15960, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06577.115.21309.

21   Diário de Lisboa (1965, March 8). No. 15167, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06558.096.19416.

22   Diário de Lisboa (1966, December 15). No. 15803, p. 11. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06573.111.20919#!11.

23   Jornal do Brasil (1972, April 26). Year 82. No. 15, p. 3 https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=0qX8s2k1IRwC&dat-=19720426&printsec=frontpage&hl=pt-BR.

24   Diário de Lisboa (1975, January 17). No. 18666, p. 1. http://casacomum.org/cc/visualizador?pasta=06821.171.27055.

25   Banquete Revista Portuguesa de Culinária (1961, December). No. 22, p. 3.

26   Banquete Revista Portuguesa de Culinária (1962, January). No. 23, p. 16. We recuperate the entire paragraph of the editorial where this affirmation is produced since it reflects the mobilisation towards the defence of Portuguese gastronomy that, of course, influenced the diplomatic meals: “It is very aptly stated in the latest issue of the Bulletin of the Directorate of Tourism Services of the SNI that Portuguese cuisine, when compared with that of foreign countries, does not fall short; on the contrary, it stands out, provided it is selected and prepared with honesty and knowledge of cause and effect. With a robust flavour, multiple nuances, and originality in some of its seasonings, it offers the tourist a taste so often unique that it surprises and attracts. Recently, it was determined that in the SNI Pousadas, it would be mandatory to serve, at main meals and on a daily basis, a dish characteristic of the respective regions, as well as desserts and wines under the same circumstances. This is one of the measures that is also part of the ongoing effort to, in this context, “re-Portuguese Portugal.”

27   Who wrote a regular column between 1981 and 1988 both for Portuguese and foreigners under the pseudonym Manuel Pedrosa in the inflight magazine Atlantis of the Portuguese airline TAP, covering a wide range of topics on Portuguese gastronomy, including pastéis de nata (custard tarts), codfish, pig’s trotters, the cataplana,” among others.

28   And the realisation of a “Best Article in Portuguese Traditional Gastronomy,” in which the President of the Jury was Maria Emília Cancella d’Abreu (Cambra, 2024).

29   Resolution of the Portuguese Parliament No. 83/2015 of June 26, 2015.

30   The Historical Archive of the Presidency of the Republic, Ref. PT/PR/AHPR/CC/CC0206/3445.

31   Regarding the diplomatic meals offered to Indian representatives, further investigation is deemed necessary to understand the context of “roast beef” service to the Indian President in 1990 (ID140).
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This critical review discuss the history of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) through the lens of national resource sovereignty and its place in the evolving global economic order. Drawing on historical accounts and economic analyses, the study methodologically contrasts insider narratives that emphasize anti-colonialism and self-determination with outsider perspectives focused on price-setting and cartel behavior. The analysis traces OPEC’s trajectory from its sovereign aspirations in the 1960s and its economic clout in the 1970s, to the erosion of cohesion under market pressures in the 1980s and 1990s. The shale oil revolution further challenged OPEC’s relevance, revealing limitations in collective action and pricing power. While Saudi Arabia emerged as the de facto dominant producer, other members often prioritized national agendas, eroding OPEC’s unity. Ultimately, the paper reframes OPEC not merely as a price setting institution, but as a dynamic organization shaped by the interplay between sovereignty ideals and global economic forces. This dual perspective shows that the powerful struggle for national sovereignty and liberation from colonial rule in the Middle East was ultimately undermined by the pressures of competitive market forces.
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Introduction

What became of the ideal of national resource sovereignty in the new global order? This critical review addresses the question through an analysis of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) during the transition from colonial to post-colonial times. It shows that the powerful struggle for national sovereignty and liberation from colonial rule in the Middle East was soon undermined by the pressures of competitive markets. Drawing on academic studies, as well as memoirs and personal accounts, the first part highlights how OPEC emerged as a Global South sovereignty project that has continually faced challenges of cooperation. The second part examines the economics of the global oil order, tracing the interplay between oil-producing nations and markets. At its core, this is a story about the contested meaning of resource sovereignty and the disruptive force of global competition.



Methodology

The present review bridges two different traditions concerning oil resources in the global economic order and the role of OPEC: anti-colonialism and cartels. The overall duality is explored by contrasting the perspectives of historical actors with those of Western experts. In short, the analysis overlays insider and outsider perspectives. Methodologically, this separation follows Merton’s (1972) understanding that the research questions and analytical categories adopted by insiders and outsiders often diverge fundamentally. Indeed, two distinct bibliographic traditions on OPEC can be identified: one dominated by insiders, emphasizing resource sovereignty and anti-colonialism; the other shaped by outsiders, focusing on oil prices and cartelization. The final section seeks to link the political and economic perspectives, examining cartelization and price-setting policies through the lens of resource sovereignty to return to the opening question: What became of the ideal of national resource sovereignty in the new global order?



Insiders accounts

Recently, historical research has brought the theme of resource sovereignty in oil production nations again to the forefront, recovering the anti-colonial context of historical accounts. Interestingly, this revival has emerged 60 years after OPEC’s foundation. According to Garavini (2019, 82), resource sovereignty claims and the “oil revolution” surfaced in a web of changes comprising political and social turmoil in the Middle East, the Suez crisis and the Israeli 1967 victory against Egypt and Syria. The author nonetheless recognizes that “OPEC was quite a novelty: the first organization in the emerging Global South, founded 1 year before the first meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement in Belgrade in 1961, and 4 years before the creation of United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD), in which Third World countries coordinated within a group called the G77 to campaign for better terms of trade for raw materials exports.” By establishing an early and effective model of resource-based cooperation, this evolving institutional landscape reshaped producer nations’ understandings of natural resources not merely as commodities, but as strategic instruments of national development. Consequently, projects of what Michael and Giuliano (2025, 12–16) describe as “fossil developmentalism” emerged as a galvanizing force in many postcolonial societies.

Departing from decades of analysis predominantly centered on the perspectives held by developed nations focused on price-setting dynamics and cartelization, there has been a notable return to the origins of OPEC’s, amplifying the historical actors’ narratives and claims.

The idea that new nations had their own right to control resources became a galvanizing ideal for the anti-colonial movement, permeating the viewpoints of colonial elites attending the United Nations or the Bandung Asian-African Conference of 1955. Indeed, national sovereignty and ownership of natural resources surfaced as a third world transnational identity (Declercq et al., 2023, 19). According to the diary of OPEC’s first Secretary-General, the Iranian Rouhani (1971) and Rouhani (2013) the collective action model adopted by oil producers had special impact upon “… copper exporters in Africa and coffee producers in Latin America.”

Among the scholars that brought the issue to the spotlight, Dietrich Christopher’s (2017, 80) book Oil Revolution. Anticolonial Elites, Sovereign Rights, and the Economic Culture of Decolonization, remarks that OPEC’s first communiqué read much like the Arab League, Bandung and UN post-colonial documents that preceded it. Phrases such as “collective action,” “permanent sovereignty,” and “unequal exchange” rang through the Afro-Asian arenas in which Third World diplomats encouraged each other to make truthful claims over the meaning of decolonization.

This process was to somehow culminate in 1973–1974 when OPEC members took into their own hands all the effective levers of power over crude oil: control over operations control over prices, and control over production volumes. No longer could the oil producing areas be “treated as a mere cog in the machine of the international economic order created by the industrialized nations’ and their major multinational oil companies” (Seymour, 1980). In brief, the reinterpretation of OPEC in sovereignty terms unfolds the field of Middle East economy onto the arena of global political economy.

Out of the challenges of building a producer’s organization in non-developed nations and in the momentous times of the 1960s and 1970s, surfaced a stream of memoirs and personal historical accounts. These memorialist writings suggest that participants believed they were living through extraordinary times and felt compelled to record their stories.

Chalabi (2010) memoirs stands out as one of the key references in any interpretation of OPEC’s history. This especially holds as this Iraqi economist, who was OPEC Secretary General between 1983 and 1988, is positioned to provide an outlook from the standpoint of an unfavored oil producer (Iraq). His account of OPEC’s emergence has become a textbook standard (Skeet,1988), buttressing the common cause of producing nations against one-sided decisions by oil multinationals, which had twice cut the posted oil price, firstly in February 1959 and again in August 1960. Middle East nations had been taken by surprise by these decisions despite the resulting tightening of oil tax revenues and thus reducing the income available for national budgets. However, while OPEC’s foundation stemmed from a reactive movement, Chalabi (2010, 35) remarks that the movement was nonconfrontational: the creation of OPEC was considered ‘necessary for both sides: the oil producers and the major oil companies’, for the sake of price stability and fostering healthy growth. In other words, OPEC came about to meet the acknowledged need for ‘intervention in supply regulation’, to counteract chaotic price wars and a ‘high degree of price volatility’. This explanation whitewashes any trace of anti-colonial nationalism from the motivations behind the organization’s inception.

Confrontational, revolutionary rhetoric style played no role whatsoever in OPEC. In one fell swoop, the Secretary General from conservative Iraq removes the influence of revolutionary Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser and pan-Arabism from the story. Fadhil Chalabi memoirs provide a perspective in hindsight. With hindsight, it became clear that despite OPEC’s achievements, many oil-producing states lacked the technical expertise to manage their industries independently. During periods of overproduction and falling prices, the balance of power shifted in favor of international oil corporations. As Citino (2010) observes, economic pressures ultimately pushed oil-producing nations toward cooperation.

Contrasting with this pragmatist explanation, more heroic recollections by the younger Parra (2004) and Terzian (1985) stress the foundation of OPEC as the product of the vision and determination of just two men: Juan Pérez Alfonso and Abdullah Tariki. In these personal accounts, it does not matter that Juan Pérez Alfonso served as Venezuela’s Minister of Mines and Hydrocarbons and Tariki was Saudi Arabia’s Director General of Petroleum and Mineral Affairs. Not at all. Despite their government posts, they are portrayed as acting more in the name of their personal views than on behalf of their governments. As sketched by Terzian (1985, 65-97), a consultant and journalist who covered OPEC foundational meetings, they “invented” OPEC. Somehow, this duo, “as different as chalk from cheese” (Parra, 2004, 92), appears to have formed a combination of opposite talents providing the wellspring for the oil producers’ identity, paving the way for the official participation of governments in a new organization -the Petroleum Exporting Countries. Overall, the personalization of achievements conveys a sense of heroism and defiance along with an aggrandizement effect. Perez and Tariki embodied different goals for liberating producing nations from the power of foreign multinationals: Perez, concerned over oil depletion in Venezuela, advocated a general policy of oil conservation, through an international system of pro-rationing able to restrict supply to a level of market demand returning a fair price. Observing the essential nature of oil to modern life, Perez introduced the notion of petroleum’s “intrinsic value” to uphold resource conservation and the trade-off between volume sales and price increases. Prominent thinker among his peers, Juan Pérez Alfonso was a visionary who brought modern perspectives to the oil industry, particularly on the conservation of non-renewable resources and the challenges posed by the Dutch disease in petrostates (Alfonzo and Pablo, 1976; Rangel, 2021; Michael and Giuliano, 2025). Abdullah Tariki, on the other hand, envisaged the appropriation of a larger share of oil rents by Arab nations applying this resource to bolster pan-Arabic strength. Under the spell of “revolutionary” Cairo, the Saudi Director questioned the very concept of the unalterable concession contracts held by the international oil majors (Vitalis, 2015). Even though Tariki supported Pérez Alfonzo’s pro-rationing goals, this line of action was disavowed by OPEC and only bore fruition in the 1970s. To sum up, according to bystander observers Pierre Terzian and Francisco Parra, two exceptional men and two different ideas, oil conservation and Arab resource nationalism, account for the driving forces behind the foundation of OPEC.

This personalistic account was accompanied by a turnaround toward surveys of events backstage. In this respect, a secret meeting held in April 1959 came to be considered as the mythical origin of OPEC. The meeting was an informal gathering of Tariki and Pérez with representatives from Iran, Kuwait, Iraq and the United Arab Republic (the short-lived union between Egypt and Syria), who were attending the First Arab Petroleum Congress in Cairo. Aside from the official meeting, the group scheduled a conclave in the Mahdi Yacht Club. Arriving secretly from different venues and via different cars, these oilmen signed a covert pact to confer regularly on oil related matters, exchange ideas about final arrangements and concessionary contracts, and defend the price structure. Known afterwards as the Mahdi Pact, the final draft held no legal standing as only two signatories (Tariki and Pérez) represented their governments. However, the symbolic value of the semi-clandestine meeting was imbued by the mood of the time and the destitute status of oil-producing nations. Not by accident, the first joint formulation of mutual aspirations was made in secret. In this sense, it certainly paved the way for the intergovernmental conference held in Baghdad 1 year later at which OPEC was established.

Recent research by Fuccaro (2020) has updated the personalistic account into a group oriented perspective: across the Middle East there were other men with profiles similar to Tariki and Pérez: “a network of exceptionally gifted individuals [that] formed the first generation of Arab Petroleum elites,” emerging “on the trail blaze of the industry’s development throughout the region after the Second World War. They were the bearers of a new culture of oil modernization, technical and legal experts who shared a regional, global and internationalist outlook alongside a Western education. This informal network evolved around a discourse of petroleum rights that coalesced into Petroleum Arabism, advocating new policies and new contracts for the oil industry. Likewise, the westernized education in geology and oil engineering turned them into the appropriate interlocutors for the corporate boards of oil multinationals.

Some final memoirs shed light on a crucial issue around OPEC’s creation: the role of non-Arab nations - Iran and Venezuela. Given Iran’s oil production and, above all, its reserves, it would be senseless to move forward with an international organization while leaving this player aside. Moreover, everybody was fully aware of the fact. The autobiographical account of the National Iranian Oil Company Director, the well-connected aristocrat Farmaian et al. (1997), nonetheless reveals several episodes of reluctancy by the Persians toward any cooperation with their Arab neighbors. Even when OPEC’s organization was on track, many Iranians claimed that “Iran should ride its own horse” and only the Shah’s last-minute intervention secured the Mahdi Pact compromise.

Farmanfarmain’s memoirs allow us furthermore to gage Venezuela groundbreaking role in this networking of oil nations. Courtesy of his description, historians gain a detailed account of the Mission sent by Venezuela to tour the Middle East in as early as 1950.1 The South American producer, the largest post-World War II oil exporter, had enacted a set of tax laws intended to divide profits equally with the oil companies. Known as the 50/50 profit sharing agreement, the new tax structure raised the funding available to the government but left Venezuela isolated on the international scene with the oil majors threatening to divert output to the Middle East. For this reason, the main purpose of the 1950’s Mission was to initiate direct friendly relations with Arab and Persian producer governments, disclosing the Venezuelan 50/50 deal in order to reach a price equilibrium in both Hemispheres. In furthering these objectives, Venezuela stood to gain the most with a common front among the large world oil exporters. Alas, the mission was not completely successful.

Acknowledging Venezuela’s unique position in the global resource economy pushes the origins of OPEC further back in keeping with how even prior to the founding Baghdad Conference, serious endeavors at cooperation were already on the agenda. Looking into these more remote origins, Boué (2010) argues that the long-term Venezuelan strategy was set in motion not by Pérez Alonso but by his predecessor and the founder of the Venezuelan Ministry of Mines and Hydrocarbons, Manuel R. Egaña. Regretting “the deep shadows in the field of OPEC historiography,” the author calls for a reassessment able to do justice to the “most intellectually gifted and able among all the men that have ever been responsible for the oil portfolio in Venezuela.”

This long term account of OPEC’s origins brings new personalities and new facts to the fore. Again, Pérez Alfonso, in a biographical interview, emphasizes an event often neglected in OPEC’s historiography: Alfonso states clearly that, following Venezuela’s 50/50 deal, the oil majors threatened the then largest oil exporter with rerouting production toward the Middle East. In reaction to this campaign of intimidation, Venezuela engaged in preliminary contact with Hussein Ala, the Iranian Ambassador to Washington (Alfonzo et al., 1976). Should this biographical confidence be confirmed, the historical root of cooperation initiatives among oil producers then recedes back to 1948.

Once on track, OPEC strengthened both the commitment and the confidence of oil-producing nations in asserting sovereignty over their natural resources. According to the diary of OPEC’s first Secretary-General, Rouhani (1971) and Rouhani (2013), this shift was felt most acutely in Iran: “Iran was actively positioning itself to benefit from the unity of oil-producing countries. In fact, Iran’s participation in the formation of OPEC was seen as a turning point that signaled a shift in its energy policy.”

Formulated from the standpoint of structural factors and the longue durée, OPEC’s origins can be retraced to Venezuela’s cooperative inroads in the Middle East alongside the imperative nature of acquiescence by Iran. From the standpoint of agency theory, the roots lay in pan-Arabism imaginary and in the price cuts unilaterally imposed by the oil majors. Taken collectively, three major nations stand out in the different explanations: Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, and Iran.



Outsiders accounts

OPEC’s power is based in the usage of sovereign rights to control oil reserves and excess capacity, but sovereignty alone did not guarantee market power or success. Western scholarship has elucidated the formidable challenges in forging a cohesive bond among the member states of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Three principal phases have been identified, each delineating distinct price dynamics within the organization: The initial phase, situated in the 1970s, witnessed a heightened level of cooperation and interdependency among oil-producing states. This phenomenon was primarily attributable to the presence of low cooperation costs, given the high energy demand and the absence of viable alternatives in the global oil market. However, the golden age was brief. In the 1980s, an oil glut upheld by outside producers reversed the tide. During this period, the costs of cooperation grew disproportionately, resulting in asymmetrical interdependency, observable in the adoption of strict procedures for oil allocation among member states – the quota system. The concluding phase of the 1990s and 2000s marked a period of weakened interdependency, perpetuated by never-ending disputes, low prices and decreasing influence. The ensuing pages trace back these three phases.

Out of the different explanations and econometric models designed to describe OPEC’s behavior, the idea surfaces that the 1970s and early 1980s represent the golden era for this organization. This was a period in which OPEC supplied less than would have been required to keep the price of oil fixed (Pierru et al., 2020). Since there was no spare capacity available outside the organization, the imbalance between demand and supply caused prices to skyrocket. Through recourse to a switching equations model, Almoguera et al. (2011) report evidence of collusion, especially during the early 1980s, “with periods of collusion resulting in 30% higher oil prices relative to periods of market competition.” Strikingly, whereas political and international relations analysts attribute this trend to the eventful nature of disruptions provoked by the Yom Kippur war (1973–1974) and by the Iranian Revolution, economists rather pinpoint the tight conditions in the oil market and the hitherto unprecedented amounts of energy required by Europe, the USA and Japan as the main driving forces. In other words, the Yom Kippur War and the Iranian Revolution may have mattered as political events in the Middle East because they shifted consumer and investor expectations about oil inventories and future shortfalls in oil supplies (Kilian, 2014; Kilian et al., 2019). Moreover, several authors buttress the civilizational change that took place within the oil industry with the appropriation of natural resources by Third World governments. Henceforth, rather than being concerned with the government take of each crude barrel produced by multinational concessionaires, Gulf States began focusing on the very global oil price. The OPECs meetings in September and November 1974 legitimized this unilateral power to set prices (Seymour, 1980; Garavini, 2019). Petroleum became a seller’s market with a wide margin for colluding nations to cut production and increase prices.

Under these circumstances, the literature was compelled to treat OPEC as a cartel, thus, a wealth-maximizing monopolist that restricts production to control prices. Nevertheless, academics still felt this designation did not fit entirely well with the textbook definition. OPEC acted as an organization of a special kind dubbed a two-block cartel (Hnyilicza and Pindyck, 1976), a clumsy cartel (Adelman, 1980) or a loosely co-operating oligopoly (Adelman, 1982). In fact, the petroleum market had all the trappings for the manifestation of collusive behaviors. The production of exhaustible resources such as oil or bauxite adjust slowly to price changes. More formally stated, a given change in prices does not immediately cause an equivalent change in consumption. These commodities are therefore considered relatively inelastic in the short run, meaning that even at higher prices consumers will not give up immediately on buying the commodity (Pindyck, 1978; Alhajji and Huettner, 2000). Opportunities to cut production and push prices upward are ample. However, the literature expresses doubts as to whether the economic scope for cartelization has been fully explored as a wealth maximizing practice: did the major OPEC producers display the cohesion and power to maintain an artificially high price over the long run? Or was this cooperation clumsy, unsophisticated and loose?

In any case, the consequences of soaring prices began haunting producer nations in 1981. On the one hand, the demand for highly priced oil started to contract, chiefly in developed OECD nations (medium term elasticity), on the other hand, new producers entered the market in response to higher prices, taking advantage of new technologies (North Sea, Mexico and Alaska). Facing this highly competitive conjuncture, OPEC attempted to sustain oil prices at the Saudi level by fixing the Arabian Light benchmark at $34 a barrel but the pressure from oil swamping the market was too strong. The situation was particularly intense for the light, low-sulfur crudes of Nigeria and Libya, which had to cope with discounts and even price cuts by high quality North Sea Oil producers (mainly BP and Shell). In early 1982, Nigeria broke OPEC’s ranks by undercutting the agreed organization price. Iran was to follow suit. The press were swift to announce the death of OPEC. Endeavoring to put the broken pieces back together, Saudi Arabia called for the creation of a cap for overall production by member states (Garavini, 2019, 332). In March 1982, OPEC set output quotas for its members with an aggregate ceiling of 17.5 million barrels day (mbd). This historic prorationing decision to curb supply translated into production limits ascribed to the different members but not to Saudi Arabia that refused to be assigned a quota on the ground that production is a sovereign decision. Instead, the Kingdom was supposed to meet residual demand and cushion the impact of excess quota exports from Iran and Iraq, increased output by non-OPEC sales, and declines in worldwide demand. Even though there had been from the outset a tacit belief that the Saudis would produce 7 mbd, by the summer of 1985, production had effectively shrank to 2 mbd. Sweeping overproduction pushed the Kingdom into becoming the only defender of the marker price. Aside the direct income loss, the national petrochemical sector, dependent upon the supply of associated natural gas from crude extraction began also to be affected. At this crossroads, in September 1985, Saudi Arabia itself defaulted from the established equilibrium and punished Iraq, Iran and other unbound producers by steadfastly increasing production and driving a collapse in world prices. The event marked a turnaround in the oil economy and opened up a downward cycle. On top of that, the fixed price regime was abandoned in favor of flexible market-determined prices, introduced by the Saudis through the sale of different types of crude according to price formulas announced monthly (Al-Moneef, 2020). To the extent that price shifts stemmed from changes in the Saudi positioning, the view of an all-embracing quasi-cartel lost ground: hence, rather than analyzing OPEC as an oligopolist producer and non-OPEC producers as the competitive fringe, alternative economic models henceforth departed from the perspective that Saudi Arabia was the dominant producer and all remaining producers (both OPEC and non-OPEC) were the competitive fringe. For a brief period, Saudi Arabia got treated in its own right. Championed by the Egyptian economist Mabro (1986), the dominant producer model was rooted in the Kingdom’s capacity to set its output in anticipation of the fringe. The Saudi decision to cut oil production at the height of Iranian oil disruption in early 1979, for example, pushing prices upwards, exemplified the dominant producer status (Gately, 1984). In a similar vein, Griffin and Teece (1982), labeled Saudi Arabia under the catchphrase of “swing producer” or “balance wheel” that absorbs fluctuations in supply and demand to maintain a monopoly price. As swing producer, the Kingdom therefore holds a stabilizing function both in the oil market and within OPEC. Expressed otherwise, the Saudis perform a steadying role because they adjust their output to minimize the difference between the spot (competitive) price and OPEC’s oligopolist price (Al-Yousef, 1988). Amidst Saudi political memoirs, the consensus was that this was a one-off flawed policy not to be repeated. Next time, sell as much as you can (Al-Muhanna, 2022, 25).

What ensued was “a gloomy decade for the oil market” with low prices and constant bickering over quota increases among OPEC members (Fattouh and Sen, 2016). Drawing on how the official quota system remained in force between 1982 and 2005, Smith (2005) argues that with an increase in formal negotiation costs, it became more difficult to reach consensus on proposed output revisions and the ensuing profit redistribution. This explains why quota allocations were revised only rather infrequently and less than twice per year on average. The outcome was that this gloomy decade became a period of quota allocations with high transaction costs with OPEC undergoing transformation into a bureaucratic cartel.

In the meanwhile, there was little increase in supply from non-OPEC sources: by the middle 1990 production from Russia and the United Kingdom began inching back. As demand growth had to be met chiefly from within OPEC, the organization slid into the exhaustion of spare capacity, mostly concentrated in Saudi Arabia (McNally, 2017). Once the quasi-cartel verged on the utilization of maximum capacity, it lost the capacity to influence oil prices given that it was no longer able to turn the taps on and boost the amount of oil extracted to curb rising prices. Once again, the organization was given a prognosis of looming irrelevance.

Strikingly, a significant stream of research began emerging that questioned the very pricing power of OPEC. Wirl and Kujundzic (2004), for instance, conducted a study of how the events and declarations of OPEC’s Conferences affected oil prices. Applying a sample of 50 conferences, 18 of which sought to raise prices, 14 decrease prices and with 18 ending inconclusively, the authors report these decisions had only minor impacts on the world oil market. Acknowledging the growing importance of financial instruments in oil transactions, Fattouh (2007) also argue that OPEC’s pricing power has fluctuated over time with decreasing impacts as oil markets became more integrated.

The effectiveness of the non-cooperative behavior engaged in by some of its members has been proposed as the fatal chink in OPEC’s armor. Drawing on historical observations, Daly (1982) build a hybrid model to depict the different blocks within the cartel. Instead of a monolithic organization, they thereby divide OPEC into a cartel core, including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, Qatar, and Libya; a block of price maximizers, especially Iran, Algeria, and Venezuela; and a final group of output maximizers featuring the remainder of member states.

The cartel core consists of countries with vast oil reserves, relatively small populations and more flexible economic development plans so that the relatively low rates of production necessary to sustaining oil prices are both feasible and desirable. Gives their vast petroleum reserves, they pay particular attention to long run prices and show preferences for relatively lower prices in order to extend the resource’s life-span. Above all, they are relatively immune to budgetary and investment pressures. As a group, these countries behave as the dominant firm and hence the designation of cartel core. With time they even started coordinating their positioning before OPEC’s meetings (Al-Muhanna, 2022, 93). Differently, the price maximisers block of Algeria, Iran and Venezuela all have relatively large populations and considerable potential for economic investments but do not display high reserves relative to current production levels. Always looking for greater earnings, the price maximisers tend to produce close to full capacity while nevertheless willing to cut production to achieve higher prices. Finally, the remaining output maximisers block, Nigeria, Iraq, Indonesia, are heavily populated nations that display the capacity for significant expansion in production and that respond as competitive producers to shifting market conditions. Within the OPEC framework, they tend to behave independently, often cheating on the organization’s quotas and targets.

In a nutshell, the advantage of this model stems from its recognition of the importance of a cartel core acting as a dominant firm and setting the market price. Simultaneously, both the price and output maximisers also influence price in keeping with their willingness to expand or reduce production affecting the remaining market share beyond the cartel core” (Griffin and Teece, 1986).

While OPEC was able to extract additional rents through the exercise of market power in the 1970s, by the mid-1980s, this power waned as high prices spurred new non-OPEC supply and members began to cheat on quotas. The initial cohesion built against multinationals was tested, demonstrating the limits of sovereign unity under the pressure of market forces. The low-price environment of the 1990s and 2000s turned the organization’s decisions further difficult and undermined its strategic unity. If the conquest of sovereignty over natural resources promised a development era, the concerted management of these natural resources was harder than foreseen.



The challenges of non-conventional shale oil

Over the years, reports of OPEC’s death have been greatly exaggerated, both by western press and by academic research. These termination certificates commonly single out two probable causes: the loss of pricing power whether by member nations or by the organization as a whole; or, the disbanding of the nation states within OPEC. Surprisingly, the cat has demonstrated many lives—and when the box was opened, the cat was still alive. Mabro (1991) articulates the OPEC’s death paradox with the following assertion: the international organization “seemed weak when everybody is awed by its apparent power, and strong when everybody prepared its obituary.” The most recent demise stems from the rise of non-conventional oil.


Additional input from the supply produced by the US shale oil revolution has recently overturned world energy economics and introduced a new facet to OPEC’s market dominance and pricing power. Driven by an upward spiral in oil prices fed by Asian demand growth, US producers deployed advances in fracking and horizontal drilling technologies to start pushing oil out of rock formations by injections of water or gas or water directly pumped into injector wells. Under the commercial name of shale oil, these rock formations are in reality organic marlstone, with marl a mixture of clay and calcium carbonate containing up to 50% organic matter - kerogen, derived from a myriad of organisms, chiefly plants. Academic research therefore, prefers to apply the term tight oil (Youngquist, 1998). Owing to an upsurge in non-conventional oil investment, tight oil production has grown impressively and made up about 20% of U. S. oil production or 2.3 million bpd in 2013. The upsurge furthermore was aggravated by conventional oil growth from Canada, Brazil, Iraq and Iran. The overall increase came at the expense of OPEC countries as well as other producers outside of the cartel, namely Russia (Quint and Venditti, 2020). In 2014, this oil super-cycle came to an end with a drastic fall in prices, largely caused by oversupply, seeing the Brent benchmark plummeting from around $115 USD in June 2014 to $46.6 USD in January 2015.

The ensuing course of events was approached by Ramady and Wael (2015) in their book “Opec in a Shale Oil World”: “There was a conviction in the market that OPEC will trim its production to defend the $100 USD oil price it viewed as fair. This conviction lasted until November 27 2014, the day of the 166th ordinary meeting of the organization. On that day, Brent, the benchmark for pricing half of the world’s crude, was trading at around $72 USD. (…) Apparently, by agreeing to keep the organization’s production target intact at 30 million barrels a day, the OPEC ministers decided to let the market balance itself fully: “let the market work.” Oil prices continued their slide following the meeting, hitting 6-year lows” and conveying how OPEC is no longer an entity able to support price floors.

Led by Saudi Arabia the decision to stand still was immediately flagged by the analysts at large financial institutions: Citibank claimed there was a new paradigm in which U.S. shale oil producers will balance the market in the role of swing producers; Goldman Sachs announced that the OPEC core had lost their pricing power. However, most analysts interpreted the decision to keep production levels and let the market do its work as a strategy to squeeze high-cost U.S. shale oil producers out of the market. Saudi policy makers themselves believed that most of the marginal shale oil production would disappear under a price of $70–$80 per barrel (McNally, 2017, 243). Oil specialists, McNally (2017) and Yergin (2015), conceded that Saudi Arabia and its allies were looking not just at American shale oil competition but also at enhanced production by Iran, at the very moment that relations between Tehran and Riyadh were crumbling. What ensued surprised everyone in the energy community. The dice were loaded against shale oil but American producers displayed amazing resilience in resisting the downturn in prices. This was achieved by improving tight oil productivity and moving down the cost curve. Fundamentally, drilling became concentrated in “sweet spots,” guaranteeing higher reserves per well. Additionally, they turned to technology and improved techniques while securing service and supply discounts, stalling projects, reducing operational costs and leaving less productive wells uncompleted until market conditions improved (Velda, 2016). Dominating the low-end of the cost curve in U.S. tight oil drilling, the top 25% of wells drilled in the Permian remained economic at a barrel price of between $40/bbl and $48/bbl. Apparently, the Saudi attempt to drive high-cost U.S. shale oil producers out of the market failed. Instead, OPEC emerged as the loser. Against such pessimistic view, Griffin (2018) proposed a counterfactual world in which OPEC reacted by defending higher prices. Griffin sums up that “the Saudi gambit was a necessary response to market forces heavily influenced by the shale revolution.” If oil prices had not been pushed down at OPEC’s 166th ordinary meeting, shale drilling might have proceeded in broad areas of most shale grounds, not only in the USA but also elsewhere: “While the Saudi gambit did not eliminate the shale revolution, it has slowed its growth.” However, this surely runs counter to the view that OPEC completely lost its pricing power amidst the shale oil revolution.

By the end of 2016, the Saudis realized that low prices were not shutting down American shale production. Under the new leadership of King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud the Kingdom shifted its stance and showed willingness to pursue production cuts and enhance oil prices. Saudi Arabia, however, was no longer prepared to shoulder the burden alone.

