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ABSTRACT This article argues that the Ukraine war is the first major conflict 
since the end of the Cold War to bring the two major nuclear powers, the 
U.S. and the Russian Federation, into conflict with one another. The in-
tense U.S. support for the Zelenski Administration in the power struggle 
in Ukraine and the heavy American sanctions against Russia have pitted 
Washington and Moscow against each other at a level never seen since the 
end of the Cold War. The U.S., which was silent on Russia’s intervention in 
Georgia in 2008, reacted very harshly against Moscow in Ukraine, leading 
to tension similar to that of the Cold War period. Therefore, this article 
argues that the impact of the Ukraine war on the international system has 
been enormous. As a close neighbor of Russia and an ally of the U.S., Tür-
kiye is also significantly affected by this war.
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Introduction

During the Cold War era, global powers engaged in multifaceted con-
frontations in various locations, spanning from Korea and Vietnam to 
Cuba and Afghanistan. In the Afghan conflict, the U.S. and its allies 

backed insurgents against the Soviet intervention, while in Vietnam and Cuba, 
the Soviet Union supported forces resisting the American involvement. In Ko-
rea, the Soviet Union extended its support to North Korea and China, counter-
ing the efforts of the U.S. and its allies, who sent troops to the South against the 
Chinese intervention. Since the Cold War ended with the West’s supremacy 
and the emergence of the U.S. as the sole superpower, no such confrontations 
occurred in the 1990s and 2000s. The U.S.-led military intervention in Serbia 
in 1995 and 1999, or against Iraq in 1991 and 2003, unfolded without the in-
volvement of any major power to challenge it. On the other hand, the U.S. and 
its allies did not take any steps to stop Russia’s military intervention in Geor-
gia in 2008, as Russia had been gaining power since the mid-2000s, following 
Vladimir Putin’s assumption of the presidency.

This situation began to evolve in the 2010s when power struggles among global 
powers on the ground resurged. The U.S. intervened militarily in Syria’s civil 
war, which was triggered by the Arab Uprising, challenging Russia in its tradi-
tional sphere of influence. Yet the power struggle between these global players 
unfolded more notably in Ukraine. Aiming to forestall Western influence in 
Ukraine, Russia initially annexed Crimea in 2014 which in turn prompted Eu-
ropean and U.S. sanctions against them. Subsequently, Russia’s broader aggres-
sion against Ukraine in 2022 escalated Western sanctions and elicited military 
support for Ukraine. With the intensification of the conflict, the Ukrainian 
front started to look increasingly like the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Con-
fronted with conventional military challenges and financial constraints amid 
substantial U.S. and EU backing for Ukraine, Moscow began to hint at leverag-
ing its nuclear arsenal to maintain the balance.

The escalation of tensions with Russia raises debatable implications for the U.S., 
which perceives China as its primary rival in the global power struggle and 
seeks to rally its European allies behind itself in countering Beijing. There ex-
isted a strong anticipation that Moscow’s aggressive policies of influence, span-
ning from its military interventions in Georgia in 2008 to its engagements in 
Syria, Ukraine, Libya, and other regions in North Africa and Eastern Europe, 
would be met with resistance. However, at this juncture, the U.S. and its al-
lies were cautious about exerting excessive pressure on Russia, fearing it could 
potentially drive it closer to China in the overarching power struggle against 
Beijing, or worse, could result in an improbable risk of a nuclear confrontation. 
Despite these risks, the West stands to benefit from a policy of firmness in its 
stance against Moscow, aiming to contain Russia and prevent actions that could 
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undermine the interests of the U.S. and the 
EU in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. 
The course of the conflict in Ukraine will 
ultimately determine which of these out-
comes materializes.

The main argument of this article is that 
the Ukraine War is the first major conflict 
since the end of the Cold War that has di-
rectly pitted the two major nuclear powers, 
namely the U.S. and the Russian Federa-
tion, against each other. In the struggle for 
influence in Ukraine, which Russia sees as a country of vital importance for its 
national security, the U.S.’ intensive support for the Zelensky Administration and 
its heavy sanctions against Russia have brought Washington and Moscow into 
conflict at a level never seen since the end of the Cold War. Therefore, this article 
argues that the impact of the Ukraine war on the international system has been 
enormous. As a close neighbor of Russia and an ally of the U.S., Türkiye is also 
affected by this war and the changes it has caused in the international system.

