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At a time when US ambitions for a unipolar world or-
der have lost their appeal, a new order is taking shape thanks 
to the multipolarization of world politics and the accelera-
tion of cooperation between developing countries, rejecting 
the globalism of imperialist states. Under these conditions, 
the new agenda of global cooperation should respond to 
the needs and aspirations of developing countries seeking 
joint development and solidarity under the guidance of pub-
lic-driven projects. In particular, the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) -put forward in 2013 by Xi Jinping, President of the 
People’s Republic of China-  provides a suitable opportunity 
and a sound foundation for the implementation of this new 
agenda of global cooperation. 

BRI is an epoch-making move to re-implement the 
concept of the Silk Road, which dates back 2,000 years, to 
a time when China was immensely contributing to global 
prosperity and the development of trade and cooperation. 
The revival of this concept entails a much more comprehen-
sive approach that also incorporates rail and sea transport, 
and digital systems. 

BRI proposes to bring together over 60 countries across 
Asia, Europe, Africa, and Latin America –together account-
ing for nearly half of the world’s gross domestic product– for 
prosperity and development at the initiative of China. Unlike 
the Western-centered world order, BRI seeks peaceful collab-
oration for improving global trade and production towards 
common goals for humanity. It firmly rejects crude imperi-
alist exploitation. Two thousand years ago, the Silk Road was 
a conduit for the flow of gunpowder, spices, silk, compasses 
and paper to the world. Today, it offers artificial intelligence, 
quantum computers, new energy and material technologies, 
and space-age visions to developing countries. In addition, 
the New Silk Road provides incentives and opportunities 
for the development and implementation of bio-economic 
schemes in stakeholder countries against the threat of cli-
mate change and other environmental threats that bring the 
entire ecosystem to the brink of extinction.

Türkiye has a significant role –real and potential– in ac-
celerating South-South cooperation. Türkiye is conveniently 
located as Asia’s farthest outpost to the West. It assumes a 
critical position as a pivotal country on BRI’s North-South 
and East-West axes. However, China’s development and 
BRI’s contribution to the future of humanity have remained 
to a large extent underrecognized and superficially evaluat-
ed in Turkish academia, media, and politics. This is mainly 
because Türkiye’s academics, media professionals, and policy 
makers have been observing China using Western sources. 
In the same manner, China and BRI’s other potential part-
ners have been viewing Türkiye through a Western lens.

BRIQ has committed itself to developing an in-depth 
understanding of the present era, with a particular emphasis 
on the new opportunities and obstacles on the road to the 
New Asian Century.

BRIQ assumes the task of providing direct exchange of 
views and information among Chinese and Turkish academ-
ics, intellectuals, and policy makers. In the meantime, this 
journal will serve as a platform to bring together the intellec-
tual accumulation of the whole world, especially developing 
countries, on the basis of the Belt and Road Initiative, which 
presents a historic opportunity for the common future of 
humanity.

BRIQ is also devoted to publishing research and other 
intellectual contributions that underline the transformative 
power of public-driven economies, where popular interests 
are upheld as the basic principle, ahead of individual profit. 
The fundamental tasks of BRIQ are to demonstrate how BRI 
can contribute to the implementation of this public-driven 
model, and to help potential BRI partners -including Türki-
ye- to realize their real potential.

BRIQ stands for the unity of humanity and a fair world 
order. It will therefore be a publication for the world’s distin-
guished intellectuals, especially those from Eurasia, Africa, 
and the Americas: the defenders of a new civilization ris-
ing from Asia on the basis of peace, fraternity, cooperation, 
prosperity, social benefit and common development.

BRIQ features a broad range of content, from academic 
articles to book reviews, review essays, interviews, news re-
ports, and feature articles.

The Editorial Board can issue calls for papers for spe-
cial issues and invite authors to contribute manuscripts; 
however, it also welcomes unsolicited submissions.

Submissions are invited in English or Turkish. All sub-
missions are to include a short biography (150-word limit) 
and should be sent as Microsoft Word attachments to briq@
briqjournal.com Articles or other content that have been 
previously published or are under review by other journals 
will not be considered for publication.

BRIQ follows American Psychology Association (APA 
style, 6th edition, https://www.apastyle.org) and uses Ameri-
can English spelling.

BRIQ applies a double-blind review process for all ac-
ademic articles.

Academic articles should be between 5000 and 9000 
words in length, including abstracts, notes, references, and 
all other content. Please supply a cover page that includes 
complete author information, and a fully anonymized man-
uscript that also contains an abstract (200-word limit) and 
five keywords.

Book reviews should not exceed 1,000 words; review 
essays covering two or more works can be up to 3,000 words.

News reports consisting of brief analyses of news devel-
opments should not exceed 1,500 words; feature articles com-
bining reporting and analysis can be up to 3,500 words.

Please contact the Editorial Board for interview proposals.

     Principles of Publication

Submission Guidelines



Editor-in-Chief
FİKRET AKFIRAT

Towards a New Cooperation Framework in the Eastern Mediterranean: 
Moving Beyond Hegemonist Containment

EDıtorıal

The United States appears to be using the Ukraine crisis, instigated by its own hand, 
as an opportunity to further its hegemonistic agenda, which has been in decline for far 
too long. While the stated aim of US policy in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea is to limit Russia, there are also other factors at play. The US has forged alliances 
with Israel, Southern Cyprus, and Greece, which are directed at both Russia and Turkey. 
Additionally, the US views the Mediterranean and Black Sea as a strategic front not only 
against Russia and Turkey, but also against developing countries such as China and Iran.

The Mediterranean region is one of the most vulnerable areas of the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI), which is set to enter its tenth year in September 2023. The BRI is more 
than just an economic cooperation project among the countries along its path, as its 
ten-year history has shown that cooperation based on the principle of non-interference 
in each other's internal affairs has led to a declining hegemonistic agenda on the part of 
the US. The Mediterranean, which is a vital strategic area for the BRI's growth into Africa 
and Europe, provides a unique opportunity for the developing world.

Each of the eastern and southern Mediterranean countries, including Turkey, 
Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Algeria, has signed 
individual partnership agreements under the BRI, with some having extensive bilateral 
collaborations. Despite differing levels of resistance, these countries are pushing back 
against the impositions of the Atlantic system in the areas of economy, politics, and 
security.

Against the destructive policy of exporting "democracy" under Atlantic hegemonism, 
the BRI offers the possibility of independent and shared development through 
multilateral alliances with developing countries. International cooperation based on the 
BRI could help to eliminate Atlantic hegemonism that has caused havoc in the region. 
The countries in the Mediterranean region coming together to safeguard their national 
interests would have consequences for the northern Mediterranean as well.

Finally, the realization of shared interests among Turkey, Russia, China, and Iran, as 
well as the countries along the eastern and southern Mediterranean coasts, could form a 
stronger unity of forces capable of defeating hegemonic containment. Such unification 
would exacerbate the centrifugal tendencies between the US and Europe and diminish 
the impact of Atlantic hegemonism on Europe.

In conclusion, integration into the BRI has the potential to benefit the Mediterranean 
countries in two ways: it would allow each country to develop according to its own 
characteristics while promoting international cooperation for the common good, and it 
could also undermine hegemonist impositions and establish world peace.
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The Middle East Region in the Global 
Context

THE CONFRONTATION BETWEEN RUSSIA 
and the West has had profound consequences 
for the economy and politics of Middle Eastern 
countries, including the impacts of the war 
on their food security, energy prices and 
labor markets, especially for countries that 
experienced the so-called “Arab Spring”.

After the 1990s, we witnessed an 
unprecedented victory for capitalism, 
particularly with the West dismantling the Soviet 

Union (1988-1991). In reality, the United States 
has lost a historic opportunity to lead the world 
or at least to improve world peace and stability. 
Instead, American leaders have imposed their 
dictates on many countries through invasions, 
sanctions and the use of the “soft war” (Motaghi 
& Mahboobeh, 2012). Subsequently, the US 
invasion of Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), 
the so-called Arab Spring (2010), international 
polarization, and the struggles of influence 
among world powers towards the Middle East 
have gravely disturbed global stability, peace, 
and prosperity (Gürcan, 2019b, 2020, 2022).

ABSTRACT

From the dissolution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) to the current war between 
Russia and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries in Ukraine, international polarization 
and the struggles of influence between world powers towards the Middle East region have not been as 
intense as we see today. This article seeks to answer the following question: how can major Eurasian 
powers such as Iran, Syria, Turkey, and Russia build a long-term collaboration that could also engage 
the Gulf countries? Much of the attention regarding regional relations has focused on energy projects, 
from the Arab Gulf to the Mediterranean on the one hand and from the Russian Federation via the 
Turkish mainland on the other, as an international supply towards Europe and the Americas. Effective 
and long-term collaboration requires not only the leading role of major Eurasian powers but also a due 
appreciation of the importance of strategic commodities other than energy products and a stronger 
awareness of the common challenges these powers share. This calls for a new economic model based on 
state-led investments, production, and employment in the space of the “Five Seas”, whose prerequisite 
is respect for international law within the framework of the legitimacy of the United Nations to 
ensure stability and prevent the resurgence of extremism, facilitate the return of displaced persons, 
and encourage reconstruction and peace efforts throughout the region. Syria, which had previously 
promoted the “Five Seas approach” with Turkey as a driving force, as well as the other countries of 
the Levant (Lebanon, Jordan with Iraq), the Arab countries of the Gulf and North Africa, have the 
opportunity to take advantage of the change in the global context of world politics. They will assume 
a key role with Russia, China, India and other emerging countries in the multipolarization of world 
politics to bring into use the advantage of the region’s geographical position at the hub of energy supply, 
infrastructure investment, transport and international trade.

Keywords:  Belt and Road Initiative, Five Seas, geopolitics, Middle East, Syria
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Indeed, geopolitically, the region’s potential 
of at least 650 million consumers, energy 
wealth that amounts to 66% of proven 
global oil reserves, and strategic position as 
a transit corridor between the East (and its 
ascending path: China, India, and Russia) 
and the West, and between the North and the 
South, shows the importance of the current 
realignments in the status of the countries of 
the region (with their different geostrategic 
and geoeconomic weights). China, Russia, 
India, Pakistan, Türkiye, Iran, Arab countries, 
African countries, and Europe itself can secure 
real independence only by way of creating a 
geopolitical Eurasian alliance (Abbas, 2022), 
a multipolar alliance (Dugin, 2020), or “post-
hegemonic multipolarity” (Gürcan, 2020). In 
reality, a better understanding of the potential 
for better alliances and improved cooperation 
requires identifying the dynamic developments 
that took place after the triumph of capitalism 
in its American form since the 1990s (The week 
UK, 2023). 

In examining the increasing weight of 
new economic poles and emerging countries 
globally, one could easily notice that a power 
shift has occurred from the West to the East 
and from the North to the South. This process 

began during the 1990s with the emergence 
of new growth centers and the formation of 
a multipolar global economic system as the 
weight of players in emerging markets increased 
(Abdullah, 2019). In this process, however, 
oil and gas have remained two strategic 
commodities despite all efforts to develop a 
stronger potential for renewable energy (The 
World Economic Forum, 2017).

Since the late 1980s, the US has sought to 
impose a new global pattern as the sole global 
pole by direct military interventions or later 
by promoting the different components of soft 
power, such as using sanctions and the media. 
In the meantime, the BRICS, as the first non-
regional alliance not based on a single culture, 
has strongly reasserted its demand for a “fair 
international order”. With this understanding, 
it has established an investment bank and 
continues to strive to get out of the hegemony 
of the dollar (Gürcan, 2019a, 2019b, 2022). 
In this environment, emerging countries 
are increasingly favoring international trade 
based on national currencies and preferential 
exchanges (such as supplying fuel to China and 
India at a reduced price) in their international 
trade relations.