Overcoming years of reluctance, the Kingdom worked to bring Russia and other major non-OPEC producers into a cooperative framework aimed at rebalancing the oversupplied market. In November 2016, OPEC and a group of ten non-OPEC countries, including Russia, Kazakhstan, and Mexico, reached an agreement that became the basis of what later came to be known as OPEC+. The participating countries adopted explicit production targets, promising a shared cut of roughly 1.8 million barrels per day. OPEC+ supply cuts reversed the tide, with an improvement on oil prices, although “the effect was quantitatively modest” (Quint and Venditti, 2020,184). The coalition faced its decisive test when SARS-CoV-2 shocked the world economy in early 2020, triggering a collapse in oil demand and crude prices. Renewing its pledge to keep oil supply tight, OPEC+ announced the extension of the agreements and succeeded in reducing production, which helped to modestly raise oil prices. The major contribution to stabilizing the market came from OPEC members themselves, with a minor contribution from non-OPEC allies (Almutairi et al., 2023). This outcome reinforces the idea that the expansion of oil producers’ coalition lowered the costs of cooperation within OPEC: turbulence surfaced as the great threat to resource sovereignty.



Conclusion

The end of World War II ushered in a new era of decolonization in which OPEC was to play a paramount role in buttressing the idea of national sovereignty over natural resources. Three reasons help explain the importance of core Middle East nations to OPEC: First, the decolonization process fostered a shared political culture that emphasized sovereign rights, transcending national boundaries and, at times, even ethnic divisions. Oil, omnipresent throughout the region, symbolized one of the last enduring markers of foreign domination, making control over it a powerful expression of independence. Second, the region’s giant and supergiant oilfields were characterized by exceptionally low production costs, which gave Middle Eastern exporters an overarching interdependency in global markets. Oil from the Middle East could economically beat oil extracted from anywhere else in the world; finally, the Persian Gulf was furthermore the region with the largest world oil reserves, meaning that producers held an interest in the long run path of prices. This combination of political symbolism, economic competitiveness, and resource abundance explains why Middle Eastern states assumed such a central role in OPEC. To keep a hold over oil prices and maintain the necessary cohesion the organization was compelled to change. In this process, whenever the oil market become tight or when excess production threatened prices, Saudi Arabia stepped in as the key player upholding OPEC’s unity. While Pan-Arabic visions were the glue that tied up different national aspirations in the multinational’s period, Saudi Arabia become the bastion of oil producer interests in the period of resource sovereignty. Iran and Iraq, on the other hand. Were the typical group cheaters in earlier phases. In a surprising turn of events, Venezuela and Kuwait would become major cheaters in the 1990s.

This review has illustrated that OPEC was far more than a price-fixing cartel; it was born as a manifestation of newly independent nations asserting control over their resources. This reinterpretation of OPEC in sovereignty terms contributes to international political economy debates.

During the founding era, sovereignty was a unifying ideal against colonial oil concessions and multinational’s arbitrariness. After that, in the cartel era of the 1970s, sovereignty took the form of coordinated price-setting cooperation mechanisms designed to control resources and assert oil producers’ power. In later decades, excess production from outsiders and market pressures tested the limits of sovereign unity, with constant adaptations to the quota system. Threatened by the boom prompted by non-conventional shale oil producers, which undermined OPEC’s market share in the global economy, the organization decided to get off the stage and let the market work. In so doing, OPEC sacrificed its short-term revenue to secure the long-term influence of Global South producers.

Consumer nations saw these developments altogether from the outside, embracing the standpoint of price collusion. The bibliographic review herein displayed has revealed nonetheless that academic studies experienced difficulties in the usage of the cartel concept due to inadequate interest coordination among members states. In terms of price setting, it was clear that the ability to change practices stood out as OPEC’s main feature. The cat lived many lives. Contrasting with the heroic view of OPEC’s formation as a Third World stand toward former colonial powers, the academic stream of literature focused on oil price and price collusion demonstrates that the coherence of the organization did not necessarily emanate from shared objectives revolving around the principle of sovereignty over natural resources: a realist perspective, considers the oil producers economy as a mosaic of conflicting interests, rather than a common front of producers. Overall, the initial idea of sovereign power lasted longer through the stand of the organization’s core, which comprised Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, Qatar, and Libya. All things being equal, the stronger the global market share of OPEC’s producers, the easier the cooperation and the defense of sovereign rights.
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Footnotes

1   According to Giuliano Garavini, The Rise and Fall of OPEC, 82, the correct date of Venezuela’s Middle East mission is August 1949.
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This study investigates how African states leverage BRICS partnerships to advance structural transformation and shape equitable multilateral trade governance in a multipolar era. Employing a constructivist theoretical framework and a qualitative, multi-method research design—including process-tracing, it moves beyond materialist analyses to uncover the ideational and procedural mechanics of African agency. The research yields original scientific findings by identifying and analyzing the specific, strategic mechanisms through which African actors convert normative solidarity into institutional outcomes. It demonstrates how African agency, operationalized through the African Union and the AfCFTA, strategically exploits BRICS’s internal diversities to forge issue-based coalitions, thereby reframing trade rules around norms of industrial justice and sovereign development. Crucially, the study provides empirical evidence of how this agency has materialized in binding contractual innovations, such as the New Development Bank’s mandate for 30% local procurement and skills-transfer benchmarks, and in the formulation of the proposed “Nairobi Principles” featuring sunset clauses for technology transfer. These findings constitute a distinct contribution to the specialized literature by delineating the precise conditions under which identity-driven coalitions within asymmetrical partnerships can generate enforceable, rather than merely declaratory, reforms. The study concludes that the translation of African strategic influence into lasting structural change remains contingent on the institutionalization of these hard-won procedural gains within the evolving BRICS architecture.
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1 Introduction

The architecture of global governance, historically underpinned by Western dominance following the Cold War, is undergoing a fundamental recalibration towards multipolarity (Wso and Mahmood, 2025). This transition is characterized by the ascendancy of influential regional powers actively challenging established norms and institutions. Central to this shift is the BRICS bloc (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa), which has evolved from a financial market acronym into a significant geopolitical platform advocating for substantive reform of the international economic order (Imam, 2025). BRICS nations increasingly promote alternative trade agreements, novel financial mechanisms such as the New Development Bank, and strategic alliances explicitly designed to offer pathways diverging from traditional Western-centric paradigms (Summit, 2023; Stuenkel, 2020).

Within this dynamic and contested landscape, African states encounter a complex interplay of persistent challenges and nascent opportunities. Many remain constrained by deep-seated structural vulnerabilities, including heavy reliance on primary commodity exports, limited industrial diversification, and asymmetrical trade dependencies that perpetuate their marginal position within established multilateral frameworks like the World Trade Organization (WTO) (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 2023; African Export-Import Bank (Afreximbank), 2023). Furthermore, institutional representation often fails to reflect the continent’s demographic and economic potential. However, the very forces driving multipolarity, embodied in platforms like BRICS, present African nations with a potentially transformative moment (Zambakari, 2025). Strategic engagement offers a critical avenue to leverage these partnerships as a catalyst for sustainable structural transformation, moving beyond raw material supplier status towards diversified, resilient economies and to significantly enhance geopolitical agency on the world stage.

Despite the potential, a critical gap persists in both scholarly analysis and policy formulation. While the opportunity for engagement is recognized, there is insufficient understanding of the practical mechanisms through which African nations can transition from passive participants or adaptive recipients within emerging BRICS-led systems to proactive architects actively shaping their rules and priorities. The rhetoric of South–South cooperation holds promise but risks masking persistent power asymmetries; realizing genuinely equitable outcomes requires deliberate, evidence-based strategy focused on maximizing African influence (Acharya, 2011). The central question, therefore, is not merely if Africa should engage with BRICS, but how it can do so effectively to ensure that the evolving multipolar trade architecture prioritizes inclusion, fairness, and sustainable development aligned with continental priorities like the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).

This study directly addresses this imperative. It examines the principles, modalities, and concrete strategies that enable African countries to strategically navigate BRICS partnerships. The core objective is to identify how African agency can be effectively mobilized to inform and influence the development of multilateral trade frameworks under negotiation or evolution within BRICS spheres, ensuring they better serve the continent’s structural transformation goals. Employing a rigorous comparative policy analysis, the research dissects existing and proposed initiatives to pinpoint actionable leverage points for African stakeholders encompassing national governments, regional economic communities (RECs), the AfCFTA Secretariat, business associations, and civil society. Key focus areas include: mechanisms to strengthen collective bargaining power; frameworks to secure and govern beneficial technology transfer and value-addition; pathways to diversify trade relationships and reduce asymmetrical dependencies; and institutional designs to embed genuine reciprocity and solidarity within South–South cooperation paradigms (African Union (AU), 2021; Qobo and Soko, 2015). By placing African agency and mutual benefit at the center of the analysis, this research aims to provide both a significant contribution to academic debates on global governance reform in a multipolar era and practical, evidence-based guidance for policymakers seeking to redefine Africa’s role from the periphery towards the core of the emerging world order.



2 Theoretical framework: constructivism and the exercise of African agency in multipolar trade governance

Understanding how African states can strategically leverage BRICS partnerships to actively shape equitable multilateral trade systems necessitates a theoretical lens focused squarely on the dynamics of agency, norms, and institutional evolution within the international system. Constructivism, pioneered by scholars such as Alexander Wendt who fundamentally argued that “anarchy is what states make of it,” provides this essential framework. It posits that the international order is not a fixed structure dictated solely by material power or immutable interests, but rather a socially constructed reality continuously shaped by shared ideas, identities, norms, beliefs, and the ongoing interactions among states and other significant actors (Wendt, 1999). This perspective, further refined by proponents like Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) in their analysis of how norms emerge, spread, and become institutionalized, and Peter J. Katzenstein on the influence of identities, places agency at the very heart of international politics. Agency, within this framework, signifies the purposive capacity of actors be they states, regional bodies like the African Union (AU), or diplomats to set goals, formulate deliberate strategies, and act intentionally to interpret, adapt to, and ultimately influence their social environment and the structures within which they operate (Reus-Smit, 2009). This directly confronts the core research challenge identified: moving beyond viewing African nations as passive recipients or merely adaptive entities within the BRICS sphere towards understanding how they can become proactive architects of emerging trade frameworks.

The need for a clear mechanism explaining how and why the standards and norms promoted by African actors are adopted by BRICS. To address this, the Constructivist framework must be refined to move beyond stating that agency exists and instead specify the precise processes of norm emergence, promotion, and adoption. Constructivism, at its core, posits that the international system is a social world, where shared ideas, identities, and norms not just material power fundamentally shape state behavior and institutional outcomes. This perspective is essential because it frames BRICS not as a fixed entity, but as a dynamic political space where the rules of the game are still being negotiated, creating openings for entrepreneurial actors to shape its normative architecture.

The process begins with norm emergence, norms do not appear spontaneously; they are constructed by actors, often in response to shared experiences or perceived injustices. In the African context, norms emerge from a deliberate process of articulation and entrepreneurship. This involves regional bodies like the African Union (AU) forging collective positions, such as those surrounding the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which inherently carries a set of standards for intra-African trade (Manboah-Rockson, 2020). They also stem from domestic policy innovations for instance, a country like Rwanda developing stringent environmental standards or Kenya pioneering digital finance regulations. These local models can be scaled into continental norms (Mohamud, 2024). African actors thus enter BRICS not merely as petitioners but as norm entrepreneurs, bringing formulated standards that address specific challenges, such as redefining mutual benefit to include enforceable mechanisms for technology transfer and local value-addition, thereby challenging a history of extractive partnerships.

Once norms are formulated, African actors deploy a sophisticated repertoire of strategies for promotion. This is where agency becomes visible as strategic action. The first strategy is coalition-building and collective action. African states enhance their leverage by presenting a unified front through the AU and by forging issue-specific alliances within BRICS, such as aligning with India on agricultural issues or with Brazil on tropical commodity trade (Pfeiffer, 2022). The second strategy is institutional entrepreneurship. This involves active, skillful engagement within BRICS working groups, the New Development Bank, and ministerial meetings to propose new rules, advocate for dedicated mechanisms like a BRICS-Africa Working Group on Equitable Trade, and shape institutional procedures to mitigate raw power asymmetries. The third, and perhaps most critical, strategy is strategic framing. African diplomats do not simply present demands; they deliberately frame them to resonate with the foundational norms BRICS professes to uphold, such as sovereign equality, South–South solidarity, and a challenge to Western-dominated multilateralism. By arguing that robust Special and Differential Treatment provisions are intrinsic to genuine South–South partnership, they increase the rhetorical and legitimacy cost for BRICS partners who might otherwise reject them.

The diffusion and adoption of these norms by BRICS members are not automatic; they are contingent on specific conditions and mechanisms. Diffusion occurs through the interaction dynamics within BRICS forums, where repeated engagement leads to socialization, persuasion, and learning. The very structure of BRICS its informal governance and its self-identification as an alternative to Western institutions creates a more permeable environment for normative change than in established, rigid organizations. However, adoption ultimately depends on a confluence of factors. First, the promoted norms must possess credibility, demonstrated by African states’ consistent application of these standards domestically and regionally. Second, they must achieve normative alignment with the collective identity and strategic interests of BRICS; a norm that enhances BRICS’ credibility as a representative Global South leader is more likely to be embraced. Finally, material and structural factors are inescapable. Africa’s growing demographic weight, its market potential, and its control over critical mineral reserves provide tangible leverage. The adoption of an African-promoted norm on resource sovereignty, for example, becomes more likely when it is framed as a shared principle of mutual benefit and backed by the strategic value of Africa’s resources and its collective vote in international fora.


2.1 Constructivist view of state capacity and the limits of investment in Africa

Despite decades of development assistance, technical cooperation, and, more recently, substantial foreign direct investment, many African states continue to grapple with foundational limitations in governance, service delivery, and institutional legitimacy. Traditional analyses, often rooted in materialist or institutionalist frameworks, diagnose these constraints as deficits of capital, technology, or administrative skill, prescribing investment and technical training as the logical remedy. However, this approach frequently yields incomplete or disappointing results, with gleaming new infrastructure projects standing alongside persistently weak bureaucracies. Through the lens of constructivism, we critically assess the extent to which investment epitomized by long-term Chinese engagement in Africa can realistically mitigate these deep-seated constraints, concluding that while capital can alter the material landscape, its power to transform the foundational social fabric of the state is inherently limited.



2.2 The constructivist lens: reconceptualizing state weakness

At its core, Constructivism in international relations shifts the analytical focus from the distribution of material power to the power of ideas, identities, and social norms. Applied to the question of state capacity, this framework provides a radical reinterpretation of what weakness truly signifies.

Capacity as a Social Construct, Not an Objective Deficiency: From a Constructivist perspective, the very categorization of a state as weak, fragile, or failed is not a neutral, objective assessment but a political label loaded with specific historical and normative baggage. This label often derives from a comparison against an idealized Weberian model of statehood rooted in the Western experience (Hameiri, 2007). A state’s perceived inability to monopolize violence or uniformly administer territory is thus reframed: it is not an inherent flaw but a condition emerging from specific historical trajectories, including the disruptive legacy of colonial borders that divided cohesive societies and amalgamated disparate ones. The resulting contests over national identity and the legitimacy of central authority are social and political struggles, not merely administrative failures.

The Power of Norms and Identity: State capacity is built upon a bedrock of shared understandings. Constructivists argue that effective institutions require more than rules and budgets; they depend on intersubjective beliefs the collective acceptance of the state’s right to govern, the internalization of bureaucratic norms, and a shared sense of civic identity (Wedekind, 2025). In contexts where the national identity is contested by stronger ethnic, regional, or clan loyalties, the project of building a cohesive, capable state faces a fundamental sociological hurdle (Alexandre and Teixeira, 2024). The state is an idea that must be continuously reinforced and believed in by its citizens and officials. Where this belief is fragmented, capacity remains elusive regardless of external resource inputs.

The International Dimension of Capacity Building: The international system is not a passive arena but an active participant in constructing statehood. The pervasive discourse of state failure can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. It shapes how international actors, from donors to investors, engage with African governments, often justifying modes of intervention—such as parallel project implementation units that bypass national ministries—that can further erode domestic institution-building (Bugajski, 2022). Capacity is thus co-constituted through daily interactions between local actors and global norms, often in ways that inadvertently perpetuate dependency rather than foster authentic, locally owned resilience.




3 Literature review

The contemporary global order is undergoing a profound transformation, characterized by a dispersion of power away from a Western-centric core towards a more fragmented, multipolar configuration. This shift has created both opportunities and imperatives for regions historically marginalized in global governance, with Africa moving decisively from being perceived as a passive rule-taker to asserting itself as an autonomous agent in international affairs (GO, 2025). The concept of African agency the capability to influence other actors, reshape social structures, and shape engagement processes is increasingly central to scholarly and policy discourse (GO, 2025). In this context, the BRICS grouping (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa, and its expanded membership) has emerged as a pivotal platform through which African states seek to leverage partnerships for structural economic transformation and to reshape the inequities of the multilateral trading system. A review of recent literature reveals a focused exploration of how African actors are navigating this multipolar era, using BRICS as a vehicle to advance a pan-African agenda for equitable trade, while also confronting significant internal and external constraints.

Scholarship highlights that the very architecture of BRICS, with its consensus-based, informal format and stated commitment to a just, multipolar order, resonates with Africa’s historical non-alignment and contemporary demands for a more representative global governance (Zelenova and Andreeva, 2025). The bloc’s successive expansions, particularly the inclusion of Egypt and Ethiopia as full members in 2024 and the creation of a partner country category encompassing states like Nigeria and Uganda, are interpreted as a strategic enhancement of Africa’s weight within the association (Zelenova, 2024; Zelenova and Andreeva, 2025). This increased representation is not merely symbolic; it is seen as a conduit for attracting large-scale investment, reducing financial risks, and fostering deeper interstate ties that could accelerate continental integration (Zelenova, 2024). Many Scholars consistently links this BRICS engagement to Africa’s flagship integration project, the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). Analysts argue that through AfCFTA, Africa can harmonize regulations and scale markets to better negotiate with BRICS nations, thereby moving the continent away from a neo-colonial model of raw material extraction towards value-added manufacturing and services (GO, 2025; BRICS, 2025). The synergy between a unified African market and BRICS partnerships is framed as essential for structural transformation—diversifying economies, building resilient supply chains, and ultimately increasing Africa’s marginal share in global trade (GO, 2025).

The exercise of African agency within this framework is a dominant theme. Research moves beyond viewing Africa as a mere arena for BRICS competition, instead examining how African states and the African Union (AU) actively shape agendas. This is evidenced by the AU’s admission to the G20 and the push for its deeper institutional partnership with BRICS, a move aimed at ensuring continent-wide interests are represented beyond the voices of individual member states. African agency is manifested in a strategic “diversification of partnerships,” where countries like South Africa and Egypt leverage BRICS membership alongside traditional Western ties to maximize policy autonomy and avoid overdependence (GO, 2025). Furthermore, scholars note a deliberate leveraging of the continent’s strategic assets, particularly its vast critical mineral reserves essential for the green transition, to negotiate better terms, demand local value addition, and secure technology transfer (GO, 2025). This resource sovereignty, coupled with initiatives to trade in national currencies and reform global financial institutions, constitutes a deliberate challenge to the dominance of existing multilateral systems (BRICS, 2025). Some literature thus reframes the relationship: Africa is not a passive beneficiary of BRICS but a strategic actor using the platform to reform global trade rules, advocate for reduced agricultural tariffs, and secure a fairer position in emerging domains like AI governance and carbon markets (Zelenova, 2024; Tefesehet and Solomon, 2025).

However, a critical strand of scholarship soundly cautions against excessive optimism, outlining substantial complications. A primary concern is the tension between the desire for greater African inclusion and BRICS’s operational capacity. The informal club model that facilitated dialogue may become procedurally overloaded with expansion, risking inefficiency and diluting focus (Zelenova and Andreeva, 2025). Even with new members, geographic representation remains disproportionate, with Central and West Africa largely absent, raising questions about whose African interests are truly being advanced (Zelenova and Andreeva, 2025). Internally, the literature points to a persistent “paradox of institutional abundance,” where Africa’s rich ecosystem of continental and regional frameworks is undermined by deficits in implementation, political will, and financial autonomy (Tefesehet and Solomon, 2025). Without self-sustaining financing, even the most coherent strategies remain vulnerable to external pressure, underscoring the argument that Africa’s political liberation must now be matched by financial emancipation (Tefesehet and Solomon, 2025). Moreover, the strategic diversification of partnerships carries the risk of merely replacing old dependencies with new ones, as seen in security-for-resource barters in the Sahel, which may constrain long-term policy autonomy (GO, 2025). Ultimately, scholars conclude that the effectiveness of African agency in BRICS is contingent on internal coherence—the ability to translate the pan-African philosophical compass into unified negotiation positions and coordinated action (Tefesehet and Solomon, 2025).

Most scholarly views on leveraging BRICS partnerships for Africa’s structural transformation presents a nuanced picture of assertive agency amid enduring structural constraints. The multipolar era has undeniably created space for African actors to influence the discourse on equitable multilateral trade, using BRICS as a key forum to advocate for institutional reform, market access, and a transition from commodity dependence. The integration of this agenda with continental projects like AfCFTA represents a sophisticated, forward-looking strategy. Yet, the scholarly consensus warns that the realization of these potential hinges on Africa’s ability to overcome internal fragmentation, build financial independence, and navigate the complexities of an expanding, heterogeneous BRICS without succumbing to new forms of dependency. Future research must therefore continue to critically interrogate the implementation gap between strategic vision and tangible outcomes, tracking how African agency materially alters trade flows, industrial policy, and the rules of global economic governance in the years to come.



4 Research methodology

This study employs a qualitative, multi-method research design, anchored in a constructivist theoretical framework; to investigate how African states and institutions leverage BRICS partnerships for structural transformation and to shape equitable multilateral trade systems. The methodology is explicitly designed to capture the dynamic, ideational, and procedural dimensions of African agency within a multipolar context, moving beyond purely materialist analyses of power. It integrates analytical models to systematically address the opportunities and challenges underpinning this agency, utilizing a suite of complementary research instruments to triangulate findings and ensure scholarly rigor. The core analytical approach is process-tracing, aimed at uncovering the causal mechanisms through which shared ideas, identities, and norms within the BRICS coalition are translated (or fail to be translated) into institutional innovations and tangible trade outcomes. This is operationalized through a comparative case study method, focusing on specific thematic arenas where African agency is most asserted: the negotiation and operationalization of the AfCFTA-BRICS synergy; the governance of critical minerals and green technology transfers; and the institutional evolution of BRICS financial mechanisms (e.g., NDB, BRICS PAY) and their interface with African development finance priorities.



5 Investment as an intervening force: possibilities and inherent limits

If capacity limitations are deeply social and normative, what role can material investment play? A Constructivist analysis does not dismiss the importance of capital but insists on examining how it interacts with the pre-existing social terrain. Investment is not a magic bullet but an intervening force whose impact is mediated by the very structures it seeks to change.

Table 1 contrasts a traditional deficit-based view of investment with a Constructivist-informed perspective.


TABLE 1 From deficiency to agency: contrasting paradigms in investment frameworks.


	Analytical dimension
	Traditional deficit perspective
	Constructivist-informed perspective

 

 	Core problem 	Lack of financial capital, modern technology, and technical expertise. 	Contested state legitimacy, fragmented social identities, and weak intersubjective norms for institutional performance and accountability.


 	Perceived role of investment 	A direct, transformative input to fill gaps, stimulate growth, and build physical infrastructure. 	An external force that interacts with and is filtered through existing social structures, power dynamics, and identity politics. It can reshape, reinforce, or disrupt these norms.


 	Primary mechanism for success 	Sufficient capital inflow coupled with sound technical project design and management. 	Alignment with local developmental narratives and identities, and reinforcement of domestic accountability linkages between state and society (not just revenue generation).


 	Key risk 	Project failure, corruption, or financial non-sustainability. 	Reinforcing extractive relationships, distorting local political economies, and undermining the social contract by operating outside or parallel to state institutions.





Source: Author’s contribution.
 

This reframing reveals the central dilemma: investment can construct a dam, but it cannot easily construct the shared national identity or the legitimate bureaucratic ethos needed to manage the water authority effectively and fairly. The transaction can be monetary, but the transformation must be social.


5.1 Empiricism

The long-term trajectory of Chinese engagement in Africa serves as a critical case study for testing this Constructivist analysis. China’s approach, often characterized by non-interference in political affairs and a focus on hard infrastructure-for-resources deals, provides a stark experiment in attempting to boost capacity through material investment alone.

Tangible Achievements and Altered Landscapes: There is no denying the material impact. Chinese financing and construction have dramatically altered Africa’s physical infrastructure, building highways, railways, ports, stadiums, and digital networks. Projects like the Addis Ababa-Djibouti Railway or Kenya’s Standard Gauge Railway have enhanced regional connectivity (Kristjánsson, 2022). The SICOMINES agreement in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a multi-billion-dollar resources-for-infrastructure deal, exemplifies the model aimed at spurring development through direct exchange (Ziltener and Suter, 2023).

Persistent Constraints and Constructivist Explanations: Despite these visible gains, profound capacity constraints often persist, precisely in the areas Constructivist theory would predict.


5.1.1 The value-chain bottleneck

Many Chinese investments, particularly in mining and hydrocarbons, remain anchored in the extraction and export of raw materials. The leap to local processing, manufacturing, and knowledge-intensive industries the ladder to structural economic transformation—requires more than foreign capital. It demands a complex ecosystem of supportive institutions: coherent industrial policy, reliable legal frameworks for technology transfer, and a deeply ingrained culture of innovation and skilled labor. These are normative and institutional constructs that capital alone cannot buy (Kaplinsky and Morris, 2023). The mutually beneficial rhetoric of partnership often clashes with the reality of an enduring structural asymmetry, where African economies remain in a supplier role within global value chains.



5.1.2 Reinforcing, not reconstituting, relationships

A Constructivist would observe that the dominant model can reinforce a dependency narrative, casting the host state as a perpetual recipient rather than an equal co-architect. This dynamic can stifle the emergence of a more assertive, entrepreneurial national identity in the economic sphere. Crucially, large, opaque deals negotiated directly with executives can weaken the domestic social contract by bypassing parliamentary scrutiny and civil society oversight, thereby undermining the very accountable governance that is essential for long-term capacity.



5.1.3 Governance as the decisive filter

Ultimately, the outcomes of Chinese investment are strikingly divergent across the continent, and the differentiating factor is overwhelmingly domestic governance. Where African states have possessed strong, coherent national development strategies and capable, coordinated negotiating teams as seen in Ethiopia during its growth surge they have been better positioned to channel investment toward national priorities and secure more favorable terms. Conversely, where institutional fragmentation and elite capture are prevalent, large inflows of investment have, at times, exacerbated governance weaknesses, providing resources without strengthening and potentially weakening—the normative foundations of public administration.





6 Contextualization of the study: clarification of key terms

Structural transformation, in the context of African economies, refers to a fundamental shift in economic structure characterized by a deliberate move away from heavy reliance on the extraction and export of unprocessed primary commodities towards diversified, resilient, and technologically advanced economies. This entails developing robust manufacturing and service sectors, enhancing productivity across agriculture and industry, fostering innovation, and creating higher-value-added activities that generate sustainable employment and reduce vulnerability to external shocks (UNECA, 2023; World Bank, 2022). It is intrinsically linked to achieving sustainable development goals and reducing poverty through more inclusive economic growth.

On the other hand, African agency denotes the proactive capacity of African states, regional institutions (like the African Union – AU), and other continental stakeholders to define their own strategic interests, formulate independent policies, and exert meaningful influence within the international system. It moves beyond mere participation or reaction to external initiatives, emphasizing the ability to set agendas, negotiate favorable terms, shape rules and norms, and leverage partnerships to advance continental priorities such as the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) (African Union, 2018; Brown and Harman, 2013). In this study, agency specifically examines how African actors strategically navigate BRICS engagements.

Equitable multilateral trade systems describe frameworks for international trade governance designed to ensure fairer participation and outcomes for all member states, particularly historically marginalized developing economies. Equity implies addressing inherent power imbalances by incorporating principles like Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) – allowing longer implementation periods and offering support to weaker economies – promoting transparency, ensuring inclusive rule-making processes, and striving for mutually beneficial outcomes that support development objectives, rather than perpetuating asymmetrical dependencies (World Trade Organization, 2022; United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 2023). It contrasts with systems perceived to favor established economic powers.

The multipolar era signifies a transition in the global power structure away from the post-Cold War period of significant U.S.-led Western dominance (“unipolarity”) towards a system characterized by the rise and influence of multiple major state centers of power. This includes established powers, resurgent powers, and emerging regional powers like those within the BRICS bloc, leading to a more distributed and contested international order where influence is diffused across several poles (Özel Özcan, 2025). This shift creates new opportunities and complexities for global governance and trade.

BRICS partnerships refer to the formal and informal collaborative arrangements emerging from the association of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. Established as a forum for dialogue and cooperation, BRICS aims to enhance coordination on global economic and political issues, promote reforms in international financial institutions (e.g., advocating for greater voting shares in the IMF/World Bank), and develop alternative institutions (like the New Development Bank – NDB) and mechanisms (e.g., discussions on local currency trade) intended to offer pathways distinct from traditional Western-dominated paradigms (BRICS, 2023; Stuenkel, 2020). These partnerships represent a significant force within the multipolar landscape.


6.1 The interplay in the African context

The convergence of multipolarity, BRICS ascendancy, African agency, structural transformation, and the pursuit of equitable trade systems defines the critical nexus of this study. By 2025, the multipolar era has demonstrably accelerated, characterized not only by the sustained economic weight of traditional BRICS members but also by the bloc’s formal expansion to include Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE (BRICS, 2023; 2024 Summit Declarations). This enlargement significantly alters the geopolitical and economic calculus, amplifying BRICS’s claim as a counterweight to Western-dominated institutions and intensifying its push for reformed global governance, including trade systems (World Bank Global Economic Prospects, June 2025 Update). For African agency, this presents a tangible, albeit complex, inflection point. The inclusion of two major African economies (Egypt and Ethiopia) directly within BRICS offers unprecedented channels for continental representation and voice at the core of this influential bloc, potentially enhancing the continent’s capacity to set agendas rather than merely react to them (Institute for Security Studies [ISS], 2025).

Concurrently, African states remain acutely focused on structural transformation. Persistent challenges include heavy reliance on primary commodity exports (evident in recent price volatility impacting budgets), limited industrial diversification hindering job creation, and asymmetrical trade dependencies exposed by ongoing global supply chain reconfigurations and climate-related disruptions (Afreximbank African Export-Import Bank, 2025; African Union et al., 2024). Existing multilateral trade systems, despite ongoing WTO discussions on reform, are still widely perceived across Africa as inadequately equitable, particularly regarding Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) implementation, agricultural subsidies, and restrictive intellectual property rules affecting technology access (The South Centre, 2025; WTO, 2024). Consequently, BRICS partnerships, with their explicit mandate for institutional alternatives and South–South cooperation, emerge as an increasingly salient strategic avenue for pursuing transformation goals.

However, the path from potential avenue to transformative outcomes is fraught. Realizing benefits demands the proactive exercise of African agency, moving far beyond passive membership or reactive engagement. Current developments highlight both opportunities and challenges:


	1. Leveraging Expansion & Internal Dynamics: African members (South Africa, Egypt, Ethiopia) and the AU collectively can strategically utilize the expanded BRICS platform to amplify continental priorities like the AfCFTA’s implementation or climate-resilient infrastructure needs. However, navigating internal BRICS power asymmetries remains crucial. China’s dominant economic role within the bloc and divergent strategic interests among members (e.g., regarding Ukraine, relations with the West) necessitate sophisticated African diplomacy to build issue-specific coalitions and prevent marginalization on key trade and investment agendas (Garcia-Herrero Bruegel, 2024).