The International System and Russia’s Dilemma before the Ukrainian 
War

To comprehend Russia’s motivations in its Ukraine policy, it’s necessary to trace 
the evolution of the post-Cold War international political system. After losing 
ground in the geopolitical struggle of the 1990s, Russia, once one of the two 
superpowers during the Cold War, found itself in a drastically altered position. 
Despite possessing the largest nuclear arsenal globally, it also faced significant 
economic challenges and was in need of international economic assistance. By 
the year 1999, Russia had plummeted to the 22nd-largest economy globally, with 
a GDP of $195.9 billion, and in the same period, it lost to the West most Eastern 
European countries that were formerly within its sphere of influence. By 2004, 
nearly all of these nations had joined NATO and the EU. Moscow, uneasy with 
Western institutions encroaching upon its borders, initially lacked the capacity 
to impede these developments. However, Russia experienced substantial eco-
nomic growth throughout the 2000s, elevating its GDP from $259.7 billion in 
2000 to $1.6 trillion in 2008 (Graph 1). Consequently, Russia began to more 
vehemently oppose the eastward expansion of the U.S. and the EU.

During the same period, Russia significantly ramped up its military expendi-
tures, nearly sextupling its spending from $9.2 billion to $56.2 billion (Graph 
2) and started to assert its military power and influence over Eastern European 
countries that had not yet become members of NATO and the EU to keep 
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them within its sphere of influence. As a result, countries such as Georgia, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova have been subjected to 
Russia’s economic, political, or military interventions.

Graph 1: Development of Russia’s GDP after the Cold War (Trillion Dollars)
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The rapid expansion of Russia’s economy, mirrored by a parallel increase in 
its military expenditures, persisted throughout the 2010s. By 2013, Russia’s 
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GDP had surged to $2.3 trillion, while 
its military spending reached as much 
as $88.3 billion. This robust economic 
growth, coupled with ongoing economic 
challenges facing EU countries stemming 
from the 2008/2009 global economic cri-
sis, prompted the Putin Administration 
to adopt a more assertive foreign policy 
stance. This tougher approach manifested 
notably when Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 amid escalating tensions over 
influence in Ukraine vis-à-vis the EU. At this juncture, Russia supported sepa-
ratist movements in the Donbas region with the objective of achieving its sepa-
ration from Ukraine. In response to these aggressive actions, EU countries and 
the U.S. levied sanctions against Russia. The imposition of sanctions, coupled 
with the economic burdens of direct involvement in conflicts such as Syria and 
Libya alongside Ukraine, culminated in the cessation of Russia’s rapid eco-
nomic growth in 2013, and its GDP contracted to $1.3 trillion in 2016. 

The core challenge for Russia lies in its significant lag behind the U.S. and 
China, the primary players in the global power struggle of the post-Cold War 
era. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union maintained an average output of 
approximately one-third that of the U.S. economy. However, Russia’s GDP 
dwindled to a mere 2.5 percent of the U.S.’ GDP by 2000 and experienced a rise 
to 13.6 percent in 2013, only to regress to 7.6 percent by 2021. Russia’s compar-
ative decline in relation to China has been even more pronounced. While the 
GDP of the Soviet Union far surpassed that of China during the Cold War, the 
situation inverted from the 1990s onward. By 2000, Russia’s GDP had shrunk 
to a mere 21.4 percent of China’s, with Russia producing only one-tenth of 
China’s output by 2021 (Table 1).

Table 1: Ratio of Russia’s (Pre-1991 USSR) GDP to the U.S. and China (percent)
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The reason for Putin’s aggression 
against Ukraine should be sought 
primarily in these figures. As Rus-
sia steadily lost ground in the global 
power struggle, Putin was particu-
larly unsettled by former U.S. Pres-
ident Obama’s characterization of 
Russia as a “regional power” in a 
2014 speech.4 Eager to demonstrate 
Russia’s prowess as a formidable 
global actor capable of resisting 

Western expansionism, Putin increasingly turned to a foreign policy that re-
lied heavily on military means.

Several factors bolstered Putin’s resolve, ultimately culminating in the at-
tempted invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. Firstly, serious discord 
within NATO and the EU led the Russian leader to believe that the West would 
be unable to mount a unified, decisive, and effective response to Russia’s mil-
itary intervention in Ukraine. Statements like French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s assertion that NATO was “brain dead”5 and former U.S. President 
Donald Trump’s characterization of NATO as an “obsolete” organization6 un-
derscored the challenges within the West’s most critical military alliance.