These global developments aside, the Middle 
East has remained a highly volatile region. 
Since 2010, the collapse of the peace process 
in the Middle East with Israeli intransigence in 
compliance with United Nations resolutions, 
the escalation of instability in the region and 
its multiple challenges, including the collapse 
of the concept of collective security, especially 
with the so-called Arab Spring have revealed the 
fragility of the status quo (Sun & Zhang, 2022). 
Moreover, the course of the war in Ukraine 

Emerging countries are 
increasingly favoring 
international trade based 
on national currencies and 
preferential exchanges in their 
international trade relations.
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showed the fragility of the global energy system 
and the failure of Western policies in relying 
on alternative sources. It led to Russia and the 
OPEC countries returning to the forefront, 
resulting in new positions and alliances. 

Taking account of the challenges mentioned 
above, this article seeks to answer the 
following question: how can major Eurasian 
powers such as Iran, Syria, Türkiye, and Russia 
build a long-term collaboration that could 
also engage the Gulf countries? Effective and 
long-term collaboration requires not only the 
leading role of major Eurasian powers but 
also a due appreciation of the importance 
of strategic commodities other than energy 
products and a stronger awareness of the 
common challenges these powers share. 
This calls for a new economic model based 
on state-led investments, production, and 
employment in the space of the “Five Seas”, 

whose prerequisite is respect for international 
law within the framework of the legitimacy 
of the United Nations to ensure stability and 
prevent the resurgence of extremism, facilitate 
the return of displaced persons, and encourage 
reconstruction and peace efforts throughout 
the region. Syria, which had previously 
promoted the “Five Seas approach” with 
Türkiye as a driving force, as well as the other 
countries of the Levant (Lebanon, Jordan with 
Iraq), the Arab countries of the Gulf and North 
Africa, have the opportunity to take advantage 
of the change in the global context of world 
politics and will assume a key role with Russia, 
China, India and other emerging countries 
in the multipolarization of world politics to 
bring into use the advantage of the region’s 
geographical position at the hub of energy 
supply, infrastructure investment, transport 
and international trade.

MENA (Middle East-North Africa) and the Five Seas. (BRIQ   , 2023)
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The Middle East at the Crossroads 
 

The Middle East seeks a peaceful path, economically 
and politically, to overcome instability, despite the 
specificities of each country and its place in the 
world. The region is currently undergoing structural 
changes. The regional order is in transition amidst 
weakening governance in certain countries and 
growing power rivalries against the backdrop of 
American withdrawal despite the continuation of  
Western interventionism through a combination of 
different methods of soft power (sanctions, pressure, 
and media manipulation of public opinion). 
This new race for regional hegemony led by the 
Americans or its proxies calls into question the 
traditional hierarchy of power and the internal path 
of economic development, which is based, above all, 
on the internal capacity of each country in the region.

The economy, which guarantees sociopolitical 
stability through the generalized effects of oil, gas 
and other raw material and rents or indirect rents 
(for example, tourism, transit and remittances from 
workers abroad), has become a prominent political 
means in the relations between regional countries 
and its external “relations” with the international 
powers. 

Many Middle Eastern states persist in their political 
and ideological biases when conducting their foreign 
policy without considering their national interests 

and regional benefits. Moreover, the evolution of 
economic governance, external pressures, or the 
use of sanctions testify to an increasingly aggressive 
use of the economy in interstate relations, showing 
the intrinsic fragility of the rentier model and the 
impasse in the mobilization of wealth to ensure 
a conservative economy. From a macroeconomic 
point of view, despite the recent rise in hydrocarbon 
prices which has benefited the Gulf countries (Fitch 
Solutions, 2022), it could be argued that the human 
and economic security of the Middle Eastern and 
North African countries has deteriorated. A possible 
risk of protests in North Africa and the Levant 
cannot be excluded due to the galloping prices of 
many strategic and supplied goods (produced by 
these states or imported), increasing the risks to 
macroeconomic stability in the MENA region (IMF, 
2022).

Indeed, all countries in the Middle East suffer 
from a failure to reform and open up their economies 
and mobilize all potential internal forces, including 
the private sector, as well as demographic pressures 
and acute problems in coping with an explosion of 
youth. Social tensions can become highly disruptive 
mass protests in parts of the Middle East. Admittedly, 
a distinction must be made between countries 
at high risk of social unrest, whose economic 
situation is difficult and exacerbated by conflict, 
countries at moderate risk of social unrest, which 
may again experience social grievances motivated 
by poor socioeconomic conditions, including high 
unemployment and inflation, and finally, moderate 
risk countries that are well equipped financially 
to mitigate socioeconomic pressures (Economist 
Intelligence Uni, 2022; World Bank, 2022). The overall 
macroeconomic indicators are uncertain because 
they depend on direct oil and other energy sources 
and rents, given rising inflation and unemployment, 
diminishing capitalistic assets, raised financial 

Many Middle Eastern states persist 
in their political and ideological 
biases when conducting their 
foreign policy without considering 
their national interests and 
regional benefits.



11

sector vulnerabilities, and patchy implementation of 
corrective policy actions. Instead of seeking a self-
reliant development model and regional cooperation 
with mutual benefits, some of these countries tend to 
align with the “collective western approach”, which 
only perpetuates regional problems, failing to face up 
to common challenges (Cordesman, 2020).

Beyond International and Regional 
Polarizations: Tensions between Powers as 

an Obstacle to the Economy

On behalf of their interests, Western states 
put diverse economic strategies into practice 
by pursuing an exclusionary economic 
development discourse. However, this leads 
to regional tensions rather than improves 

regional welfare, as it fuels economic rivalries 
and a climate of instability at the expense of 
international cooperation. Unlike economic 
liberalism in the form of acute capitalism 
or rentier conservatism, a model of internal 
development and regional integration (in terms 
of pan-state infrastructures, trade, investment, 
transport, telecom networking, and tourism) 
remains the best way to achieve peace and a 
sustainable state of balance. Scholars studying 
the Middle East often underestimate the scope 
of economic determinants in the emergence and 
management of these same crises (Schmid & 
Benbernou, 2020). The political economy of the 
Middle East is more interesting as an element of 
understanding the evolutions and the relations 
between states.

Protests flared up in Lebanon due to the economic crisis. (CGTN, 2020)
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The fragility of economies linked to commodity 
prices, sensitive to geopolitical shocks, and 
dependent on the choices of industrialized 
economies has shattered the enchanted dream of 
paid idleness. Financial and social difficulties are 
accumulating, causing major instability, both for 
the rentier states and those who have benefited 
directly or indirectly from their generosity. One 
thing leading to another, most of the major 
geopolitical developments that have recently 
upset the region, from the contagion of the “Arab 
Spring” to the inevitable rise in tensions between 
the great powers, can be analyzed through the 
prism of the economy.

If the “obsession with power” that accompanies 
the birth of the modern international system 
is crystallizing today in a spectacular way in 
the Middle East, it is in particular because the 
rivalry of external actors opens up the field of 
competition. The policy of Western hegemony 
has continued to contribute to modulating the 
national governance of the states of the Middle 
East according to the desires of this collective 
West (even if it is not totally homogeneous). 
Obviously, it has been done without diminishing 
the opportunity for some regional states to 
assume regional leadership, concerned about 
their corporate interests, through mobilizing 
enormous resources to serve an external objective 
to the detriment of the preservation of regional 
economic and social order. Each tries to capture a 
share of the regional influence market, increasing 
the antagonism between states.

The Middle East, as a bridge, occupies a 
strategic place in the world, connecting India to 
the Mediterranean, stretching to the Red Sea, the 
Indian Ocean, and the Caspian Sea. This location 
has always become a destination for colonial or 
post-colonial rivalries between American and 

European powers. For the past three decades, the 
collective West saw the region as an arena and 
dividing line to prevent the success of multipolarity. 
Indeed, American leaders and many European 
leaders, who see themselves as representing the 
“international community”, constantly declare the 
importance of confronting the continuous rise 
of emerging poles in the face of global initiatives 
such as China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
Russia’s efforts at developing the BRICS group, 
and breaking out of dollar hegemony, via India 
and other emerging countries.

Today, the countries in the region with the 
largest land and maritime surfaces and those 
endowed with hydrocarbon resources retain 
a decisive advantage; their territories must 
also be the subject of strategic investments 
(in infrastructure, transport, and economic 
development) to enhance this possible positioning 
advantage. The development of infrastructure, 
particularly ports and airports, can be part of 
a rational strategy for a large regional hub, a 
platform and route for airport transport, energy 
supply, telecommunications, and transit as a 
crossroads between Europe, Asia, and Africa. 
Furthermore, the regional demographics are on 
the cusp of a new age for economic development. 
If we look at growth models, two different models 
roughly coexist in the region: that of truly rentier 
countries, exporters of energy, raw materials 
like the Gulf countries, or dependent on rent 
(transit, tourism and expatriate flows), and that 
of countries whose economy is rather productive: 
such as Iran, Türkiye, which is integrated into the 
global production chain, or Syria, before the war 
orchestrated by a coalition of “collective west”, 
which produced diversified goods. Between these 
two models, Jordan and Lebanon are importing 
countries, dependent on aid and subsidies from 
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their neighbors and allies. But all depend on the 
evolution of international markets, through the 
price of crude and raw materials and the dollar 
exchange rate, and have less and less control over 
these elements. This explains why these states 
have concluded free trade agreements with several 
partners and the main financiers of the emerging 
world and have approached Russia via the OPEC+ 
cooperation or China and India. The subsequent 
Western presence in Afghanistan and Iraq did 
not assist, and the inability to stabilize the area 
resulted in an unclear outcome. The struggle was 
engendered by the process of polarization, which 
then took the shape of aroused ambitions. The 
great powers measured the weight of their means 
to influence the establishment of a new balance 
or at least exercise sufficient deterrence vis-à-vis 

many states of the region, perceived as aggressive 
at the approach of this collective west.

The Middle East’s economic system has long 
been considered on the fringes of globalization. 
The rise in importance of economic factors in the 
competition of powers in the Middle East and 
using economic tools in the race for domination 
does not automatically lead to a sustainable 
economic development model. The thwarted 
economic power means that the local actors 
ultimately have little control over the regional 
economic system, the growth trajectories are 
disrupted by internal and external factors, and 
the persistence of very high conflict thwarts 
economic logic. The economy finally appears 
as a rather poor ally in the context of growing 
polarization.

Chinese Ambassador to Jordan, Chen Chuandong, speaks in Amman on the 45th anniversary of diplomatic 
relations between China and Jordan. (Jordan Chinese Embassy,   2022)
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The structure of rentier economies, which is 
poorly diversified, also leads to dependence 
on external products and know-how. 
Worse still, the dependence on the price 
of hydrocarbons is extreme. The revenues 
garnered depend on the choices of the other 
major producers, such as the United States 
and Russia, and the maintenance of demand 
from the major customers, such as China 
or India. These games of interdependence 
intersect with the question of alliances and 
allegiances. The socioeconomic challenges, 
entry into the digital age, and climate change 
will inevitably force them to a radical change 
in economic functioning. The water resource, 
rare and coveted, is at the heart of increasingly 
significant geopolitical tensions, social 
inequality, delay in reforms and a conciliatory 
reflex. 