	2. Shaping BRICS-Led Initiatives: African agency is being tested in real-time concerning specific BRICS mechanisms:




	a. New Development Bank (NDB): African stakeholders are actively advocating for increased NDB funding allocation to continent-specific priorities like regional energy grids and transport corridors under Agenda 2063, alongside streamlined, less bureaucratic approval processes aligned with African capacities (New Development Bank (NDB), 2024). The recent opening of the NDB’s Africa Regional Centre (ARC) aims to enhance responsiveness.

	b. Trade & Investment Frameworks: Negotiations within BRICS on mechanisms for local currency settlement and trade facilitation offer platforms. African actors, leveraging the AfCFTA’s market size (now operationalizing Phase II of its Guided Trade Initiative), are pushing for these frameworks to explicitly incorporate provisions supporting African industrialization, SME integration into regional value chains, and technology co-development – ensuring they evolve into genuinely equitable systems, not merely replicating old dependencies under new management (BRICS, 2025).

	c. Digital Governance & Critical Minerals: Africa is asserting its interests in emerging BRICS discussions on digital trade rules and critical mineral supply chains, crucial for its structural transformation. Agency involves advocating for rules that support digital industrialization and ensure African mineral wealth contributes to local value addition, not just extraction for external industrial bases (UNCTAD Digital Economy Report, 2024).

	d. The AfCFTA as an Agency Multiplier: The AfCFTA remains the cornerstone instrument for amplifying African agency in all external engagements, including with BRICS. Its ongoing implementation, particularly efforts to harmonize standards and reduce non-tariff barriers, strengthens the continent’s collective bargaining position. By presenting a more integrated market, Africa can negotiate more favorable terms within BRICS initiatives, whether for market access, investment protection, or technology partnerships, transforming continental scale into tangible leverage (Quartey, 2023).



Thus, the multipolar era and expanded BRICS offer unprecedented platforms and potential leverage points for African agency seeking structural transformation through more equitable trade systems (Zambakari, 2025). However, seizing this moment requires navigating persistent global economic headwinds, complex intra-BRICS politics, significant capacity constraints, and the ever-present risk that new partnerships might inadvertently entrench, rather than dismantle, existing inequities if African strategic engagement is insufficiently robust, coordinated, and focused on transformative outcomes.




7 Leveraging BRICS partnerships for technology transfer, value addition, and industrial diversification: mechanisms for mutuality

The BRICS framework has evolved beyond rhetorical commitments into a structured ecosystem for fostering technology transfer, value addition, and industrial diversification among member states. Central to this effort is the Partnership on New Industrial Revolution (PartNIR) Innovation Center in Xiamen, which coordinates policy, talent development, and project incubation. Since its inception, the center has launched over 100 pilot projects and 60 + training programs across nearly 100 countries, creating a pipeline for knowledge exchange and capacity building (Guo et al., 2025). This institutional backbone enables the translation of innovation into tangible applications, as seen in the China-Russia Digital Economy Research Center, which bridges Russian ministries with Chinese tech ecosystems to co-develop research platforms and commercialization pathways.


7.1 Technology transfer: institutionalizing collaborative channels

Technology transfer within BRICS operates through specialized platforms prioritizing co-ownership and local adaptation. The Transfong International Technology Transfer Center accelerates the transformation of scientific breakthroughs into market-ready solutions, particularly in green tech and digital infrastructure (Khatoon and Velidandi, 2025). The framing of initiatives like the BRICS Cardiovascular Health Innovation Center emphasizes shared benefits, suggesting a departure from traditional aid models. While young doctors gain training and a collaborative knowledge base is created (Chaturvedi and Thorsteinsdóttir, 2012), a critical assessment requires examining the initiative’s structure. The center’s location, funding sources, and governance would determine whether it fosters genuine co-creation or primarily extends the host nation’s scientific influence under a multilateral banner. Similarly, the 2025 BRICS Summit’s Multilateral Guarantees (BMG) initiative, managed through the New Development Bank (NDB), aims to mitigate investment risks for strategic technologies (Reuters, 2025). However, its impact on balanced exchange depends on whether its “tailored guarantees” merely reinforce existing priorities of larger members or actively enable projects that smaller members deem critical. The claim that it offers benefits “without additional capital contributions” merits scrutiny, as costs may be absorbed through the NDB’s collective capital or lead to deferred conditionality.


7.1.1 Value addition: embedding localization and standards

Value addition is enforced through mechanisms that anchor production and skills locally. The Technical Committee on BRICS Technology and Skills in Xiamen has pioneered mutual skill-recognition standards ratified by Brazil, Russia, China, and South Africa, enabling workforce mobility and harmonizing certifications for advanced manufacturing (BRICS, 2025). Industrial projects integrate binding localization clauses:

BYD’s electric vehicle plant in Bahia, Brazil, mandates R&D co-investment and component manufacturing, transferring core battery technology rather than mere assembly. The Russia Home (Xiamen) Collaborative Innovation Center links Russian raw materials with Chinese processing capabilities to elevate mineral exports beyond extraction. These models institutionalize reciprocity, ensuring foreign investment builds domestic industrial capabilities. The NDB’s Africa Regional Centre explicitly ties loan disbursements to technology-sharing agreements, preventing debt-driven dependency while advancing Agenda 2063 infrastructure goals (Zhang, 2024).



7.1.2 Industrial diversification: cross-sectoral synergies

Industrial diversification leverages BRICS members’ complementary strengths through targeted coalitions: Resource-Processing Integration: Egypt and Ethiopia advocate for critical mineral frameworks requiring local processing, using BRICS’ collective market power to negotiate joint ventures with Chinese battery manufacturers. This shifts Africa’s role from raw material supplier to integrated participant in green value chains (Mendez Parra et al., 2025). Cross-Continental Complementarities: The Seminar on High-Quality Marine Economy catalyzed Brazil-China partnerships in fisheries and green hydrogen, combining Brazil’s oceanic resources with Chinese renewable tech. Similarly, Russia’s Arctic development expertise pairs with African agribusiness digitalization through PartNIR’s sectoral empowerment platforms. Digital Manufacturing Convergence: India’s software prowess and South Africa’s mining tech merge via the BRICS Industrial Internet Forum, creating integrated supply chains for smart mining and automated manufacturing.



7.1.3 Mutuality: governance and asymmetry management

The effectiveness of any collaborative framework hinges on its capacity to mitigate inherent power asymmetries. While the BMG pilot’s design within the NDB reflects an institutional shift toward risk-sharing models (Caswell, 2021), its operational success will be tested by its governance. If decision-making on guarantee allocations remains weighted toward major shareholders, the initiative may simply replicate existing financial hierarchies rather than create a new, more balanced system of project financing. The NDB’s own governance structure thus becomes a critical variable in assessing whether this instrument represents a substantive innovation. Standardization bodies like the Xiamen Technical Committee enable smaller economies (e.g., South Africa) to co-set norms alongside China, embedding equity into institutional DNA (Caswell, 2021). However, tensions persist: Medical tech transfers under the Cardiovascular Initiative face intellectual property disputes, revealing gaps in equitable knowledge-sharing frameworks. NDB’s climate finance conditionalities occasionally prioritize creditor security over local industrial development, risking green dependency. The 2025 Summit Declaration addresses these challenges by advocating WTO reforms that enforce “special and differential treatment” for developing economies, ensuring emerging industrial hubs are not undermined by rigid intellectual property regimes.



7.1.4 External pressures as catalysts

Recent U.S. tariff impositions—including a 10% baseline on BRICS imports and 50–200% sectoral duties—have accelerated local currency trade via BRICS PAY and BRICS Bridge (Mohamud, 2024). This financial autonomy enables experimental rule-setting, such as environmental conditionalities tied to NDB loans aligning with COP30’s $1.3 trillion climate finance roadmap (Jordan and Chia, 2025). Meanwhile, the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) amplifies leverage: by harmonizing standards and deploying the Pan-African Payment System, African members negotiate as a bloc, offering market access in exchange for binding tech co-development commitments (Obeng-Odoom, 2020).



7.1.5 Institutionalizing mutuality

The BRICS ecosystem’s maturation—from dialogue forums to enforceable partnerships—reflects strategic institutional entrepreneurship. Brazil’s, 2025 presidency advanced “variable geometry” engagement, prioritizing less contentious areas like climate-aligned trade facilitation while sidelining divisive issues like de-dollarization. India’s upcoming 2026 chairmanship aims to refine this model by focusing on digital governance and WTO dispute settlement reform, leveraging its bridging role between Global South innovators and traditional powers. Critically, the AU’s formal observer status ensures African priorities inform BRICS agenda-setting, transforming peripheral participation into co-ownership.





8 African agency in reshaping BRICS-linked multilateral trade governance: towards inclusive institutional reform

The inclusion of Egypt and Ethiopia within the expanded BRICS framework, coupled with the African Union’s formal observer status secured at the 2024 Kazan Summit, marks a strategic inflection point for African agency in multilateral trade governance. This institutional foothold enables proactive continental engagement beyond symbolic participation, shifting African states from rule-takers to agenda-setters within BRICS-linked trade architectures. The AU’s establishment of a dedicated BRICS-AU Working Group on Trade and Industrialization exemplifies this agency, consolidating negotiating positions across RECs and aligning them with Agenda 2063’s industrialization targets before BRICS ministerial meetings. This structural coordination counters fragmentation, allowing African actors to leverage collective priorities—such as value-addition mandates for critical minerals or technology co-development clauses—during negotiations over emerging mechanisms like the BRICS Local Currency Settlement Framework (Pratt, 2025).

African agency manifests most tangibly through the AfCFTA’s operationalization. By harmonizing rules of origin, implementing the Pan-African Payment and Settlement System (PAPSS), and advancing Phase II of its Guided Trade Initiative, the AfCFTA transforms Africa’s 1.3 billion-consumer market into a unified bargaining tool (Musumba, 2022). African negotiators now condition market access offers to BRICS partners on binding commitments: South Africa linked platinum group metal exports to local battery manufacturing partnerships (Wenzel, 2014), while Egypt tied Suez Canal transit fee concessions to Chinese technology transfers for green hydrogen production (Zumbraegel and Kegel, 2025). This reciprocity reframes engagement from aid-based dependency to interest-based partnership, compelling BRICS institutions like the New Development Bank’s Africa Regional Centre (NDB-ARC) to revise lending criteria. The NDB-ARC now mandates 30% local procurement and skills development benchmarks for infrastructure loans, directly responding to AU pressure for financing with industrial multipliers (New Development Bank, 2022).

Coalition-building remains central to amplifying influence within BRICS’ asymmetrical power dynamics. African states exploit intra-bloc divergences through targeted alliances: Partnering with India and Brazil on agricultural SSMs at the WTO, leveraging shared vulnerabilities to Northern subsidies to push for carve-outs in BRICS-led digital trade rules. Aligning with Indonesia and UAE on critical mineral governance, demanding BRICS-wide standards requiring minimum local processing thresholds for lithium and cobalt exports.

Collaborating with Russia on payment autonomy, integrating PAPSS with the BRICS Bridge system to reduce dollar dependency while resisting unilateral financial conditionalities (Liu and Papa, 2022). The AU’s observer status institutionalizes these coalitions, enabling procedural maneuvers like the 2025 insertion of “special and differential treatment” principles into the BRICS Investment Facilitation Framework draft a direct challenge to one-size-fits-all approaches. Structural constraints persist, however. Capacity fragmentation undermines consistency: only 40% of African states have dedicated BRICS technical units, leading to uneven implementation of negotiated outcomes like the PartNIR skill-recognition standards. Power asymmetries resurface in green tech partnerships, where Chinese solar firms often retain proprietary IP despite local assembly commitments, limiting technological sovereignty. Moreover, geopolitical fissures—such as Russia’s insistence on ruble-based energy trade—occasionally sideline African priorities, as seen when the NDB froze ruble transactions to preserve Western capital market access. African institutional entrepreneurship now focuses on procedural reform to lock in gains. Proposals for a permanent AU-BRICS Secretariat aim to codify agenda-setting rights, while the AfCFTA’s push to become a BRICS associate member seeks voting power in trade rule-drafting bodies. The 2025 “Nairobi Principles” endorsed by 42 African states further demand:


	• Sunset clauses in technology transfer agreements to prevent perpetual dependency.

	• Tripartite arbitration panels (host state-BRICS investor-AU) for dispute settlement.

	• Mandatory impact assessments evaluating industrial diversification outcomes before NDB project approval.



These mechanisms institutionalize mutuality beyond declaratory diplomacy. As Ethiopia’s BRICS sherpa noted: “Agency isn’t rejecting partnerships—it’s redesigning them to lift our factories, not just our export volumes”. The success of this recalibration hinges on sustaining coalitional discipline amid great-power competition while converting observer status into enforceable rule-making authority a transition testing Africa’s capacity to transform systemic access into structural influence.



9 Discussion of findings

The expanded BRICS bloc demonstrates how collectively constructed identities and shared norms drive strategic coalition-building to reshape trade governance. A shared identity as advocates for a multipolar order and challengers to Western institutional exclusion underpins issue-based coalitions, despite significant economic asymmetries among members. India, Brazil, and South Africa frame demand for WTO Special Safeguard Mechanisms (SSMs) as essential tools for food sovereignty against developed-economy subsidies, leveraging agrarian vulnerabilities and climate justice narratives to counter market distortions (Das et al., 2020). Similarly, Brazil, India, and South Africa jointly challenge OECD-centric digital trade rules, reframing data governance as fundamental to socioeconomic development rather than mere commercial exchange—a direct counter to perceived “digital colonialism” (Belli et al., 2024). African members like Egypt and Ethiopia further exploit this collective identity to demand binding local value-addition in critical mineral processing, converting raw material dependence into joint ventures with Chinese manufacturers through industrial justice claims (Mendez Parra et al., 2025).

Institutional innovations anchor these coalitions by codifying alternative norms. The operationalization of BRICS Bridge and BRICS PAY facilitates local currency settlements, institutionalizing “monetary sovereignty” while insulating intra-bloc trade from dollar volatility and extraterritorial sanctions (Mohamud, 2024). The 2025 BRICS Multilateral Guarantees (BMG) initiative, incubated within the New Development Bank (NDB), transforms declaratory solidarity into enforceable reciprocity by de-risking technology transfers—exemplified by binding R&D co-investment and localization targets in BYD’s Brazilian EV plant (Reuters, 2025). Concurrently, mutual skill-recognition standards developed by the PartNIR Innovation Center create a BRICS-wide epistemic community, reducing dependence on Western certifications and embedding equity into technical cooperation (BRICS, 2025). Critically, these institutions respond to external pressures like U.S. tariffs, which reinforce collective identity and accelerate norm diffusion. The NDB’s Africa Regional Centre now explicitly ties loan disbursements to 30% local procurement and skills-transfer benchmarks, reflecting African agency in reshaping conditionalities to align with Agenda 2063 (Zhang, 2024).

African agency illustrates Constructivism’s emphasis on social learning within asymmetrical partnerships. The African Union’s formal observer status enables procedural innovations, such as inserting “special and differential treatment” clauses into BRICS investment frameworks—a direct challenge to universalist approaches (Pratt, 2025). AfCFTA’s harmonized standards and Pan-African Payment System amplify bargaining power, allowing African states to condition market access on binding technology co-development commitments (World Bank, 2020). Coalitional pragmatism further sustains influence: African members exploit intra-BRICS divergences by partnering with India on agricultural SSMs, aligning with Indonesia on mineral processing thresholds, and collaborating with Russia on payment autonomy while resisting unilateral conditionalities (Liu and Papa, 2022). The proposed “Nairobi Principles”—featuring sunset clauses in technology transfer agreements and tripartite arbitration panels—represent an attempt to formalize long-term structural reforms (Abdullahi et al., 2024). By aiming to convert market access into enforceable conditions for knowledge and capability transfer, they seek to move beyond declaratory partnership. However, their potential to “lock in gains” for all parties is uncertain. Their effectiveness will ultimately be determined by the political leverage of proponents during negotiations and the willingness of technology-holding states and corporations to accept binding terms that may constrain their competitive advantage. Thus, these principles serve as a key test of whether rhetorical commitments to balanced partnership can be translated into contractual and institutional realities that redistribute structural power.

Significant tensions persist, however, revealing the limits of socially constructed solidarity. Sino-Indian rivalry frequently fragments non-trade coalitions, while Russia’s Ukraine-war-driven insistence on ruble transactions clashes with other members’ financial caution (Juutinen and Käkönen, 2016). Green technology partnerships risk “dependency 2.0″ when core intellectual property remains unshared—evident in Chinese solar firms retaining proprietary tech despite local assembly commitments (Rogers et al., 2020). Capacity gaps further hinder norm consolidation, as under-resourced African trade ministries struggle to implement agreements like PartNIR’s skills standards (BRICS Think Tanks Council, 2015). These contradictions underscore the bloc’s central challenge: transcending reactive anti-Western positioning to forge proactive, interest-based coalitions capable of converting demographic and economic weight into equitable, alternative governance frameworks. Brazil’s “variable geometry” presidency advancing less contentious climate-aligned trade while sidelining divisive de-dollarization debates and India’s planned focus on digital governance during its 2026 chairmanship represent adaptive attempts to balance cohesion with agency (Decode, 2026; Think BRICS, 2026; Chhaya, 2025; Lula’s growing calls for “De-Dollarization” and the G20, 2023). Ultimately, BRICS’ transformative potential hinges on institutionalizing mechanisms like a permanent AU-BRICS Secretariat to lock in hard-won procedural gains while resisting fragmentation under great-power competition.



10 Conclusion

The evolution of the expanded BRICS bloc represents a pivotal experiment in constructing an alternative multilateral order rooted in collective identity, institutional entrepreneurship, and adaptive coalition-building. Through a constructivist lens, BRICS demonstrates how shared grievances against Western-dominated governance—coupled with converging aspirations for sovereign development—can generate substantive institutional alternatives. The bloc’s transformation from a loose coalition into a rule-setting force hinges on three interdependent achievements:

First, identity-driven solidarity has enabled issue-based coalitions that transcend material asymmetries. Members leverage shared historical narratives of exclusion to reframe trade rules as instruments of justice—whether in agriculture (SSMs as food sovereignty), digital governance (data flows as developmental rights), or critical minerals (processing mandates as industrial reparations). This ideational alignment allows divergent economies like India and China or oil producers and green industrializers to coalesce around normative objectives, converting demographic and economic weight into bargaining leverage. The institutionalization of the African Union as an observer further amplifies this dynamic, enabling African states to articulate unified positions that reframe partnerships from dependency to mutual interest.

Second, purpose-built institutions have materialized declaratory norms into actionable frameworks. Mechanisms like BRICS PAY and the BRICS Bridge system codify monetary sovereignty, insulating intra-bloc trade from dollar hegemony. The BRICS Multilateral Guarantees (BMG) initiative transforms solidarity into enforceable reciprocity, de-risking technology transfers while binding investors to local value addition. Crucially, the New Development Bank’s Africa Regional Centre (NDB-ARC) now embeds equity into financing through 30% local procurement mandates and skills-transfer benchmarks—direct concessions to African agency. These innovations reveal how external pressures (e.g., U.S. tariffs) accelerate institutional learning, fostering alternatives that prioritize developmental conditionalities over profit-centric models.

Third, adaptive governance balances cohesion with flexibility. Brazil’s “variable geometry” presidency exemplifies pragmatic coalition stewardship, advancing less contentious agendas like climate-aligned trade while sidelining divisive issues like de-dollarization. African states exploit this fluidity through procedural entrepreneurship, inserting “special and differential treatment” clauses into BRICS frameworks and leveraging the AfCFTA’s unified market to extract binding concessions. The proposed Nairobi Principles featuring mechanisms such as sunset clauses for technology transfer and tripartite arbitration represent a formal attempt to institutionalize collaborative gains. However, the critical question is whether this framework translates declared intentions into binding mechanisms or merely codifies aspirational rhetoric. While the design suggests a move toward enforceable cooperation, its efficacy hinges on the political will to enact sanctions for non-compliance and the availability of legal recourse for weaker parties. Ultimately, the principles must be evaluated not by their procedural innovations alone, but by their capacity to concretely rebalance underlying structural asymmetries and define benefits in tangible, operational terms.

Yet persistent tensions underscore the limits of constructed solidarity. Sino-Indian rivalries fragment non-trade agendas, while capacity gaps in African trade ministries impede implementation. Green tech partnerships risk “dependency 2.0” when core intellectual property remains unshared, and Russia’s Ukraine-related financial demands strain collective priorities. These contradictions reveal a central challenge: BRICS must transition from reactive resistance (against Western norms) to proactive rule-setting that institutionalizes equity.

The bloc’s future as a credible alternative hinges on two imperatives:


	Institutionalizing agency: Formalizing the AU-BRICS Secretariat and AfCFTA associate membership to codify agenda-setting power for smaller economies.

	Binding mutuality: Enforcing the Nairobi Principles’ arbitration mechanisms and industrial impact assessments to prevent sub-imperial outcomes.



As India assumes the 2026 presidency with a digital governance mandate, BRICS stands at an inflection point. Its legacy will depend not on dismantling existing systems, but on proving that interest-based coalitions—anchored in shared identities and fortified by adaptive institutions—can deliver equitable, functional multilateralism. In this laboratory of post-Western governance, the experiment’s success rests on converting solidarity into structures that outlast geopolitical friction.


10.1 Limitations and directions for future research

This analysis, while seeking to provide a concrete and scholarly examination, is inherently subject to certain limitations. Primarily, its focus on agency and institutional innovation within the BRICS framework may inadvertently underrepresent the persistent, material constraints of the global political economy. The power of incumbent systems entrenched financial networks, existing supply chain dependencies, and the sheer inertia of dollar dominance poses a formidable counterforce to the normative and institutional alternatives described. The study’s constructivist emphasis, though illuminating the how of coalition-building, risks attributing premature causality to declaratory politics; the announced mechanisms (BRICS PAY, BMG) require rigorous, longitudinal study to assess their real-world uptake, scale, and developmental impact beyond pilot projects. Furthermore, the analysis is necessarily constrained by the non-transparent nature of many intra-BRICS negotiations, relying on official statements and agreed texts that may obscure deeper bilateral bargaining and power asymmetries not captured in multilateral declarations. Finally, the concentration on state-level agency and continental institutions like the AU sidelines the critical role of sub-national actors, domestic political economies within African states, and non-state capital—all of which significantly determine the ultimate distribution of benefits from any BRICS partnership.

These limitations delineate clear avenues for future research. First, empirical, field-based studies are urgently needed to track the implementation of specific initiatives, such as the NDB-ARC procurement mandates or the Nairobi Principles’ arbitration cases, to measure their tangible effects on industrial capacity, technology diffusion, and trade diversification. Second, comparative research analyzing BRICS’s institutional trajectories against other historical attempts at alternative order-building (e.g., the Non-Aligned Movement, G77) would help distinguish which strategies are novel and which may recapitulate past pitfalls. Third, a deeper investigation into the domestic political settlements within key African states is crucial to understand how BRICS engagements are leveraged by local elites, contested by civil societies, and integrated into national development plans. Lastly, future scholarship should engage more directly with the fragmentation vs. innovation debate in international law and economics, assessing whether the BRICS-sponsored rules genuinely create a more equitable plurilateral system or simply fragment global governance into competing, equally hierarchical blocs. The enduring scholarly question remains whether identity-based solidarity can ultimately discipline capital and power to forge a genuinely transformative, rather than merely reconfigured, multilateral trade system.
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Introduction: Amid the transformation of the global order and intensified Eurasian competition, Turkey has expanded its engagement with Central Asia through connectivity diplomacy, identity-based multilateralism, and selective security and economic cooperation. This article argues that Turkey’s regional strategy is best understood as middle power diplomacy driven by strategic autonomy.
Methods: The study triangulates institutional and documentary analysis with an original cross-sectional perception survey (2023–2024), used as exploratory evidence.
Results: Central Asia functions for Turkey as a low-to-moderate cost arena to operationalize strategic autonomy while avoiding direct confrontation with dominant regional actors. Turkey’s leverage stems from the combination of connectivity initiatives aligned with regional diversification interests, soft-power infrastructure (education, cultural production, humanitarian visibility), and targeted defence-industrial cooperation that complements the existing security hierarchy. These practices are linked to domestic debates in Turkey over pan-Turkic identity narratives, the limits of socio-political Islam in external outreach, and Ankara’s contested relationship with Europe and the wider West.
Discussion: The findings indicate that Turkey’s influence in Central Asia is conditional and layered: it grows where identity and connectivity are translated into institutional routines and business networks, but remains constrained by Russia’s entrenched security role, China’s geo-economic scale, and uneven regional receptivity.
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1 Introduction

Central Asia has become an increasingly salient arena in Eurasian politics, where the interests of Russia, China, the United States, and a growing number of middle powers intersect. The region’s strategic geography, resource endowments, and role in emerging connectivity routes magnify its importance in a more fragmented global order. Against this background, Turkey has intensified its engagement with Central Asian states through economic cooperation, cultural diplomacy, and institution-building initiatives. For Ankara, Central Asia is not only a neighboring strategic space; it is also a region where foreign policy objectives overlap with domestic debates about national identity, geopolitical autonomy, and Turkey’s position between Europe and Asia.

From a conceptual standpoint, Turkey’s activity in Central Asia is often discussed through the framework of middle power diplomacy, understood as a strategy whereby states with limited material resources relative to great powers seek influence through active diplomacy, niche capabilities, multilateral platforms, and soft-power instruments. This lens is particularly relevant because it captures both Turkey’s structural constraints and the adaptive repertoire it deploys to manage them. Yet, the Central Asia case also requires attention to a more recent transformation in Turkish foreign policy, where strategic autonomy has become a guiding idea in Ankara’s external behavior and narrative framing (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025; Aslan, 2024). In this setting, Central Asia offers a pragmatic arena for autonomy-seeking: Turkey can expand partnerships, diversify connectivity options, and build institutional presence without committing to a single bloc alignment.

At the same time, Turkey operates in a competitive and institutionally layered environment. Russia retains deep security entrenchment through longstanding military, political, and economic ties, while China’s regional footprint has expanded through finance, infrastructure, and trade (Aron and Holoch, 1990). These realities limit Turkey’s ability to act as a dominant actor, but they do not eliminate space for maneuver. Instead, they encourage a strategy that blends soft power, selective economic engagement, and institutional entrepreneurship—particularly through Turkic multilateral formats—while avoiding a direct challenge to established great-power positions.

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question: How does Turkey employ political, economic, security-related, and cultural instruments to position itself in Central Asia, and to what extent can these instruments compensate for Turkey’s relatively limited material resources compared to major powers? The article argues that the answer depends not only on what Turkey does in Central Asia, but also on how Ankara’s regional agenda is embedded in Turkey’s broader foreign-policy transformation and domestic ideological debate.

In this article, “transformation” refers not to a sudden rupture but to a cumulative reweighting of Turkey’s foreign-policy priorities and instruments. Recent scholarship depicts an increasingly explicit search for strategic autonomy—a posture that combines flexible alignments, selective normalization, and issue-based partnerships—while avoiding full anchoring in any single geopolitical camp. This shift is frequently discussed as a “post-Western” turn in which Ankara seeks room for maneuver amid systemic rivalry, but it is also shaped by domestic political economy constraints and the need to sustain external partnerships that serve trade, security, and regime legitimacy (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Ciftci, 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025).

Central Asia fits this transformation as a comparatively “high-leverage, lower-cost” theater where strategic autonomy can be operationalized through connectivity, trade governance, and identity-based cooperation. In this setting, Ankara can advance the Turkic World agenda primarily through institutional and societal channels while simultaneously presenting itself as a pragmatic middle power partner rather than an ideological challenger. The article therefore treats Central Asia as an empirical window into how strategic autonomy is translated into regional practice under competitive coexistence with Russia, China, and the United States.

Turkey’s “connectivity programme” should be understood as a geo-economic strand of foreign policy aimed at turning physical and regulatory interdependence into political leverage. In practice, this agenda rests on transport and logistics corridors, customs and transit facilitation, and the scaling of trade-enabling infrastructure that lowers transaction costs for firms. The Middle Corridor functions here not as a slogan but as a policy package: it links Turkey’s ambition to act as a Eurasian hub with Central Asian preferences for route diversification and reduced dependence on single transit gateways. Framed in these terms, connectivity becomes a concrete instrument through which Ankara pursues strategic autonomy—not by exiting Western institutions, but by expanding its room for maneuver through alternative corridors and partners.

To make this link explicit—and to reduce the gap between the scale of the manuscript and the empirical specificity demanded by the topic—the following two subsections clarify (i) the strategic drivers behind Turkey’s Central Asia ambitions and their domestic political context, and (ii) the evolution of Turkey’s Central Asia strategy and its “on-the-ground” manifestations.


1.1 Strategic drivers of Turkey’s ambitions in Central Asia and their domestic context

Turkey’s engagement with Central Asia is shaped by a strategic calculus that combines material interests with ideational positioning. Recent scholarship on Turkey’s foreign-policy transformation highlights the growing salience of strategic autonomy—a practical effort to widen policy options through diversified partnerships, flexible institutional engagement, and issue-specific coalitions (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025). Central Asia fits this approach because it enables Ankara to pursue influence incrementally, without the costs associated with high-intensity competition in more militarized theaters.

At the level of strategic interests, four considerations are particularly important. First, Central Asia is integral to Turkey’s connectivity agenda: Ankara’s ambition to function as a Eurasian hub is reinforced when it can promote alternative corridors linking Europe and Asia. Second, the region supports Turkey’s broader search for economic resilience through trade and investment networks that are compatible with a “trading-state” logic and with autonomy-seeking economic diplomacy (Altay, 2024; Ciftci, 2023). Third, Central Asia offers a setting for defence-industrial outreach and security cooperation that can be pursued selectively and pragmatically, which aligns with the idea of autonomy as a strategic choice that may be exercised defensively or offensively depending on context (Aslan, 2024). Fourth, Central Asia provides a platform for institutional entrepreneurship, allowing Turkey to shape agendas and networks through Turkic formats even when it remains outside Russia- and China-centered institutions.

These strategic drivers are inseparable from domestic debates in Turkey, where competing narratives define what Turkey is and how it should act internationally. One key narrative revolves around the “Turkic World”: a civilizational and identity-based framework that has gained institutional expression through Turkic multilateralism and has become a visible component of Turkey’s external branding. Rather than functioning as a simple ideological project, the “Turkic World” discourse often operates as a political resource: it legitimizes activism, supports elite networking, and gives Ankara a culturally resonant vocabulary that can travel across borders while remaining less confrontational than overt geopolitical language.

A second debate concerns the boundaries of socio-political Islam in foreign policy. The wider literature on Turkish foreign policy in the AKP era shows that external behavior is shaped by domestic political fields and by shifts in coalition politics, which can affect how ideology is projected and where it is constrained (D’Alema, 2024). Central Asia, however, tends to reward a calibrated posture: in several regional contexts, overt religious framing may be politically sensitive, and Ankara’s outreach therefore more often relies on cultural-civilizational themes, education, and humanitarian visibility than on explicit religious mobilization (Hu, 2023). In practice, this pushes Turkey toward a form of soft power that is identity-coded but institutionally pragmatic.

A third domestic debate concerns Turkey’s relationship with Europe and the wider West. Here, strategic autonomy does not replace Western interdependence; it reconfigures it. Economic ties, NATO membership, and the politics of recognition remain structural constraints and assets simultaneously, shaping how Turkey signals both continuity and differentiation (Aydın, 2021). Central Asia becomes relevant in this debate because it allows Ankara to demonstrate value as a broker of connectivity and regional engagement while also asserting that Turkey is not confined to Euro-Atlantic frameworks (Aydın-Düzgit and Tocci, 2015). In this sense, Central Asia functions as a testing ground where autonomy-seeking behavior and middle power diplomacy overlap: Turkey seeks influence not by displacing great powers, but by building room for maneuver through institutions, networks, and reputational resources.



1.2 Evolution of Turkey’s Central Asia strategy and “on-the-ground” manifestations

A further reason for strengthening the Introduction is to demonstrate how Turkey’s Central Asia policy has evolved—and what that evolution looks like in practice. A concise periodization helps align the manuscript’s ambition with observable indicators.

In the early post-Soviet period, Turkey approached Central Asia with high expectations and a strong symbolic narrative, seeking to translate linguistic and cultural affinity into political influence. Over time, the limits of this approach became apparent (Konyshev and Sergunin, 2022). The strategy gradually shifted toward more practical engagement: business ties, construction and services, educational exchange, and a widening set of cultural channels. In the last decade, and especially as strategic autonomy gained prominence in Turkish foreign-policy discourse, Ankara’s approach has become more modular and instrument-driven—less about sweeping integration claims and more about building durable linkages through targeted cooperation, niche capabilities, and institution-supported networks (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025).

On the ground, this evolution is visible through several types of markers. Institutionally, Turkey has invested in Turkic multilateral platforms that strengthen symbolic cohesion and provide a recurring diplomatic infrastructure for agenda-setting under the umbrella of the Turkic World. Societally, cultural diplomacy has expanded through education, scholarships, media circulation, and humanitarian initiatives that produce alumni networks and long-term familiarity (Cornell and Starr, 2018). Economically, Turkish engagement has frequently taken the form of entrepreneurial and SME-driven presence and sectoral cooperation, which fits the logic of geo-economic statecraft and trade-oriented foreign policy (Altay, 2024). In the security domain, Turkey has increasingly relied on selective defence cooperation and capacity-building, which resonates with autonomy-seeking behavior while avoiding the appearance of a direct challenge to the region’s established security hierarchy (Aslan, 2024). None of these channels alone is decisive; together, they constitute a layered and adaptive presence that corresponds to the behavioral repertoire associated with middle powers operating under structural constraints.