Furthermore, tensions between the U.S., the leader of the alliance, during 
the Trump Administration and Germany, along with some other European 
members, over the latter’s low defense spending and its energy relations with 
Russia strained NATO’s cohesion. Additionally, frictions between the U.S. and 
Türkiye concerning support for the YPG/PKK terrorist organization, Eastern 
Mediterranean issues, and military and energy cooperation with Russia exac-
erbated rifts within NATO. Moreover, conflicts between Türkiye and Greece, 
as well as France, over Eastern Mediterranean affairs, were perceived by Mos-
cow as indicators of NATO’s vulnerabilities. Similarly, discord between coun-
tries like Hungary and Poland, as well as Brussels, Berlin, and Paris, on various 
issues led Russia to consider the EU as an organization that lacked the capacity 
for concerted action on critical matters. 

The failure of the EU and the U.S. to manage recent crises may have also en-
couraged Moscow to take action in Ukraine. During the global economic cri-
sis, the refugee crisis, and the COVID-19 crisis, the EU’s behavior showed that 
it was unable to manage these crises effectively. In 2008, the global economic 
crisis, which started in the U.S., brought many countries in Europe, especially 
Greece, Italy, and Spain, to the brink of bankruptcy, and the economic contrac-
tion in some EU countries lasted until 2014, resulting in dramatic increases in 
unemployment rates. The failure to manage the economic crisis successfully, 

The decision-makers in Moscow 
likely thought that the fact that 
their country is one of the two 
largest nuclear powers in the 
world would act as a deterrent 
for countries that would want 
to help Ukraine
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coupled with the massive influx of Syrian refugees in 2015, led to an extreme 
increase in xenophobia and refugee hostility in many European countries, and 
the rise of far-right parties that took advantage of this situation threatened the 
future of the EU. During this period, allegations that Russia was supporting 
these far-right parties both to increase instability within the EU and to use 
them as a useful tool to intervene in European politics became widespread.7

During the COVID-19 crisis, the EU also came to the fore with very poor 
crisis management.8 Problems with access to simple products such as masks, 
gloves, and respirators, EU countries confiscating each other’s masks, and sim-
ilar sharing problems with vaccines pointed to a serious lack of coordination.9 
Russia has also used the EU’s failure as an opportunity for a show of strength 
during this crisis, with Russian military vehicles appearing on the streets of 
Northern Italy to help Italy, which had a very difficult time in the first phase of 
the pandemic.10

One of the factors Putin took into account when he ordered the attack on 
Ukraine was undoubtedly the rupture in the international political system 
caused by the rise of Asia. There was an expectation in Moscow that the U.S. 
and the EU, which had to focus on the challenge from China, would refrain 
from escalating tensions with Russia too much over the Ukraine issue.11 In-
deed, with its rapid growth, especially in the last 30 years, China was now the 
world’s largest power in terms of purchasing power parity GDP (PPP-GDP) 
and Asia had surpassed the West in the same measure. The “supremacy of 
the West,” which had been in place for nearly 250 years, had become more 
questionable than ever. The U.S. and the EU needed to focus on China and 
Asia, where the real challenge was coming from. But the West’s response to the 
Ukraine war was not at all what Moscow had expected.

Furthermore, another reason that pushed Russia to attack Ukraine, especially 
in the belief that the European reaction would not be so harsh, was the depen-
dence of many European countries on natural gas from Russia. Some Euro-
pean countries were up to 100 percent dependent on Russian gas, even a coun-
try like Germany, which is very influential in shaping the EU, was seriously 
dependent on Russia for energy. In 2021, Germany imported “55 percent of its 
natural gas, 34 percent of its oil and 26 percent of its coal” from Russia.12 Putin 
believed that Central and Eastern European countries with this level of energy 
dependence on Russia would not dare to confront Moscow directly over the 
Ukraine aggression. However, it should be emphasized that the Russian leader 
was largely mistaken in this regard as well. While imposing heavy sanctions 
against Russia and providing military aid to Ukraine, the European countries 
in question quickly began to look for alternative energy suppliers despite their 
high costs.13 In this framework, they gradually banned imports from Russia 
in oil and coal,14 where it is relatively easier to find alternative suppliers, while 
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buying large quantities from Russia to fill their natural gas reserves before 
Moscow shut off the natural gas valves.