Economic considerations like rapproche-
ment and regional cooperation can dictate 
major political choices. Both the relations 
between Türkiye and Iran and the rest of the 
states of the Arabian Peninsula or other count-
ries of the Middle East region can lead to ex-
haustion or support of economic cooperation 
projects to face these multiple challenges in 
societies. The effect of sanctions is difficult to 
assess precisely, but the tool can be politically 

and economically counterproductive.
Ultimately, US sanctions could also increase 
the participation of Russia and China in 
development, geopolitical reconfiguration and 
reconstruction projects in countries affected 
by wars. We do not know how long it may 
take for a new configuration of equilibrium 
to emerge because, amid internationalist 
one-upmanship, no hegemon or disciplining 
power seems able to prevail. The United States 
has long assumed this responsibility on the 
political and military level but now wishes to 
multiply the pressures of all kinds, including 
soft power. The intervention of an external 
hegemon could never once be decisive. It 
remains ambiguous whether the decision-
makers of the Middle Eastern states will 
still be able to define the rules of a virtuous 
economic game in the region or whether 
China, Russia and other emerging countries 
will play this role in the future.

The conviction is increasing among many 
world countries that transformation and 
prosperity are not exclusive to the Western 
powers and cannot come through oil rents, 
as there is a margin for adopting a self-
propelled development model that considers 
the structural transformations in the world 
economy. The powerful countries friendly to 
Syria, specifically Russia, Iran and China, have 
prevented the hegemonic powers, mainly the 
United States and its regional proxies, from 
disintegrating Syria's geostrategic space and 
territory. Characterized by its proximity to 
Türkiye at the crossroads of three continents 
(Europe, Africa and Asia), Syria, with Iraq 
and Iran, seeks to regain its independence 
as long as everyone acts on international 
charters.

US sanctions could also increase 
the participation of Russia and 
China in development, geopolitical 
reconfiguration and reconstruction 
projects in countries affected by wars.
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Relations with China, Russia and Türkiye

Syria is now shifting to the East, towards 
China and Russia, although it remains a 
Mediterranean country with a key seaport 
at Latakia. However, this does not mean that 
China, Russia, and regional players are all 
behaving according to a single, concerted 
strategy (Dorsey, 2020). While both may 
be driven in part by a common goal, 
their strategies diverge in some respects. 
Despite their shared desire to promote 
multilateralism, their priority to pursue their 
own interests shapes their actions. 

China has actively participated in Iraq’s 
economic reconstruction, with bilateral, 
practical cooperation making steady 

progress. That experience will be invaluable 
in Syria. Syria’s participation in the BRI would 
create a new corridor across the Middle East 
linking Iran to Syria via Iraq and benefit all 
regional states. Beijing and Moscow have 
been able to build a bridge between Iran and 
Iraq by developing cross-border rail with Iran 
at the border crossing point between the two 
countries on the Basra/Shalamcheh corridor, 
which itself leads to the ports in the south 
of Iran on the Arabian Gulf and connects 
to the International North-South Transport 
Corridor (INSTC) (Silk Road Briefing, 
2020). This multimodal route feeds east to 
India’s west coast ports, north to the Caspian 
Sea, and to Azerbaijan and Russia, with a 
northeast branch leading to Afghanistan.

North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC). (BRIQ   , 2023)
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China aspires to enlarge and strengthen 
its presence in the Middle East because 
of its strategic geographical importance, 
large economic market and wealth of 
natural resources that China needs. Sino-
Syrian relations are projected to grow in 
the foreseeable future due to the strategic 
political understanding between the two 
countries and Syria’s active presence under 
the BRI, which enhances its geographical 
position in the Eastern Mediterranean 
(Zreik & Zhao, 2022). 

What is now more certain than before 
is that Russia’s presence in Syria is not a 
mere strategic interest for Moscow but 
an existential necessity. Russia’s military 
presence in western Syria should be 
considered in two contexts. The first 
is the context of the Syrian war and its 
regional dimensions, and the second is 
Syria’s position overlooking the eastern 
Mediterranean Sea. 

Moscow attaches major importance to the 
Middle East, which cannot be ignored. The 
Kremlin has become increasingly involved 
in the Arab region. Russia’s strategy is 
long-term repositioning and defending its 
national security with NATO extending its 
borders and the West’s disrespect for the 
Minsk Agreement. In Syria, the Kremlin 

has, in recent years, played the role of both 
mediator and negotiator in the internal 
political process that the UN sponsors. 
The Russian facilitation, which Moscow is 
currently offering, aims to persuade Syria 
and Türkiye to engage in talks to arrive at a 
security settlement framework and ease any 
regional tensions. The questions in play are 
enormous and are not limited to the region’s 
borders. The Russian military presence in 
Syria, overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, 
is often mentioned, which is highly strategic 
at the regional and global levels due to 
its geographical position. Nevertheless, 
it should not neglect the gas exploration 
projects in the eastern Mediterranean, or 
even make Türkiye a gas supply hub for 
Europe, which allows Russia to increase its 
scope of action on the regional gas markets 
and also allows it to exert influence outside 
the former Soviet Republics. In addition to 
intensified cooperation with OPEC, Russia 
aims to grow commercial markets directly 
or through the BRICS mechanism. This 
represents a break in Russia’s isolation from 
the “international community”.

Syria and Türkiye are called upon to 
play an increasing role in their zone, 
located in the heart of the Middle East, 
which is in direct contact with the region’s 
countries and other regions. The region is 
then faced with a major transformation 
of its political order, creating an unstable 
security environment that will put 
additional pressure on the major powers 
and each country in the region. Ultimately, 
this ongoing transformation represents 
an opportunity for many countries in the 
region to concretize the concept of the 

Syria and Turkey are called upon 
to play an increasing role in 
their zone, located in the heart 
of the Middle East.
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five seas and actively engage in the future. 
Türkiye’s leveraging role is decisive. It 
can cooperate with Russia and China in 
the reconstruction projects of Syria and 
Iraq and, more generally, make regional 
cooperation succeed. Syria’s attractiveness 
lies within its “Five Seas” capability, a plan to 
link the Caspian, Black Sea, Mediterranean 
Sea and Red Sea with the Persian Gulf.

A New Path for the Middle Eastern Countries

The US administration is making efforts 
to reorganize Middle East politics. This 
time it is no longer to supply itself with 
oil for its economy but to contain China 
and exhaust the Russian forces by trying 

to push Russia into the quagmire of 
new battlefields. After the failure of the 
policy of reorganizing societies under a 
paternalistic attitude, it seems that the 
United States, as a global pole, can only 
use sanctions or other components of soft 
power. In this environment, Syria, Iran, 
Iraq, Lebanon, Russia, Türkiye, China, and 
others can rebuild the Middle East using 
the New Silk Road and the Five Seas. The 
New Silk Road lies at the heart of China’s 
strategy for the decades to come. This will 
also usher in a new era for the Middle East 
region, which has always been coveted for 
its strategic position and wealth, disputed 
between the Eurasian and maritime 
empires.

Growing ties between China and the Arab world unlock unlimited possibilities for cooperation. 
One of the largest industrial zones in Egypt was established by Sino-Egyptian cooperation.(CGTN, 2022)
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For the rest of the world, China’s peaceful 
development can be seen positively if 
the BRI and the BRICS grouping pursue 
win-win cooperation. The New Silk Road 
envisions a “green belt” in this region. It 
seems that the Chinese dream is already 
underway. The five countries constituting 
the core of the Middle East (Iran, Türkiye, 
Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon) are also interested 
in being part of the BRI. Particularly, the 
BRI can help the rebuilding efforts for 
Syria’s devastated economy on a new basis, 
shielding it from external threats. The 
BRI will provide Syria with a more stable 
environment, with South-West Asia being 
structured around two corridors (with 
major roles in particular for Iran, Iraq, 
Syria, and Lebanon), whether it is the road 
and rail corridor (going from Urumqi as 
the largest city in western China to coastal 
towns in the Middle East) or sea routes 
leading to the Mediterranean via Suez. 

Syria, despite of its economic weaknesses 
and the US's hostility, through its alliance 
with Russia and Iran, has been able to 
revive its political influence in recent 
years. Syria faces an uphill struggle for its 
economic strategy, but as Iraq’s substantial 
energy resources come into play, this will 
enhance its vision (Raimbaud, 2017). One 

should consider the possibility of restoring 
Syria’s relations with Saudi Arabia (Kane 
& Gassem, 2018) and Türkiye in favor of 
a more prosperous Middle East that could 
overcome its instability (Aytekin, 2022). 

Ironically, the Biden-led US is giving 
up its role as the world leader and the 
champion of free trade and environmental 
protection while China has taken over 
this role. Prolonged by relentlessness, the 
Syrian tragedy has dispelled the West’s 
pretenses and exposed its most devious 
strategies. But the worst of all has been to 
whitewash terrorism on the part of Western 
states. The exclamation point is: How can 
we resist nausea in front of these politicians 
who, with each attack on European soil, are 
poured out in indignant condemnations of 
terrorist violence they have fed and praised 
elsewhere? The war on Syria has been a 
large-scale international conflict in which a 
rival coalition has formed. The distinctions 
between “rebels”, “democrats”, “moderates”, 
“seculars”, “Islamists”, or “jihadists” are but 
superficial divides promoted by Western 
powers and their allies. By now, everyone 
understands that the reality of the Syrian 
conflict, for the past ten years, has been the 
struggle between state-sponsored terrorist 
conglomerates and a national army that 
defends its country against foreign invasion 
(Guigue, 2020; Gürcan, 2019c). But it has 
also spread its miasma to the four corners 
of the globe, returning like a boomerang. 

Despite its challenges and uncertainties, 
the Middle East can provide world politics 
with great opportunities and insightful 
perspectives. At the same time, there are 
very positive developments led by China 

Despite its challenges and 
uncertainties, the Middle East 
can provide world politics with 
great opportunities and insightful 
perspectives.
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and the BRICS countries. It is very difficult 
to envisage the course of the current 
tensions. One thing is sure, though: shared 
development is the only way to bring 
peace to the Middle East, and a lasting 
solution can only be reached through the 
concept of Peace Through Development 
. In these wasted decades before and after 
the “Arab spring” and multiple tensions 
and wars, the Collective Western behavior 
towards several regions has been botched 
to ensure regional security and peace. 
If the West desires a more peaceful and 
democratic Middle East, it should develop 
friendly relations with the people and their 
legitimate representatives so that the West 
can well join the reconstruction efforts 
in the region and the promotion of world 
peace.

The Needed Perspectives

The ideological struggle for control is not 
productive for any of the countries in the 
region. Furthermore, historical lessons 
since the Sykes-Picot Agreement show that 
reliance on major powers or contradictions 
of interests among them only achieves 
temporary “gains”, especially when the 
cultural diversity that characterizes these 
countries is a tool of intervention that can 
be exploited for further division, rather 
than being a source of wealth, and an 
impetus for their constructive cooperation. 
Besides human losses or wounds, spending 
billions in absurd wars, which continued to 
play some countries by proxy on behalf of 
the “collective West” since the beginning of 
what was called the Arab Spring, has only 

led to more fragmentation and the absence 
of collective security for the countries of the 
region. It is important here to emphasize 
that it would not be kept captive to the 
old methods of analysis and the mentality 
of American hegemony or the collective 
west in general (Barnes & Lovatt, 2022), 
especially since many countries, as a result 
of the experiences gained, have begun to 
emerge from this “cloak” in light of the 
emerging global changes (Culbreath, 2023).
Syria does not think of revenge, nor is it 
driven by emotions and passions. On the 
contrary, instability benefits the external 
forces interfering in the region’s affairs for 
their own interests. Thereby, it is certain 
that solving the current regional slump and 
finding peace (which requires many painful 
concessions) will guarantee the collective 
security and interests of the peoples of the 
regional countries. The cost of peace and 
common challenges remains lower than 
that of continuing conflicts with human 
losses and more internal problems at each 
country’s level.