This evolution matters for the article’s core argument. If Turkey is understood as a middle power pursuing strategic autonomy, then Central Asia appears less as an ideological project and more as a strategic hinge: a space where Ankara can combine identity-based legitimacy, institutional entrepreneurship, and practical cooperation to remain relevant amid Russia–China dominance and fluctuating Western attention (Contessi, 2015; Trade between Turkey and Central Asia, n.d., Zholdasbay, 2024).

This article advances a clear claim: Turkey’s engagement with Central Asia is best explained as a strategic-autonomy–oriented form of middle power diplomacy, in which Ankara converts limited material capabilities into influence by combining (a) connectivity and trade instruments, (b) identity-based institutional entrepreneurship under the Turkic World framework, and (c) selective securitycooperation calibrated to remain complementary rather than confrontational (Aydın-Düzgit, 2025). The argument is supported by three strands of evidence. First, the literature on Turkey’s foreign-policy transformation clarifies why strategic autonomy has become a guiding logic and how it shapes regional activism. Second, institutional and documentary analysis shows how Ankara operationalizes this logic through Turkic multilateral formats and connectivity agendas in Central Asia. Third, the survey evidence— used conservatively as an exploratory dataset—indicates that favorable perceptions of Turkey are most strongly associated with cultural diplomacy, awareness of cooperation, and perceived contributions to security, thereby illustrating the reputational mechanisms that middle powers rely on.

The article answers the research question as follows: Turkey positions itself in Central Asia by pursuing strategic autonomy through a middle-power repertoire—one that relies less on material dominance and more on the interaction of identity-based institutional entrepreneurship under the “Turkic World” framework, connectivity and trade instruments associated with the Middle Corridor, and selective security and defence-industrial cooperation calibrated to remain complementary to the existing regional security hierarchy. The central claim is therefore not that Turkey “outcompetes” Russia or China, but that it expands room for maneuver by converting cultural affinity and institutional routines into reputational and transactional advantages.

By “transformation” we refer to a gradual but observable shift from expansive, identity-laden regional narratives toward a more pragmatic autonomy-seeking posture that combines selective normalization, transactional bargaining, and issue-based partnerships. This is not a linear retreat from activism, but a re-calibration of means and narratives: Ankara increasingly frames its regional engagement through the language of strategic autonomy and middle power agency, while relying on flexible instruments that range from connectivity initiatives to targeted security cooperation (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025; D’Alema, 2024).

Recent scholarship on Turkey’s foreign policy transformation increasingly treats strategic autonomy as more than a tactical adjustment; it is described as a contested narrative through which Ankara redefines its international positioning under conditions of intensified great-power competition. Aydın-Düzgit (2023) links Turkey’s evolving posture to broader tensions between authoritarian-leaning middle powers and the liberal international order, while Aydın-Düzgit et al. (2025) trace the lineages and contradictions of the autonomy agenda, showing how it combines long-standing aspirations for independent action with new justificatory frames.

Within this debate, engagement with non-Western platforms—including the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation—appears less as a clean “pivot” and more as a form of diplomatic optionality. Aslan (2024) usefully distinguishes between defensive and offensive versions of strategic autonomy, a distinction that helps interpret Turkey’s Eurasian outreach as a calibrated attempt to widen policy space without burning bridges to its Western anchors.

The article’s novelty lies in integrating these dimensions into a single analytical frame: Turkey’s Central Asia policy is interpreted as a hybrid strategy in which strategic autonomy provides the operating logic, middle power diplomacy provides the behavioral pattern, and the Turkic World provides a legitimizing narrative and institutional vocabulary. The empirical sections then assess how this combination is reflected in economic engagement, institutional positioning, and societal perceptions.

The SCO dimension is particularly relevant because Turkey’s institutional link to the organization remains limited yet symbolically meaningful. Studies of Turkey’s post-2016 Eurasianist turn underline how SCO-related signaling can resonate domestically and regionally, even when it does not translate into membership or binding security commitments.

Crucially, this is where middle power and soft power logics intersect rather than compete. Turkey’s identity-centered institutionalism—advanced through the Turkic World narrative and the Organisation of Turkic States—operates alongside selective engagement with non-Western forums. In analytical terms, Ankara’s strategy is best read as middle-power diplomacy driven by strategic autonomy, with soft power and identity-based institution-building providing the durable layer, and non-Western platforms serving as instruments of hedging, signaling, and “forum-shopping” in a crowded regional order.

Definition and scope. In this article, the frequently used phrase “Turkey’s program of developing ties” is specified as Turkey’s connectivity development agenda (CDA)—a geoeconomic and institutional bundle of policies aimed at expanding cross-border connectivity between Türkiye and Eurasia through transport corridors, logistics hubs, trade facilitation, and corridor-related rulemaking. In practical terms, the CDA is operationalized through the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TITR), widely referred to as the “Middle Corridor,” which links China to Europe via Central Asia, the Caspian Sea and the South Caucasus, with Türkiye positioned as the western gateway of the multimodal route.

Official Turkish policy documents explicitly frame the Middle Corridor as a priority connectivity route and associate it with infrastructure completion (e.g., the Baku–Tbilisi–Kars railway), the development of logistics centers and free trade areas, and inter-customs cooperation initiatives.

Conceptually, we treat the CDA as the geoeconomic arm of Turkey’s strategic autonomy, through which Ankara seeks to widen room for maneuver in Eurasia without relying exclusively on any single great power–centered corridor architecture (Öniş and Uluyol, 2025; Huntington, n.d., Tocci, 2021).

This claim is developed through three testable hypotheses:


H1 (Soft-power primacy): Within the achieved sample, favorable perceptions of Turkey are more strongly associated with evaluations of cultural initiatives and educational exposure than with purely economic awareness. This reflects the middle-power mechanism of influence via reputational capital and social embeddedness.

H2 (Institutional multiplier): Turkey’s influence increases when cultural affinity is translated into institutional routines (e.g., OTS-level coordination, repeated summits, working groups, mobility and connectivity agendas). Institutions function as “multipliers” that stabilize cooperation and reduce transaction costs for Ankara and its partners.

H3 (Complementary security): Turkey gains legitimacy as a security partner when its defence cooperation remains complementary rather than substitutive—that is, when it provides capacity-building, technology, and training without challenging Russia’s entrenched security position or provoking overt balancing by China. Under these conditions, security cooperation contributes positively to Turkey’s overall image.



H3 does not imply replacement of Russia’s traditional security role; it specifies an incremental, niche-capability mechanism through which Turkey accumulates reputational security capital as a middle-power partner.

The underlying mechanism linking these hypotheses is a layered influence pathway: identity narratives (“Turkic World”) → institutionalization (OTS routines) → networks (education, business, expert communities) → reputational capital → selective economic and security transactions. The argument also specifies clear scope conditions. Turkey’s strategy is most effective where Central Asian governments and societies seek diversification of external ties and where connectivity initiatives generate tangible administrative and commercial outcomes. It is less effective where domestic sensitivities (including concerns over ideological influence), structural dependence on Russia and China, or infrastructural bottlenecks constrain the space for maneuver.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. Section 2 situates the study in recent scholarship on Turkish foreign-policy transformation, middle power diplomacy, and identity-based regionalism. Section 3 explains the research design and the survey’s bounded inferential scope. Section 4 presents empirical results on Turkey’s economic, institutional, and societal channels of influence and reports the correlational and regression patterns observed in the sample. Section 5 discusses the implications for debates on strategic autonomy and the Turkic World agenda, emphasizing the conditions under which Turkey’s influence expands or stalls. Section 6 concludes by summarizing contributions and outlining directions for further research.

In this article, middle power diplomacy is treated as the overarching strategic framework, whereas soft power is specified as one of the key causal mechanisms through which Turkey—an autonomy-seeking middle power—builds influence in Central Asia.

This study combines three concepts that are often conflated but analytically distinct. Middle power diplomacy is used here as an actor-level strategic framework: it describes how states with limited relative material capabilities pursue influence through niche diplomacy, coalition-building, multilateralism, and selective capability deployment. In this behavioral reading, “middle power” is not a purely quantitative label; it refers to a repertoire of practices aimed at shaping outcomes without structural dominance.

Strategic autonomy is treated as a guiding orientation that explains why Turkey seeks flexible positioning and diversified partnerships rather than exclusive alignment. Autonomy-seeking does not imply strategic isolation; it denotes the pursuit of maneuvering space by combining institutional engagement, transactional cooperation, and narrative framing.

Soft power, by contrast, is not the overarching framework in this article. It is specified as a mechanism—the pathway through which preferences, reputations, and networks are shaped, thereby reducing transaction costs and increasing the acceptability of Turkey’s role in the region. In Central Asia, this mechanism operates through education, cultural production, humanitarian visibility, and the institutionalization of identity narratives under the “Turkic World” agenda.

The analytical logic of the paper is therefore hierarchical and integrated: Turkey’s middle-power strategy (framework) is implemented under an autonomy-seeking orientation (motivation/logic) and relies substantially on soft power (mechanism), complemented by niche geo-economic tools and selective security cooperation (instruments). This structure allows the study to evaluate “success” in middle-power terms—namely, the creation of institutional routines, reputational capital, and incremental transactional gains—rather than in terms of replacing Russia or China.

The analysis shows that Turkey’s effectiveness in Central Asia is best understood in middle-power terms: Ankara does not displace Russia or China, but it secures niche influence by combining institutional entrepreneurship (OTS), connectivity-centered geo-economic engagement, and reputational embeddedness through soft power. Survey evidence indicates that cultural and security-related perceptions significantly predict overall evaluations of Turkey, supporting the claim that soft power operates as a mechanism within an autonomy-seeking middle-power strategy.

We argue that Turkey’s Central Asia strategy is best understood as an autonomy-seeking middle-power approach in which soft power functions as an influence multiplier, while Russia–China dominance and U.S. selective engagement set the constraint conditions that limit Ankara to niche—yet durable—forms of regional embeddedness.

In this article, middle power denotes Turkey’s positional strategy, strategic autonomy is treated as a key driver shaping that strategy, and soft power is analyzed as one instrument within it. The Turkic World narrative is approached as a legitimizing frame that can amplify, but not substitute for, geoeconomic connectivity tools such as the Middle Corridor.

In this article, Turkey’s “connectivity development programme” refers to a geoeconomic strategy aimed at expanding logistical corridors, trade facilitation, and infrastructure-enabled interdependence linking Anatolia, the South Caucasus, the Caspian basin, and Central Asia. Operationally, the program is most visibly associated with the Middle Corridor (the Trans-Caspian East–West route), which Ankara frames as a mechanism for trade sovereignty, diversification of routes, and strategic resilience. Conceptually, connectivity functions here as a middle-power instrument: it seeks influence not through coercive dominance but through corridor entrepreneurship, standard-setting, and the provision of practical regional public goods (Altay, 2024; Ersoy et al., 2024).




2 Literature review


2.1 Why Turkey in Central Asia must be read through foreign-policy transformation, not only regional geopolitics

In recent debates, strategic autonomy has moved from a rhetorical aspiration to a structuring logic of Turkish foreign policy. The concept is typically used to capture Ankara’s attempt to widen room for maneuver vis-à-vis Western institutions and norms while diversifying partnerships, instruments, and narratives. This shift is not reducible to a single doctrinal turn; rather, it reflects a layered re-articulation of interests and identity under conditions of regional contestation and domestic political polarization. Recent scholarship therefore treats autonomy as both a strategic posture and a contested political narrative that is continuously renegotiated in response to crises, elections, and shifting alignments (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025; Ciftci, 2023).

Importantly, the autonomy discourse is increasingly intertwined with a middle power vocabulary in Turkish academic and policy circles. Here, “middle power” is not merely a rank in a static hierarchy; it is invoked as an enabling frame for activism through selective coalition-building, agenda-setting, and niche capabilities. In that sense, autonomy operates as the strategic premise, while middle-power behavior describes the mode of practice—especially when Ankara seeks influence through flexible regional initiatives rather than formal alliance leadership (Oğuzlu, 2023; Aslan, 2024).

This literature also emphasizes that autonomy is pursued through multiple channels that mix geoeconomic and security instruments. Domestic political economy dynamics are treated as central rather than residual: fiscal constraints, growth imperatives, and distributional politics shape both priorities and limits of activism (Ciftci, 2023). Likewise, identity-inflected debates—ranging from post-Western narratives and Eurasianist re-orientations to ontological security concerns—condition how strategic autonomy is justified and communicated (Tüysüzoğlu, 2023; Ermihan, 2025; Babul, 2024). Taken together, recent work suggests that Turkish foreign policy is best read as a pragmatic search for autonomy that is simultaneously strategic, domestic-political, and discursive—an interpretation that provides a stronger baseline for assessing Ankara’s agenda in Central Asia.

The article distinguishes between three related but non-identical concepts that are often conflated in discussions of Turkey’s regional activism. Strategic autonomy is treated as an overarching orientation: it captures Ankara’s search for policy flexibility, diversified partnerships, and reduced dependence on any single bloc in an increasingly multipolar environment (Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025; Aslan, 2024).

Middle power diplomacy is used as a status–strategy category: it refers to the way a state with constrained material capabilities can still generate influence through niche leadership, institutional positioning, and calibrated bargaining among stronger actors. In the Turkish case, recent debates explicitly revisit the limits of overextension and argue for a more restrained, interest-based middle- power posture (Oğuzlu, 2023).

Finally, soft power is treated as a toolkit within this broader posture, not as a standalone grand strategy. It encompasses educational, cultural, and reputational instruments that can expand Turkey’s presence where hard-power leverage is structurally limited. The analytical implication is straightforward: this study examines soft power as one mechanism through which Turkey seeks to enact a middle-power role under a strategic-autonomy orientation—particularly in Central Asia.

A large share of the literature on Central Asia begins from the premise that the region is structurally shaped by great-power rivalry and dense institutional architectures. In this reading, external actors compete over security arrangements, transport corridors, and economic access, while regional states seek to preserve autonomy through diversification. Such perspectives—rooted in classical realist thinking about power, interest, and balance (Morgenthau, 2006; Aron, 2003)—remain influential in contemporary analyses of Eurasian competition. They are also consistent with broader civilizational arguments that see identity and cultural boundaries as relevant for regional ordering (Huntington, 1996), a point often invoked when discussing Turkey’s ties with Turkic-speaking societies.

Recent scholarship increasingly interprets the transformation of Turkish foreign policy through the lens of strategic autonomy, understood not as a single policy choice but as a broader re-orientation in Ankara’s external behavior and narrative repertoire. In this reading, autonomy reflects a sustained attempt to widen Turkey’s room for maneuver across competing poles of power; while managing the frictions this creates with established Western partners. Aydın-Düzgit shows how Ankara’s “post Western” turn is intertwined with contestation of key liberal-order expectations, producing a foreign-policy posture that is simultaneously status-seeking and selectively revisionist in tone.

Yet, if the analytical goal is to explain Turkey’s positioning in Central Asia, regional geopolitics alone is an insufficient starting point. The past decade has brought a noticeable shift in how scholars interpret Ankara’s foreign policy, increasingly emphasizing transformation in strategic orientation, domestic drivers, and the changing relationship with the West. The result is that Turkey’s Central Asia agenda is now more plausibly understood as part of a wider recalibration—one in which earlier expansive narratives associated in the broader debate with “neo-Ottoman” ambitions have given way to a more pragmatic language of strategic autonomy and a growing tendency to describe Turkey as a middle power operating under constraint.

Recent work captures this shift in a way that is directly relevant to the present study. Aydın-Düzgit (2023) discusses Turkey (alongside other cases) as an “authoritarian middle power” navigating a liberal international order without fully embracing its normative premises, while still benefiting from selective institutional engagement. Aydın-Düzgit et al. (2025) trace the lineages and contradictions of strategic autonomy in Turkish foreign policy, showing that autonomy operates both as a policy orientation and as a narrative that organizes external activism. Complementing these arguments, Aslan (2024) frames strategic autonomy as a contested practice that can carry defensive or more assertive implications depending on the theater and the domestic-international context. Other recent studies connect foreign policy to domestic political economy (Ciftci, 2023), to the political field dynamics of the AKP era (D’Alema, 2024), and to ontological security processes and emotions in external behavior (Babul, 2024; Ermihan, 2025). Taken together, this scholarship suggests a clear implication for a Central Asia–focused article: Turkey’s regional engagement should be interpreted through the lens of how Ankara seeks room for maneuver, rather than through an assumption of great-power equivalence.

Building on this literature, we treat Central Asia as a specific theater where strategic autonomy is operationalized through middle-power diplomacy, with “Turkic World” instruments functioning as a scalable soft-power toolkit alongside selective economic and security cooperation.

The autonomy debate has also matured conceptually. Rather than treating strategic autonomy as a mechanical form of hedging, Aydın-Düzgit, Keyman, and Kutlay trace its lineages and contradictions, highlighting how geopolitical imperatives, domestic political incentives, and economic constraints often pull Turkish policy in different directions. This perspective is particularly valuable for Central Asia, because it shifts attention from episodic initiatives to the underlying logic through which Ankara seeks influence without assuming the burdens of a major power.

This recalibration of ambition is also reflected in arguments for a more restrained middle-power strategy. Oğuzlu cautions that over-extension can undermine the very autonomy Ankara seeks, suggesting that middle-power effectiveness depends on carefully chosen theaters and instruments. For the purposes of this article, this insight helps explain why Central Asia is approached less through costly megaprojects and more through institutional, commercial, and cultural toolkits that promise incremental influence.

In parallel, Turkish foreign-policy debates increasingly frame Turkey as a middle power operating “between the West and the ‘Rest’.” Öniş and Uluyol emphasize that this positioning is closely tied to post-Western dynamics and to strategic autonomy as a practical response to intensified systemic rivalry. Importantly, the “middle power” label here is not purely descriptive: it functions as a justificatory language that renders selective engagement, transactional balancing, and issue-based alignment appear coherent rather than ad hoc.



2.2 What “middle power” means here: a behavioral repertoire, not a status claim

Contemporary literature increasingly frames Turkey’s external behavior through the lens of transformation from expansive, narrative-driven activism toward a more pragmatic autonomy seeking posture. This transformation is not described as linear. Rather, it is marked by contradictions—between autonomy and interdependence, between security-driven impulses and economic imperatives, and between identity-based rhetoric and transactional bargaining (Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025).

Several strands of recent work specify the causal drivers behind this shift. A domestic political economy perspective emphasizes how currency volatility, investment needs, and trade dependencies shape foreign-policy choices and encourage selective normalization and economic pragmatist (Ciftci, 2023). A security-identity line of inquiry highlights how crises and perceived status threats generate ontological (in)security dynamics, which can push Ankara toward hedging and symbolic autonomy claims even when material constraints remain binding (Ermihan, 2025).

Another body of work traces an Eurasianist reframing in the aftermath of the coup attempt, pointing to changing narratives about Western alignment and growing interest in non-Western institutional platforms, including debates surrounding engagement with the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (Tüysüzoğlu, 2023). Related discussions link autonomy to alternative alignments and geoeconomic positioning, including Turkey’s exploration of BRICS-related signaling and “geopolitical autonomy” narratives (Süsler, 2025).

Importantly, strategic autonomy is also debated as an active foreign-policy choice rather than a purely defensive posture. Aslan (2024) conceptualizes autonomy claims as potentially offensive—designed to expand bargaining space and shape regional outcomes—while Altay (2024) shows how trade instruments and regional agreements can be mobilized to pursue “trade sovereignty,” extending autonomy logic into economic statecraft.

Taken together, these studies suggest that Turkey’s transformation is best understood as a shift in:


	• narrative framing (from expansive civilizational or interventionist claims to autonomy and normalization),

	• instrument choice (from headline-grabbing activism to targeted geoeconomic and institutional tools),

	• alignment management (from West-centric anchoring to multi-vector hedging).



This article builds on this literature to examine how such transformation is manifested in Central Asia, where identity resources and connectivity projects allow Ankara to pursue influence under sharper material constraints than in its near abroad.

The “middle power” concept is used inconsistently across international relations scholarship. In its most analytically productive form, however, it is not a simple descriptor of size; it is a behavioral category. Classic and contemporary works stress that middle powers compensate for limited material capabilities through niche diplomacy, coalition-building, agenda-setting in multilateral formats, and the careful selection of arenas where influence is feasible (Cooper, 1997; Chapnick, 1999; Jordaan, 2003; Beeson, 2011). This approach is especially helpful for the Turkish case because it avoids two common distortions: portraying Turkey either as an aspiring great power that can reorder regions at will, or as a purely “soft” actor without strategic intent.

In this manuscript, the middle-power framework is used in precisely this behavioral sense. It directs attention to how Ankara seeks influence: which instruments it prioritizes, which institutional arenas it invests in, and how it manages structural constraints imposed by stronger actors. Importantly, the framework also makes “success” interpretable in realistic terms: not as the displacement of Russia or China, but as the creation of durable cooperation routines, reputational capital, and niche transactional gains.



2.3 Strategic autonomy as the guiding orientation in Turkey’s contemporary foreign-policy discourse

The recent Turkish foreign-policy literature increasingly converges on the view that Ankara’s external behavior is shaped by an autonomy-seeking orientation, even when policy outcomes are contradictory. Aydın-Düzgit et al. (2025) argue that “strategic autonomy” functions as a narrative and an organizing principle that frames Turkey’s diversification of partnerships and its selective institutionalism. This helps explain why Turkey’s engagement in different regions can appear heterogeneous: the point is less to follow one ideological script than to preserve flexibility under uncertainty.

This autonomy-seeking orientation is also reflected in debates on Turkey’s positioning vis-à-vis non-Western platforms and regional groupings. Tüysüzoğlu (2023) examines an Eurasianist shift after the coup attempt through the lens of Turkey’s engagement with the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, capturing how institutional preferences can become part of broader strategic signaling. Süsler (2025) similarly situates Turkey’s interest in BRICS-related discussions within a search for “geopolitical autonomy,” illustrating how Ankara explores alternative diplomatic theaters without necessarily abandoning its existing ties. Even in domains that may appear technocratic, the autonomy logic is present: Altay (2024) treats Turkey’s engagement with regional trade agreements as a foreign-policy move toward “trade sovereignty,” while Ciftci (2023) emphasizes domestic economic drivers that push external policy toward market access, export opportunities, and risk hedging. Finally, Aydın-Düzgit et al. (2025) highlights how domestic political cycles—such as the 2024 local elections—intersect with foreign-policy “normalization,” reinforcing the notion that Turkey’s external posture is continually shaped by internal constraints and recalibrations.

For a study of Central Asia, these debates matter because they suggest a coherent interpretation: Turkey’s regional activism is not a residual ideological project, but a practical expression of autonomy-seeking under conditions where great powers dominate the region’s hard-security and large-scale investment structures.



2.4 Soft power is not an alternative framework: it is a mechanism within a middle-power strategy

This article adopts a clearer conceptual hierarchy. Middle-power diplomacy is the overarching framework that captures Turkey’s strategy under constraint; soft power is a key mechanism that explains how influence can be accumulated without material dominance.

The literature on Turkey’s soft power emphasizes education, cultural diplomacy, and institutional branding as channels for long-term embeddedness (Çolakoğlu, 2019; Donelli, 2019; Gultekin, 2019). These channels are often operationalized through agencies and platforms associated with cultural outreach and development cooperation, and they work by building networks of familiarity, alumni communities, and symbolic resonance. In Central Asia, the logic is amplified by identity narratives. Laruelle (2019a,b) shows how the “Turkic world” has been constructed as an imagined solidarity in the post-Soviet space, while Roy (2020) emphasizes Turkey’s bridge-building rhetoric between Europe and Asia through language and cultural ties. Yilmaz and Erturk (2022) frame Turkey’s evolving approach as moving “beyond” soft power, suggesting that cultural diplomacy increasingly interacts with economic and security instruments rather than standing alone.

At the same time, the literature is clear about limitations. Skeptical assessments point to constraints in Turkey’s economic capacity and the structural advantages enjoyed by Russia and China (Çaman and Akyurt, 2011). This reinforces a key analytical point for the present article: soft power may be Turkey’s comparative advantage, but it is most effective when coupled with institutional routines and tangible cooperation rather than when presented as a standalone doctrine.



2.5 Connectivity, energy, and geo-economic instruments: where Turkey competes, complements, and hedges

Transport and energy corridors constitute a central arena in which Turkey’s autonomy-seeking behavior intersects with regional diversification strategies. The “Middle Corridor” is widely discussed as Turkey’s effort to promote an alternative Eurasian route that interacts both with European connectivity preferences and with the region’s interest in diversification (Çolakoğlu, 2019; Kassenova, 2020). This agenda is inseparable from the broader debate about China’s Belt and Road Initiative and its scale advantage, including the ways in which BRI intersects with sensitive domestic governance issues in China’s western regions (Clarke, 2022). In energy, Turkey’s role is often assessed through its potential contribution to Europe’s energy security and through projects that reposition transit politics in Eurasia (Cornell and Jonson, 2021; Chekanova, 2019).

The literature also demonstrates why these domains should be approached with analytic caution. Turkey’s corridor diplomacy can create options, but it rarely eliminates dependency structures; instead, it offers additional routes and bargaining space. That is precisely where the middle-power lens becomes useful: Turkey’s impact is most plausibly understood as marginal gains through diversification rather than as a wholesale restructuring of regional economic geography.



2.6 Central Asia as a constraint environment: institutions, great-power rivalry, and the limits of external agency

Central Asia’s institutional landscape is frequently described as dense and stratified. Cooley’s account of “Great Games” emphasizes that external competition is filtered through local rules and domestic bargaining, shaping how influence is accepted or resisted (Cooley, 2012). In parallel, scholarship on regional architectures highlights the enduring role of Russia-led and Russia-anchored formats, and debates about multi-speed integration in the post-Soviet space (Kaveshnikov, 2020; Torkunov et al., 2022). These analyses help explain why Turkey—lacking membership and structural authority in key regional security and economic institutions—must often rely on segmented engagement and carefully chosen policy niches.

Another dimension of the constraint environment is ideological and identity politics beyond Central Asia itself. Roberts (2020) documents the securitization and repression of Turkic identities in Xinjiang, while related geopolitical work situates Xinjiang within broader connectivity and strategic communication dynamics (Clarke, 2022). This matters for Turkey’s positioning because it shapes the symbolic resonance of Turkic identity narratives and affects how Turkey’s cultural diplomacy is received. At the same time, the empirical and political relevance of such identity dynamics should not be overstated; they operate unevenly across countries and audiences, and their effects are mediated by state policies and domestic sensitivities.

Finally, a number of applied and policy-oriented studies reinforce the point that Turkey’s room for maneuver is real but bounded. Analyses of regional security and threats highlight the strategic volatility of Central Asia (Aben, 2019), while work on the shifting geopolitics of the region underscores how Russia–China dynamics affect other actors’ options (Khan, 2023). Research on regional economic cooperation and transport-energy participation similarly demonstrates both opportunities and structural constraints for external partners (Akdidar Moldaliyeva et al., 2023).



2.7 Synthesis: how the framework is applied in this article

The literature reviewed above points to a clear analytical architecture for the present study. Central Asia is best treated as a constrained regional environment shaped by great-power institutional density, corridor politics, and uneven receptivity. Turkey’s foreign policy, meanwhile, is increasingly interpreted through the dual lens of strategic autonomy and middle-power diplomacy, a framing that has become more prominent in Turkish scholarly and policy discourse in the wake of earlier overextended narratives. Within this architecture, soft power is specified as a mechanism—one that can generate reputational capital and social embeddedness—while connectivity initiatives, trade diplomacy, and selective security cooperation function as complementary instruments.

This integrated framework resolves the earlier conceptual ambiguity. The article does not offer a “soft power approach” as a standalone explanation, nor does it treat the middle-power concept as a rhetorical label divorced from practice. Instead, it examines how Turkey, operating as an autonomy-seeking middle power, uses soft power and institutional entrepreneurship—especially under the Turkic World agenda—to convert cultural affinity and repeated diplomatic routines into durable influence, while remaining structurally constrained by Russia’s security role and China’s geo-economic scale.

Against this backdrop, the following review situates Turkey’s Central Asia policy at the intersection of (i) great-power competition in Eurasia, (ii) Turkey’s evolving autonomy-oriented foreign policy, and (iii) identity-based institutional entrepreneurship under the Turkic World framework.

Thus, an analysis of the geopolitical context demonstrates that Turkey’s diplomacy in Central Asia is built at the intersection of two vectors: first, its institutional affiliation with NATO, which enhances its international influence; and second, its cultural policy based on the promotion of Turkic identity, which becomes particularly significant against the backdrop of China’s policy in Xinjiang. It is precisely this duality that enables Turkey to strengthen its position amid the global rivalry of great powers.




3 Research methods and materials

Before turning to trade and investment dynamics, it is necessary to clarify why these indicators matter for the article’s core claim about strategic autonomy and middle-power practice. In the Turkish case, geoeconomic instruments—trade governance, SME networks, connectivity corridors, and sectoral agreements—constitute the most scalable channels for influence in a region where Russia and China dominate security and infrastructure finance. Recent debates on autonomy therefore imply that economic presence should be analyzed not as “statistics for their own sake” but as evidence of whether Ankara can convert limited resources into sustained regional positioning through niche advantages and institutional pathways.

This article employs a mixed-method design that combines institutional and documentary analysis of Turkey’s engagement with Central Asia (with particular attention to connectivity initiatives and Turkic multilateral platforms) and an original cross-sectional perception survey conducted in 2023–2024. The survey component is used in a deliberately modest way: it provides exploratory evidence on how respondents within the achieved sample perceive Turkey and which factors are associated with those perceptions. It is not used to estimate population parameters for any country or for Central Asia as a whole.

The questionnaire consisted of 11 structured questions grouped into economic, political, cultural, and social sections. The distribution of the sample is presented in Table 1, which reflects the geographical, demographic, and professional characteristics of the respondents (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Analysis of respondent’s answers.


	Question №
	Response option
	% of respondents

 

 	1. Are you aware of trade and economic cooperation between your country and Turkey? 	Yes 	70%


 	No 	30%


 	2. Which areas of economic cooperation with Turkey do you consider most important? 	Trade 	40%


 	Infrastructure investment 	25%


 	Energy 	20%


 	Tourism 	10%


 	Other (please specify) 	5%


 	3. Do you think economic cooperation with Turkey has a positive impact on your country? 	Yes 	50%


 	Rather yes 	30%


 	Rather no 	15%


 	No 	5%


 	4. Have you or people you know participated in Turkish educational programs (e.g., Türkiye Bursları)? 	Yes 	25%


 	No 	75%


 	5. How do you evaluate Turkey’s role in promoting Turkic identity through cultural projects? 	Very positive 	40%


 	Positive 	35%


 	Neutral 	20%


 	Negative 	5%


 	6. Which Turkish cultural initiatives are you aware of (e.g., festivals, humanitarian projects)? 	Festivals 	45%


 	Humanitarian projects 	30%


 	Educational programs 	20%


 	Other (please specify) 	5%


 	7. How do you evaluate Turkey’s role in strengthening regional security in Central Asia? 	Very important 	35%


 	Important 	40%


 	Neutral 	20%


 	Insignificant 	5%


 	8. Do you think Turkey has a significant influence on the development of your country? 	Yes, positive 	55%


 	Yes, negative 	10%


 	No 	35%


 	9. Which aspects of political cooperation with Turkey do you consider a priority? 	Counterterrorism cooperation 	45%


 	Regional integration (e.g., OTS) 	40%


 	Other (please specify) 	15%


 	10. How do you assess Turkey’s influence in Central Asia compared to Russia and China? 	Stronger than Russia and China 	15%


 	Comparable to Russia and China 	50%


 	Weaker than Russia and China 	35%


 	11. In your view, what are the main challenges in Turkey’s relations with Central Asia? 	Lack of investment 	40%


 	Political instability in the region 	35%


 	Competition with other powers (Russia, China) 	25%





Compiled by the author.
 