Finally, another factor that needs to be taken into account when explaining 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine is the former’s nuclear arsenal. The deci-
sion-makers in Moscow likely thought that the fact that their country is one of 
the two largest nuclear powers in the world would act as a deterrent for coun-
tries that would want to help Ukraine. It seems that they assumed that their 
conventional military power would be sufficient to defeat Ukraine and that 
the countries that would support Ukraine would be afraid of Russia’s nuclear 
power and would not cross a certain line. Although the talk of nuclear weap-
ons by Russian leaders at different stages of war15 reflects these calculations, so 
far it seems that the threat of Russia’s nuclear weapons has not prevented West-
ern countries from taking many steps to help Ukraine and sanction Russia.

The Effects of the Ukrainian War on the International System

The development of the war so far indicates that Russia has failed to achieve 
the results it had planned and has miscalculated in many respects. Ukraine has 
received support from Western countries beyond Moscow’s anticipation and 
is resisting more effectively than Moscow expected. The West’s military aid to 
Ukraine and strong sanctions against Russia have bolstered Ukraine’s military 
resistance, prolonging the war. As a result, there is increasing discussion about 
the possibility of Russia losing the war. With this possibility looming, various 
scenarios, including the use of nuclear weapons, are being considered. 

At this juncture, the refusal of both Russia and Ukraine to relinquish con-
trol of Crimea and the Donbas region diminishes the prospects of a peaceful 
resolution to the conflict. Russia’s loss of control over these regions due to in-
creased support from Western countries would undermine Putin’s authority. 
It remains unclear to what extent the Russian leader is willing to use nuclear 
weapons to prevent such a development. Consequently, the Ukrainian crisis 
poses a grave danger to the U.S., the EU, and Ukraine, which is supported by 
both the U.S. and the EU, as well as to Russia.16

Talk of the use of nuclear weapons in a war in which the U.S. is heavily sup-
porting a European country fighting against the Russian occupation is the 
most important consequence of the Ukraine war for the international political 
system. Considering that the West’s military support for Ukraine is being up-
graded every day, the risk of direct confrontation between the two major nu-
clear powers in this war is increasing every day. If Russia, whose conventional 
superiority is balanced by the arms aid to Ukraine, were to use nuclear weap-
ons on Ukrainian soil to achieve its goal, Washington, which has been encour-
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aging the Kyiv regime to resist, would be under great 
pressure.17 Nuclear-armed states have confronted 
each other before in wars similar to Ukraine’s in 
Korea, Vietnam, and Afghanistan. But neither Ko-
rea nor Vietnam was as important for the U.S. nor 
Afghanistan for the Soviet Union as Ukraine is for 
Russia today. The importance of Ukraine for Rus-
sia can be likened to the importance of Cuba for the 
U.S., where the Soviet Union tried to deploy nucle-
ar-tipped missiles in 1962. Just as there was a risk of 
nuclear war in Cuba, there is potentially a similar 
risk in Ukraine. Therefore, a peaceful resolution of 
the Ukrainian crisis before it escalates further is cru-
cial for the stability of the international system.

Another consequence of the war on the interna-
tional political system is the deterioration of the 
relationship between the West and Russia to a level 
that is very difficult to repair. Since Putin’s ascent to power, Russia’s use of 
military force in Georgia, Crimea, and Syria has caused discomfort in Western 
countries. However, many EU countries, especially Germany and France, at-
tempted to maintain relations with Moscow at a certain level. Those countries 
which were particularly dependent on Russia for energy were not taking steps 
to reduce their dependence. Despite criticism from Washington, Germany 
persisted in constructing the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, which would increase its 
reliance on Russian natural gas.18

However, Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in February 2022 profoundly 
shocked European countries and heightened serious security concerns, par-
ticularly in Eastern Europe. Putin’s aggression prompted even those European 
countries that had previously maintained the idea of cooperation with Russia 
to distance themselves from Moscow and work together with Washington. Al-
most all EU countries now view Russia not as a potential partner but as an ag-
gressor threatening Europe’s security. It is important to emphasize that even if 
the Ukraine war reaches a peaceful resolution, the negative perception towards 
Russia is likely to persist for a long time.

It should be noted that the deepening of the threat perception of Russia in 
Europe directly impacts the NATO alliance and, consequently, the dynamics 
of the power struggle between the West and China, which is expected to inten-
sify. The U.S., assuming a leadership role in response to Russian aggression, has 
also bolstered the Atlanticist wing within the EU. While the Atlanticists, who 
argue that Europe needs the U.S. for its defense and that NATO should remain 
the main actor in the European security architecture, have gained strength, the 

The alignment of 
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Europeanists, who argue that Europe 
should have its own security structure 
independent of the U.S., have remained 
in the background.