Conclusion

For the rest of the world, including Middle 
East countries, China’s peaceful development 
can be seen in a positive light as long as the 
BRI and the BRICS pursue win-win coope-
ration. Moreover, the “bone-breaking” battle 
between the Russian Federation, which de-
fends its national security, and NATO, which 
is fueling the conflict, proves once again the 
importance of achieving world peace based 
on legitimacy rather than imposing Western 
hegemony by various means (Chris, 2010). 
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The war in Ukraine is a blow to relations 
between Russia and the West, and this situation 
will likely persist in the long term. However, its 
impacts on Middle East countries vary depen-
ding on their natural wealth, including hydro-
carbons, their capacity to produce or import 
goods, in particular food and raw materials, 
and their development trajectory. 
Syria, a close ally of Russia, like Türkiye or other 
countries in the Middle East, is more than ever 
concerned about the evolution of the positions 
of the various world poles and the repositioning 
of international and regional powers in the 
whole region. Indeed, each regional country 
could assume a stabilizing role. A cessation 
of ongoing extremism and violence, and 
eventual political reconciliation, including the 
reintegration of vital state institutions, would 
improve the operational environment for 
facilitating the reconstruction of the economy 
of regional states and the rebuilding of social 
cohesion. This means that regional countries 
could shift their alliances and move from the 
current state of engagement into a forthcoming 
state of partnership and cooperation. Building 
an economic model based on maximizing the 
gains of constructive cooperation and shared 
benefits in the space of five seas requires the 
utmost importance to guarantee stability, 
reconstruction and peace throughout the 
region. The question for western states is 
whether their antagonistic approach toward 
the region will achieve any long-term gains. 
After decades of instability, it is time to adopt 
full engagement by all concerned parties on 
an equal footing, which seems to be the best 
way to avoid wasting another decade to the 
detriment of all. 

Notes

1 Many Western thinkers agree on the growing 
concern about the strengthening of the alliance 
between the rising poles competing with the Uni-
ted States, as the former US secretary of state and 
national security adviser Henry Kissinger said: 
“‘We are now living in a totally new era”, transc-
ript of a discussion between Henry Kissinger and 
Edward Luce, which took place on May 7 in Was-
hington Financial Times US national editor, May 
9, 2022.

2 Without adopting all the views presented, it 
is possible to refer to the analysis of a number of 
writers affiliated with the Carnegie organization:  
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: 
What the Russian War in Ukraine Means for the 
Middle East.  MARCH 24, 2022. Retried from ht-
tps://carnegieendowment.org/2022/03/24/what-
russian-war-in-ukraine-means-for-middle-east-
pub-86711.

3 As Mao Tse-Tung argues: "Therefore, to over-
take the United States is not only possible, but ab-
solutely necessary and obligatory. If we don't, the 
Chinese nation will be letting the nations of the 
world down and we will not be making much of a 
contribution to mankind” (Marxist, 2004).

⁴ Effectively, shared development is the only 
way to bring peace to the Middle East, and a las-
ting solution can only be reached through the 
concept of “Peace Th rough Development”, as the 
German political activist Helga Zepp-LaRouc-
he stresses: HARTMANN Alexander, The Peace 
Dividend of the New Silk Road: Global Recons-
truction of the Physical Economy. Executive In-
telligence Review, 13 November 2015. Retrieved 
from https://larouchepub.com/eiw/public/2015/ 
eirv42n45-20151113/05-07_4245.pdf.
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Elif Erkeç- Reflections of Türkiye-Greece Tension in the Sea of Islands on the Eastern Mediterranean Regional Security Complex

ABSTRACT

This study examines how Türkiye has made the problem in the Sea of Islands a security issue in its recent foreign policy, 
the policies of Türkiye and Greece towards the Eastern Mediterranean region, the attitudes of non-regional actors 
towards the parties, and the reflections of the tension between the two countries in the region with the Copenhagen 
School’s Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT) approach and process tracking method, which has an important 
place in security studies. Since they are perceived as a threat to the sovereignty of Türkiye, these issues are a problem 
of belonging and armament of the islands in the Sea of Islands, whose status has not been determined by international 
agreements. Greece’s efforts to expand its territorial waters are based on the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), to which Türkiye is not a party. Greek policies shaped within the framework of the Seville 
map, and the effect of foreign actors, have created regional complex formations studied by excluding Türkiye. It is 
considered unacceptable for Türkiye to remain silent in the face of threats against it, to accept the demands dictated 
to it, and to compromise its national interests. Increasing uncertainty in the region, polarization, and the race for 
regional militarization bring the risk of open conflict. This situation creates a serious security threat in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region Security Complex.

Keywords: Eastern Mediterranean, islands issue, militarization, Regional Security Complex Theory, security hazard

Introduction

DISPUTES BETWEEN TÜRKIYE AND GREECE 
in the “Sea of Islands”  on the continental shelf, 
territorial waters, and the sovereignty of the 
unassigned islands show their impact at the 
regional and international levels. Although the 
problem is experienced in the Sea of Islands, 
it is also related to the Eastern Mediterranean 
region. For this reason, the question “Is the island 
problem between the two countries only related to 
the security of the two countries, or could it cause 
a serious problem for regional security as well?” 
is the main focus of this study. The approach of 
Türkiye and Greece to the problem in the Sea of 
Islands further deepens this problem.

According to Türkiye, the problem is the 

conflict in the maritime jurisdiction, the problem 
of who owns the islets and reefs whose status quo is 
unclear, and Greece’s arming of the islands whose 
legal status has not been decided yet. According to 
Greece, the only reason for the problem is Türkiye’s 
refusal to accept Greece’s maritime jurisdiction 
and occupy the Greek continental shelf. Greece, 
which wants to receive a share of the energy 
resources discovered in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and take an active role in an energy corridor that 
can be created, aims to solve the continental shelf 
problem by squeezing Türkiye into a narrow 
maritime jurisdiction area. However, a solution 
formed in line with the demands of Greece means 
that Türkiye renounces its territorial waters 
border of 104 thousand square kilometers along 
the Sea of Islands and the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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This would leave Türkiye with only 41 thousand 
square kilometers of maritime jurisdiction in the 
Sea of Islands and Eastern Mediterranean (Çetin, 
2020; Kadan, 2020).

Greece’s increasing relations with Israel and 
other countries in the region, the increasing 
presence of the European Union (EU) and the 
United States of America (USA) in the region and 
the reflection of pragmatic alliances formed on 
the economic ground in the military field through 
military exercises and similar initiatives has left 
Türkiye geopolitically besieged and exacerbated 
the perception of threat. This situation caused 
Türkiye’s foreign policy to turn into the diplomacy 
of deterrence. The fact that both sides look at the 
problems from different perspectives has led to 
the inability to produce constructive solutions 
with concrete steps despite the calls for dialogue. 
This situation further increases the tension in the 
region. Although the problem in the Sea of Islands 
occurs at the regional level, it directly affects the 
Eastern Mediterranean Regional Complex and 
brings with it the risks of active conflict. While 
Türkiye stated that Greece is ignoring calls for 
dialogue and taking more provocative actions 
instead of a solution-oriented attitude, Greece 
emphasizes that Türkiye threatens them with war. 
In fact, in the letter sent by Greece to the United 
Nations (UN), the EU, and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), Greece stated that 
President Erdoğan stated warlike rhetoric Greece 
with these words “We may come suddenly one 
night” (Haber Global, 2022). 

An active conflict situation between the two 
countries has the power to affect the whole region. 
At this point, actors such as the Atlantic system, 
the UN, and the EU may suffer from this conflict. 
This situation will lead to a security crisis that 
is exceedingly difficult to repair in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. In this study, the background of 
the issue in the Sea of Islands between Türkiye and 
Greece and the arguments put forward by Türkiye 
and Greece will be discussed by addressing the 
variable geopolitical dynamics of the Eastern 
Mediterranean region and the attitudes of non-
regional actors. Solutions will be suggested by 
applying the process follow-up method within the 
framework of the RSCT. 

Regionalism and Regional Security 
Complex Theory

Regions and regionalism are interconnected norms 
in terms of international relations, intertwined to 
better explain world regional politics by narrowing 
borders. Traditionally, regions and regionalism has 
been developed by groups, states, and empires that 
shape history under the influence of historical, 
political, economic, military, and geographical 
factors. Some significant developments in history 
- wars, alliances, treaties, and trade routes - have 
contributed to this development, as have these 
actors in history. Understanding the international 
system and its subsystems and analyzing the 
regions as a unit is one of the most complicated 
things in international relations. For this reason, 
the necessity of examining the world by dividing it 
into regions and subsystems has emerged. 

Many theories have influenced studies about 
regions, regionalization, and regional security. In 
the field of old regionalization theory, attempts 
have been made to explain the regionalization 
process with theories such as functionalism, neo-
functionalism, regional economic integration, 
and neo-realism (Breslin & Higgott, 2000, p. 
334). According to the old regionalism, regions 
were necessarily created to cope with the global 
challenges posed by the bipolar Cold War conditions 
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(Hettne, 2002, p. 326). According to Buzan, 
regions are regional security complexes combined 
with mutual security issues (Buzan, 1983). In 
this respect, ensuring security is the primary 
concept of new regionalism, which emerged as the 
third wave of regionalization after the Cold War, 
representing a much more dimensional form of 
integration. It connects national and international 
factors, political and economic factors, and state 
and non-state actors by building regional theory 
into the discipline of international relations more 
successfully (Gürcan, 2010, pp. 21–22; Kelly, 2007, 
p. 198; Vayrynen, 2003, p. 27).

The Regional Security Complex Theory, 
developed by the Copenhagen School, is one of 
several new theories associated with the new 
regionalism. This theory was developed by Barry 
Buzan (Buzan, 1983, 1991; Grabowski, 2020). The 
concept was later conceptually expanded by Barry 
Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde (Buzan et 
al., 1998) and then Barry Buzan and Ole Waever 
(Buzan & Waever, 2003). The regional security 
complex is based on variables and regional 
dynamics such as intense conflict-cooperation 
dynamics, the concepts of friendship and enmity, 
interdependence, geographical and historical 
proximity, geopolitical rivalry, and fear factor in 
which two or more states are mutually affected. It 
also discusses whether ethnocultural and religious 
ties can be determining factors in determining 

security complexes (Stivachtis, 2021).
In the early 1990s, the Copenhagen School 

defined the security complex as “A group of states 
whose security perceptions and security concerns 
cannot be considered independently of each other”. 
After adopting the securitization concept in 1995, 
it defined “The securitization and desecuritization 
processes as units that cannot be considered 
independently of each other”. The RSCT is partially 
borrowed from security theory. It is argued that the 
dependence on security in the complexes stems from 
the securitization of neighboring states (Buzan & 
Waever, 2003, p. 44). According to the Copenhagen 
school, which also studies desecuritization along 
with securitization theory, the main goal is not to 
securitize an issue but to desecuritize it (Buzan, 
Wæver ve Wilde, 1998:1). While securitization is 
the legitimate measure taken when there is a threat 
to the reference object, desecuritization is the loss 
of its securitization status or the politicization of 
an issue (Hansen, 2012, p. 526).