The survey was conducted as an academic project by the authors without the involvement of state institutions or third-party thematic branding. Its purpose was to measure the perception of Turkey as a partner in Central Asian countries and among neighboring actors (Turkey, Russia, China), as well as to identify associations between levels of awareness, evaluations of cultural diplomacy, perceptions of security, and the overall assessment of Turkey’s role. The design was cross-sectional and multimodal, incorporating source triangulation.


3.1 Target population, frame, and representativeness

The total achieved sample comprised n = 1,000 adult respondents (18–65). The questionnaire was fielded across five Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan) and three contextual comparison countries (Turkey, Russia, China). The instrument also allowed a residual “Other” option for residence to screen out ineligible cases; such cases were excluded from country-comparative interpretation and treated as out-of-scope.

The paper’s substantive argument concerns Turkey’s positioning in Central Asia. Therefore, all central interpretations based on survey evidence are drawn primarily from the Central Asia analytical subsample. Responses from Turkey, Russia, and China are included only as contextual reference points and are interpreted descriptively. This framing avoids over-claiming and aligns the empirical design with what the data can reasonably support (Table 2).


TABLE 2 Sample composition by country (self-reported residence) and analytical role (n = 1,000).


	Country of residence
	
N

	%
	Analytical role in this article

 

 	Kazakhstan 	250 	25% 	Central Asia (primary analytical subsample)


 	Uzbekistan 	200 	20% 	Central Asia (primary analytical subsample)


 	Kyrgyzstan 	150 	15% 	Central Asia (primary analytical subsample)


 	Tajikistan 	100 	10% 	Central Asia (primary analytical subsample)


 	Turkmenistan 	50 	5% 	Central Asia (primary analytical subsample)


 	Turkey 	50 	5% 	Contextual comparison (descriptive only)


 	Russia 	100 	10% 	Contextual comparison (descriptive only)


 	China 	50 	5% 	Contextual comparison (descriptive only)


 	Other/not in target frame 	50 	5% 	Excluded from country-based interpretation


 	Total 	1,000 	100% 	–





The Central Asia subsample totals n = 750.

Compiled by the author.
 

The survey used a non-probability, quota-based sampling approach with multi-channel recruitment. This design choice reflects the practical constraints of cross-national fieldwork and the study’s exploratory purpose: to capture socio-demographic diversity and test associations among key attitudinal variables.

Within each target country, quotas were set on:


	• Age group (18–30; 31–50; 51+),

	• Education (secondary; vocational/technical; higher),

	• Employment category (student; public sector; private sector; expert/researcher; other).



Recruitment was conducted through:


	• targeted online distribution via university and professional networks and relevant online communities;

	• face-to-face intercept recruitment in administrative centers and major cities (e.g., universities, service-sector locations, co-working spaces);

	• telephone recruitment using mixed prefix sampling and random digit generation for final digits.



Because recruitment relied on accessibility through online and offline channels rather than a fully probabilistic sampling frame, the achieved sample is best interpreted as quota-based and not nationally representative.



3.2 Modes of data collection and mode coefficients

Operationalization of the connectivity development agenda. To avoid treating connectivity as a rhetorical claim, the CDA is handled as an observable policy package with measurable proxies. We rely on three clusters of indicators, aligned with corridor diagnostics in the recent policy literature:


	• hard connectivity (bottlenecks, port/rail capacity and multimodal integration along the Middle Corridor),

	• soft connectivity (trade facilitation, cross-border procedures, corridor coordination),

	• institutional connectivity (formal corridor-related agreements and multilateral formats that standardize transport rules).



Where a single synthetic measure is needed for regression robustness checks, we define a normalized Connectivity Intensity Index for country c in year t as shown in Equation 1.
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 is z-score standardization, and K is the number of included proxies. The index is used conservatively as a robustness device rather than as a claim of full corridor performance measurement.

Data collection followed a mixed-mode plan to widen access beyond digitally active respondents:


	• Online questionnaire: ~70%

	• Face-to-face interviews: ~20%

	• Telephone interviews: ~10%



To address reviewer concerns about “weights by method,” we report the mode allocation and specify mode coefficients explicitly (Table 3). Mode coefficients were defined as shown in Equation 2:
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TABLE 3 Mode composition and mode coefficients.


	Data-collection mode
	Target share 

s
target


	Achieved share 

s
achieved


	Mode coefficient 

b
m



 

 	Online questionnaire 	0.70 	0.70 	1.00


 	Face-to-face interviews 	0.20 	0.20 	1.00


 	Telephone interviews 	0.10 	0.10 	1.00





In this study, achieved mode shares matched the planned allocation; therefore, the coefficients equal 1.00. We report them for transparency and replicability, and we additionally tested for mode effects in regression robustness checks.
 



3.3 Instrument design

The questionnaire consisted of 15 items grouped into four thematic blocks:


	1. Economic awareness and cooperation,

	2. Political perceptions,

	3. Cultural/educational engagement,

	4. Security perceptions and regional architecture.



Items used a mixture of dichotomous responses, multiple-choice formats, and Likert-type scales (4–5 response categories). To reduce order effects, thematic blocks and selected response options were randomized. To mitigate acquiescence bias, reverse-worded items were included, and the introduction emphasized that neutral or critical opinions were equally acceptable.



3.4 Translation, back-translation, and piloting

To reduce cross-linguistic measurement error, the questionnaire was prepared in Russian, Kazakh, Uzbek, Kyrgyz, Tajik, Turkish, and Chinese. Translation followed a back-translation protocol carried out by independent linguists; disputed terms were resolved by consensus.

Pre-fieldwork quality checks included:


	• cognitive interviews (approximately 10–15 per language) to assess comprehension of terms such as “soft power,” “regional security,” and “cultural initiatives”;

	• a pilot survey (total n ≈ 60) to test routing logic, completion time, and perceived neutrality of wording.





3.5 Ethics, consent, and data protection

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. The survey did not collect names, addresses, payment details, or biometric identifiers. Respondents provided informed consent at the start of the questionnaire. IP addresses (for online responses) were hashed at collection and were not used for identification. Data are stored in access-restricted storage available only to the authors. Procedures were aligned with widely recognized ethical principles for social research (voluntary participation, informed consent, and confidentiality).



3.6 Data cleaning and quality filters

To improve internal data quality, we applied consistent exclusion criteria:


	• incomplete questionnaires with less than 70% of items answered;

	• duplicate cases identified via device/phone duplication indicators where available;

	• “speeders” (completion times substantially below the median, consistent with inattentive responding);

	• patterned responding suggestive of non-differentiation (straight-lining across multi-item sections) in combination with failed attention checks.





3.7 Weighting: calibration, not representativeness

Weights were applied as calibration adjustments to reduce observable imbalances by country, age, and education within the achieved sample. Importantly, weighting does not convert the survey into a nationally representative dataset; it is used to improve comparability and reduce distortions from uneven recruitment.

The final analytic weight for respondent i is defined as follows (Equation 3):
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 is the post-stratification (calibration) factor for the respondent’s country × age group × education cell.



A simple cell-based calibration factor can be written as follows (Equation 4):
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 is the achieved sample count in that cell. Where full three-way margins were sparse, calibration relied on iterative proportional fitting (raking) across the one-way margins (country, age, education) to avoid unstable cell weights.

Weights were normalized to have a mean of 1 (Equation 5):
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so that weighted and unweighted sample sizes remain comparable in regression modeling.

We model “complementary security” through a two-level operationalization. First, we construct a country-level Security Cooperation Footprint to document the presence of Turkish security cooperation instruments in each case country (Equation 6):
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 indicates structured military education/training cooperation. Second, at the individual level we capture perceived security partnership through the survey item measuring agreement that Turkey contributes positively to regional security, denoted 
SecPerce
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The reputational mechanism implied by H3 is tested by linking security perceptions to overall partnership evaluations (Equation 7):
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 is the vector of controls (age, education, occupation, country fixed effects). Evidence for H3 is supported if 
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3.8 Analytical strategy

The analysis proceeds in three stages.

Stage 1: Descriptive profiling. We summarize awareness, cultural exposure, perceived security role, and overall evaluation of Turkey among respondents. Descriptive results are emphasized for the Central Asia subsample; non–Central Asia subsamples are presented only as contextual reference.

Stage 2: Association analysis. We compute Pearson correlations among key constructs and estimate OLS regression models to identify associations between:


	• awareness of cooperation with Turkey,

	• evaluation of cultural initiatives,

	• perceived security role,

	• participation in Turkish educational programs,

	• education level,

	• age,



and the dependent variable capturing overall evaluation of Turkey.

Stage 3: Robustness checks. We compare:


	• unweighted vs. weighted models,

	• specifications excluding small subsamples,

	• models controlling for survey mode (online/face-to-face/telephone),

	• heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors (HC correction).



Given the non-probability nature of the sample, regression coefficients are interpreted as associations within the achieved sample, not causal estimates or population parameters.



3.9 Reliability and validity

Content validity was supported through expert review of the draft instrument by three independent specialists in international relations, regional studies, and survey methodology. Revisions were implemented before piloting.

Construct validity was assessed through factor-analytic checks for multi-item indices (e.g., cultural influence, perceived security role). Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used for dimensional screening, followed by confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in robustness checks. Common fit indices (CFI/TLI/RMSEA) were evaluated against conventional thresholds (e.g., CFI/TLI ≥ 0.90; RMSEA ≤ 0.08), interpreted cautiously given the survey’s cross-national setting.

Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha for composite indices, with 
α
≥
0.70
 treated as an acceptable benchmark in applied social research.

Missing data. For index construction, if at least two-thirds of items were completed, we used mean substitution within the respondent’s available items; otherwise the index was treated as missing. Sensitivity tests confirmed that key associations were not driven by a single imputation choice.



3.10 What the survey can and cannot claim

To prevent over-interpretation, the manuscript treats the survey as an exploratory instrument with two legitimate outputs:


	1. descriptive patterns in the achieved sample (especially within Central Asia), and

	2. associational evidence on which predictors are linked to more favorable perceptions of Turkey.



The survey is not presented as nationally representative, and the article avoids claims such as “the population of Central Asia believes…”. Instead, it uses precise language: “respondents in our sample tended to…”, “within the achieved sample we observe…”, and “the model indicates an association between…”.



3.11 Limitations

The study has several limitations that shape interpretation. First, the mixed-mode, quota-based recruitment strategy does not provide a fully probabilistic sample; thus, results cannot be generalized to national populations. Second, cross-country comparisons are constrained by uneven subsample sizes and heterogeneous political and cultural contexts; small subsamples are treated as descriptive signals only. Third, mode effects and translation effects cannot be fully eliminated, even with piloting and back-translation. These constraints are addressed by conservative interpretation and triangulation with institutional analysis and secondary indicators.

Turkey’s engagement with Central Asia cannot be meaningfully assessed through trade and investment indicators alone unless these figures are situated within the region’s evolving geopolitical and institutional environment. The empirical strategy of this article therefore rests on a contextual premise: economic statistics are treated as outcomes of political choices and structural constraints, rather than as self-explanatory metrics.

Finally, because the design is quota-based and non-probabilistic, sampling uncertainty cannot be summarized solely through classical margins of error. We therefore report confidence intervals conservatively and treat inferential statements as frame-bound rather than population-general.


3.11.1 Turkey’s foreign-policy recalibration and the Central Asia vector

Over the past decade, Ankara’s regional activism has increasingly been described—both in academic debate and in policy-oriented discourse—through the language of strategic autonomy and middle-power diplomacy rather than earlier expansive narratives. This recalibration matters for Central Asia because it implies a shift from ambitions of comprehensive regional redesign to a more selective and pragmatic effort to widen Turkey’s room for maneuver through niche instruments, institutional entrepreneurship, and reputational leverage. In practical terms, this means that Central Asia is approached not as a theater for dominance, but as a domain where Turkey can incrementally expand connectivity options, diversify partnerships, and translate identity-linked cooperation into institutional routines.



3.11.2 Central Asia as a “constraint environment”: institutions and hierarchy

Central Asia is characterized by high institutional density and a pronounced hierarchy of external influence. Russia retains privileged positions through security and legacy ties and remains embedded in regional military and security arrangements, while China’s footprint is anchored in infrastructure, trade corridors, and capital-intensive projects associated with the Belt and Road Initiative. These structural features shape the operating space for other actors. For Turkey, they imply that most successful initiatives are those that remain complementary to the dominant architectures, avoid direct institutional displacement, and instead leverage areas where cooperation is politically acceptable and economically feasible.



3.11.3 Connectivity politics and why trade indicators are central in this article

Trade and investment variables are foregrounded in the Results section not simply because they are measurable, but because they serve as proxies for Turkey’s core geo-economic instrument in the region: connectivity statecraft. The “Middle Corridor” agenda—linking Turkey to Central Asia and onward to the South Caucasus, the Caspian, and Europe—has made logistics, customs facilitation, transport capacity, and corridor reliability central to Ankara’s regional strategy. In this setting, trade turnover and sectoral trade composition can be read as indicators of whether connectivity initiatives translate into tangible economic interaction, while FDI patterns reflect the extent to which Turkish firms embed themselves in local value chains rather than rely on one-off contracts.



3.11.4 Sanctions shock and route reconfiguration: post-2022 dynamics

A further contextual factor is the disruption of established trade and transit patterns after 2022, when sanctions regimes and heightened political risk reshaped Eurasian logistics and payment practices. For Central Asian states, the shock increased the salience of diversification—both of partners and of routes—because overreliance on any single corridor carries economic and political costs. For Turkey, this created incentives to intensify economic diplomacy, promote national-currency settlements, and support alternative logistics chains. In analytical terms, this is why the article treats post-2022 trade and investment dynamics as a stress test for Turkey’s middle-power strategy: if Ankara’s approach is effective, we should observe not dominance, but incremental gains in corridor-related trade, niche investment, and SME-driven commercial networks (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Turkey’s connectivity development agenda in Central Asia: components, implementation, and empirical proxies.


	CDA component
	What it means in practice
	Middle corridor/TITR link
	Empirical proxies used in the article
	Core sources

 

 	Hard connectivity 	Rail/port/road capacity; multimodal hubs; infrastructure bottlenecks 	Corridor runs China–Central Asia–Caspian–South Caucasus–Türkiye 	Trade & investment volumes used as partial outcomes; corridor capacity constraints discussed qualitatively 	OECD


 	Soft connectivity 	Customs simplification; documentation; harmonization of procedures 	Corridor competitiveness depends on border-crossing frictions 	Survey items on awareness; qualitative triangulation with corridor diagnostics 	World Bank


 	Institutional connectivity 	Agreements, corridor coordination, combined freight frameworks 	Corridor needs coordination; multiple borders and regulations 	Count/description of corridor-related agreements and platforms (descriptive) 	Republic of Türkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs





Compiled by the authors.
 



3.11.5 Linking indicators to arguments: how the results should be read

The Results section therefore follows a structured logic. First, trade and FDI figures are used to evaluate Turkey’s niche geo-economic engagement—that is, whether Turkey is building resilient commercial presence in sectors compatible with its comparative advantages. Second, institutional discussion (OTS vis-à-vis SCO/EAEU/CSTO) is used to assess institutional entrepreneurship: the extent to which Ankara translates affinity and coordination rhetoric into repeated cooperation routines. Third, survey-based indicators are used to operationalize reputational embeddedness, capturing whether soft-power channels function as an influence multiplier typical of middle-power diplomacy. Read together, these strands allow the article to assess “success” in realistic middle-power terms: the creation of institutional routines and networks, reputational capital, and incremental transactional gains under constraint.





4 Research results

The security dimension of Turkey’s engagement in Central Asia is best understood as complementary security rather than competitive substitution. Ankara’s approach does not aim to displace the region’s inherited security architecture—where Russia remains institutionally embedded through bases, long-standing defence ties, and dominant legacy procurement patterns—but to expand room for maneuver by offering niche capabilities, training support, and defence-industrial cooperation framed as modern, flexible, and politically less constraining. This reading is consistent with the middle-power logic advanced in the conceptual framework: Turkey’s security contribution is selective, capability-centered, and reputation-oriented rather than hegemonic.

Empirically, the most visible channel of this complementary posture is defence-industrial outreach, especially in unmanned systems. Publicly reported cooperation includes licensed production arrangements and procurement of Turkish UAV platforms in parts of the region, which function as both material capabilities and symbolic signals of technological partnership. Kazakhstan, for instance, has documented defence-industrial cooperation involving UAV production arrangements, alongside broader bilateral defence planning that includes training and capacity-building components. Kyrgyzstan’s documented procurement of Turkish UAVs similarly illustrates how Ankara’s security profile is often mediated through discrete capability packages rather than through permanent basing or alliance leadership. Turkmenistan’s reported acquisition of Turkish UAVs provides an additional example of niche capability diffusion that can enhance Turkey’s visibility as a security partner even in more closed political environments.

These instruments matter analytically because they generate what we conceptualize as reputational security capital: a perception that Turkey is a capable partner able to deliver concrete security-adjacent benefits (technology, training, interoperability know-how) without demanding exclusive alignment. Mechanistically, such capital is built through three reinforcing pathways. First, defence exports in high-salience niches (notably UAVs) are legible to both elites and publics as markers of technological competence. Second, training and maintenance packages—often embedded in defence cooperation planning—create repeated interaction, professional socialization, and credibility effects beyond the one-off transaction. Third, the narrative framing of these instruments as supportive rather than dominance-seeking aligns with the Turkic-framework diplomacy that legitimizes cooperation in cultural-civilizational terms while keeping policy commitments flexible.

Importantly, the complementary interpretation is not a rhetorical move but a constraint-sensitive assessment supported by wider regional patterns of arms dependence. Available evidence indicates that Russia remains the predominant supplier for several Central Asian states and retains structural leverage through legacy systems, institutional linkages, and security infrastructures. Against this background, Turkey’s role appears as a capability supplement—one that may diversify options and enhance autonomy margins for Central Asian partners without overturning the established hierarchy of security provision.

The survey results are consistent with this mechanism. Respondents who positively evaluate Turkey’s contribution to regional security also tend to report higher overall partnership evaluations, suggesting that perceived security cooperation operates as a reputational multiplier rather than as a standalone driver detached from broader political and economic perceptions. In line with H3, we therefore interpret the security findings not as evidence of replacement dynamics, but as support for a middle-power pattern in which Ankara expands influence through selective security goods and credibility-building, while Russia’s traditional security role remains largely intact.

The empirical sections that follow read trade and investment figures not as standalone descriptive statistics, but as outcomes and partial proxies of Turkey’s connectivity development agenda. This is methodologically necessary because the Middle Corridor is a multimodal and multi-jurisdictional route whose performance depends not only on capital investment but also on corridor governance and trade facilitation across multiple borders.

Accordingly, the analysis proceeds from (a) corridor-related economic exchange and investment patterns, to (b) institutional instruments that support connectivity (including corridor agreements and rule-setting), and then to (c) the societal layer—how cultural and educational channels interact with the geoeconomic agenda within a middle-power strategy.

Following the conceptual hierarchy outlined above, the results assess Turkey’s performance as an autonomy-seeking middle power across three channels: institutionalization, reputational embeddedness (soft power mechanism), and niche transactional gains. The survey indicators are used to operationalize reputational embeddedness, while trade/investment and cooperation patterns serve as proxies for niche geo-economic and complementary security instruments.

The analysis of Turkey’s interaction with the states of Central Asia reveals a stable and multidimensional dynamic of regional cooperation, within which economic, defense, and cultural channels of communication collectively shape Ankara’s complex and expanding influence (Gultekin, 2019). This occurs in the context of intensifying competition from other foreign policy actors—primarily Russia, China, and the United States. Unlike these major powers, Turkey employs a hybrid approach that combines soft power instruments with the selective use of hard power components, enabling it to occupy a unique position as a flexible and adaptive actor within the regional system of international relations.

A meaningful assessment of Turkey’s regional strategy requires an explicit account of the competitive environment in which it operates. Central Asia is not a neutral arena where external actors simply “add” cooperation initiatives. It is a hierarchical and institutionally dense space in which Russia and China set many of the structural parameters of security and geo-economics, while the United States maintains a selective, issue-specific presence. Turkey’s regional policy therefore unfolds under constraint: it can expand influence through niche instruments and institutional entrepreneurship, but it cannot credibly pursue primacy without triggering resistance and without exceeding its resource base.

Russia remains structurally embedded through legacy security ties, extensive elite networks, and a long-standing role in the region’s hard-security ecosystem. This does not imply uniform control, but it does mean that Turkey’s security engagement is most feasible when framed as capacity-building and complementarity rather than as an alternative security order. In policy terms, Russia’s presence raises the reputational and political costs of any initiative that could be interpreted as alignment politics, which helps explain why Ankara typically emphasizes training cooperation, technical packages, and selective defense-industrial cooperation rather than declaratory security leadership.

China shapes the region primarily through geo-economic scale, infrastructure finance, and corridor politics. For Central Asian states, China’s role is simultaneously an opportunity and a dependency risk; diversification is therefore politically valuable even when it is economically partial. This is the opening that Turkey targets. Ankara’s competitive advantage is not capital volume, but option creation—offering additional routes, partners, and commercial channels that marginally widen the autonomy of regional states. Consequently, Turkey’s connectivity agenda is best read as a strategy of incremental diversification in a landscape where China’s footprint is structurally dominant.

The United States represents a different type of constraint. Washington’s influence is often exercised through diplomatic signaling, programmatic cooperation (governance, resilience, connectivity standards), and episodic security engagement, but without the institutional depth that Russia enjoys in hard security or the economic scale associated with China. For Turkey, the U.S. factor matters in two ways. First, it conditions Ankara’s room for maneuver as a NATO member pursuing strategic autonomy, requiring careful calibration to avoid being perceived either as a proxy of Western containment or as a spoiler. Second, U.S. engagement reinforces Central Asian states’ preference for hedging and multi-vector strategies, which indirectly benefits Turkey when Ankara presents itself as a non-exclusive partner compatible with diversification.

Against this competitive backdrop, the empirical results reported below should be read with a clear benchmark. Turkey’s effectiveness in Central Asia is unlikely to manifest as displacement of dominant actors. Instead, success is better captured as the accumulation of niche geo-economic ties, repeated institutional routines (notably under the Turkic World agenda), and reputational embeddedness that lowers political resistance to cooperation. The trade and investment indicators in the next subsection are therefore treated as measurable outputs of this constraint-conditioned strategy, not as stand-alone economic facts.

To address the question of “how successful” Turkey’s Central Asia strategy has been, the analysis adopts a behavioral understanding of middle power diplomacy. In this approach, middle powers are defined less by sheer material capabilities and more by how they exercise influence—through niche diplomacy, coalition-building, institution-building, reputation-based leverage, and selective deployment of capabilities (Cooper, 1997; Chapnick, 1999; Jordaan, 2003; Beeson, 2011). In the Turkish case, this behavioral repertoire operates under a broader autonomy-seeking logic: strategic autonomy functions as the operating principle, while the Turkic World provides an identity-based narrative and institutional vocabulary that can be translated into repeated routines of cooperation (Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2025).

Accordingly, “success” in this article is measured relationally and conditionally, not in terms of displacement of Russia or China. We treat Turkey’s strategy as successful to the extent that it achieves three outcomes typical for middle-power influence under constraint:


	1. institutionalization (creation of recurring formats and routines that lower transaction costs and stabilize cooperation),

	2. social embeddedness and reputational capital (positive perceptions and durable networks created through culture and education), and.

	3. niche transactional gains (incremental economic and security cooperation that is complementary to the existing regional hierarchy).



The empirical sections below therefore do not present statistics as stand-alone descriptors; instead, they are used to test whether Turkey’s observed channels of engagement produce these middle-power outcomes and under what scope conditions (Table 5).


TABLE 5 Evidence-to-argument map: what the empirical indicators are used to support.


	Empirical indicator in the manuscript
	What it is evidence for
	Which conceptual claim it supports

 

 	Trade/FDI dynamics and sectoral patterns 	Turkey’s geo-economic engagement is networked and sectoral (SMEs/services/manufacturing) rather than megaproject-driven 	Middle power niche diplomacy: influence through flexible entry points and business networks rather than capital dominance


 	OTS as a recurrent platform and agenda channel 	Institutional entrepreneurship: repeated formats that stabilize cooperation and translate identity into routines 	Institutional middle power behavior: “forum shopping” and agenda-setting via multilateralism


 	Survey correlations 	Positive perceptions co-vary most strongly with cultural initiatives and perceived security role 	Reputational mechanism: soft power and complementary security as leverage under constraint


 	Regression model 	Cultural initiatives, awareness, security perceptions remain key predictors within the achieved sample 	Soft-power primacy hypothesis (H1) and complementary security hypothesis (H3)


 	Cross-country heterogeneity 	Turkey’s influence is uneven and depends on local demand for diversification and institutional receptivity 	Scope conditions of middle power success: influence expands where identity + connectivity can be institutionalized





Compiled by the author.
 

Over the past decade, Turkey has steadily strengthened its economic presence in Central Asia, focusing not on large-scale capital-intensive projects but rather on targeted entry into sectors with high added value, including the textile industry, mechanical engineering, construction materials production, and the service sector. By contrast, the Central Asian states remain oriented toward the export of raw materials—primarily hydrocarbons and metals—producing a marked structural asymmetry in economic exchange. This imbalance, illustrated in Figure 1, underscores the need to reconsider the model of mutual economic integration, particularly in the context of deepening multipolarity and competition for regional markets.

[image: Infographic displaying multiple bar charts and line graphs illustrating trade and investment data between Turkey and Central Asian countries from 2015 to 2024, covering trade turnover, exports, imports, and direct investments by year for Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan.]

FIGURE 1
 Turkey’s interaction with the Central Asian states. Compiled by the author.


If Turkey operates as an autonomy-seeking middle power, its geo-economic influence should be visible not in megaproject dominance, but in incremental trade growth and sectoral niches that reduce partners’ dependence on single corridors. We therefore treat bilateral trade turnover and the composition of traded goods as proxies for Turkey’s capacity to translate connectivity diplomacy into repeatable economic exchange.

The Kazakhstan case illustrates a typical middle-power pattern: rather than replacing Russia or China, Turkey consolidates a high-frequency commercial relationship in a partner state that simultaneously pursues multi-vector diversification. In this setting, trade is not simply an economic outcome; it is a measurable expression of Turkey’s ability to remain relevant without structural primacy.

Turkey’s interaction with the Central Asian states demonstrates a steady trend toward the expansion of its economic presence, particularly in the context of deepening trade and investment cooperation. Kazakhstan serves as the key partner, with bilateral trade reaching $6.3 billion in 2022. This positioned Turkey as the fourth-largest foreign economic partner of Kazakhstan, behind only Russia, China, and Italy. The trade structure is characterized by Turkey’s predominance in the export of manufactured goods and Kazakhstan’s focus on the export of raw materials and semi-finished products. Turkish investments are primarily directed toward sectors such as industrial production and construction, reflecting an effort to establish a long-term presence in the infrastructural segments of the economy (TİKA and Turkish Red Crescent Strengthen Cooperation in International Projects, 2025).

Cooperation with Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan is primarily of a niche character. In Kyrgyzstan, engagement is concentrated in the textile and agro-industrial sectors, while in Turkmenistan, key areas include the construction materials market and, previously, the export of natural gas. In Tajikistan, economic partnership is reflected in the supply of textile products and mineral raw materials.

From an analytical perspective, the model of economic engagement pursued by Turkey in the region does not seek to displace the capital-intensive projects of China and Russia. On the contrary, it complements them through greater flexibility, well-developed entrepreneurial cooperation, and the ability to integrate into local market structures characterized by high levels of decentralization and weak connectivity.

Based on aggregated data (Table 5), it can be stated that Turkey demonstrates a consistent trend of increasing foreign direct investment (FDI) in the Central Asian countries, despite lagging behind China and Russia in absolute terms. The primary focus is on sectors such as manufacturing, construction, textiles, and services. By mid-2023, China held the leading position in cumulative investment in the region, while Russia remained in second place. Turkey, although ranked lower in terms of scale, has shown dynamic growth, recording a 39 percent increase in investments during 2021–2022. This investment strategy is not centered on the implementation of megaprojects but rather on the creation of flexible and institutionally adaptive infrastructure through a network of medium- and small-scale initiatives, including joint ventures, industrial zones, and service chains, making it less vulnerable to foreign policy risks. A middle power’s economic strategy in a constraint environment should favor embedded investments that create durable linkages (service chains, joint ventures, maintenance networks) over headline megadeals. FDI outflows and sectoral allocation are used here as indicators of the depth and durability of Turkey’s economic embeddedness in Central Asia (Table 6).


TABLE 6 Turkish FDI.


	Year
	FDI to Turkey ($billion)
	FDI from Turkey ($billion)
	The main directions of investments in Central Asia
	Turkey’s main investment sectors in Central Asia

 

 	2015 	16.5 	4.2 	Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan 	Energy, construction, textiles


 	2016 	12.8 	4.5 	Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 	Logistics, agriculture


 	2017 	10.9 	4.8 	Uzbekistan, Tajikistan 	Infrastructure, mining industry


 	2018 	13.1 	5.0 	Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan 	Energy, construction


 	2019 	8.5 	5.3 	Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan 	Construction, textiles


 	2020 	7.7 	5.4 	Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan 	Infrastructure, mining industry


 	2021 	11.8 	5.6 	Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan 	Transportation, gas production


 	2022 	12.8 	5.8 	Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan 	Energy, construction


 	2023 	10.5 (rating) 	5.9 (rating) 	Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 	Logistics, mining





Compiled by the author.
 

The pattern in Table 6 is consistent with a niche strategy: Turkish capital concentrates in manufacturing-adjacent and service-oriented sectors where entry costs are lower and institutional adaptation is feasible. This does not “match” China’s scale or Russia’s legacy networks; instead, it supports the article’s core argument that Turkey competes through selective embeddedness—a middle-power mode of engagement that expands autonomy for both Ankara and regional partners.

Particular emphasis in Turkey’s economic model is placed on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) as well as digital trade, which shapes its distinctive regional profile. According to available data, the share of SMEs in Turkey’s exports to Central Asia reached 63 percent by 2024, significantly exceeding the comparable figures for Russia and China. The growth of e-commerce—from 10 to 40 percent between 2020 and 2024—has enabled the establishment of alternative logistical and trade channels with reduced transaction costs. This model facilitates the diffusion of Turkish standards and the creation of resilient horizontal linkages among enterprises, while simultaneously lowering barriers for new entrants from different regions of Central Asia to access the market. If sanctions and corridor disruptions increase the value of diversification, Turkey’s strategy should become more salient precisely in the post-2022 environment—when alternative routes and payment practices gain strategic value (Figure 2).

[image: Bar and line chart comparing Turkey's trade turnover with Russia in billions of dollars, growth of settlements in national currencies in percent, and decrease in banking transactions in percent from 2020 to 2024. Trade turnover rises from twenty-six billion in 2020 to thirty-three billion in 2022, then falls to twenty-five billion in 2024. Growth of settlements increases steadily from two percent to thirty-five percent, while decrease in banking transactions rises from zero to twenty percent over the period.]

FIGURE 2
 Sanctions and their impact on trade. Compiled by the author.


In competitive terms, this suggests that Turkey’s comparative advantage is not scale, but option-creation: it widens the menu of feasible economic routes for Central Asian states without forcing overt geopolitical alignment.

The imposition of sanctions by Western states against Russia and Iran has led to serious complications in the functioning of traditional trade routes, which has required Turkey to step up economic diplomacy in Central Asia. As a response, Ankara has taken steps to deepen investment cooperation with key partners such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, seeking to minimize the risks arising from the sanctions pressure. The dynamics of these efforts is reflected in the growth of investment volumes: if in 2020 investments in the economy of Kazakhstan amounted to 0.8 billion US dollars, by 2024 they increased to 1.7 billion US dollars, which indicates Turkey’s purposeful policy of diversifying its economic ties (International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2023).

Turkey’s active economic diplomacy has a positive impact on the development of small and medium-sized businesses, creating favorable conditions for the expansion of entrepreneurial activity. First of all, this is reflected in the support of the e-commerce and logistics sector, which contributes to the growth of trade between Turkey and Central Asian countries. As a result, the share of small and medium-sized businesses in Turkish exports to the region has increased significantly: if in 2020 this figure was 50%, then by 2024 it reached 63%, which confirms the effectiveness of Turkey’s strategy in the field of trade and economic cooperation. For middle powers, diplomacy is effective when it produces repeatable institutional outputs—agreements, routines, and platforms that lower transaction costs for firms and agencies. We treat the number of new agreements and corridor-related arrangements as outputs of institutional entrepreneurship rather than as symbolic diplomacy (Table 7).


TABLE 7 Economic diplomacy.