The alignment of European countries 
behind the U.S. during the Ukraine cri-
sis has also served as a rehearsal for the 
global power struggle against China, 
which is expected to be more fierce. Re-
alizing once again their need for U.S. 

support against Russia, EU countries were compelled to align behind Wash-
ington in the competition against China. Germany, which has shown the most 
resistance in this regard, is expected to follow a similar path to China, just as it 
has backtracked on its Russia policy under pressure from Washington and the 
Atlanticists within the EU, as well as from the Greens and the FDP, the junior 
partners in its coalition government.19

From a short-term perspective, Germany’s decision to abandon its policy of 
balance and follow the U.S. in the aftermath of Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine and to intensively increase its military expenditures may have import-
ant consequences for the global political system in the medium and long term. 
Berlin’s decision to increase its annual military expenditures above 2 percent 
of its GDP and its announcement that it plans to spend an additional €100 
billion20 will make Germany, which is the world’s fourth-largest economy, the 
third largest military spender. This means that Germany’s political and mili-
tary influence in the international system will increase in the medium and long 
term. The importance of Germany’s decision to arm itself is better understood 
when one remembers Berlin’s role in world politics in the 20th century, espe-
cially in the two world wars. There is a vast literature on Germany’s historical 
and economic capacity to influence the international system.21 

The issue of energy supply and market security has also come to the fore in the 
context of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. Following the harsh sanctions 
imposed by EU countries against Russia, Moscow cut off gas supplies to Eu-
rope in September, with some exceptions, the EU bans on coal and oil imports 
from Russia, and the attack on the Nord Stream gas pipelines in late September 
2022 brought new debates on energy security. Given the importance of oil, 
natural gas, and coal export revenues for Russia and the fact that for many 
EU countries, Russian natural gas imports are a difficult energy source to re-
place, the disruption in the flow of these resources to Europe due to the war 
is significant. While the sanctions decided by the EU tried to make Russia 
back down in Ukraine by damaging its economy, the sanctions started to hit 
European countries with Russia’s countermeasures. The excessive increase in 
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energy prices led to serious cost inflation, and austerity measures were put 
into effect due to concerns that there would not be enough energy to heat up 
in winter. Europe perceived that Russia was not a reliable supplier, and Russia 
perceived that Europe was not a reliable market.22

On September 26, 2022, explosions on the Nord Stream 1 and 2 gas pipelines 
in a large area bordering the Danish and Swedish Exclusive Economic Zone 
brought a different dimension of energy security to the agenda. The explosions, 
which caused serious damage to three of the four pipelines, resulted in both 
sides blaming each other after it was realized that the explosions were the result 
of a sabotage or attack. While there were numerous reports in the Western me-
dia blaming Russia for the sabotage23 and countries such as Poland and Ukraine 
accused Russia,24 Moscow claimed that Britain was behind the attack.25 

Over time, the possibility that Russia could have carried out such a self-destruc-
tive attack weakened, while the Western media focused on the question of who 
was the real perpetrator of the attack.26 On February 8, Pulitzer Prize-winning 
American journalist Seymour Hersh’s claim that the U.S. was behind the attack 
caused a great resonance.27 Hersch’s claim that the bombs planted by American 
divers in the Nord Stream pipelines in cooperation with Norway were detonated 
on the orders of President Biden was denied by Washington and led to harsh 
accusations against the U.S. from Moscow. While Russian Parliament Speaker 

Under the 
auspices of 
President 
Erdoğan, a signing 
ceremony was 
held between 
Türkiye, Russia, 
Ukraine and 
the UN for the 
“Document on 
Safe Shipment 
of Grain and 
Foodstuffs from 
Ukrainian Ports,” 
on July 22, 2022 
in İstanbul.
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Wjatscheslaw Wolodin accused the American president and demanded repara-
tions, saying that “Biden has written his name in history as a terrorist,”28 Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov claimed that the U.S. had carried out this sabotage to 
spoil good relations between Russia and Germany and that American officials 
had confessed that they had carried out the attack.29 By this, Lavrov was refer-
ring to statements made by some American officials against the Nord Stream 
pipeline. At a Senate hearing on January 27, the American Under Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs, Victoria Nuland, said she was “very happy that Nord 
Stream 2 is now a piece of metal at the bottom of the sea.”30 U.S. President Biden 
had also stated that the Nord Stream 2 pipeline would be blocked if Russia at-
tacked Ukraine.31 This confrontation of two nuclear powers over an attack on a 
natural gas pipeline from Russia to Germany means that a new door of conflict 
that will affect the future of the international system has been opened.