According to Buzan, security is a relational 
phenomenon, with the national security of all 
states in the system interconnected by a network 
of interdependence. Security and insecurity 
are associated with proximity, as political and 
military threats are more intense at close ranges 
than at long distances (Söderbaum & Shaw, 
2003). When it comes to regional security, the 
region, shaped by mutual dependence, power 
distribution, history, perceptions of friendship 
and hostility, fear, and regional dynamics, creates 
a more intense and high-level diplomacy between 
the states. According to Buzan, the concepts 
of friendship and enmity cannot be connected 
only to the balance of power because there are 
issues such as ideology, region, ethnic lines, and 
historical precedent that can affect these feelings 
(Buzan, 2007).

The Regional Security Complex 
Theory, developed by the 
Copenhagen School, is one of 
several new theories associated with 
the new regionalism.
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Another essential factor is fear. Regional 
Security Complex Theory, both old and new, 
emphasizes geography first. It is based on the 
basic idea that threats have the most significant 
impact in geographically neighboring areas. 
Therefore, states fear the intentions and 
powers of neighboring states. The main level of 
security analysis is the regional level (Buzan & 
Waever, 2003, p. 3). Due to the fear factor, the 
states in the regions are highly interconnected. 
In regional security, there is higher security 
dependency between states. For this reason, 
it is necessary to analyze the entire region as 
a unit to understand the security problems 
(Buzan & Waever, 2003, p. 41).

A complex is formed between at least two 
sovereign states interacting with each other. 
The borders of the complex are formed based 
on the states’ security policies. These borders 

can be changed by states that interact or do not 
want to interact with each other. Complexes 
can be structured in diverse ways, depending 
on the distribution of power among states 
and the degree of friendship and enmity 
between them (Buzan & Waever, 2003, p. 53). 
Depending on the degree of friendship and 
enmity, complexes can be divided into three 
types: conflict formation, security order, and 
security community. When problems cannot 
be resolved under appropriate conditions, it 
creates an environment of conflict. Therefore, 
in conflict complexes, states perceive each 
other as possible threats and do not respect 
each other as sovereign entities (Frazier & 
Stewart-Ingersoll, 2010). In the security order, 
the potential risk of conflict and fear of war 
continues. However, these conflicts can be 
overcome with diplomatic solutions. The 

2022 Blue Homeland exercise of the Turkish Naval Forces Command. 
(Turkish Naval Forces Command, 2022)
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rivalry perceptual is intense rather than the 
hostility perceptual between states. The level of 
cooperation between states in these complexes 
is relatively high. In security communities, 
however, states do not expect such conflicts 
to arise. If a problem arises, solutions to 
problems are developed within the framework 
of mutually determined rules and diplomacy 
(Buzan & Waever, 2003, p. 174).

The Eastern Mediterranean as a Security 
Complex

The Eastern Mediterranean region, which has 
a rich accumulation in line with the historical, 
cultural, economic, geographical, and political 
elements it contains, has had a central (superior) 
function on East-West trade, transportation, 
migration, and energy transmission routes 
throughout history. The Eastern Mediterranean 
carried the wealth of the East to the West 
(Özekin, 2020, p. 11). It is important to 
reevaluate the region, which has such strategic 
importance, and the developments in today’s 
conjuncture. This study will examine the 
reflections on the problem between Türkiye 
and Greece on the Eastern Mediterranean 
security complex in terms of geographical 
proximity, power distributions, friendship, band 
hostility perceptual, fear factor, and regional 
conjuncture. According to the RSCT, complexes 
are categorized as conflict, security order, and 
security community. It is seen that the Eastern 
Mediterranean security complex continues to 
turn into a conflict complex due to the unresolved 
problems between Türkiye and Greece. At this 
point, factors such as geographical proximity, 
hostility, fear, and threat perception impact the 
formation of the complex.

Geographic, Geostrategic and 
Geopolitical Elements Defining the 
Eastern Mediterranean

The Eastern Mediterranean is a region drawn 
east of the line between Cape Bon in Tunisia 
and Cape Lilibeo at the tip of Sicily Island. 
It is surrounded by the coasts of Albania, 
Croatia, Slovenia, Italy, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Lebanon, Palestine, Montenegro, Greek Cypriot 
Administration (GCA), Greece, Syria, Israel, 
Egypt, Libya, Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus (TRNC), Türkiye and Tunisia (Yaycı, 
2020, p. 12). The United Kingdom, which has 
the status of a guarantor country like Greece 
and Türkiye in Cyprus, also has a coast in the 
Eastern Mediterranean because the Akrotiri and 
Dhekelia bases are sovereign territories (Kansu, 
2019, p. 60, 2020). The Eastern Mediterranean 
region is at a critical point at the junction of the 
continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa, due to its 
geographical and geostrategic location as well as 
its political and economic characteristics.

The Eastern Mediterranean basin appears 
to function as a gateway that opens from 
Mesopotamia and Central Asia via Türkiye and 
Syria to the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian 
Gulf via the Suez Canal (Kütükçü & Kaya, 2016, 
p. 88). The Eastern Mediterranean basin is in a 
geostrategic position regarding Middle Eastern 
and European connections. It is connected to 
the Marmara Sea by the Dardanelles Strait and 
to the Red Sea by the Suez Canal, containing 
the Adriatic Sea, the Ionian Sea, and the Aegean 
Sea. It is located on the trade routes connecting 
the east and west of the world. In this way, it is 
a critical position in the logistics of energy and 
commercial goods from the Middle East, India, 
and the Pacific oceans to Europe (Duman, 
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2021; Ozan, 2019; Şemşek, n.d.; Yaycı, 
2012). In addition, the fact that the island of 
Cyprus, which has strategic importance in 
maritime transit transport, is in the Eastern 
Mediterranean region increases the region’s 
importance even more.

In the Mediterranean region, which covers 
only 1% of the world’s seas, 15% of global 
maritime transport occurs (WWF, 2021). The 
Eastern Mediterranean acts as a locomotive 
in the Mediterranean region, where an 
enormous international maritime trade and 
energy flow takes place (Gürcan, 2021). The 
grounding of the cargo ship The Evergreen 
due to a sandstorm on 24 March 2021 in the 
Suez Canal, which joins the Indian Ocean and 
the Red Sea to the Eastern Mediterranean, 
once again emphasized that the Suez Canal 
is of critical importance for global shipping 
and supply lines. Approximately 12% of global 
trade and 30% of global container traffic, 
an estimated 7-10% of world oil, and 8% of 

liquefied natural gas pass through the Suez 
Canal (New Zealand Embassy in Cairo, 2021; 
United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development, 2021).

With the increasing need for energy after 
the industrial revolutions, fierce competition 
for hydrocarbons has led to the redistribution 
of world energy resources starting from the 
end of the 19th century. In this race, keeping 
oil-rich geographies such as the Middle East 
under control and delivering the oil in the 
region to the world market has become the 
primary motivation of the great European 
powers (Gibson, 2019). During the Second 
World War, the Eastern Mediterranean 
attracted the attention of the Axis powers 
with its geographical proximity to the Middle 
East, North Africa, and the Caucasus oil. The 
Eastern Mediterranean played a vital role in 
defending NATO’s southern flank throughout 
the Cold War.

In the last 20 years, the hydrocarbon reserves 

Eastern Mediterranean. (Map General Directorate, 2023)
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discovered in the region have significantly 
changed the Eastern Mediterranean’s energy 
geopolitics. Since the second half of the 
2000s, the discoveries made by the countries 
that are neighbors in the Mediterranean and 
some international oil companies offered the 
Eastern Mediterranean region the opportunity 
to become a potential energy production 
center and energy corridor (Özekin, 2020). 
The existence of hydrocarbon resources 
under the seabed has led the countries in 
the region to declare their continental shelf 
an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and to 
accelerate exploration and drilling operations 
in these zones. On the one hand, regional and 
non-regional states’ involvement in sharing 
resources and maritime areas has further 
intensified the competition and conflicts 
in the region. On the other hand, energy 
discoveries have brought about considerable 
changes in the region’s geopolitics and created 
a fragile foundation that endangers the 
countries’ security in the region, especially 
Türkiye (Gürcan, 2019; Gürcan, 2021). 

Geopolitical Dynamics in the Eastern 
Mediterranean

It is still unclear whether the energy 
resources discovered in the Eastern 
Mediterranean are a great opportunity or a big 
threat to the region’s countries and regional 
security. While initially discovered energy 
sources were expected to encourage regional 
cooperation, they can also exacerbate regional 
conflicts. It was expected that the energy 
resources on issues such as the determination 
of exclusive economic zones among the 
riparian states of the Mediterranean and 

the Cyprus problem would create a basis for 
reconciliation. Contrary to this, the situation 
further deepened existing problems. While it 
is expected to contribute to the formation of 
the regional security complex and encourage 
economic partnerships, regional cooperation 
has begun to evolve into political and military 
alliances. 

The rapidly increasing uncertainty in 
the region and the regional militarization 
race bring the risk of open conflict. The 
developments that led to the further increase 
of insecurity and instability in the region 
are as follows: conflict over the energy 
resources discovered in the region, maritime 
delimitation disputes, the Cyprus issue, the 
island problem between Türkiye and Greece, 
the war in Syria, the Israeli-Lebanese border 
conflicts, the intensification of regional 
conflicts, the rapid militarization of the 
region, regional political uncertainties, and 
Türkiye’s new foreign policy under the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) in response 
to the perception of regional encirclement 
towards Türkiye (Bilgin, 2012; Işeri & Bartan, 
2019; Paikin & Rose, 2021; Stergiou, 2019; 
Tagliapietra, 2013; Tziarras, 2019). However, 
some countries try to create the perception 
that Türkiye is implementing an expansionist 
policy, and Ankara is trying to control the 
trade routes on the Black Sea and Suvesh 
Canal with the Blue Homeland Doctrine. 

The rapidly increasing uncertainty 
in the region and the regional 
militarization race bring the risk of 
open conflict.
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Four dynamic elements play a key role in 
today’s Eastern Mediterranean geopolitics, 
shaping the regional security complex that has 
come to the fore (Tziarras, 2021, p. 5). The first 
of these is the energy resources discovered in 
the region. Recent hydrocarbon discoveries in 
the Eastern Mediterranean are one of the main 
drivers of this region’s shifting geopolitical and 
security dynamics. This situation can also create 
a driving force for regional economies. Many 
experts have discussed this issue extensively 
(Adamides & Christou, 2015; Gürel et al., 2013; 
Proedrou, 2012; Tziarras, 2016, 2018). The 
energy resources discovered so far are in small 
quantities and are not game-changing on a 
global scale. Nevertheless, the Mediterranean’s 
hydrocarbon reserves are considerable. However, 

it should not be forgotten that these energy 
resources, initially seen as an opportunity to 
solve political conflicts and regional problems, 
have deepened the controversy rather than 
contributed to regional stability.