	Year
	Investment agreements between Turkey and Kazakhstan ($billion)
	Growth of trade with Uzbekistan (%)
	Number of new agreements in OTG

 

 	2020 	0.8 	8 	5


 	2021 	1.0 	10 	7


 	2022 	1.4 	12 	10


 	2023 	1.5 	15 	12


 	2024 	1.7 	18 	14





Compiled by the author.
 

The upward trajectory in Table 7 supports the argument that Ankara’s influence is institutionalized through accumulating routines rather than through a single breakthrough project. This pattern aligns with the strategic autonomy logic: Turkey deepens cooperation while preserving flexibility and avoiding commitments that would trigger balancing by dominant actors.

Taken together, the economic evidence supports a specific claim about Turkey’s effectiveness as a middle power: Ankara’s success in Central Asia is incremental rather than transformative. The trade and investment patterns described in Figures 1–3 do not indicate an attempt to outspend China or to replace Russia’s entrenched economic linkages. Instead, they point to a niche geo-economic strategy built around SMEs, sectoral entry points, and trade facilitation. This is consistent with the behavioral definition of middle power diplomacy, where influence is generated through flexibility, targeted partnerships, and the ability to operate across fragmented markets. In other words, the economic data are used here to substantiate the argument that Turkey’s comparative advantage lies in networked commercial presence and adaptability, not in project-scale dominance. Small and medium-sized businesses play a leading role in Turkey’s exports to Central Asian countries, providing more than 60% of foreign trade operations. Over the past 5 years, the volume of investments in this sector has doubled, which indicates a growing interest in the development of local entrepreneurship. The dynamic expansion of e-commerce indicates a growing demand for digital platforms and online services, which creates additional opportunities for further business development (Figure 3).

[image: Bar and line chart comparing Turkey's investments in Central Asian SMEs, e-commerce growth rate, and SME share in exports from 2020 to 2024. Investments rise from 300 to 600 million dollars, e-commerce growth climbs from 10 to 40 percent, and SME export share increases from 50 to 63 percent. Data is color-coded for each metric and shows consistent annual growth.]

FIGURE 3
 Analysis of small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs). Compiled by the author.


Within Turkey’s economic strategy in Central Asia, particular importance is attached to the development of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and e-commerce. This model ensures the flexibility and resilience of foreign economic relations. According to available estimates, the share of SMEs in Turkey’s exports to the region reached 63 percent by 2024, significantly exceeding the comparable figures for Russia and China. The rapid expansion of e-commerce, which grew from approximately 10 percent in 2020 to 40 percent in 2024, has become a tool for creating alternative trade routes with reduced transaction costs.

Strengthening the position of small and medium-sized businesses, in turn, helps to reduce the negative impact of sanctions restrictions on the Turkish economy. The expansion of settlement volumes in national currencies, which increased by 35% by 2024, has reduced dependence on traditional international payment systems and minimized the impact of sanctions. An additional factor in adapting to the new conditions was the digitalization of trade: the development of e-commerce over the past 5 years has shown an increase of 30%, which allowed Turkish entrepreneurs to use alternative financial instruments, bypassing sanctions barriers (Figure 4).

[image: Bar chart illustrating regression coefficients for independent variables related to Turkey. Evaluation of cultural initiatives in Turkey has the highest coefficient at zero point four, followed by awareness of cooperation at zero point three five, perception of Turkey's role in security at zero point two eight, participation in educational programs at zero point two five, education level at zero point two, and age of the respondent at negative zero point one.]

FIGURE 4
 Analysis of the β coefficients. Compiled by the author.


This structure influences regional integration in several ways. Small and medium-sized enterprises, in conjunction with digital platforms, contribute to the accelerated diffusion of Turkish quality standards, including aspects of design, packaging, and service. At the same time, horizontal interactions among companies are intensified, fostering the development of resilient B2B networks. Moreover, this model substantially lowers market entry barriers for new economic actors within Central Asia, facilitating the spatial diversification of economic ties and the inclusion of smaller regions into transnational supply chains.

Turkey’s regional cooperation in Central Asia is often described in institutional terms—membership formats, summitry, and memoranda. Yet this “inventory approach” obscures the political logic that matters for analysis. The central issue is not whether Turkey can outbuild China’s infrastructure footprint or rival Russia’s security entrenchment. Rather, the question is how an autonomy-seeking middle power converts limited material capabilities into influence by selecting arenas where incremental gains are feasible, reputational costs are manageable, and cooperation does not trigger direct pushback from stronger actors.

Ankara’s engagement with non-Western platforms—most notably its longstanding relationship with the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) as a dialogue partner—should be read primarily as a signaling and hedging practice within a broader autonomy narrative. Rather than a substitute for Turkey’s Western ties, SCO-related rhetoric and engagement often perform a discursive function: they underscore non-alignment options and reinforce the claim of strategic autonomy. In Central Asia, however, the more operational vehicle for Turkey’s regional agenda is the Organisation of Turkic States, where the idea of a Turkic World is translated into institutional routines, cooperation formats, and legitimacy-building narratives. This dual track matters for analysis because it clarifies that Turkey’s middle-power posture is enacted through flexible institutional pluralism: rhetorical proximity to non-Western platforms coexists with practical regionalization through Turkic-framework diplomacy (Tüysüzoğlu, 2023; Aydın-Düzgit A., 2023; Aydın-Düzgit S., 2023).

Turkey’s relationship with the SCO illustrates this logic of selective alignment. Ankara does not participate in the organization as a rule-maker; instead, it operates through a dialogue partnership that enables political contact, agenda visibility, and symbolic proximity to a China–Russia-led platform without committing Turkey to the SCO’s security architecture. The dialogue-partner memorandum was signed in Almaty in 2013, a fact that remains central for interpreting Turkey’s institutional posture: it is connected to the SCO, yet deliberately not embedded in it.

This positioning matters for Central Asia. For regional elites, engagement with a NATO member that can also communicate with non-Western formats offers a pragmatic hedge in an increasingly segmented regional order. For Ankara, the SCO channel complements—rather than replaces—its identity-driven institutional strategy through the Organization of Turkic States and its connectivity agenda. Put differently, the SCO is useful as a platform of signaling and access, whereas the OTS is designed as a platform of belonging and long-term socialization within the Turkic World.


4.1 The Organization of Turkic States as institutional entrepreneurship, not an economic bloc

In this architecture, the Organization of Turkic States (OTS) functions less as an economic integration machine and more as a platform of institutional entrepreneurship. Its value lies in the ability to stabilize a shared political vocabulary—most notably the idea of the Turkic World—and translate it into repeated diplomatic routines: regular summits, education and mobility initiatives, cultural programming, and agenda-setting around connectivity. This matters because institutional routines, even when legally “light,” can have cumulative effects: they normalize cooperation, reduce coordination costs, and make Turkish presence appear familiar rather than disruptive.

At the same time, the OTS should not be overstated as a substitute for the region’s hard economic and security institutions. Its economic pillar remains uneven, partly because Central Asian states differ in their external dependencies, domestic priorities, and tolerance for any single organizing center. For Turkey, this limitation is not merely a weakness; it also explains why Ankara often prefers flexible, low-commitment institutionalism consistent with strategic autonomy. A light institutional footprint reduces the risk of being perceived as imposing a hierarchy, while still enabling Turkey to accumulate symbolic and relational capital.



4.2 Competing architectures and the logic of “forum-shopping”

Turkey’s institutional strategy becomes clearer when the OTS is read against the region’s dominant formats. The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) provides the main multilateral stage for security-related coordination where China and Russia possess structural advantages and where the agenda is shaped by their threat perceptions and institutional preferences. The Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) functions as a rule-producing economic space in which Turkey has no formal role, limiting Ankara’s ability to shape regulatory outcomes even where bilateral trade is rising. The Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), in turn, anchors Russia’s hard-security presence and signals that the regional security order has gatekeepers.

Within this institutional density, Turkey’s behavior aligns with a recognizable middle-power pattern: forum-shopping and segmentation. Ankara rarely attempts to displace the dominant architectures. Instead, it builds parallel or complementary channels—bilateral agreements with key partners, sector-specific cooperation (SMEs, construction, education), and identity-based multilateralism through the OTS. This strategy does not remove structural constraints; it works around them, prioritizing arenas where Turkish involvement is both politically acceptable and practically deliverable.



4.3 NATO membership as a latent asset and deliberate ambiguity

A further layer—often present in practice but under-articulated in rhetoric—is Turkey’s NATO membership. In Central Asia, Ankara typically avoids framing itself as an Alliance proxy, and regional elites frequently interpret Turkey primarily as an independent actor. This is not accidental. It reflects deliberate strategic ambiguity: Turkey benefits from the credibility, standards, and networks associated with NATO membership, but it downplays this dimension to avoid being read as importing a confrontational West–Russia/China logic into a region where most states prefer hedging.

For an autonomy-seeking middle power, this ambiguity can be useful. It allows Turkey to offer cooperation in training, interoperability practices, or technology transfer without requiring partners to make symbolic alignment choices. In other words, NATO membership operates as a latent enabling condition rather than a public identity. The payoff is political: Turkey can maintain access to Western security capital while presenting its Central Asia agenda as regionally grounded and non-zero-sum.



4.4 What “success” looks like for a middle power in Central Asia

Once the institutional environment is interpreted this way, the empirical question becomes more precise. Turkey’s effectiveness should not be measured by whether it replaces dominant actors. The more realistic benchmark is whether Turkey can institutionalize recurring cooperation routines, build reputational embeddedness that lowers political resistance to its initiatives, and secure niche economic and connectivity gains that reinforce its regional relevance. In this sense, regional cooperation is not a bureaucratic add-on to Turkey’s policy; it is the core mechanism through which a middle power operationalizes strategic autonomy—by multiplying influence through institutions, narratives, and carefully selected deliverables.

Turkey’s security engagement in Central Asia is best understood as a selective, capacity-oriented approach rather than as an attempt to reshape the regional security order. This distinction matters analytically. In a region where hard-security institutions and legacy arrangements remain heavily structured by Russia and, increasingly, by China, Ankara’s security policy operates as a middle-power instrument: it aims to widen Turkey’s strategic relevance and to support partner states’ capabilities without assuming the role of a dominant guarantor.



4.5 The regional security environment: why Central Asia is a “high-constraint” space

Central Asia’s security agenda is shaped by a combination of structural and contingent pressures: cross-border criminality and trafficking routes, risks of militant spillover from adjacent theaters, periodic domestic instability, and the growing salience of cyber and information security. These challenges are managed within an institutional landscape in which security governance is not neutral. Russia retains entrenched advantages through historical military ties, training infrastructures, and security commitments embedded in regional arrangements, while China’s involvement is more closely connected to border management, infrastructural security, and the stabilization of transport and investment corridors.

For external actors, this environment creates a clear constraint: meaningful engagement in security must be calibrated so that it is acceptable to regional governments and does not trigger costly resistance from dominant security stakeholders. This is precisely the setting in which a middle power tends to operate through niche deliverables and incremental trust-building rather than through overt alignment projects.



4.6 Turkey’s security policy in the region: strategic autonomy and “complementary security”

In Central Asia, Turkey’s security policy is closely aligned with its broader orientation toward strategic autonomy. Ankara seeks to remain a relevant security partner without tying its regional role to a single alliance narrative or a confrontational posture. This produces a pattern of complementary security cooperation: Turkey offers partner states training, technical assistance, and selected technologies that strengthen national capabilities, while avoiding moves that would resemble a bid for security primacy.

This approach also fits the logic of middle-power diplomacy. Turkey cannot compete symmetrically with the largest arms suppliers or with the institutional weight of established security organizations, but it can create value through practical cooperation packages that are politically easier to adopt and more visible to domestic audiences in partner states.



4.7 Instruments and channels: what Turkey actually does in security cooperation

Empirically, Turkey’s security engagement in Central Asia tends to cluster around three channels.

First, capacity-building and training: officer education, short courses, and professional exchanges aimed at improving operational competence and interoperability at the bilateral level. In middle-power terms, these activities are not only technical; they create networks and routines that can persist even when political conditions fluctuate.

Second, defense-industrial and technological cooperation, including the provision of selected systems and the development of maintenance and service linkages. Where such cooperation exists, it often generates a longer-term relationship than one-off procurement because it ties partners to training cycles, technical support, and standards.

Third, security-adjacent cooperation, where Turkey’s contribution is not framed as military alignment but as assistance in areas such as border management practices, counterterrorism coordination, and—importantly in recent years—elements of cyber resilience. The advantage of this channel is political: it allows regional governments to cooperate on security while minimizing the optics of choosing sides.



4.8 Institutional competition and why Turkey’s role remains bounded

The scope of Turkish security engagement is constrained by the region’s institutional hierarchy. Russia retains a dominant position through legacy presence and security commitments, while China’s footprint is anchored in the broader stability of connectivity corridors. The United States maintains a narrower thematic presence via assistance and counterterrorism-related programming but lacks permanent regional security architecture comparable to Russia’s.

In this setting, Turkey’s NATO membership functions as a latent asset rather than an explicit identity marker. Central Asian elites often treat Turkey primarily as a regional partner and a “Turkic interlocutor,” not as an Alliance representative. This ambiguity is strategically useful: it allows Ankara to benefit from reputational and standards-related advantages associated with NATO membership while avoiding a framing that would make cooperation appear as geopolitical alignment.



4.9 Local perceptions: how the survey operationalizes “security reputation” and why it matters

To distinguish Turkey’s security policy from regional structures and from local perception, this study treats “security” primarily as a reputational dimension—that is, the extent to which publics interpret Turkey as a meaningful contributor to stability and protection. The survey instrument captures this through the item assessing Turkey’s role in strengthening regional security. The distribution suggests that respondents do not view Turkey as irrelevant in this domain: 35% rate Turkey’s role as “very important” and 40% as “important,” while only a small minority classify it as insignificant.

More importantly for the article’s conceptual claims, the perception of Turkey in the security domain is not isolated from broader attitudes. The correlation matrix indicates that “Turkey’s role in security” is strongly associated with overall perceptions of Turkey (r = 0.70; p < 0.01). In the regression model, security perception remains a statistically significant predictor of overall attitudes even when controlling for awareness, cultural initiatives, educational participation, education level, and age (β = 0.28; p < 0.01). This result is substantively meaningful: it suggests that, in the eyes of respondents, Turkey’s attractiveness is not built on culture alone. Perceived security contribution functions as a second pillar that complements cultural embeddedness.

This finding fits the article’s middle-power argument. Middle powers rarely project influence through coercion, but they can gain standing when publics and elites interpret them as useful and reliable partners in managing practical risks. In Central Asia, Turkey’s security profile appears to operate in that middle-power register: not as domination, but as contributive capacity.



4.10 Interpretation: what “success” looks like for Turkey as a middle power in security terms

Within the conceptual hierarchy developed in this article, Turkey’s security engagement supports its regional strategy in two ways. First, it signals that Turkey is not merely a cultural actor but a partner with deliverable capabilities—an image that can reinforce credibility for economic and institutional initiatives. Second, it provides a channel of cooperation that can be pursued bilaterally and incrementally, reducing the political cost of engagement in a region where states prefer hedging strategies.

At the same time, the findings should be interpreted conservatively. The survey measures perceived security relevance rather than the operational effectiveness of specific security programs. Moreover, Turkey’s room for maneuver remains bounded by Russia’s entrenched security role and China’s growing security-adjacent involvement. These constraints are consistent with the broader claim of the article: Turkey’s strategy is best understood as middle-power, autonomy-seeking, and niche-oriented, with security cooperation functioning as a complementary instrument rather than as a pathway to regional primacy.

Accordingly, the paper distinguishes analytically between Turkey’s security policy as a set of capacity-oriented instruments, the regional security environment as a hierarchy of dominant institutions and actors, and local perceptions of Turkey’s security reputation as captured by the survey indicators.

Turkey’s cultural policy in Central Asia establishes a stable soft power infrastructure through educational programs, scholarships, cultural events, the activities of agencies such as TİKA and institutions of Turkish language and culture, as well as through media content. These channels contribute to the creation of alumni networks and expert communities loyal to Turkey.

Against the backdrop of China’s policies in Xinjiang, which affect Turkic-speaking groups (Uyghurs, Kazakhs), Turkey’s promotion of the “Turkic World” idea is perceived as a more attractive cultural alternative, strengthening its symbolic capital in the region.

Survey results confirm the effectiveness of Turkey’s cultural diplomacy: 75% of respondents positively evaluate Turkey’s cultural initiatives, a quarter report direct experience of participation in educational programs, and cultural perception shows a strong correlation with the country’s overall image (r = 0.73; p < 0.01). Moreover, cultural initiatives emerge as the most powerful predictor of positive perceptions of Turkey (β = 0.40; p < 0.01). At the same time, a generational effect was recorded—positive perceptions decline with age (r = −0.20)—indicating that receptivity is concentrated primarily among younger cohorts, which opens a window of opportunity for Ankara in shaping long-term influence.

The security-related evidence is used to support the argument that Turkey’s effectiveness depends on complementarity. Turkey’s defence cooperation appears most successful when framed as capacity-building, training, and selective technology transfer rather than as an alternative security umbrella. Conceptually, this aligns with middle power diplomacy: Ankara can increase legitimacy by providing niche capabilities while avoiding escalation with the region’s dominant security actor. Empirically, this logic is consistent with the survey associations reported later (Tables 7, 8), where perceptions of Turkey’s security role correlate strongly with overall evaluations—suggesting that even limited security engagement can generate reputational returns when it remains politically non-threatening.


TABLE 8 Correlation analysis.


	Variables
	Turkey’s perception
	Awareness
	Cultural initiatives
	Educational programs
	The role in security
	Age
	Education

 

 	Turkey’s perception 	1.00 	0.68 	0.73 	0.59 	0.70 	−0.20 	0.45


 	Awareness 	0.68 	1.00 	0.55 	0.50 	0.60 	−0.15 	0.40


 	Cultural initiatives 	0.73 	0.55 	1.00 	0.65 	0.58 	−0.10 	0.35


 	Educational programs 	0.59 	0.50 	0.65 	1.00 	0.55 	−0.05 	0.30


 	The role in security 	0.70 	0.60 	0.58 	0.55 	1.00 	−0.10 	0.38


 	Age 	−0.20 	−0.15 	−0.10 	−0.05 	−0.10 	1.00 	−0.10


 	Education 	0.45 	0.40 	0.35 	0.30 	0.38 	−0.10 	1.00





Compiled by the author.
 

In a constraint environment, a middle power’s influence depends not only on material exchange but also on reputational embeddedness—the extent to which publics interpret the actor as useful, legitimate, and culturally proximate. Survey-based indices are used to operationalize this reputational channel and to test whether cultural and security perceptions function as influence multipliers (Table 8).

The following table shows the results of regression analysis (linear model) (Table 9).


TABLE 9 Regression analysis results (linear model).


	Independent variables
	Independent variables regression coefficient (β)
	Statistical significance (p-value)

 

 	Awareness of cooperation with Turkey 	0.35 	<0.01


 	Evaluation of cultural initiatives in Turkey 	0.40 	<0.01


 	Perception of Turkey’s role in security 	0.28 	<0.01


 	Participation in educational programs in Turkey 	0.25 	<0.05


 	Education level 	0.20 	<0.05


 	Age of the respondent 	−0.10 	>0.05 (insignificant)





Compiled by the author.
 

The regression results provide direct support for the article’s conceptual hierarchy. Cultural initiatives and security-related perceptions are not merely background variables; they are statistically significant predictors of overall attitudes toward Turkey. This finding is consistent with the claim that soft power operates as a mechanism within a middle-power strategy, while security cooperation contributes as a complementary credibility signal. In other words, the survey evidence does not replace policy analysis; it specifies the societal channel through which Turkey’s strategy can become politically sustainable.

The survey results provide the clearest empirical support for the article’s central claim about middle-power influence. In the achieved sample, cultural initiatives show the strongest association with positive perceptions of Turkey (Table 7) and remain the most powerful predictor in the regression model (Table 8). This pattern is used to substantiate a conceptual point: because Turkey cannot compete symmetrically with great powers in material resources, its most effective channel is reputational and network-based leverage—education, cultural production, humanitarian visibility, and alumni effects that translate affinity into durable ties. In middle-power terms, this is precisely how soft power functions as an influence multiplier: it does not replace structural constraints, but it can expand room for maneuver by shaping preferences, lowering uncertainty, and sustaining cooperation over time.

Awareness of trade and economic cooperation showed a strong positive correlation with the perception of Turkey as a positive partner (r = 0.68, p < 0.01). The respondent’s level of education had a moderate positive correlation (r = 0.45, p < 0.05). Participation in Turkish educational programs also had a positive correlation with the assessment of Turkey’s role (r = 0.59, p < 0.01). The age of the respondent showed a weak negative correlation (r = −0.20, p < 0.05), indicating a less positive perception of Turkey among an older audience. Evaluation of cultural initiatives in Turkey had a strong positive correlation (r = 0.73, p < 0.01). The perception of Turkey’s role in regional security also strongly correlated with the overall assessment of Turkey as a positive partner (r = 0.70, p < 0.01). The regression model showed that the key predictors (influencing factors) of Turkey’s perception as a positive partner are:


	• Awareness of cooperation with Turkey (β = 0.35, p < 0.01).

	• Evaluation of cultural initiatives (β = 0.40, p < 0.01).

	• Perception of Turkey’s role in security (β = 0.28, p < 0.01).

	• Participation in educational programs (β = 0.25, p < 0.05).



The model had a high coefficient of determination (R2 = 0.62), which means that 62% of the variation in Turkey’s assessment as a positive partner is explained by these variables.

Survey analysis and statistical modeling reinforce the notion that Turkey’s influence in Central Asia is closely linked to public perception, awareness of economic cooperation, and participation in cultural and educational initiatives. Respondents with higher levels of education and engagement in Turkish programs tend to view Turkey’s role more favorably, while younger demographics exhibit a stronger inclination toward Ankara’s regional initiatives. Furthermore, Turkey’s emphasis on cultural diplomacy, including humanitarian projects and educational exchanges, plays a crucial role in shaping its image as a strategic partner.

Overall, Turkey’s approach to Central Asia is characterized by a balance between economic pragmatism and cultural diplomacy. While it cannot match the financial and security dominance of China and Russia, Turkey’s strategy of fostering regional partnerships, expanding SMEs, and integrating digital trade positions it as a flexible and increasingly influential player. To further solidify its role, Turkey must continue strengthening institutional ties, increasing investment in infrastructure, and leveraging its cultural and historical connections to maintain its competitive edge in the region.

The analysis of country cases demonstrates the differentiated nature of Turkey’s presence in Central Asia, where Kazakhstan functions as an economic “anchor” due to high levels of trade turnover, investment activity, and stable defense and educational cooperation. In this context, participation in the OTS agenda and the development of transport connectivity remain priorities.

Uzbekistan is perceived as a driver of reforms and diversification, where engagement with Turkish small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is particularly active in sectors such as light industry, agriculture, and mechanization. Kyrgyzstan is characterized by a niche specialization concentrated in textiles and the agricultural sector, with high potential for expanding ties through SMEs and educational initiatives.

In Turkmenistan, opportunities persist in the field of construction materials and infrastructure, although energy cooperation remains sensitive to the geopolitical configuration of transport routes. For Tajikistan, cooperation is marked by small-scale projects, with humanitarian and educational initiatives gaining greater significance compared to capital-intensive investment programs.

Based on empirical and institutional data, several typological roles that Turkey plays in the region can be identified. In geo-economic terms, it acts as an integrator of low connectivity, relying on the development of SMEs, digital platforms, and service chains. From the perspective of cultural policy, Turkey establishes an identity pole, promoting the agenda of Turkic unity through the OTS and humanitarian programs. In the security sphere, the country assumes the role of a middle-power partner, providing training, technological cooperation, and exchanges. Additionally, Turkey seeks to position itself as a logistical broker of the “Middle Corridor,” the effectiveness of which depends on overcoming infrastructural constraints.

The successful implementation of these roles requires institutional alignment with dominant regional formats (SCO, EAEU), investment in the development of transport and energy corridors, the scaling up of educational initiatives, and targeted support for entrepreneurial activity. However, Ankara’s strategy faces a number of constraints, including the structural dominance of Russia and China within key institutions, the presence of infrastructural bottlenecks, and the impact of external economic turbulence associated with sanctions regimes.




5 Discussion

The discussion returns to the article’s central claim: Turkey’s Central Asia strategy is neither purely cultural nor primarily coercive; it is a layered middle-power approach aimed at widening strategic autonomy. Interpreting the findings through this lens helps explain why Ankara’s influence is most visible where identity and connectivity can be translated into institutional routines and social networks, and why it is limited where Russia’s security entrenchment and China’s geo-economic scale set high structural barriers.

The quantitative evidence presented in Section 4 is not offered as descriptive background. Each indicator maps onto a specific component of the analytical framework: trade and FDI patterns capture Turkey’s niche geo-economic engagement; institutional outputs reflect middle-power institutional entrepreneurship (especially through the OTS agenda); and survey-based measures operationalize reputational embeddedness, the mechanism through which soft power strengthens an autonomy-seeking middle-power strategy under structural constraints imposed by Russia and China.

This article set out to explain how Turkey positions itself in Central Asia amid intensified competition with Russia, China, and the United States, and whether its instruments allow it to compensate for structural constraints associated with limited relative material power. The evidence presented in the Results section can be interpreted coherently once the analytical hierarchy is kept explicit: middle-power diplomacy is the overarching strategic framework; strategic autonomy captures the guiding orientation; soft power operates as a core mechanism of reputational embeddedness; and the Turkic World narrative is treated as a policy resource that is institutionalized through repeated cooperation routines (not as a deterministic civilizational “given”). The discussion below follows this structure and therefore separates strategy and instruments, constraint environment and competition, and local perceptions as an enabling mechanism rather than the outcome of interest in itself.

The findings suggest that Turkey’s Central Asia posture fits a middle-power pattern in which influence is pursued through selective and legible contributions rather than systemic dominance. Security cooperation operates as a reputational accelerator: niche defence capabilities and training cooperation increase Turkey’s visibility as a practical partner and help translate the strategic autonomy narrative into observable outcomes. This matters conceptually because it clarifies how soft-power narratives and middle-power practice interact: rather than competing frameworks, soft power functions here as an enabling layer that legitimizes and amplifies a broader middle-power toolkit.

At the same time, the evidence does not support an interpretation of Turkey as a security substitute for Russia. Structural constraints—legacy procurement dependence, institutionalized security ties, and Russia’s entrenched role—shape the opportunity space within which Ankara operates. The more accurate inference is therefore a layered regional security ecology: Turkey contributes incrementally through niche capabilities and credibility-building, while Russia retains traditional security primacy. This distinction strengthens the article’s argument by aligning empirical observations with a precise conceptual claim, thereby reducing the ambiguity between “soft power” and “middle power” approaches.


5.1 Turkey’s Central Asia strategy as middle-power practice under an autonomy-seeking orientation

A middle-power reading shifts the benchmark of “success.” Turkey’s strategy in Central Asia is not plausibly evaluated by its capacity to displace the dominant providers of security or capital. Instead, the relevant benchmark is whether Ankara can accumulate incremental but durable influence through niche deliverables, institutional entrepreneurship, and reputational capital that lowers the political cost of cooperation for partner states.

The empirical patterns reported in the article support this interpretation. Turkey’s geo-economic footprint is concentrated in sectors and channels consistent with a middle-power toolkit: commercial presence through firms with adaptive entry strategies, SME-driven trade, and corridor-linked connectivity agendas rather than capital-intensive megaprojects. In parallel, institutional engagement—especially through the Organization of Turkic States—functions primarily as a mechanism for stabilizing interaction routines and a shared vocabulary of cooperation. In this setting, “strategic autonomy” is not an abstract label; it is visible in the preference for flexible, low-commitment forms of cooperation that preserve maneuvering space for all parties, including the Central Asian states themselves.



5.2 Competition and constraints: why Turkey’s gains are necessarily “niche” rather than structural

The region’s institutional and geopolitical environment is best understood as a constraint field. Russia retains entrenched advantages in security governance and legacy ties; China’s position is anchored in large-scale infrastructure finance and corridor security; and the United States maintains a narrower, programmatic presence without comparable regional institutional depth. This hierarchy matters because it sets the ceiling for what a non-dominant actor can achieve.

Turkey’s approach is therefore shaped by a practical political logic: maximize relevance without triggering counterbalancing. The evidence in this article is consistent with a strategy of complementarity and hedging rather than confrontation. Ankara’s initiatives are often framed in ways that are politically acceptable to regional governments precisely because they do not require symbolic alignment choices. Where Turkey advances connectivity narratives (including corridor thinking), it does so by presenting them as diversification options. Where it advances security cooperation, it does so primarily through capacity-building and technical packages rather than through claims of security primacy. This explains why the empirical results show meaningful engagement, but not a scale comparable to China’s economic footprint or Russia’s security role.



5.3 Security cooperation: separating policy instruments, regional order, and perception effects

The revised security section makes it possible to distinguish analytically between three layers that were previously conflated: Turkey’s security policy instruments, the regional security order, and public perceptions of Turkey’s security relevance. Turkey’s security engagement appears as a middle-power instrument in two senses. First, it is selective: training, technical support, and certain forms of defense-industrial cooperation can generate durable ties without transforming the regional security architecture. Second, it is politically calibrated: Turkey benefits from being perceived as a capable partner while avoiding an “alignment proxy” image that would be costly in a region where hedging is the dominant strategy.

The survey results matter here, but they should be interpreted as reputational embeddedness, not as proof of operational security outcomes. The strong association between perceived Turkish security relevance and the overall evaluation of Turkey indicates that publics do not reduce Turkey to cultural attraction alone. In middle-power terms, this is consequential: a reputation for being “useful” in security-adjacent domains can amplify the credibility of Ankara’s economic and institutional initiatives and reduce domestic resistance to cooperation among partner states. At the same time, reputational effects do not remove structural constraints: Turkey’s security role remains bounded by the region’s dominant security stakeholders.



5.4 Soft power and the Turkic world: mechanism and narrative resource, not a competing theory

The results support a cleaner interpretation: soft power is the mechanism through which a middle-power strategy becomes socially embedded, particularly in a region where direct coercion is either unavailable or counterproductive.

Under this reading, the Turkic World agenda functions as a narrative resource that can lower transaction costs and support repeated cooperation routines, but it does not operate uniformly across countries or audiences. Its practical relevance depends on domestic political sensitivities, state-led nation-building narratives, and the perceived material benefits of cooperation. The survey evidence is consistent with the notion that cultural initiatives and educational mobility are powerful correlates of positive perceptions, especially among younger cohorts. This is precisely the pattern one would expect if soft power operates as a mechanism of long-term embeddedness rather than as a standalone foreign-policy doctrine.

Crucially, this interpretation allows the manuscript to avoid civilizational determinism. The point is not that “civilizations” drive alignment, but that policy-driven narratives and institutions can shape receptivity, especially when they are paired with tangible cooperation. This is a more precise and defensible way to discuss identity politics in Central Asia than invoking broad civilizational templates that do not map well onto the region’s empirical heterogeneity.



5.5 How the evidence supports the core claim: what Turkey can (and cannot) do as a middle power

Read together, the empirical strands in the article support a bounded but meaningful conclusion. Turkey’s strategies in Central Asia are partly successful in middle-power terms: Ankara appears capable of building reputational capital, maintaining institutional routines of cooperation, and generating niche geo-economic gains that increase its regional relevance. These achievements are real precisely because they do not rely on structural dominance.

At the same time, the evidence also clarifies what Turkey cannot do. It cannot set the region’s security agenda in the way that Russia can, nor can it match China’s scale in infrastructure finance and corridor-building. This is not a failure of strategy; it is a predictable implication of the constraint environment. The contribution of the article is therefore not to claim that Turkey “wins” the Central Asia competition, but to specify how middle-power strategies operate under hierarchy: by translating selective deliverables and reputational embeddedness into stable, incremental influence.



5.6 Implications for scholarship and for policy interpretation

For scholarship, the article reinforces a behavioral interpretation of middle-power diplomacy: effectiveness is better captured by institutionalization, reputational embeddedness, and niche deliverables than by aggregate capability comparisons. It also shows why soft power should be treated as a mechanism within a broader strategy rather than as a competing framework.

For policy interpretation, the findings suggest that Central Asian states do not necessarily view Turkey’s engagement as zero-sum. Turkey’s value is frequently tied to diversification—of routes, partners, and cooperation formats—rather than to bloc politics. That observation aligns with the broader regional preference for hedging and multi-vector foreign policies.