In addition to energy security, food security and the security of international 
trade routes have also come to the fore in the context of the Ukraine War. The 
war created obstacles for Russia and Ukraine, two of the world’s most important 
grain producers, to transport these products to international markets, which led 
to excessive increases in food prices on the one hand and the growing danger of 
hunger in many dependent countries on the other. Although this problem was 
largely eliminated with the Black Sea Grain Corridor Agreement32 signed on 
July 22, 2022 with Türkiye’s mediation and extended for 120 days on November 
17, this crisis has once again demonstrated the catastrophic consequences of 
problems in which the suppliers of critical products are directly involved.33

Another important issue that the Ukraine war has raised for the international 
system is the reliability of the SWIFT system for international payments. The 
use of SWIFT sanctions as a weapon by the U.S. and EU countries34 has been 
seen before, but the fact that this weapon has targeted a major state like Russia 
has increased the desire in the non-Western world to develop an international 
payment system independent of the U.S. and European countries. Moscow and 
Beijing are increasingly looking for alternatives,35 and there have been reports 
that sanctions against Russia are an advantage for China.36 Russia and China 
were joined in their search for alternatives to SWIFT by other countries con-
cerned about the West’s increasing use of this weapon.37 Taken together with 
the rise of Asia, these developments could undermine the West’s dominance in 
the international payments system in the near or the medium term. 

Effects of the War on Türkiye

Türkiye has maintained its policy of balance, a stance it has pursued since 
AK Party came to power, during the Ukraine war. There are three significant 
reasons why Ankara chose this policy, despite the clear position taken by 
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most NATO members in support of Ukraine 
against Russia. Firstly, recent heavy-handed 
interventionist and repressive policies by the 
U.S. and certain EU countries against Tür-
kiye have hindered Ankara from aligning 
behind the U.S. in this conflict. Secondly, in 
its efforts to uphold an independent foreign 
policy amidst substantial pressure and sanc-
tions from the West, Türkiye’s relationship 
with Russia -which it regards as an important balancing actor- has deterred 
it from openly opposing Russia in the conflict. Thirdly, as Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, 
the Foreign Minister at the time, articulated during the initial phase of the 
war, Türkiye preferred a neutral stance and sought to play a facilitating role in 
achieving a peaceful resolution to the conflict between Russia and Ukraine.38 
The fact that the foreign ministers of both countries met for the first time in 
Antalya in March 2022 under Türkiye’s mediation, and the Black Sea Grain 
Corridor Agreement was signed in İstanbul in July 2022, which had global 
significance, once again underscored the validity of Ankara’s policy choice.39

Despite Ankara’s neutral position since the beginning of the war, the 
Ukraine-Russia conflict has had significant effects on Türkiye. Primarily, the 
rise in energy and food prices resulting from the war has imposed a new bur-
den on the Turkish economy, which has already been grappling with challenges 
stemming from its strained relations with Western countries and the adverse 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The price of a barrel of Brent oil, standing 
at $94 on February 24, 2022, when Russia attacked Ukraine, rapidly rose due to 
the war-related risks, reaching $128 by March 8, has shaken the budget balances 
of countries like Türkiye, which heavily rely on foreign oil and natural gas.

Although oil prices, which remained above $100 per barrel until the end of July, 
declined towards the end of the year, Türkiye’s expenditure on energy imports 
rose by 91 percent year-on-year to reach $96.5 billion in 2022.40 This steep rise 
in energy prices precipitated a rapid increase in inflation in Türkiye. The infla-
tion rate surged from 54.4 percent in February, at the outset of the war, to 85.5 
percent in October, causing considerable discomfort, particularly among those 
with fixed incomes. Moreover, the disruption in the flow of grains and oils from 
Russia and Ukraine to Turkish and global markets until Türkiye brokered the 
Black Sea Grain Corridor Agreement significantly contributed to the substantial 
inflation hike due to the exorbitant increase in the prices of these commodities.