The second is geopolitical antagonisms and 
new balances of power (Tziarras, 2021, pp. 6–7). 
Energy became another point of contestation 
between traditional and contemporary 
geopolitical rivals in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
especially between Türkiye and countries such 
as Cyprus, Greece, Israel, and Egypt. In addition, 
Türkiye’s historical problems with Cyprus and 
Greece and deteriorating relationships with 
other countries in the region have aggravated 
geopolitical antagonisms. Türkiye’s problems 
with the region’s countries and fluctuations 

EEZ claims of Greece and Greek Cypriot Administration (BRIQ , 2023)
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in cyclical relations, the convergence of other 
regional countries due to their common 
economic and energy interests, and their 
exclusionary initiatives against Türkiye from 
regional cooperation have triggered regional 
dynamics. Trying to exclude Türkiye from 
regional cooperation and the reflection of 
this pragmatic alliance shaped on economic 
grounds in the military field through military 
exercises has intensified Türkiye’s perception 
of geopolitical siege and threat (Akbayır & 
Savaş, 2021; Özekin, 2020; Yılmaz, 2020). This 
situation causes the deterrence diplomacy in 
Türkiye’s foreign policy to increase, making 
the political situation enter a vicious circle by 
escalating regional tensions further.

The third is the increasing interest of foreign 
powers in the region. The investments of French, 
Italian, American, and Qatari companies in the 
natural gas reserves located on the continental 
shelves of Cyprus, Israel, and Egypt have brought 
regional issues to the international level. The 
military presence of the American, Russian, 
British, and French navies in the region causes 
a multidimensional and global problem in 
Eastern Mediterranean geopolitics (Demiryol, 
2020; Lika, 2020). The USA, which has become 
the world’s largest natural gas producer with 
shale gas production, wants to export its 
energy resources to many parts of the world, 

including Europe, with the LNG method and to 
continue its military and intelligence activities 
in the region (Kedikli & Çalağan, 2017). The EU 
countries are developing solutions on how to 
overcome the energy crisis. The EU’s interest has 
once again turned to the Eastern Mediterranean. 
The UK takes an active role in the region with 
its guarantor status on the island of Cyprus, 
its military bases where it collects military 
intelligence, and the British BP company. China 
has also developed a strong interest in the 
Eastern Mediterranean as part of its ambitious 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Gürcan, 2021).

The fourth is the new human security 
imperative associated with the region’s 
geopolitics and balance of power, which goes 
beyond traditional security concerns. The 
global powers, who found nation-states to be 
anti-democratic, supported the destruction 
of nation-states in the Middle East and North 
Africa and the establishment of small new 
states based on sects, ethnic origins, and 
micro-nationalism. This way, these new states 
can be more easily governed from the outside 
(Özdemir, 2020; Tziarras, 2021). Libya, Iraq, and 
Syria were divided by foreign intervention. After 
the overthrow of the dictatorial governments in 
the region, local power wars based on sects and 
ethnic origin began. With the emergence of ISIS 
brutality in the vacuum created by the powerful 
states of the region and the world taking sides 
instead of putting out the fire, there was a 
significant humanitarian crisis (Gürcan, 2020; 
Karbuz, 2021). The events and their reflections 
in the Middle East region have caused major 
social, economic, security, and humanitarian 
concerns in several Arab countries, particularly 
Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Lebanon, Egypt, and Syria 
(Acer, 2019; Kansu, 2020).

China has developed a 
strong interest in the Eastern 
Mediterranean as part of 
its ambitious Belt and Road 
Initiative.
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In addition, a new humanitarian crisis occurred 
when the Taliban took control of Afghanistan. 
Human security challenges related to national 
security have become the center of international 
discussions and cooperation efforts since the 
mid-2010s. The Eastern Mediterranean region 
also suffers from this human security problem. 
Problems such as conflicts, wars, political 
instability, unresolved political and diplomatic 
problems, terrorism, regional armament, and 
refugee crises threaten regional security.

Türkiye-Greece Tension and its 
Regional Reflections

As mentioned above, the region should be 
examined as a single system in regional security 
theory. The region is a historical, cultural, and 
economic transition point. Cultural differences, 
religious differences, historical conflicts, and 

chronic problems cause the relations between 
the regional states, Türkiye and Greece, to be 
strained from time to time and the possibility 
of conflict to arise. Regarding the security 
complex, some fundamental issues need to be 
examined to understand the causes of tension 
and the possibility of conflict. These are 
geographical conditions of the regional security 
complex, historical perception of friend-enemy, 
sovereignty status of the region, geopolitical fear, 
and threat factors. Under this title, the Türkiye-
Greece tension in the Sea of Islands is discussed 
from a geographical point of view.

About 1800 pieces of land are in the Sea of 
Islands (Mansel, 2004, p. 3). Only twenty-four 
of them are bigger than one hundred square 
kilometers. In total, about a hundred of them 
have been inhabited. In terms of examining these 
islands, we can analyze them in three groups:

a) On 24 April 1830, with the independence 

1958 Geneva Convention on the Law of the Sea. 
(Law Encyclopedia, 2019) 
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of Greece from the Ottoman Empire, the islands 
whose sovereignty was transferred to the Greek 
side,

b)  Islands transferred to Greece in return for 
non-militarization (non-military status) with the 
Treaty of Lausanne on 24 July 1923 and the Treaty 
of Paris in 1947,

c) Islands, islets, and rocks whose sovereignty 
is not determined by international treaties (Fuat, 
2013, p. 53).

Islands’ issues have not been determined by 
international agreements and have remained 
uncertain. In addition to their military 
importance, the energy reserves discovered 
in the Mediterranean and the Sea of Islands 
increase their importance. On the islands whose 
status was not determined after the Treaty of 
Lausanne, Greece claims that Türkiye renounced 
its sovereign rights in all the unnamed islands 
based on Article 16 of the Lausanne Peace Treaty 
(Ferudun, 2009, p. 86). Türkiye states that the 
islands’ sovereignty has not been transferred and 
that it has full rights in the islands. Türkiye has 
not given up its claims on these islands. While 
Greece also claims that the 1932 Italian-Turkish 
Agreement is an international treaty, it says that 
the Turkish side renounced all the islands in the 
Menteşe Region. Türkiye, on the other hand, 
states that it is not an internationally binding 
agreement in terms of registration, signature, and 
entry into force (Ferudun, 2009, p. 60).

Uncertainty about the status of islands and 
rocks in the Sea of Islands raises sovereignty 
disputes over the boundaries of the continental 
shelf and EEZ. The concept of the continental shelf 
first emerged as a legal concept in a declaration 
by United States President Truman in 1945 
(Ertuğrul, 2017a, p. 42). Continental shelf status 
was determined in the 1958 Geneva Convention. 

It states that coastal states have rights in waters 
up to 200 miles deep, and everything on the sea 
and seabed belongs to the coastal state (Gökdemir 
Işık, 2009). The 1958 Geneva Convention was 
replaced by the 1982 UNCLOS. Türkiye has not 
signed either treaty. The most crucial principle 
in determining the boundaries of the continental 
shelf in the Law of the Sea is the necessity of 
determining the rights equally and neutrally.

An equitable solution in the Sea of Islands, 
based on the closeness of the islands to the 
continent, does not seem possible now because 
most of the islands are closer to the Türkiye’s land 
border than Greece’s land. The states in the 1982 
UNCLOS, of which Greece is a party, have agreed 
“to limit their territorial waters to 12 miles” 
(Ertuğrul, 2017b). Based on this convention, 
Greece wants to extend its territorial waters to 12 
miles, claiming that its islands have a continental 
shelf and EEZ rights. However, Greece’s extension 
of its territorial waters to 12 miles is an attack on 
Türkiye’s sovereign rights in a semi-enclosed sea 
like the Sea of Islands. According to international 
law, both states must agree on mutual territorial 
waters borders. No state can cut off the exclusive 
economic zone from which the other state reaches 
the open sea. The right to access the high seas is 
protected in the 1958 Geneva Convention and 
1982 UNCLOS (Mengi, 2008).

The Process of the Türkiye-Greece 
Conflict

According to the Lausanne Peace Treaty, 
Türkiye has sovereignty over the islands up to 
three miles off Anatolia (Ince, 2013, p. 121). As 
mentioned in the previous section, regarding 
the sovereignty of islands, islets, and rocks 
of the unnamed islands, status quos have not 
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been determined in this treaty with the “Law 
on the Determination of the Border of the 
Greek Territorial Seas” dated 17 September 
1936 and numbered 230. Greece declared that 
it had increased territorial waters from 3 miles 
to 6 miles, violating international law (Özman, 
1988). In response to this, Türkiye increased its 
territorial waters to six miles with the “Territorial 
Waters Law” dated 1964 and no 476 (Kanunlar, 
1964, p. 49). With Greece’s signing of the 1982 
UNCLOS and the 12-mile claims coming to the 
agenda, Türkiye renewed its view on territorial 
waters with the “Territorial Waters Law No. 
2674” dated 20 May 1982. According to the law:

“Article 1 – Turkish territorial waters are 
included in the country of Türkiye. The width 
of Turkish territorial waters is six nautical miles. 
The President of the Republic is authorized to 
determine the width of territorial seas over 

six nautical miles for certain seas, considering 
all the features and situations related to those 
seas and complying with the principle of 
equity. Article 2 – Territorial seas are limited 
by agreement between Türkiye and States with 
adjacent or reciprocal coasts. This agreement 
can be made by the principle of equality and 
by considering all relevant characteristics and 
situations of the region. Article 3 – The width of 
the territorial sea is measured from the baselines 
to be determined by the President. Article 4 – 
The waters on the land side of the main lines and 
the gulf waters are Turkish inland. Permanent 
port facilities are considered part of the coast, 
and the landward waters of the most exposed of 
these facilities and the outer ports are included 
in the inland waters” (Incekaş, 2021; Karasuları 
Kanunu, 1982, p. 338).

On 1 June 1995, the Greek Parliament 

Sea areas according to the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. 
(Turkish General Directorate of Mineral Research and Exploration, 2015)
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approved the UNCLOS. As we mentioned above, 
based on the phrase “The maximum territorial 
water of a country is 12 miles” in the contract, 
after announcing that it would increase the 
territorial waters border of the Sea of Islands to 
12 miles later, the Turkish Parliament issued a 
declaration on 8 June 1995 (Yücel, 2010, p. 91). 
As stated in the declaration:

“Greece has finally put forward its willingness 
to extend its territorial waters to 12 miles by 
taking advantage of some provisions of the Law 
of the Sea Convention, mainly determined for 
the high seas and oceans. If this happens, Greece 
will have placed about 72 percent of the Aegean 
Sea under its sovereignty. It is unthinkable for 
Türkiye - a peninsula- to accept such a situation 
that will lead to access to the open seas and 
oceans through Greek territorial waters. Türkiye 
has vital interests in the Aegean. The Turkish 
Grand National Assembly hopes that the Greek 
Government will not decide to extend the 
territorial seas in the Aegean beyond 6 miles in 
a way that would upset the balance established 
with Lausanne. In the event of such a possibility, 
it has decided to give the Government of the 
Republic of Türkiye all powers, including those 
deemed necessary in military terms, to protect 
and defend the vital interests of our country, 
and to announce this situation to the Greek and 
world public opinion with friendly feelings” 
(Tezkereler ve Önergeler, 1995, p. 136).   