5.7 Limitations and how they shape interpretation

The survey evidence captures perceptions and associations rather than causal effects or the operational performance of specific policy instruments. Cross-country comparisons must also be treated cautiously where subsamples are small. These limitations do not invalidate the results; they narrow the claim. The article therefore interprets the survey indicators as measures of reputational embeddedness—an important mechanism for middle-power influence—while treating trade, investment, and institutional cooperation as complementary indicators of niche engagement under constraint.

For this reason, the article proposes an original model. This model allows Turkey to be interpreted not only as a “soft power promoter” or a “middle power” in the classical sense but as a hybrid actor combining elements of cultural, institutional, and geopolitical diplomacy. This makes its strategy in Central Asia unique and opens opportunities for comparative studies with other regions where Turkey implements similar approaches.

The model is based on four key areas that ensure Turkey’s sustainable presence in Central Asia:


	1. Sustainable economic development:




	• Traditional trading schemes are based on the supply of raw materials from Central Asia to Turkey and the export of manufactured goods in the opposite direction. However, the IESP model assumes the expansion of value chains, which will ensure:

	• Creation of joint ventures in Central Asia, especially in the sectors of light industry, agro-industrial complex and automotive industry.

	• The development of industrial zones with the participation of Turkish capital and technology clusters.

	• Strengthening the small and medium-sized business (SME) sector through investment funds, credit lines and educational programs.

	• Given the rapid growth of e-commerce and digital services, the IESP model includes the integration of Central Asia into global technological processes by:




	• The development of digital trade corridors between Turkey and Central Asia.

	• Creation of e-commerce platforms for small and medium-sized enterprises providing access to Turkish and international markets.

	• Investing in the development of fintech infrastructure for settlements in national currencies and cryptocurrencies, which reduces dependence on international sanctions mechanisms.




	• Taking into account the growing security challenges, including cross-border threats, cybercrime and regional instability, the IESP model assumes the development of an innovative security partnership, including:




	• Military cooperation: training of military personnel, supply of high-tech systems, including unmanned aerial vehicles and cyber defense systems.

	• Hybrid security: joint programs to combat terrorism, cyber threats, and illegal migration.

	• Development of strategic infrastructure, including modernization of transport and energy routes.




	• Turkey has a unique cultural capital in the region, which must be actively used to strengthen cooperation. Within the framework of the IESP model, it is proposed:




	• Expansion of educational programs, including scholarships for students, exchange programs and the development of joint research centers.

	• Promotion of the Turkic cultural heritage through the creation of international festivals, forums and the development of the tourism industry.

	• Expanding the influence of Turkish media and digital content to create a positive image of the country among young people.




	• For the successful implementation of the IESP, a three-tier partnership system is proposed:




	• State cooperation involves integrating Central Asia into Turkey’s regional initiatives, such as the Organization of Turkic States (OTS), along with fostering new bilateral trade and economic agreements.

	• Business initiatives focus on supporting the private sector through the establishment of joint ventures, investment funds, and special economic zones.

	• Public diplomacy encompasses the development of educational and cultural programs aimed at strengthening long-term ties between Turkey and Central Asia (Table 10).




TABLE 10 Stages of implementation of the Integrated Model of Economic and Strategic Partnership (IPAP).


	Stage
	Main tasks
	Key tools
	Expected results

 

 	1. Analytical and preparatory stage (2024–2025) 	

	• Assessment of the current state of Turkey’s trade, investment and cultural ties with Central Asia.

	• Analysis of Turkey’s competitive position in comparison with China and Russia.

	• Development of strategic priorities.



 	

	• Research, surveys, and SWOT analysis.

	• Diplomatic consultations.

	• Formation of a working group to coordinate the strategy.



 	

	• Turkey’s strengths and weaknesses in the region have been identified.

	• The key directions of development are formulated.

	• Priority partners have been identified (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, etc.).






 	2. Development of economic partnerships (2025–2028) 	

	• Creation of joint ventures and industrial zones.

	• Investing in SMEs.

	• Development of logistics and trade infrastructure.



 	

	• Signing of trade agreements.

	• Creation of investment funds.

	• Development of transport corridors (railway, automobile).



 	

	• Increased trade between Turkey and Central Asia.

	• The growth of Turkish investments in the region.

	• Expanding the presence of Turkish businesses.






 	3. Digital integration and technological cooperation (2026–2030) 	

	• Development of e-commerce and digital payments.

	• Creation of online trading platforms.

	• Implementation of fintech solutions for settlements in national currencies.



 	

	• Investing in IT startups.

	• Support for digital marketplaces.

	• Creation of payment systems based on blockchain.



 	

	• Increasing the share of e-commerce in exports.

	• Reducing dependence on international sanctions systems.

	• The growth of digital services and the fintech ecosystem.






 	4. Security and strategic stability (2026–2032) 	

	• Expansion of military and strategic cooperation.

	• Creation of joint cybersecurity programs.

	• Implementation of programs to combat terrorism and cross-border crime.



 	

	• Joint military exercises.

	• Technological exchange (supply of drones, cyber defense systems).

	• Creation of joint cybersecurity centers.



 	

	• Increasing confidence in Turkey as a security partner.

	• Reduction of external threats.

	• The formation of a regional security system with the participation of Turkey.






 	5. Cultural diplomacy and humanitarian initiatives (2027–2035) 	

	• Expansion of educational and cultural programs.

	• Popularization of the Turkish language and history among the youth of Central Asia.

	• Development of tourism and humanitarian cooperation.



 	

	• Exchange programs for students.

	• Support for humanitarian projects.

	• Creation of cultural centers and festivals.



 	

	• Strengthening Turkey’s “soft power”.

	• The growing number of students studying in Turkey.

	• Increasing the level of public support for Turkish policy in the region.






 	6. Institutional strengthening and long-term integration (2030–2040) 	

	• Formation of long-term institutions of cooperation.

	• Turkey’s integration into regional economic and political structures.

	• Development of multilateral diplomatic mechanisms.



 	

	• Expansion of the Organization of Turkic States (OTG).

	• Deepening cooperation with the EAEU and the SCO.

	• Creation of dispute resolution and policy coordination mechanisms.



 	

	• Turkey is becoming an integral economic and strategic partner of the region.

	• A stable regional integration system is being formed.

	• The economic autonomy of Central Asia is being strengthened.
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The proposed model, which integrates the cultural, institutional, and geopolitical dimensions of Turkey’s engagement with the Central Asian states, has certain limitations that must be taken into account in its analytical application. First, the cultural-identity component of this conceptual framework is difficult to subject to strict quantitative operationalization. The perception of Turkey as a center of Turkic identity is heterogeneous and context-dependent, varying according to domestic political conditions, prevailing national narratives, and the historical and cultural specificities of each country in the region. This reduces the universality of the model’s cultural dimension and necessitates caution when extrapolating it.

The institutional component, in turn, is closely linked to the dynamics of the functioning and transformation of regional integration formats such as the SCO, EAEU, and CSTO. In the event of shifts in the balance of influence between Russia and China, or adjustments in the architecture of regional alliances, the predictive value of the model may be significantly diminished. The geopolitical dimension is likewise vulnerable to external shocks and uncertainties—from global energy and economic crises to domestic political changes within Turkey itself or intensifying competition from other foreign policy actors. These factors may substantially alter the parameters of Turkey’s regional engagement.

Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the proposed model possesses significant analytical potential. Its principal value lies in its ability to move beyond one-dimensional interpretations based solely on the concepts of “middle power” or cultural-civilizational leadership. The model offers a more comprehensive explanation of the adaptive strategies of Turkish foreign policy, demonstrating how different levels—from soft power to institutional flexibility—are integrated into a single system of engagement with regions characterized by a high degree of internal fragmentation.

The synthetic and interdisciplinary nature of the model ensures its applicability beyond the Central Asian context. It can be employed to analyze Turkey’s foreign policy dynamics in other regions—particularly the Balkans, the South Caucasus, and the Middle East—where cultural, political, and geo-economic factors are similarly intertwined. Moreover, the practical significance of the model lies in its capacity to serve as a tool for forecasting the trajectories of external actor’s engagement with Central Asia. By emphasizing that Turkey acts not only as an economic or defense partner but also as an active carrier of cultural and identity agendas, the model opens new perspectives for understanding the transformation of regional order under conditions of growing global competition.

The application of the IESP model contributes to the expansion of trade between Turkey and Central Asia by strengthening economic integration and technological partnership. At the same time, it enables the reduction of the region’s dependence on Russia and China in trade and financial cooperation, while also creating a solid platform for partnership between government, business, and universities. Furthermore, the model enhances security and stability through multi-level strategic and defense cooperation.

The IESP model represents a new mechanism for Turkey’s relations with Central Asia, based on the integration of economic, technological, military, and cultural instruments. Unlike traditional models, it places sustainable growth, digitalization, and comprehensive security policy at the forefront. The implementation of this model will allow Turkey not only to strengthen its economic position in the region but also to establish an alternative order based on partnership, creativity, and cultural unity.

Viewed through the lens of middle power diplomacy, Turkey’s Central Asia strategy appears meaningfully successful in reputational and institutional terms, and only moderately successful in material-economic terms. The evidence presented in the results supports a layered assessment. First, Turkey performs strongly on the middle-power dimension of soft-power leverage: cultural and educational channels are the most consistent correlates of favorable perceptions, indicating that Ankara is able to generate reputational capital even without material dominance. Second, Turkey demonstrates relative success in institutional entrepreneurship by using Turkic multilateral formats to routinize cooperation and translate the “Turkic World” narrative into practical agendas. Third, Turkey’s economic presence is better described as niche and networked—SME-driven and sectoral—rather than transformative, which fits the profile of middle-power geo-economic statecraft under constraint. Finally, the security dimension illustrates the importance of scope conditions: Turkey gains legitimacy where cooperation remains complementary, but its influence is capped by Russia’s entrenched security role and China’s geo-economic scale. In short, Turkey’s strategy is successful not because it overturns the regional hierarchy, but because it converts identity and connectivity into institutional routines and social networks that expand strategic autonomy at relatively contained cost.

To strengthen its position in Central Asia amid global geopolitical competition, Turkey should advance transport and infrastructure projects, reinforce cultural and educational cooperation, deepen economic collaboration, enhance security, and promote peacebuilding initiatives. In addition, it is important to employ “soft power” to consolidate regional leadership, maintain a balance of interests among major global players, and develop energy partnerships, including environmentally oriented projects.




6 Conclusion

This article examined how Turkey positions itself in Central Asia amid intensified competition with Russia, China, and the United States, and to what extent Ankara can compensate for limited relative material capabilities through a middle-power repertoire. The analysis supports a bounded conclusion: Turkey does not—and cannot—compete symmetrically with Russia’s entrenched security role or China’s geo-economic scale. Nevertheless, it can secure incremental and durable influence by combining three mutually reinforcing channels: niche geo-economic engagement linked to connectivity agendas, institutional entrepreneurship (especially through Turkic World-framed cooperation routines), and reputational embeddedness amplified by cultural and educational instruments.

A key implication is conceptual. The evidence is most coherent when “soft power” is treated not as an alternative theory but as a mechanism within an autonomy-seeking middle-power strategy. Cultural initiatives and educational mobility shape receptivity and lower the political cost of cooperation, while security-adjacent cooperation functions as a complementary credibility signal. In middle-power terms, Turkey’s effectiveness lies less in hierarchy-building than in option creation: it widens the menu of feasible partnerships and routes for Central Asian states that seek diversification without bloc alignment.

Importantly, the competitive environment is not external to the argument but constitutive of it. Russia, China, and the United States structure Central Asia as a constraint field: Russia through security embeddedness and long-standing networks; China through corridor politics and investment scale; and the United States through selective engagement that reinforces hedging logics in the region. Turkey’s strategic autonomy in Central Asia is therefore best understood as calibrated behavior within this hierarchy, rather than as a claim to regional primacy.

The study has limitations that narrow the scope of inference without undermining the central claim. Survey data capture perceptions and associations rather than causal effects, and country subsamples should be interpreted cautiously where sizes are small. Accordingly, the article uses public opinion indicators to operationalize reputational embeddedness—one channel of middle-power influence—while treating trade, investment, and institutional routines as complementary evidence of niche engagement under constraint.

Limits of inference and generalizability. The survey evidence used in this article is based on a quota-based, non-probability sample collected through mixed recruitment channels. Accordingly, our statistical results should be interpreted as associational and descriptive, capturing patterns among respondents accessible through the study’s fieldwork frame rather than providing population estimates for entire national societies. Cross-country differences are reported with particular caution where subsamples are small, and no causal claims are inferred from the observed correlations and regression coefficients. In substantive terms, the findings are best read as evidence about perceptions and reputational mechanisms consistent with Turkey’s middle-power strategy—rather than as definitive measurements of public opinion across Central Asia.

Because the survey relies on quota-based recruitment rather than a fully probabilistic design, the results are interpreted as descriptive of the study frame and are not treated as nationally representative estimates.

Future research can build on this framework in two directions: first, by deepening country-specific process tracing of Turkey’s policy instruments (connectivity, security cooperation, and institutional entrepreneurship) in individual Central Asian states; and second, by examining how shifts in Russia–China coordination and U.S. Eurasia policy recalibrate the regional opportunity set for middle powers. Even under such shifts, the core analytical expectation remains: Turkey’s influence in Central Asia is most plausibly generated through a middle-power toolkit that blends pragmatic cooperation, institutional routines, and reputational mechanisms rather than through structural dominance.
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Since the onset of the war in Ukraine, cooperation between China and Russia has been steadily increasing, and the Arctic region is no exception. In fact, the available evidence suggests a strong mutual understanding between the two countries in this area. This paper examines the interests of China, self-proclaimed near-Arctic state, and Russia, an Arctic state, and explores how both are expanding their presence in the region based on official documents and long-term strategic visions. A qualitative approach is employed to categorise the type of relation between China and Russia in the specific context of the Arctic region and ocean, in the development of the Northern Sea Route. This analysis contributes to a broader understanding of the evolving dynamics of Arctic governance.
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1 Introduction

One significant development in the Arctic region is the increasingly intricate relationship between China and Russia. Both nations have progressively aligned their strategic interests in this area. Since the dawn of the 21st century, the Arctic has surfaced as a potential battleground for strategic competition, despite its historical image of substantial cooperation and exceptionalism. It shall be reminded that during the Cold War, the Arctic region experienced significant militarization between the United States of America and the Soviet Union (USSR), characterized by the presence of nuclear submarines, and strategic military deployments.

Russia and China have a lengthy history characterized by varying degrees of cooperation, competition, and territorial discussions, spanning several centuries. Significant events include agreements such as the Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689) and the Treaty of Kyakhta (1727), which established borders and governed trade relations between Qing China and the Russian Empire (Andrieu, 2025).

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has generated profound repercussions that extend far beyond Eastern Europe. One area where these changes are particularly noticeable is the Arctic. The conflict, along with the resulting sanctions and diplomatic consequences, has altered many of the incentives, constraints, and power dynamics in the engagement between China and Russia in the Arctic. Thus, within the Arctic, the tensions started in 2014 with the annexation of Crimea in March 2014.

In addition to the environmental crisis, the melting Arctic has emerged as a pretext for global rivalry and geopolitical manoeuvring. The vanishing ice caps and shifting borders are generating tensions regarding the assertion of oceanic and terrestrial territories that lie outside national jurisdictions, particularly concerning resource extraction, militarization, and commercial trade (Dutta, 2025).

The critical timeline event considered for this brief research report is the occurrence in 2007 during the expedition referred to as Arktika, when the Russian flag was planted on the seabed of the North Pole. This act is widely regarded as a significant and symbolic event that highlights the escalation of strategic competition in the region (Rodrigues, 2022). Although a considerable portion of the Arctic is under the jurisdiction of individual Arctic nations, this flag-planting served as a reminder that another area, the Central Arctic Ocean, which encompasses the geographic North Pole, remains outside the control of any single nation. Additionally, the Arctic Ocean is anticipated to become more accessible to both Arctic and non-Arctic stakeholders as seasonal sea ice continue to diminish. The accelerating retreat of Arctic Sea ice is transforming the region from a frozen frontier into a strategic passageway. As the Arctic Ocean moves toward becoming seasonally ice-free, new maritime routes and shipping lanes are emerging, notably the Northern Sea Route (NSR) along Russia’s northern coast, and the Northwest Passage (Canada), as well as the establishment of a direct maritime route across the Central Arctic Ocean (Tingstad et al., 2024). These developments are reshaping global trade dynamics and drawing renewed international attention. For more information on the Arctic Ocean and Arctic governance (see Box 1).

BOX 1The Arctic: delimitations: The Arctic refers to the area situated at the northernmost part of the Earth. This region is distinguished by its uniqueness, désert de glace, ice ocean, and distinctive ecosystems. The Arctic region encompasses eight countries: Canada, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Kingdom of Denmark (Greenland), the Russian Federation, the United States (Alaska), and Sweden. Among these, five are coastal states that border the Arctic Ocean, namely Canada, Norway, the Kingdom of Denmark, the Russian Federation, and the United States. Their collaborative efforts have been strengthened by the Ilulissat Declaration of 2008, which is governed by national jurisdictions and international law regarding the territories and waters surrounding the Arctic Ocean, as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) of 1982, which the United States have not ratified.
This region is situated at the northernmost part of the globe, with a population of approximately 4 million people and an area of 20 million square kilometres, of which 14 million square kilometres is covered by the Arctic Ocean (Koivurova, 2011). Indigenous peoples make up about 10% of the Arctic population, representing 40 distinct indigenous groups (idem; idem).
Three delimitations can be identified:
- Geographical: region above the Arctic Circle 66° 32” N;
- Biological: North of the Arctic treeline;
- Climatological: location in high latitudes, where the average daily summer temperature does not rise above 10° C.
The Arctic can be conceptualized as a convergence of various elements, regions, and processes, including land (differentiated into high Arctic and low Arctic based on the distribution of tundra and boreal forests), sea (encompassing the central Arctic Ocean and its surrounding seas such as the Barents, Beaufort, Chukchi, Kara, Laptev, and Hudson Bay, along with the marine ecosystem), and ice (characterized by sea ice thickness and snow), as described by Klaus Dodds and Mark Nuttall in their book, The Arctic: Everyone Needs to Know (2019). This region functions as the air conditioning system of the Northern Hemisphere, playing a crucial role in the stabilization and cooling of the planet (Hancock, 2025; Rodrigues, 2025a). The Arctic region is recognized as a significant hotspot in the current century, a location that is attracting heightened interest where shifts in collaboration and peace may occur, primarily driven by climate change (Rodrigues, 2025a). Climate change that makes the Arctic region warming four times faster than the rest of the globe Rantanen et al. (2022). According to Professor Lassi Heininen, climate change is “being the biggest global threat or challenge in the Arctic” (2011, p. 37).
The Arctic Ocean, recognized as the smallest ocean globally, is semi-closed (Sörlin, 2017; Dodds and Woodward, 2021) and is predominantly covered by ice, making it a unique case in the context of battles and exploration narratives. However, this uniqueness is undergoing transformation. It stands out distinctly when contrasted with other seas and oceans that have experienced both conflicts and scientific advancements (Rodrigues, 2025b). The loss of its uniqueness (Sörlin, 2017) is also associated to the confronting disparities, which are identified as the meta-geography of oceans by Sverker Sörlin, due to the escalating globalization of the area and ocean.
Arctic Council: losing cooperation: In 1987, Mikhail Gorbachev, the President of the Soviet Union, put forth the idea of collaboration in the Arctic region, which sharply contrasts with the current viewpoint of President Vladimir Putin. This initiative led to a series of meetings in the following years: (i) the Finland Initiative in 1989; (ii) a gathering in Canada in 1990; and iii) discussions that took place in 1991 in both Sweden (Kiruna) and Finland (Rovaniemi). The purpose of these meetings was to tackle and outline relevant issues related to the Arctic region, acknowledging at that time the importance of “Arctic ecosystems and the increasing awareness of global pollution” as expressed in the Rovaniemi Declaration of 1991, which also underscored “environmental threats” (1991, p. 3).
The objectives and priorities were assured by the established working groups, in line with the Rovaniemi Declaration on the Protection of the Arctic Environment (1991), including: Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP); Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME); Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR); Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group (CAFF).
The Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) is viewed as a Finnish initiative and the Arctic Council (AC) was established under the guidance of Canada. Nuttall observes that it was “proposed by Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney during a visit to Russia in 1989” (Nuttal, 1998, p. 47). The Ottawa Declaration outlines the creation of this intergovernmental forum in 1996, which seeks to promote dialogue, cooperation, coordination, and interaction among all stakeholders, including Arctic nations, Indigenous peoples of the Arctic, and non-indigenous non-governmental organisations, on vital issues such as sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic. Decisions and statements necessitate the consensus of all eight member countries, as indicated in section 7 of the Ottawa Declaration (1996, p. 3). Considering that over 4 million people inhabit the northern regions of the Arctic States, their health and well being are prioritized on the AC´s agenda. Nevertheless, it is crucial to recognize that this high-level forum does not implement recommendations, assessments, or guidelines, as these duties are assigned to the Arctic States individually and, in some cases, to international organizations. Since no budget is designated for this forum, projects and initiatives may obtain funding and support from one or more Arctic States or from various organisations.
The 1996 Ottawa Declaration establishes a rotational leadership framework among states, assigning a two-year term for the Chair of the Arctic Council. To effectively represent the interests of the Council, each Arctic nation designates a Senior Arctic Official who convenes more frequently to advocate for their respective interests. This foundational document classifies participants into three categories: members (the eight Arctic states), Permanent Participants (representatives of Indigenous Peoples Organisations), and Observers. The Observer category allows applications from non-Arctic states, intergovernmental and interparliamentary organizations, as well as global, regional, and non-governmental organizations. The Arctic Council determines Observer status based on the potential contributions to its work, as indicated in the 1996 document (p. 3). Further clarification regarding Observer status was provided during the 2013 Kiruna Ministerial Meeting, which introduced the “Observer Manual for Subsidiary Bodies”. One significant information is that this intergovernmental forum does not prioritize military issues, which were intentionally excluded by the eight Arctic states. As comprehensively detailed in the Ottawa Declaration of 1996, the mandate of the Arctic Council “should not deal with matters related to military security” (1996, p. 1). In what concerns China, and for the purpose of this brief report, it received its initial invitation to participate in Arctic Council meetings as an ad hoc Observer in 2006, and subsequently applied for full observer status in the following year. The approval of China’s Observer status, in 2013, stemmed from its extensive involvement in Arctic matters (Sun, 2014).
The primary concern, as expressed in Elana Wilson Rowe’s book Arctic Governance Power in Cross-Border Cooperation (2018), is the risk of neglecting Arctic collaboration while striving to tackle current and future challenges. This concern seems to be a reality. In spite of an increasing militarization over the past decade, primarily attributed to Russia, the Arctic Council has effectively established a peace zone in the region for the last 20 years. The onset of the War in Ukraine in February 2022 necessitates the inclusion of the Joint Statement issued in March 2022, titled “Joint Statement on Arctic Council Cooperation following Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine,” which signifies a halt in the activities of the Arctic Council. Scholars are currently debating whether to enhance the Arctic Council, a concept referred to as “Arctic Council 2.0” by Timo Koivurova (2022) and Alice Rogoff (2022), or to initiate a “Nordic Plus Cooperation”, as proposed by Kirchner (2022). This approach could prevent the formation of an exclusive Arctic club and instead foster an international organization grounded in “shared values” that is “dedicated to international law, the rule of law, and respect for human rights” (Kirchner, 2022, n. p.).
The suspension that commenced in March 2022 (Government of Canada, 2022a) concluded on June 8, 2022, with the Joint Statement (Government of Canada, 2022b) affirming the Arctic Council´s intention to persist in its operations without the participation of the Federation of Russia. The exploration and assessment of methods to continue the work of the Arctic Council are also referenced.
At the start of 2024, Russia opted to halt its contributions to the Arctic Council. Baudu (2024) presents the viewpoint of a transforming Arctic that has abandoned its preservation objectives in favour of becoming a battleground for political rivalry, where the Federation of Russia, alongside the Republic of China, seeks to forge an alternative trajectory that diverges from the Western perspective.
From Wahden’s (2025) analysis, China has taken a stance supporting Russia in disputes over how the Arctic should be governed going forward. China has clearly stated that it will not recognize an Arctic Council functioning without Russia’s involvement. In public communications, both Moscow and Beijing have called for war-related disagreements, especially those arising from the Ukraine conflict, to be kept separate from collaborative Arctic diplomacy and decision-making.

Among the most interested stakeholders is China. As global temperatures rise, Beijing has intensified its focus on the Arctic, viewing the NSR as a potential game-changer for international shipping. Melting ice could render this route navigable in the coming decades, offering a significantly shorter and more cost-effective alternative to traditional routes such as the Suez Canal. Some projections estimate that using the NSR could cut transit times between Asia and Europe by up to 9 days (Zhang, 2024).

Beyond economic incentives, the Arctic’s transformation is elevating its geopolitical relevance. Climate change is not only reducing sea ice but also unlocking access to untapped natural resources and previously unreachable maritime zones. This has positioned the Arctic at the centre of 21st century geopolitical strategy, with major powers vying for influence in a region once considered too remote to matter. This development has drawn the attention of major global powers, including China and Russia, who perceive the Arctic as a strategic and economic frontier. Their collaboration in the region, especially regarding the development of the NSR and the extraction of natural resources, carries substantial implications for global trade, energy markets, and international relations. This brief research report employs a qualitative research to provide a comprehensive analysis of Sino-Russian relations, seeking to comprehend the nature of the relationship that both nations are cultivating in the 21st century, particularly in the context of the Arctic.

Since the last minute Russia’s acceptance of China as an Observer in the Arctic Council, Wahden (2025) considers three moments that mark, since 2013, the partnership between China and Russia: (1) Starting in 2018, Russia and China established formal dialogues regarding Arctic cooperation via a consistent framework for bilateral consultations; (2) In September 2021, the Foreign Affairs Ministries of both countries announced their desire to promote Arctic collaboration in the “spirit of a comprehensive strategic partnership”; (3) In February 2022, Beijing and Moscow defined their overall relationship as a “comprehensive strategic partnership without limits” and pledged to strengthen their cooperation in the Arctic. According to the authors of RAND’s report, there exists a distinct lack of trust in the Sino-Russian relationship due to the prolonged history of geopolitical rivalry between the two nations (2024). The Arctic’s largest nation (Russia) and the world’s largest economy (China) in terms of purchasing power parity are uniting their efforts while acknowledging the potential advantages of a northern collaboration (Bennett and Dodds, 2025).

The question defined for this brief report is: how to categorise the type of relation China and Russia have in the 21st century and in the specific context of Arctic region/ocean? Is it a cooperation, a competition deal or a partnership?

The framework chosen for this brief research report is the newest approach shared by Christian Bueger, Elizabeth Mendenhall and Rebecca Strating in the book The Politics of Global Ocean Regions (2025). The book explores the intricate geopolitics surrounding the Arctic thaw and the increasing importance of the Indo-Pacific, as well as the complex interactions among states in the Indian and South Atlantic Oceans, highlighting the diverse maritime politics that influence the contemporary world. Each chapter enhances our comprehension of oceanic spaces, revealing them not as mere backgrounds but as dynamic arenas that are shaped, regulated, and contested. The governance of global commons or the relationship between regional security and ocean politics, is explored in a comprehensive and comparative context. The authors present an innovative analytical framework that reconceptualizes oceans not merely as physical areas, but as dynamic political arenas influenced by regional interactions and the complexities of governance.

This brief report is divided in five sections. The first one briefly describes the new perspective of Global Ocean Regions developed by Christian Bueger, Elizabeth Mendenhall and Rebecca Strating (idem). The second section elaborates on Russia’s Arctic policy that looks at 2035 and the relevance of the development of the NSR. The third section presents China´ s Arctic policy and its interests as well as the importance of the Polar Silk Road (PSR) for the country. The fourth section will focus on the evolution of the partnership between the two countries in the 21st century and how the War in Ukraine has influenced their connection the fifth section allows to analyse the type of relation: cooperation, competition deal or partnership. The succinct analysis will give the answer to the question defined for this paper by acknowledging if the relation between China and Russia in the Arctic is evolving into a profound alliance, or if it is developing into a pragmatic partnership in response to structural changes in the international system, or uncertainty remains about the future of this “no limit friendship.” The RAND report 2025 will be the support for this scrutiny considering the four scenarios elaborated by the authors. Table 1 allows a quick comparison overview between both actors´ policies. Finally, the findings will indicate that, as a conclusion, uncertainties persist regarding the future of this relationship, highlighting the global perspective that those two nations adopt when considering their attitude in a global ocean.


TABLE 1 Russia and China: Arctic policies.


	Russia Arctic policy (2020)
 Strategy for the Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and National Security for the Period up to 2035
	China’s 2018 White Paper

 

 	Principles:
 - To ensure Russia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity;
 - To preserve the Arctic as a world territory, with stable and
 mutually beneficial partnerships;
 - To guarantee high living standards and prosperity for people of
 the Russian Arctic zone;
 - To develop the Russian Arctic as a strategic resource base and
 its rational use to accelerate national economic growth;
 - To develop the NSR as a competitive national transport line of
 the Russian Federation in the global market;
 - To protect the Arctic environment, the primordial homeland, and
 the traditional way of life of the indigenous minorities in the
 Russian Arctic. (Meade, 2020, p. 3). 	Chapter III: Goals and basic principles:
 China’s policy goals on the Arctic are: to understand, protect, develop and participate in the governance of the Arctic, so as to safeguard the common interests of all countries and the international community in the Arctic, and promote sustainable development of the Arctic (p. 2).
 To achieve the aforementioned policy objectives, China will engage in Arctic matters in alignment with fundamental principles: “respect, cooperation, win-win result and sustainability.”
 In what concerns Chapter IV, it develops China’s Policies and Positions on Participating in Arctic Affairs by considering:
 
	1. Deepening the exploration and understanding of the Arctic;

	2. Protecting the eco-environment of the Arctic and addressing climate change (that includes: (1) Protecting the Environment; (2) Protecting the Ecosystem; (3) Addressing climate change);

	3. Utilizing Arctic Resources in a Lawful and Rational Manner (that includes: (1) China’s participation in the development of Arctic shipping routes; (2) Participating in the exploration for and exploitation of oil, gas, mineral and other non-living resources; (3) Participating in conservation and utilization of fisheries and other living resources; (4) Participating in developing tourism resources);

	4. Participating Actively in Arctic governance and international cooperation;

	5. Promoting peace and stability in the Arctic. (2018, pp. 3–4).


As an important member of the international community, China has
 played a constructive role in the formulation of Arctic-related
 international rules and the development of its governance system. The
 Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road
 (Belt and Road Initiative), an important cooperation initiative of
 China, will bring opportunities for parties concerned to jointly build
 a “Polar Silk Road,” and facilitate connectivity and sustainable
 economic and social development of the Arctic (p. 1).




 

This paper seeks to contribute to research regarding the development of the Sino-Russia relation in the Arctic region and Ocean by offering a comprehensive analysis of this association in the region.



2 Global Ocean region: the Arctic

According to Christian Bueger, Elizabeth Mendenhall and Rebecca Strating (2025), International Relations (IR) scholars have traditionally viewed the oceans primarily as stages for military rivalry. Strategic studies in particular have focused on the capabilities and behaviours of major naval powers, interpreting the seas largely through the lens of strategic and resource competition, as stated by Till (2022). Patalano et al. (2023), as referenced by Bueger, Mendenhall and Strating, assert that the notion of “sea power,” defined as a state’s capacity to exert influence via naval and maritime forces, is frequently regarded as the cornerstone of maritime order. The authors also explain that states use military and material capabilities to assert control over maritime domains, enforce command of the sea, and extend their power through naval operations and maritime trade (Bueger et al., 2025). The same authors reference Liao’s (2008) research, who asserts that these strategic priorities frequently take precedence over cooperative methods, thereby restricting participation in joint resource management or the utilization of international mechanisms for resolving disputes.

Within IR it is widely accepted that regions are major and influential composites of global order and that their internal dynamics have external effects. Regionalism is a multi-dimensional research field that is not necessarily attached to one theory (Bueger et al., 2025, p. 5).