Aside from triggering the highest inflation rates witnessed during the AK 
Party era in Türkiye through rises in energy and food prices, the war also had a 
significant impact on the volume of foreign trade between Türkiye and Russia. 
In 2022, Türkiye’s share in Russia’s foreign trade surged notably due to restric-

Despite Ankara’s neutral 
position since the 
beginning of the war, the 
Ukraine-Russia conflict 
has had significant 
effects on Türkiye
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tions imposed on Russia’s trade with other countries by Western sanctions. 
Between 2021 and 2022, Türkiye’s share in Russia’s total imports rose from 2.26 
percent to 4.68 percent, while its share in Russia’s exports climbed from 5.37 
percent to 9.89 percent during the same period. As a result, Türkiye’s became 
Russia’s top export destination after China. A similar trend was observed in 
Russia’s share in Türkiye’s foreign trade. While Russia’s share in Türkiye’s total 
imports was 10.67 percent in 2021, it rose to 16.18 percent in 2022. Addition-
ally, Russia’s share in Türkiye’s exports increased from 2.56 percent to 3.67 per-
cent within the same timeframe.41 Consequently, Russia emerged as Türkiye’s 
largest trade partner in 2022.

The rise in Türkiye’s imports from Russia by 103 percent in 2022, compared 
to 2021, to reach $58.8 billion (Graph 3), was directly linked to the effects of 
the Ukraine-Russia war. Türkiye notably increased its oil imports from Russia 
during a period when Russia encountered challenges in selling its energy due 
to the imposed sanctions, and many nations struggled to access energy re-
sources. In 2021, Russia’s share in Türkiye’s total oil imports stood at 29.9 per-
cent (13.3 million tons), which rose to 40.7 percent (19.3 million tons) in 2022. 
Concurrently, Russia’s share in Türkiye’s natural gas imports dipped from 44.8 
percent (26.3 million Sm3) to 39.5 percent (21.6 million Sm3) during the same 
period.42 Türkiye’s energy import payments to Russia also rose by 203 percent 
in 2022, to rise from $13.7 billion to $41.6 billion.43 Also, the 62 percent rise in 
Türkiye’s exports to Russia in 2022 indicates that Russia has turned to Türkiye 
for certain products that it experienced difficulties in obtaining from other 
countries due to the war and the accompanying sanctions. 

Graph 3: Development of Türkiye-Russia Trade (2018-2022, Million Dollars)
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As for the impact of the war on Türkiye’s economic ties with Ukraine, there 
hasn’t been a comparable shift in relations as observed with Russia. In 2022, 
Türkiye’s imports from Ukraine experienced a slight decline of 1.6 percent 
compared to 2021, whereas Türkiye’s exports to Ukraine saw an 11 percent 
increase during the same period (Graph 4). 

Graph 4: Development of Türkiye-Ukraine Trade, (2018-2022, Million Dollars)
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Although there has not been a significant war-linked change in Türkiye’s trade 
with Ukraine, the sale of Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicles (UCAVs) to 
Ukraine46 holds great importance in showing the progress of Türkiye’s defense 
industry and its approach to regional issues. Since 2019, Türkiye has supplied 
a considerable number of Bayraktar TB2 UCAVs to Ukraine. Ukraine’s effec-
tive utilization of these weapons against Russia during the conflict underscores 
Türkiye’s pivotal role in the arms trade within its vicinity.47 Following the use 
of Türkiye’s UCAVs in Syria, Libya, and Karabakh, influencing the course of 
conflicts, their deployment against Russia on the Ukrainian front has unset-
tled Moscow.48 However, as previously noted, the fact that although Türkiye 
sold these weapons to Ukraine, it significantly increased its trade relations with 
Russia, which motivated Moscow to maintain favorable relations with Ankara 
despite the sale of UCAVs.

The future development and conclusion of the war will be pivotal for both 
the international system and Türkiye’s policy of balance. From this perspec-
tive, three scenarios can be envisioned. Firstly, Russia might come to accept 
that it cannot secure a conclusive victory in its conventional war due to the 
robust Western support for Ukraine and that it is too risky to resort to nu-
clear weapons. As a result, Russia might opt to withdraw from some or all 
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of the Ukrainian territories it occupied 
in exchange for assurances of signifi-
cant autonomy. In this scenario Putin is 
doomed to failure. His failure to achieve 
his objectives in Ukraine, coupled with 
economic repercussions, could diminish 
Putin’s popularity at home and weaken 
Russia’s global stature. The weakened po-
sition of Russia would carry both positive 
and negative implications for Türkiye. As 
Russia is Türkiye’s regional rival in the 
Middle East and the Caucasus, a decline 

in Russia’s power would likely reduce its influence in these regions, potentially 
granting Ankara a strategic advantage. However, given Russia’s significance as 
a counterbalance to Western pressures in Türkiye’s foreign policy, its weakened 
position could complicate Türkiye’s balancing strategy.