Subsequently, the crisis known as the “Kardak 
Crisis” emerged. On 25 December 1995, the 
Turkish ship “Figen Akat” landed on the Kardak 
rocks near the island of Kalimnia (Berberakis, 
2021). The Greek Coast Guard offered assistance 
on this rock, one of the undetermined cliffs, and 
the ship requested assistance from the Turkish 
Coast Guard, stating that the rock was in Turkish 
territorial waters. After mutual information, the 
ship was brought to Turkish ports by 2 Greek 
trailers due to the diplomatic efforts between 
the countries on 28 December. However, on 
25 January 1996, a nationalist Greek Priest in 
Kalymnos planted the Greek flag on the rocks. 
On 30 January, this situation brought mutual 
military moves that would bring the risk of 
military conflict to the next level. With the 
engagement of US President Bill Clinton on 31 
January, the formula “No flags, No ships, No 
troops” was applied. According to this formula, 
all flags, ships and soldiers will be withdrawn 
(Berberakis, 2021; Koulizakou, 2017). 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Republic of Türkiye has divided the problems 
experienced in the Sea of Islands with Greece 
into five headings: “a) Maritime jurisdiction, 
including the territorial sea and the continental 
shelf and the delimitation of these areas, b) The 
demilitarized status of the East Aegean Islands 
within the framework of the 1923 Treaty of 
Lausanne, the 1947 Paris Treaty, and other 
relevant international documents, c) Legal 
status of some geographical formations, d) 
Greece’s claiming that its national airspace is 10 
nautical miles wide in violation of international 
law and abuse of Flight Information Area (FIR) 
responsibility e) Search and Rescue Activities 
(SAR)” (Türkiye Cumhuriyeti Dışişleri 
Başkanlığı, n.d.).

While Türkiye is trying to maintain 
the balance in Lausanne in a 
peaceful way, Greece is displaying 
an aggressive stance to expand its 
dominance over the sea.
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Recent Developments Affecting the Crisis

While Türkiye is trying to maintain the 
balance in Lausanne in a peaceful way, 
Greece is displaying an aggressive stance to 
expand its dominance over the sea. Worried 
about Türkiye becoming an international 
power in the short term and aware of the 
increasing power of Türkiye not only in the 
Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean but also 
in the common seas, Greece continues its 
provocative actions with the support of the 
USA and some EU countries (Çaylak, 2022; 
Milliyet, 2022; Republic of Türkiye Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, n.d.). Greece works to 
create international public opinion on issues 
such as the status quo of the islands, the 
ownership of the islands, the armament of the 
islands, and the Cyprus problem. It pursues 

a discriminatory and exclusionary policy 
through the provocative actions, statements, 
regional trade, economic, military, and 
energy cooperation it continues to engage 
in (Akbayır & Savaş, 2021; Özekin, 2020; 
Yılmaz, 2020). 

The mutual EEZ borders in the Eastern 
Mediterranean have yet to be determined 
fully according to international public 
opinion. There is a dominance that Greece 
is trying to impose in the region through 
both the islands and the GCA, of which 
it is the guarantor. Within the framework 
of this dominant area, the first problem 
in the Eastern Mediterranean emerged 
in 2003 with the agreement of the Greek 
Cypriot Administration to determine the 
maritime areas with Egypt (Kökyay, 2021). 
Although countries sign an agreement to 

The Seville Map.(BRIQ , 2023)



39

establish mutual EEZ borders with bilateral 
agreements in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
this may not be accepted by all countries 
in the region (Acer, 2021, p. 21). The 
understanding of regional security tells 
us that the region should be analyzed as 
a unit. A situation that not every country 
accepts in the region harms mutual trust and 
cooperation. In terms of the countries in the 
region, Türkiye has officially objected to the 
maritime border agreements between the 
Egypt-Greek Cypriot Administration (2003), 
Greek Cypriot Administration of Cyprus-
Lebanon (2007), Israel-Greece (2010) and 
Egypt-Greece (2020). Greece-Syria and 
Egypt objected to the (2019) agreement 
signed between Türkiye and Libya (Acer, 
2021, p. 21). 

Seville Map

The Seville Map, allegedly prepared by 
Professor Juan Luis Suarez de Vivero from the 
University of Seville in 2001 at the request of 
the EU, for the settlement of the EEZ dispute 
in the Eastern Mediterranean between 
Türkiye, Greece and Cyprus, was prepared 
to form the basis of its claims on the subject. 
This map, which has the characteristics of 
the second Treaty of Sevres, means nothing 
to Türkiye (Gürdeniz & Yaycı, 2020; Önder & 
Kılıç, 2021, p. 58). EU officials declared that 
the EU did not prepare the Seville map, and it 
was stated by the US Embassy in Ankara that 
the Sevilla map is a document without legal 
status. “Maritime jurisdiction areas must 
be decided upon by agreement between the 
relevant states following international law. In 
addition, the EU does not consider the Sevilla 

map as a legal document.” However, Greece 
continues to maintain its claims on this map 
to create international public opinion (BBC 
News Türkçe, 2020; Çetin, 2020; Önder & 
Kılıç, 2021, p. 60).

On the map that defends the Greek theses, 
there is the proposition that the Greek islands 
have a continental shelf and can form an EEZ. 
Based on this, Greece has determined the 
maritime borders of Çoban, Kaşot, Rhodes, 
and Meis islands, starting from the island of 
Crete. The island of Meis, 2 km from Anatolia 
and 580 km from the Greek mainland, was 
accepted as the middle line (Türkeş, 2021, p. 
24). By accepting this line as a coast, Greece 
is trying to confine Türkiye to a narrow area 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. This map is 
intended to usurp Türkiye’s 104 thousand 
square kilometers of sea area and to make 
Türkiye content with only 41 thousand square 
kilometers (Çetin, 2020; Kadan, 2020).

Accepting Meis Island as a midline harms 
equality and equity in the region. First, the 
internationally accepted understanding is 
“The continent dominates the sea area”. 
International law has not seen any contrary 
decision (Türkeş, 2021, p. 99). Secondly, 
according to the decisions of the International 
Court of Justice, the islands on the opposite 
side are those that are close to the mainland 
of the other state, not the state they are 
affiliated with (Kütükçü & Kaya, 2016, p. 
87). When a middle line is drawn between 
Türkiye and Greece in the Sea of Islands, the 
islands claiming to form a continental shelf 
stay on the side close to Türkiye. The claim 
that these islands have a continental shelf is 
incompatible with the norms of international 
law (Türkeş, 2021). 
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Islands on the “reverse line” cannot have a 
continental shelf other than territorial waters and 
cannot create any restrictions (Gökdemir Işık, 
2009; Mengi, 2008; Özman, 1988). The decision of 
the International Court of Arbitration on Channel 
Islands such as Jersey, Guernsey, and Alderney 
between England and France is an example of this 
(Sali, 2022, p. 50; Delimitation of the Continental 
Shelf between the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland, and the French 
Republic (UK, France), 1977). Third, this map 
hinders Türkiye’s right to access the high seas. 
According to the International Law of the Sea, the 
right of access to the high seas of countries cannot 
be denied. The Seville map and Greece theses 
imprison Türkiye in the Antalya and Iskenderun 
ports and block them from reaching the high seas 

(Türkeş, 2021, p. 99). A statement saying that the 
Seville map usurped Türkiye’s rights came from 
Michael Tanchum, a professor at the University of 
Navarra in Spain, whose expertise is in the Middle 
East and North Africa. In his article for Foreign 
Policy magazine, he stated that Türkiye was right 
to oppose the Seville map “Since Türkiye has 
not signed the UNCLOS, it cannot file a lawsuit 
against Greece and Southern Cyprus. For this 
reason, it cannot base its claims on legal grounds.” 
(BBC, 2020; Tanchum, 2020). 

Blue Homeland Doctrine

Cem Gürdeniz, inspired by Atatürk’s com-
mand, “I order you not to attack, but to die” 
during the Dardanelles War, argued that the 

The map of Turkish Blue Homeland.(Yaycı, C., 2020)
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defense of the homeland should begin in the 
Blue Homeland. The term “Blue Homeland” 
was used for the first time in the “Black Sea 
and Maritime Security” symposium on 14 June 
2006. This concept, created by Cem Gürdeniz, 
has been defined as a recipe that Türkiye will 
take and examine in case of any geopolitical 
problem. President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan sta-
ted, “We will protect the Blue Homeland with 
the same determination as we tore up the Sèv-
res agreement, which aimed to destroy our ho-
meland a century ago.” 

At the symposium on the Eastern Mediterra-
nean held in 2020, Erdoğan called on Istanbul 
and Marmara University and instructed that 
a map which is against the Seville Map. The 
map, published as a book with the title “Blue 
Homeland “One Map, One Doctrine” and Tür-
kiye’s National Pact in the Seas”, was prepared 
by Rear Admiral Cihat Yaycı and published by 
Istanbul University. This study is shown as a 
reflection of Türkiye’s policy towards its ma-
rine areas. President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
emphasized that Türkiye’s official thesis ref-
lects the Blue Homeland Doctrine, with the-
se words: “We continue to protect our rights 
and interests in our seas, with a strong will and 
unwavering belief, with the awareness of how 
important it is to defend the Blue Homeland” 
(Gürdeniz & Yaycı, 2020; Yaycı, 2022). 

Plans for the Middle East’s petroleum and 
Eastern Mediterranean gas to bypass Türkiye 
and move to Europe via Greece pose a major 

threat to Türkiye, which claims to be an energy 
transmission hub. At the same time, preventing 
Türkiye from reaching the high seas and requ-
iring the permission of Greece, even for the 
Navy at the Iskenderun Port to go as far as the 
Dardanelles, is a national security issue and is 
unacceptable for Türkiye. 

The goal of the Greek Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, which started with the status quo for-
med in the 1923 Lausanne and 1947 Paris agre-
ements by sending their representatives abroad 
and lobbying against Türkiye, is to create in-
ternational public opinion in Greece’s favor. 
Being a party to the 1982 UNCLOS, Greece 
is trying to impose an agreement on Türkiye 
that Türkiye is not a party to, in reference to 
the article “States can extend their territorial 
waters up to 12 miles.” The Greek Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, sharing a series of images on 
the maps it published, claimed that Türkiye’s 
demands upset the status quo, disregarded In-
ternational Law and the International Law of 
the Sea and that Türkiye endangered peace and 
security in the region with “Blue Homeland 
Doctrine”, “Türkiye-Libya Agreement”, “Geog-
raphical formations with disputed affiliation”, 
“The non-military status of the islands”, and 
“Regions licensed by TPAO.” (Dnews, 2022; 
Euronews, 2022).

However, it is asserted that the Blue Home-
land map was prepared based on principles 
such as “equity,” “supremacy of geography,” 
“proportionality”, and “not blocking the pas-
sage to the high seas.” Beyond Greece’s claims, 
it has been prepared only to protect Türkiye’s 
national interests and its sovereignty in land 
and sea areas, to officially explain Türkiye’s ar-
guments against Greek arguments (Gürdeniz, 
2020; Gürdeniz & Yaycı, 2020; Yaycı, 2022). 

“There is no issue on Sea of 
Islands. There are only Greece’s 
demands”
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According to the Blue Homeland doctrine, 
a) In regions less than 400 nautical miles, the 
continental shelf of the mainland is taken as 
the basis, not the islands. b) The sovereignty 
status of Islands, Islets, and Rocks whose so-
vereignty has not been transferred to Greece 
should be determined. c) No further expan-
sion of the “6 miles” maritime jurisdiction in 
any region should be allowed. d) It is stated 
that because of the armament of the islands 
ceded to Greece, provided that they have a 
non-military status, the transfer of sovere-
ignty rights has disappeared. e) Although 
Greece has 6 miles of maritime sovereignty, 
its claim of 10 miles of airspace is against in-
ternational law and is unacceptable (Yaycı, 
2022, p. 295).

Yaycı claims, “There is no issue on Sea of 

Islands. There are only Greece’s demands” 
(Yaycı, 2022, p. 295). These demands cannot 
be given concession or accepted following 
Blue Homeland Doctrine. Regarding un-
derstanding Regional Security, mutual ag-
reement is essential for developing security. 
Accepting the facts demanded by Greece and 
any concession will create a serious national 
security problem for Türkiye and a vital se-
curity vulnerability in the regional security 
complex.