In the chapter titled “The Arctic (Ocean) Region: Emergence, Organisation, Effects and Unravelling?” Østhagen (2025) explores the Arctic as a distinct political and governance space shaped by geography, climate change, and evolving regional dynamics. The researcher examines how shifting environmental conditions, particularly those driven by a changing climate, are transforming geopolitical priorities and reshaping the structures of regional cooperation and governance. Østhagen also indicates that the increasing awareness of the effects of climate change, especially concerning local and regional pollution, resulted in the formation of practical, low-level cooperative efforts, including the creation of working groups, to tackle these evolving challenges.

The Arctic Ocean is being reshaped and these new delineations lead to a new way of approaching the Arctic region when faced with the Sino Russian establishment in the region.



3 Russia’s position in the Arctic

The Arctic region of Russia, which constitutes more than 25% of the nation’s total landmass and is rich in natural resources, features a coastline that extends for 20,000 kilometres, numerous mineral deposits, and a significant share of the world’s energy reserves.

In the 21st century, Russia’s Arctic policy is defined by a strategic combination of resource extraction, military enhancement, and targeted international collaboration, underscoring the region’s vital significance to Russia’s economic and geopolitical objectives. Russia remains committed to an ambitious development agenda in the Arctic, highlighting the region’s economic opportunities and its strategic importance for national security. This approach encompasses the expansion of infrastructure, the encouragement of private investment, and the improvement of transportation routes, particularly the NSR (Bifolchi, 2024). The government’s approach encompasses various fundamental initiatives, including economic assistance via comprehensive infrastructure projects, tax benefits, affordable housing programs, and the advancement of the NSR. A pivotal aspect of this strategy is the creation of dependable transportation infrastructure, which facilitates year-round logistical operations and ensures the security of essential maritime pathways. Giuliano Bifolchi reveals that recent directives highlight the necessity to update Arctic plans by mid-2025, taking into account revised risk evaluations and security needs.

In addition to noting that global warming serves as a fundamental factor driving heightened global interest in the circumpolar North, it appears that Russia’s focus on military security in the Arctic has intensified between the release of the 2013 and 2020 policies. The report elaborated by Pär Gustafsson, entitled “Russia’s Ambitions in the Arctic Towards 2035” outlines and reflects on Russia’s publicly articulated objectives and intentions, culminating in three primary conclusions: Natural resources, the Northern Sea Route, the security-policy importance of socioeconomic development (2021, p. 7).

In 2020, Russia presented its new Arctic policy, “Strategy for the Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and National Security for the Period up to 2035” or “Basic Principles of the State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic Zone Until 2035,” according to different authors such as Buchanan (2020) and Meade (2020), respectively. In short, the Russian Arctic policy. In this policy, principles outline the objectives and strategies of Moscow for executing state policy in the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation up to the year 2035. The principles are:

	• To ensure Russia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity;

	• To preserve the Arctic as a world territory, with stable and mutually beneficial partnerships;

	• To guarantee high living standards and prosperity for people of the Russian Arctic zone;

	• To develop the Russian Arctic as a strategic resource base and its rational use to accelerate national economic growth;

	• To develop the NSR as a competitive national transport line of the Russian Federation in the global market;

	• To protect the Arctic environment, the primordial homeland, and the traditional way of life of the indigenous minorities in the Russian Arctic (Meade, 2020, p. 3).



Buchanan (2020) asserts that Moscow will be prepared in the event that conflict escalates and jeopardizes Russia’s development strategy for the RAZ. Nevertheless, the military-security capabilities of the RAZ are increasingly characterized by their “dual-use” potential. The strategy outlines the need for an additional five nuclear-powered icebreakers for Russia’s 22,220 Project, three nuclear-powered icebreakers for the Leader Project, 16 rescue and tug vessels, three hydrographic vessels, and two additional ships. The acquisition of these vessels will be bolstered by a new cargo ship initiative aimed at enhancing merchant shipping in the RAZ. The Arctic policy of 2020 outlines the implementation in three distinct phases: (1) 2020–2024: marks a significant phase in establishing social services within the Russian Arctic Zone (RAZ) communities. This initiative encompasses the creation of a special economic zone, the enhancement of primary healthcare systems, and the expansion of educational infrastructure in the RAZ. Additionally, the initial phase of development will introduce new ports along the NSR and facilitate the construction of four icebreakers. The first stage of the development strategy will involve an “update” regarding Russia’s claim for the extension of its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) over the continental shelf, which is presently under review by the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf; (2) 2025–2030: The primary focus appears to be enhancing the competitiveness of the RAZ through the implementation of year-round shipping along the NSR. The complete delivery of the final icebreaker from the 22,220 Project is anticipated, alongside the initiation of construction for the nuclear-powered icebreakers under the Leader Project. In the next 5 years, Russia intends to commence the establishment of a RAZ ‘hub’ system aimed at facilitating trans-Arctic shipments. Additionally, the deployment of Arctic fibre-optic communication cables and a military space system capable of providing high temporal resolution hydrometeorological data is planned. This phase also encompasses the creation of a research fleet for the Russian Federation, indicating aspirations to extend beyond the RAZ and integrate into the Changing Arctic Oceans initiatives, potentially as a strategic counterbalance to Beijing; (3) up to 2035: Starting in 2031, Russia intends to substantially enhance the capabilities of all liquefied natural gas (LNG) and oil initiatives within the RAZ. This development strategy serves as a preliminary framework for the regions of the RAZ. For example, the Murmansk region, which houses Russia’s only non-freezing Arctic port, is set to receive new terminal facilities. The region will prioritize the swift development and construction of large offshore structures for the production, storage, and transportation of LNG. Additionally, Murmansk will conduct geological surveys to assess the mineral resource potential of the Kola Peninsula. In the Yamal-Nenets area of the RAZ, efforts will concentrate on advancing the Sabetta seaport and dredging a maritime shipping channel to the Gulf of Ob. There will be an expansion of railway networks, with a focus on establishing a pipeline gas system for the Gulf of Ob, while gas projects in the Yamal Peninsula will be expanded. By 2035, the NSR is anticipated to emerge as a competitive global transportation corridor, with the delivery of Leader Project icebreakers and the anticipated operation of a new research fleet.

In 2023, Russia updated its Foreign Policy Concept (FPC) in which it highlights Russian national interests in the region more prominently and omits explicit references to collaboration within the Arctic Council (Bennett and Dodds, 2025; Humpert, 2023a, 2023b). The revised FPC states that Russia seeks to collaborate with partners who support a “constructive policy” (Bennett and Dodds, 2025, p. 14) regarding Moscow. The partners are China, India, and others that want cooperation in trade and security.

The Arctic holds critical significance for Russia’s national security and economic advancement, being abundant in natural resources such as oil, gas, and minerals essential to the nation’s economy. Additionally, the region functions as a strategic military area, where Russia upholds a considerable military presence to reinforce its sovereignty and safeguard its interests.



4 Northern Sea route

The Northern Sea Route (known as NSR or Glavsevmorput) administered by Russia, represents a crucial segment of the Northeast Passage linking northwest Europe to northeast Asia. Over the past several decades, it has garnered increasing global interest, primarily due to the dual factors of reduced ice coverage and Russia’s efforts to enhance maritime traffic. This situation has opened up avenues for international shipping firms to engage in transit journeys between the Pacific and Atlantic, in addition to facilitating the movement of Arctic resources to global markets. The NSR is a maritime passage situated along the Siberian coastline, extending from the western region of the Kola Peninsula to the Bering Strait in the east. This route represents the most direct and accessible maritime corridor between East Asia and Europe. It serves as a vital transportation link, integrating the ports of Russia and China in the Asian and Far Eastern regions with the deltas of navigable Russian rivers, thereby forming a cohesive shipping network.

Since the early 1930s, the Northern Sea Route has served as a vital shipping corridor for the USSR, facilitating the transport of goods, supplies, fuel, and equipment to remote regions and settlements throughout the Russian Arctic mainland and its islands. This logistical endeavour, known as “northern deliveries” (Gunnarsson and Moe, 2021, p. 8) depended on Russian inland waterways and was predominantly carried out during late summer and early autumn, periods when sea ice conditions were most favourable for navigation. The NSR also played a crucial role in the transportation of raw materials, including timber, coal, and minerals, extracted from production sites located near coastal or riverine areas; among these, the mining and metallurgical complex in Norilsk became the most significant contributor of cargo for the NSR. The Soviet nuclear icebreaker fleet was primarily created to escort vessels to and from Dudinka, the loading port for Norilsk, located at the mouth of the Yenisei River. Starting in 1978, this escort service was available year-round, allowing for the transport of non-ferrous metals via the Kara Sea to Murmansk and, on occasion, directly to various destinations in Europe (Gunnarsson and Moe, 2021; Kontostathi and Ananina, 2023).

The NSR was officially opened to international maritime traffic on January 1, 1991, following Gorbachev, 1987 speech in Murmansk, where he emphasized the importance of international cooperation in Arctic shipping. To explore the potential for enhanced use of this maritime passage, Russia initiated the International Northern Sea Route Programme (INSROP), which operated from 1993 to 1999. As part of this initiative, the cargo ship Kandalaksha, belonging to Norilsk Nickel, undertook a ground-breaking demonstration voyage in August 1995, sailing from Yokohama, Japan, to Kirkenes, Norway. This voyage represented the first commercial international transit along the NSR in modern times. In 1997, the Finnish-flagged tanker Uikku, managed by Neste Oil Shipping, traversed the NSR from Murmansk to the east, passing through the Bering Strait into the Asia-Pacific region. After loading additional cargo in Asia, it returned to Murmansk, delivering fuel to various ports in the Russian Arctic during its round trip. Furthermore, in the same year, NSR authorities confirmed the successful passage of a Latvian-flagged tanker through the route.

The NSR presents clear benefits as a maritime trade corridor linking ports in northwest Europe with those in northeast Asia, notably through significantly shorter transport distances—ranging from 30 to 50% less—and decreased sailing durations of 14 to 20 days when compared to the Suez route, given that sailing speeds remain constant. Over the last decade, numerous studies have investigated the economic feasibility of the NSR relative to the conventional Suez route, focusing on various cargo types. Björn Gunnarsson and Arild Moe present in their article “Ten Years of International Shipping on the Northern Sea Route: Trends and Challenges” (2021) a select group of researchers has analysed and evaluated transit statistics pertaining to the NSR from the period 2010–2019.

International shipping along the NSR involves multiple aspects. Its role as a transit corridor for the movement of energy resources to European and Asian markets has recently become increasingly important, particularly in light of the rapid development of oil and LNG projects in West Siberia. The dynamics of both transit and destination shipping to global markets highlight the relationship between this maritime route and the international economy, irrespective of whether the shipping activities are undertaken by Russian or foreign companies. Nevertheless, the participation of international shipping firms in the NSR and their capacity to offer shipping services constitutes a unique aspect of internationalization. During the Soviet Union, access to the region was largely restricted for foreign vessels. However, in the early 21st century, there is considerable optimism that the NSR can become a focal point for international shipping enterprises (Gunnarsson and Moe, 2021).

From a legal perspective, Kontostathi and Ananina (2023) explain that the NSR encompasses Russian internal waters, the territorial sea, the contiguous zone, and the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), which extends 200 nautical miles from the baseline of its coasts. Consequently, Russia has implemented management and administrative frameworks within this region. Notably, Russia characterizes the NSR as a national maritime route grounded in historical precedent. In its Federal Law No. 155-FZ, enacted on July 31, 1998, titled On Internal Sea Waters, Territorial Sea, and Contiguous Zone of the Russian Federation, the NSR is described as “the historically established national transportation lane of communication of the Russian Federation.” Based on this legal foundation, Russia asserts that the straits along the NSR, including the Kara Gate Strait, Vilkitsky Strait, Sannikov Strait, and Dmitry Laptev Strait, are classified as internal waters, thereby granting Russia complete jurisdiction over them. As a result, Russia contends that there are no implied rights to navigate these waters, necessitating that foreign vessel seek permission to enter and traverse the NSR through these straits. However, this stance is challenged by several other states and the European Union, which argue that the aforementioned straits qualify as straits used for international navigation, thereby subject to the regime of transit passage. The request for permission to navigate within the Russian EEZ along the NSR appears to prima facie apparently contradict the principle of freedom of navigation as enshrined in Article 87 of the UNCLOS. In this context, any rights or jurisdiction exercised by the coastal State must be carried out with due consideration for the freedoms of other States. Nevertheless, the authors of the article “The Northern Sea Route: New Opportunities, New Challenges” alert to the fact that the Article 234 of UNCLOS grants coastal States significant authority to regulate marine pollution caused by vessels in “ice-covered regions” within their EEZ. Russia, having ratified UNCLOS in 1997, has maintained that its administration of the NSR is warranted under Article 234 concerning ice-covered areas. Therefore, in accordance with both international law and customary law, Russia is entitled to enforce necessary measures aimed at safeguarding marine environmental protection, ensuring navigational safety, conducting search and rescue operations, and establishing the requisite infrastructure in the area.



5 China in the Arctic: 2018 white paper and the polar silk road

Mia Bennett and Klaus Dodds indicate in their recent book Unfrozen (2025) that China is demonstrating a growing interest in regional governance and development, as well as in establishing itself as a polar power. In 2003, China opened its research station in Svalbard, received its initial invitation to participate in Arctic Council meetings as an ad hoc Observer in 2006, and subsequently applied for full observer status in the following year. The approval of China’s Observer status, in 2013, stemmed from its extensive involvement in Arctic matters (Sun, 2014). The same year, five other non-Arctic states joined the Arctic Council as Observers: India, Italy, Japan, Singapore, and South Korea.

Junhua Zhang asserts, in the article “Russia clears the path for China in the Arctic” (2024), that China entered Arctic exploration relatively late. While European countries commenced their expeditions to the region in the 16th century, China did not significantly participate until the late 20th century. Nevertheless, despite this delayed involvement, Beijing is now resolutely aiming to establish itself as a prominent actor in Arctic affairs.

The chronology of China’s activities in the Arctic can be outlined as follows, according to the details provided in Chapter II of the 2018 White Paper:

	• 1925, China joined the Spitsbergen Treaty and started to participate in addressing the Arctic affairs. Since then, China has exerted more efforts in the exploration of the Arctic, expanding the scope of activities, gaining more experience and deepening cooperation with other participants.

	• China’s membership in the International Arctic Science Committee in 1996 marked its more active participation in scientific research in the Arctic.

	• Since 1999, China has organized a number of scientific expeditions in the Arctic, with its research vessel Xue Long (Snow Dragon) as the platform.

	• In 2004, China built the Arctic Yellow River Station in Ny Alesund in the Spitsbergen Archipelago.

	• By the end of 2017, China has carried out eight scientific expeditions in the Arctic Ocean, and conducted research for 14 years with the Yellow River Station as the base. Using its research vessel and stations as platforms, China has gradually established a multi-discipline observation system covering the sea, ice and snow, atmosphere, biological, and geological system of the Arctic. The year 2005 saw China as the first Asian country to host the Arctic Science Summit Week, a high-level conference on Arctic affairs.

	• In 2013, China became an accredited observer to the Arctic Council. In recent years, Chinese companies have begun to explore the commercial opportunities associated with Arctic shipping routes. China’s activities in the Arctic have gone beyond mere scientific research, and expanded into diverse areas of Arctic affairs including the platforms of global governance, regional cooperation, and bilateral and multilateral affairs, and such disciplines as scientific research, ecological environment, climate change, economic development, and cultural exchanges.



The heading of this section draws upon the terminology found in China’s Arctic Policy, which asserts that the Government considers China as “one of the continental States that are closest to the Arctic Circle” (p. 1). In the same document, China asserts that non-Arctic nations, including itself, possess rights within the region. The White Paper highlights China’s commitment to various activities such as scientific research, navigation, overflight, fishing, and the installation of submarine cables and pipelines, alongside resource exploration and utilization. Furthermore, China’s Arctic policy, as detailed in the white paper, showcases a strategic integration of scientific inquiry, economic ambitions, environmental responsibility, and multilateral engagement, underscoring principles of “respect, cooperation, win-win result and sustainability” (People’s Republic of China (RPC), 2018, p. 2) as stated in the 2018 White Paper.

Chapter III of the Arctic Policy considers goals and basic principles as indicated below:


China’s policy goals on the Arctic are: to understand, protect, develop and participate in the governance of the Arctic, so as to safeguard the common interests of all countries and the international community in the Arctic, and promote sustainable development of the Arctic (p. 2).



To achieve the aforementioned policy objectives, China will engage in Arctic matters in alignment with fundamental principles: “respect, cooperation, win-win result and sustainability” (idem).

In what concerns Chapter IV, it develops China’s Policies and Positions on Participating in Arctic Affairs by considering:

	1. Deepening the exploration and understanding of the Arctic;

	2. Protecting the eco-environment of the Arctic and addressing climate change (that includes: (1) Protecting the Environment; (2) Protecting the Ecosystem; (3) Addressing climate change);

	3. Utilizing Arctic Resources in a Lawful and Rational Manner (that includes: (1) China’s participation in the development of Arctic shipping routes; (2) Participating in the exploration for and exploitation of oil, gas, mineral and other non-living resources; (3) Participating in conservation and utilization of fisheries and other living resources; (4) Participating in developing tourism resources);

	4. Participating Actively in Arctic governance and international cooperation;

	5. Promoting peace and stability in the Arctic. (2018, pp. 3–4).



This document expresses assertiveness in the goals to be achieved in regards the Arctic at a regional and global scales.


5.1 The polar silk road

For Michael Paul, author of the article “China’s Arctic Turn” (2025), China possesses a variety of interests, notably strategic ones in both the Arctic and Antarctic regions. Within the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative, the Arctic Ocean is regarded as the third corridor of the Silk Road, following the overland route through Central Asia and the maritime route across the Indo-Pacific Sea leading to the Mediterranean in Europe (Paul, 2025).

In the 2018 White Paper, it is asserted by China that:


As an important member of the international community, China has played a constructive role in the formulation of Arctic-related international rules and the development of its governance system. The Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road (Belt and Road Initiative), an important cooperation initiative of China, will bring opportunities for parties concerned to jointly build a “Polar Silk Road,” and facilitate connectivity and sustainable economic and social development of the Arctic (p. 1).



The idea of the PSR, initially referred to as the “Silk Road on Ice,” was first put forward in 2011 by Mr. Sergey Shoygu, who was the Russian Minister of Emergency Management at the time, during a conference themed “The Arctic: Territory of Dialogue” (Tillman et al., 2019).

The Polar Silk Road (PSR) has been integrated into China’s broader connectivity strategy, known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which was launched in 2013, the year China was accepted as Observer at the Arctic Council. The BRI is characterized by its emphasis on infrastructure development across a series of economic corridors, including the Northern Sea Route. The establishment of the PSR has sparked considerable interest in the potential for resource extraction and maritime transportation within the Arctic region, as evidenced by numerous Chinese scholarly articles and media reports, some of which have dubbed it the “Golden Waterway,” as stated by Lamazhapov et al. (2023). The Polar Regions were largely overlooked in the context of Chinese foreign policy discussions until the year 2014. This shift in focus can be traced back to 2013, when President Xi Jinping introduced the ambitious Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) during a state visit to Kazakhstan. The primary objective of the BRI is to enhance essential infrastructure along the historic Silk Road, encompassing both terrestrial and maritime routes. This initiative, often referred to as the “project of the century,” aims to establish an extensive network of critical infrastructure projects, such as railways, highways, and ports, which collectively aspire to create a global framework of interconnected economic centres. The year 2022 was marked by significant geopolitical transformations. In February 2022, just prior to Vladimir Putin launching his extensive invasion of Ukraine, Xi Jinping and Putin met in Beijing. In the course of this meeting, a range of subjects were discussed, notably the Arctic, which has surfaced as a significant region for cooperation between the two nations, with the Polar Silk Road (PSR) considered a crucial element of Russo-Chinese relations, as stated by the authors of the Article “China’s Polar Silk Road: Long Game or Failed Strategy?” (Lamazhapov et al., 2023).




6 A Sino-Russian relation in the Arctic

China and Russia share a complex historical relationship characterized by alternating phases of collaboration and intense strategic competition.

Andrieu (2025), in his article “China-Russia Relations Since the Start of the War in Ukraine” gives an overview of the relation between China and Russia by affirming that for centuries, early Chinese and Russian entities were separated by formidable deserts, dense forests, and towering mountains, resulting in minimal direct interaction, mainly through trade, prior to the 16th century. In the 13th century, the Golden Horde, a Mongol khanate led by Batu, the grandson of Genghis Khan, conquered the Russian principalities. Simultaneously, another grandson, Kublai Khan, subdued China and founded the Yuan dynasty. The subsequent Pax Mongolica only partially closed the extensive cultural and civilizational divide between the two areas. The same author presents Russia and China’s relations as having deep roots. As early as the 15th century, the merchant Afanasy Nikitin may have made one of the first Russian references to China in his travelogue A Journey Beyond the Three Seas. Over time, rulers like Ivan the Terrible recognized the value of ties with China, especially after Russia broke away from the Golden Horde. Direct contact between what was then Muscovy and China (later the Russian Empire) began in earnest in the early 1600s, as Russia expanded into Siberia, the Pacific coast, and Central Asia.

Conflict soon followed: Russian settlers moved into regions such as Lake Baikal and along the Amur River, areas under Qing China’s control. The Qing court viewed Russians as “barbarians” within its hierarchical worldview. It took nearly two centuries for full diplomatic relations to be regularly maintained. The Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689) set the first formal border agreement; the Treaty of Kyakhta (1727) solidified trade routes and diplomatic norms. Subsequent agreements in the 19th century, such as the Treaties of Aigun (1858), Beijing (1860), Saint Petersburg (1881), and Chuguchak (1884), expanded Russian territory, often at China’s expense.

Andrie (idem) keeps going on with its historical relation by informing that after 1917, the Soviet regime, despite its revolutionary rhetoric, retained most territorial gains inherited from the Tsarist era. While officially supporting various Chinese political factions, Moscow was cautious, and relations remained strained. The tension climaxed during the Sino-Soviet split, which saw ideological and border disputes escalate through the Cold War. With the leadership of Deng Xiaoping and Mikhail Gorbachev, more pragmatic diplomacy emerged, and long-standing border disputes were officially resolved in agreements signed in 2003 and 2008.

Over the last 10 years, the two nations have enhanced their connections, yet there is scepticism regarding the robustness of their strategic alliance, suggesting that their partnership is primarily motivated by a mutual opposition to the United States rather than any inherent compatibility. Historically, tensions between the two countries have escalated over various issues, including ideological differences related to communism and the management of their extensive 4.184 kilometres border. Nevertheless, and as mentioned by Fong and Maizland (2024), since the early 2000s, the relationship between China and Russia has significantly improved, with both nations successfully resolving their border disputes in the 2000s and engaging in increased security collaboration through joint military exercises and arms agreements. Both countries have established a practical alliance in the Arctic, focused on mutual economic and strategic objectives. According to Rebekka Åsnes Sagild and Christopher Weidacher Hsiung (2024) it can be asserted that China will not jeopardize the hard-earned Sino-Russian relation due to the Ukraine crisis. Alternatively, while not entirely aligned with Russia, this relationship is perceived as a source of stability for long-term prospects. In their article “Chinese Re-Examinations of Russia? The Strategic Partnership in the Wake of Russia’s War Against Ukraine” the above-mentioned authors add that the fact that Russia is China’s largest neighbour, sharing an extensive border and a history of confrontation (especially during the latter stages of the Cold War) is central for fostering amicable and collaborative relations. Such evaluations have been consistently maintained by Chinese experts on Russia (Sagild and Hsiung, 2024).

The PSR initiative from China complements Russia’s ambitions for the development of the NSR and the exploitation of Arctic resources. Their partnership encompasses collaborative efforts in LNG projects and the enhancement of infrastructure along the NSR. Nevertheless, Russia asserts that its Arctic strategies are not directed against any external entities. The Kremlin has reiterated that its partnership with China aims to foster stability and predictability in the Arctic region, particularly in light of the ongoing Western sanctions imposed on Russia.

Looking at the evolution of the partnership between China and Russia in the 21st century, three moments can be considered as a turning point: (1) 2001: China and Russia have formalized the Treaty of Good-Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation, committing to refrain from employing nuclear weapons against one another and vowing to enhance their collaborative efforts, (2) The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 has intensified the collaboration between China and Russia, despite Beijing’s lack of recognition of this annexation (Fong and Maizland, 2024); it is added in this article (3) the war in Ukraine gets both country closer. In the weeks leading up to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the two nations announced a “no limits relationship”as stated in their Joint Statement (Bennett and Dodds, 2025).

The People’s Republic of China has historically adopted a cautious and restrained approach in the Arctic, largely influenced by Russia and its fleet of icebreakers. However, during July and August 2024, three icebreakers (Xuelong 2, Ji Di, and Zhong Shan Da Xue Ji Di) significantly marked China’s increasing involvement in the Arctic for the first time. This move indicates Beijing’s more ambitious aspirations, and the development of a heavy icebreaker could facilitate China’s establishment of a permanent presence in the Arctic Ocean. This situation reached a notable peak in October 2024, when the Russian state news agency RIA Novosti published the headline: “The Arctic is becoming Chinese” (Paul, 2025, p. 1).

It is already well-known that the Arctic region possesses abundant untapped natural resources, encompassing oil, natural gas, and various minerals. Notably, Russia maintains considerable reserves, especially in the Yamal Peninsula and the Taymyr area. Furthermore, China has made significant investments in these industries, with firms such as CNPC and CNOOC securing interests in Russian liquefied natural gas initiatives, including the Yamal LNG and Arctic LNG-2 projects (Odgaard, 2024). One reason for this is that most Arctic states have rejected such projects, like the recent engagement of China’s state-owned shipping giant COSCO in Kirkenes, which wants to become the European Singapore in an ice-free future. This makes Chinese-Russian cooperation in the Arctic all the more important, as it links an emerging world power with the largest Arctic player, which is increasingly falling into the role of junior partner, and thus into a position of dependency. In addition to long-term interests, one of the main factors for the increased activity and interest in the Arctic is Russia’s weakness as a result of its war of aggression against Ukraine.

China has emerged as one of the few beneficiaries of the ongoing conflict. According to Paul (2025), this situation has resulted in a reduced subordinate role for Russia, as evidenced by Vladimir Putin’s deferential conduct during Xi’s visit to Moscow in March 2023. In his quest for greater power, Putin has inadvertently undermined his own nation. In return for its support of the war, China stands to benefit from lower prices for oil and gas, enhanced access to natural resources, and the acquisition of sensitive military technology from Russia. Furthermore, China can anticipate a more accommodating Russian stance towards its proposals for Arctic governance and its expanding influence in geopolitically sensitive regions, including the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and the NSR.


(…) China’s strongest Arctic partnership has arguably been with Russia. Russia has the largest Arctic presence because of the size of its population living in the Russian Arctic, the length of its Arctic Ocean coastline, the amount of economic activity that takes place at high northern latitudes, and the extent of its efforts to develop Arctic specific military capabilities and infrastructure. Russia perceives its Arctic as a highly strategic region for protecting its strategic military capabilities, ensuring its territorial sovereignty (which had a fairly reliable natural barrier in the now-melting sea ice), and for developing valuable hydrocarbon and mineral resources that represent an essential source of income for the country (Tingstad et al., 2024, p. 6).



This shows that the collaboration between China and Russia extends beyond economic interests. In 2022 and 2023, Chinese and Russian destroyers conducted joint naval operations near the Aleutian Islands of Alaska, and they continued this cooperation in 2024, operating further north in the Bering Sea, as recalled by the authors of the article “China-Russia Relations in the Arctic: What Are the Northern Limits of Their Partnership?” published by RAND.

In April 2023, a memorandum of understanding (MoU) was signed between China and Russia to strengthen collaboration in maritime law enforcement, with an emphasis on combating terrorism, smuggling, illegal migration, and the protection of marine resources. This memorandum was signed in Murmansk (Russia) by the coast guard of the People’s Republic of China and the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, as informed by Reuters (2024).



7 Cooperation, competition, deal or partnership?

Upon examining the perspectives of Russia and China regarding the Arctic region and ocean, both separately and in light of their historical relationship, this section aims to address the question (how to categorise the type of relation China and Russia have in the 21st century and in the specific context of Arctic region/ocean? Is it a cooperation, a competition deal or a partnership?) posed in this paper by determining the nature of the relationship between China and Russia in this century within the specific context of the Arctic region and ocean.

The answer will be based on the information shared in the previous sections and on the scenarios of the Sino-Russian Relations in the Arctic by 2035 presented by the authors Tingstad, Pezard, Shokh published by RAND (2024), as below:

	1. China leverages its relationship with Russia for China’s economic security and diversifies its Arctic investments, which leads to a growing presence of its military and law enforcement.

	2. China deemphasizes its relationships with Russia to limit risks and seeks to cultivate relationships across the Arctic in diverse economic sectors.

	3. Russia offers China investment opportunities in the Arctic but keeps the relationship transactional for the purposes of energy and mineral development without expanding scope.

	4. Russia and China clash over broader geopolitical differences, and China has limited success in establishing energy-focused relationships with other Arctic countries (Tingstad et al., 2024, p. 8).



The two key factors considered by the authors for the hypothetical futures are: (1) the broader bilateral relationship between China and Russia and (2) the diversity of the overarching Arctic economy.

In the present context, it is also essential to look at the role and transformation of the international order, particularly regarding the United States´ position within the Sino-Russian relationship. Is it possible for the U. S. to disrupt this dynamic? Furthermore, there may be emerging economic opportunities for India in the Arctic region.

Thus, Reuters (2024) consider that while China is expected to maintain its partnership with Russia, the likelihood of the United States and its allies successfully creating a rift between the two nations appears minimal. However, it is becoming increasingly clear that China aims to preserve its strategic alternatives in the Arctic region. The economic and trade interactions with other Arctic nations, including Canada and Norway, have persisted, even in the face of increased examination.

For Fong and Maizland (2024) the major challenges of the no limits relationship are distrust and the war in Ukraine. Although China and Russia have common interests in the Arctic region, Hong (2024) asserts that there exist fundamental tensions and competitive dynamics between the two nations. Russia expresses concern regarding China’s expanding influence within its traditional areas of dominance, while China remains apprehensive about becoming excessively dependent on Russia for Arctic access. This mutual distrust may constrain the extent and effectiveness of their collaborative efforts and could result in conflicting interests. Historically, Russia has been sceptical of foreign participation in Arctic affairs, especially from non-Arctic countries, and only reluctantly endorsed China’s Observer status in the Arctic Council in 2013. Furthermore, Bennett and Dodds contend that Russia is likely to refrain China in its pursuit of the “polar great power status” (2025, p. 267).

The connection between China and Russia is characterized by significant ambivalence. One should be aware of the lengthy history of misunderstanding, conflict, exploitation, and mutual distrust, elements that were once anticipated to separate the two nations. Conversely, current circumstances have drawn them nearer, cultivating a strategic alliance primarily based on pragmatism. From Pierre Andrieu’s lens, this situation is expected to endure as long as both parties require each other to address the common challenges presented by the United States and the wider international turmoil (2025).

Addressing the question appears challenging, as uncertainties persist even when one attempts to classify it as a pragmatic relationship, based on the information provided in this brief report.



8 Conclusion

The ocean framework reconceptualizes oceans not merely as physical environments, but as active political arenas influenced by regional interactions that align with the aspirations of those two nations, Russia and China, aiming to establish themselves as future maritime powers. They both are recognizing the significance of the globally interconnected ocean (Bueger et al., 2025; Hull, 1967), strategizing from various fronts: Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic.

In the 21st century, the relation between Russia and China has evolved and got closer in the last 3 years due to the War in Ukraine. Even if some tensions exist between both, it is observable that over the past decade, the collaboration between both countries in the Arctic has significantly increased, now including cooperative efforts in infrastructure development, energy security, military drills, and diplomatic alignment within the Arctic Council (Jouan et al., 2024).

The brief report demonstrated that the partnership is characterized by a convergence of interests. Both nations seek to enhance their economic prospects, secure energy resources, military, and assert their influence in the region. The conflict in Ukraine has hastened existing trends in Sino-Russian Arctic collaboration: rather than cautious cooperation, the two nations have forged stronger connections in energy, infrastructure, and transit. Nevertheless, this relationship does not constitute a complete alliance, as it is accompanied by underlying tensions and negotiations. When trying to identify the type of the relation between Russia and China in the Arctic, pragmatic partnership seems to be the most adjusted term. Though, doubts and uncertainty remain about how long this will endure and how it will evolve.

This brief research report will expectantly lead to further investigation on the topic relating to the future of multilateralism in the Arctic region and ocean.
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