In the second possible scenario, if Russia achieves most of its objectives in the 
Ukraine offensive, the international system could witness a shift characterized 
by relatively weaker Western countries and a stronger Russia and China. In 
such a scenario, the U.S. and Europe will be further discredited, after their fail-
ure in Afghanistan, for being incapable of providing the pro-Western govern-
ment in Ukraine with the necessary support it needs. Consequently, the West 
might retreat its defense line against Russia from Ukraine to a line stretching 
from Romania to Poland and the Baltic states, amplifying security concerns in 
these countries and deeply eroding confidence in NATO and the EU. Should 
this scenario unfold, it would likely weaken the interventionist policies of 
the U.S. and European countries against Türkiye. Furthermore, in this case 
Moscow’s increased influence in the power struggle in the Middle East and 
the Caucasus could compel Ankara to emphasize its cooperation with West-
ern countries in its balancing policy. The extent to which Russia and Western 
countries respect Türkiye’s sovereignty in their relations with Ankara will be 
another crucial determining factor in this regard.

In the less likely third scenario, if Russia suffers a clear defeat in the war, sig-
nificant consequences would likely unfold for both the country and the in-
ternational system. Putin’s loss of power could plunge Russia into profound 
instability, or in an effort to avoid such a scenario, Putin might resort to the 
limited use of nuclear weapons. In either case, the response of the West would 
be pivotal for the future trajectory of the international system. If Putin were 
to lose power, Western nations that adeptly manage this transition could po-
tentially foster closer relations with Russia, akin to the era under Yeltsin. If the 
process following Putin’s potential loss of power is not managed effectively by 
the West, Russia could descend into chaos or fall under the influence of China, 

Türkiye’s policy of neutrality 
has shielded its balance 
of power strategy from 
significant damage and has 
helped mitigate potential 
energy supply disruptions 
experienced by some 
European nations
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both scenarios posing significant risks for the U.S. and European countries. 
Moreover, the prospect of this process escalating to involve the use of nuclear 
weapons, as mentioned earlier, presents even greater dangers for Western na-
tions and the international system at large.

From Türkiye’s perspective, the destabilization of a major neighboring coun-
try like Russia would inflict serious harm on Türkiye. Türkiye has firsthand 
experience with the repercussions of neighboring countries like Iraq and Syria 
descending into chaos. While Russia’s destabilization might afford Türkiye a 
relative advantage in regions competing with Russia for influence, the eco-
nomic and security losses stemming from such instability would far outweigh 
any gains. Furthermore, the prospect of Russia weakening and falling under 
the sphere of influence of the West or China would complicate Türkiye’s policy 
of balance.

Conclusion

Russia’s aggression in Ukraine has already left a significant imprint on the in-
ternational system by precipitating a confrontation between two major nuclear 
powers, sparking energy and grain crises leading to hyperinflation, and fos-
tering solidarity within the Western alliance by prompting European nations 
such as Germany to forsake their policy of balance and align themselves more 
closely with the U.S.49 Depending on the evolving dynamics of the war, these 
effects are likely to intensify. Growing apprehensions regarding the occupa-
tion of Eastern European countries by Russia, energy and food security con-
cerns, and the potential use of nuclear weapons have been frequent topics of 
discussion in the international media since the war’s onset. The fact that the 
U.S. finds itself indirectly engaged in a conflict with Russia while prioritizing 
the broader global struggle against China represents a pivotal development for 
the future of the international system, especially in light of Asia’s ascent. How 
Washington navigates this conflict with Russia in the future and whether it will 
emerge stronger or weaker from this struggle will be pivotal for the trajectory 
of the broader confrontation with China, which poses the real challenge to the 
existing global order. 

Türkiye has opted to maintain a neutral stance in the ongoing struggle between 
the U.S. and Russia as the major power in its longstanding policy of balance 
practiced for over a decade. The problems and collaborations it experienced 
in recent years with both the U.S., European countries, and Russia have been 
instrumental in shaping Ankara’s policy choice. Türkiye’s stance also aimed to 
position itself as a mediator in peace efforts between Russia and Ukraine while 
averting potential counter-sanctions from Russia. Despite declaring neutrality 
and abstaining from joining Western sanctions against Russia, Türkiye has un-
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equivocally expressed support for Ukraine’s territorial integrity and has even 
supplied combat-effective UCAVs to this country. Thus far, Türkiye’s policy 
of neutrality has shielded its balance of power strategy from significant dam-
age and has helped mitigate potential energy supply disruptions experienced 
by some European nations. The extent of the war’s impact on Türkiye in the 
forthcoming period will largely hinge on the trajectory of the conflict itself. 
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