Activities of Non-Regional Actors and the 
Cracks in Regional Security 

As mentioned previously, many state and 
regional and non-regional actors take 
part and sometimes even take sides in 

US-Greece Mutual Defense Cooperation Agreement signing ceremony. (US Embassy in Greece, 2021)
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the relations between Türkiye and Greece 
in the Sea of Islands and the Eastern 
Mediterranean. This state of involvement 
and taking sides not only increases the 
tension in the region from time to time 
but also damages the establishment of the 
ground for reconciliation. This situation 
leads to the increase of problems rather 
than contributing to solving the problems 
encountered in developing regional peace.

The USA, which wants to continue its 
military and intelligence operations in 
the region and to sell its natural gas to 
Europe via the LNG method, intervened 
in the tension between the two countries 
with a provocative approach rather than 
soothing. The Mutual Defense Cooperation 
Agreement (MDCA) was signed between 
Greece and the USA. US Central Command 
(CENTCOM) has between 60,000 and 
70,000 soldiers in 21 countries in the 
region. These are a clear demonstration of 
its interest in the region. On the other hand, 
the USA claims it has implemented a policy 
of restraining regional powers that could 
maintain their influence, seek dominance, 
or threaten the status quo (Yegin, 2022). At 
the same time, it tolerates and even supports 
Greece’s arming of the non-military islands. 
The USA established a military base in 
Dedeağaç (Alexandroupoli), 45 km from 
the Greek border with Türkiye. 

The US claims that it removed Türkiye 
from the F-35 program due to the purchase 
of the Russian S-400 air defense platform. 
However, the possibility of selling the 
F-35 to Greece is being discussed in the 
US Senate. While this shows that the USA 
is not a party to the deterioration of the 
security status quo “for the moment,” it 
is obvious that the USA carries big sticks 
to Türkiye (CNN Türk, 2022; Noi, 2022; 
Reuters, 2022). In addition, the USA, which 
deployed to the Greek Islands by arguing 
the threat of Russia, increases the possibility 
of militarization and active conflict in the 
region, leading to an escalation of tension 
under the umbrella of deterrence of the 
threat factor.

While the contradictory USA policies in 
the Eastern Mediterranean increase the risk 
of regional conflict, it is observed that the 
EU’s position in the region supports the Gre-
ek thesis, based on the EU’s Türkiye report 
published in 2021. EU officials stated that 
the Seville map was not prepared by them. 
They claim that the problem between the two 
countries regarding the determination of the 
maritime jurisdiction area and the use of re-
sources can be resolved through goodwill, di-
alogue, and negotiation by establishing good 
neighborly relations according to internatio-
nal law. Despite this, in the “Türkiye 2021 Re-
port” published by the EU, they defined the 
tension experienced in the disputed areas in 
the second half of 2020 as Türkiye’s “provoca-
tive” actions (European Commission, 2021, 
p. 2). They stated that the drilling activities 
conducted by Türkiye in the disputed areas 
were seen as “unauthorized drilling activi-
ties” (European Commission, 2021, p. 6). 

The contradictory USA policies in the 
Eastern Mediterranean increase the 
risk of regional conflict.

Elif Erkeç- Reflections of Türkiye-Greece Tension in the Sea of Islands on the Eastern Mediterranean Regional Security Complex



B R I q  •  Vo lume 4  I ssue  2  Spr ing  2023  

44

They declared that the continental shelf ag-
reement signed between Türkiye and Libya 
“must be annulled, claiming that the rights 
of the third states have been usurped” (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021, p. 7). Rather than 
acting as an impartial mediator, the EU has 
taken a bilateral stance by dictating Gree-
ce’s arguments to Türkiye. The background 
of this attitude of the EU lies in the desire to 
make the Mediterranean Sea and the Sea of 
Islands an EU sea. Encouraged by this desi-
re, Greece continues to arm the islands with 
non-military status in the Sea of Islands (Du-
rul, 2022).

In today’s conjuncture, with the Syrian 
Civil War, the Russia-Ukraine War, the oil 
monopoly of OPEC+ countries, Nigerian 
instability, and Israel’s desire to transport 
the gas extracted from the “Leviathan” 
gas field to the EU, the EU’s interest in the 
Eastern Mediterranean has increased. To 
end the EU’s dependence on Russian Gas, 
it is obvious that they do not want a state 
they do not want within their union to take 
over control in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
This demonstrates the importance of friend-
enemy identification in the regional security 
complex. 

On the other hand, Russia uses its energy 
reserves, its most significant strategic trump 
card, as a shield against the heavy sanctions 
imposed on it with the Ukraine war. The 
energy crisis that arose when Russia cut off 
gas flow to Europe via “North Stream 1”, one 
of the main pipelines from which it supplies 
gas to Europe, clearly reflects this. Although 
it was stated by EU Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen that “Russian President 
Vladimir Putin uses energy as a weapon,” 

Russia will continue to use the energy trump 
card against the pressure and sanctions 
imposed on it (BBC News, 2022). For this 
reason, the EU, searching for an alternative 
to Russian gas, wants to establish different 
energy routes and expand the supply chain. 
At this point, the importance of the Eastern 
Mediterranean comes to the fore even more. 
Although the EU tried to draw a route 
that could be created through Greece and 
Southern Cyprus by excluding Türkiye from 
the region, Russia displayed an attitude by 
putting Türkiye at the forefront in the region. 
The softening in Türkiye’s Syria policy, the 
attempt to establish stability by declaring 
a ceasefire while supporting the opposing 
sides in Libya, the hosting of the Ukraine-
Russian War peace meetings in Istanbul, and 
the developments in Türkiye’s balance policy 
have enabled constructive steps to be taken 
in relations between Russia and Türkiye. 

In addition, the silence of the EU and the 
USA on the armament of the islands, and the 
EU military operation IRINI exercise under 
the umbrella of the Common Security and 
Defense Policy (CSDP) to control the arms 
embargo against Libya, has alienated Türkiye 
from the countries it is currently allied 
(EUNAVFOR MED, 2022). At the same time, 
this situation was also affected by the fact 
that FETO terrorist organization members 
took refuge in countries such as the USA 
and Greece after the coup attempt on 15 July 
2016.

It is obvious that Russia will always want 
to hold the strategic natural gas trump card 
in a multipolar world. Therefore, Russia will 
be willing to support Türkiye as an energy 
transfer center in this position (Teslova, 
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2022). Putin’s recent statements that 
“President Erdogan is a strong leader and 
Türkiye is a reliable partner” shows Russia’s 
support for Türkiye. In addition, Putin stated 
that “They offered Türkiye to establish a gas 
center in Türkiye for European consumers” 
and added that “Türkiye accepted this offer 
in line with its interests” (SABAH, 2022b).   

Conclusion

According to the understanding of the Regional 
Security Complex, it is reasonable for Türkiye 
to perceive Greece’s theses and the international 
public opinion that has formed as a threat 
and to follow a political and diplomatic path 
towards these threats. At the same time, factors 
such as the historical turmoil, uncertainty, and 
hydrocarbon reserves of geostrategic importance 
discovered in the Eastern Mediterranean 
between Türkiye and Greece have led the two 
countries to adopt a different security approach 
to protect their interests. However, when we 
look at it with the understanding of Buzan and 
the Copenhagen School, the Seville map and the 
Greek theses based on it show that they follow a 
policy of escalation rather than appeasement in 
the region. While the contradictory US policies 
in the Eastern Mediterranean increase the risk 
of regional conflict, the EU’s position supports 
the Greek thesis based on the Türkiye report 
published in 2021. 

It can enable the EU to look at the problems 
within itself from a distinct perspective and 
the problem of the islands between Greece and 
Türkiye from a distinct perspective (Channel 
Islands Brussels Office, n.d.). Although the map 
of Seville is not accepted as a document with 
legal validity by the European Commission, 

it supports the Greek actions that caused the 
tension in the region to increase with the theses 
it developed on the map of Seville. This support, 
especially led by France, was also operationally 
reflected in the military field. The command and 
administration of the IRINI operation, which 
was launched in 2016 to ensure the security of 
the arms embargo imposed on Libya because of 
the UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 
and to ensure a permanent ceasefire, alternates 
between Italy and Greece at 6-month intervals. 
However, because of the EEZ agreement Türkiye 
signed with Libya’s National Government, 
instead of inspecting the ships in the region, the 
Naval Mission only inspected Turkish ships, as 
Deputy Foreign Minister David Schenker said. 
On the other hand, it aims to change the region’s 
status quo ignoring the support of countries such 
as Egypt and the UAE to the pro-Haftar rebels 
(Euronews, n.d.). This is the most important 
example of the EU’s ignoring the principle of 
neutrality approach to the problems in the 
International Law of the Sea and demanding 
stability for the interests of the union instead of 
the principle of mutual agreement. 

The Eastmed Pipeline trial of the countries 
in the region and its disruption with the Libya 
Agreement show that Greece and its supporters 
have a fait accompli in regional security. 
As a result of the Türkiye-Libya maritime 
authorization agreement, it was understood that 
the Eastmed project could not be implemented 
in practice. Countries such as Israel and Egypt 
started negotiations instead of excluding 
Türkiye from the Eastern Mediterranean 
regional complex. The resumption of mutual 
ambassador appointments with Israel in 2022 is 
a key step for normalizing relations between the 
two countries. 
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Greece’s desire to extend its territorial waters 
from 6 to 12 miles continues. The Greek Ta Nea 
Newspaper claimed in October 2022 that the 
government could issue the decree directly and 
notify the UN without the obligation to agree 
with Türkiye. Greece stated that preparations 
were made for this (Mega, 2022). According 
to the 1995 Turkish Grand National Assembly 
declaration, this situation is a cause of war. It is 
a claim that will directly affect regional security 
and stability. The solution to the problem is 
that before the mutual dialogue, countries 
and international actors who support the 
demands and actions of Greece that will usurp 
Türkiye’s rights in violation of international 
law respect Türkiye based on the principle of 
fairness of international law. The only basis 
of the problem is that these countries, which 
have alliance ties within NATO, openly take 
sides in the problem between the two NATO 
members and that the so-called allies in 
regional security act following the interests 
of the other by excluding one. With the Blue 
Homeland Doctrine, Türkiye should pursue 
an egalitarian policy in regional security and 
follow international law, not give up on its 
national interests and sovereignty rights, and 
recognize its friends and enemies. Türkiye’s 
alliances should be questioned if necessary.
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Recently, the Mediterranean has been 
increasingly mentioned in military and 
political strategy texts. How do you see the 
importance of the Mediterranean in terms of 
world geopolitics?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche:  The majority of the 
crises that we have been experiencing over the 
last 15 years have occurred in the Mediterranean 
zone, beginning with Syria, Libya, and even 
the intervention in Mali via the Mediterranean 
Sea. The latter has always been a strategically 
important zone in which great powers have 

fought over who gains the most. During World 
War II, Mediterranean countries under Western 
colonialism were forced to participate in 
colonialist struggles at the expense of the region’s 
people. Algeria, under French colonialism, 
served as a military base for Britain, France, 
and the USA in their military attacks against 
Germany. Algeria, with a long and rich history 
as a state and an area more than four times larger 
than France, coupled with a Mediterranean 
coast almost twice as long as that of French 
Mediterranean Sea frontiers, was considered a 
part of French territory.

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche, Director of the Laboratory of International Relations Research 
and Studies at the University of Algiers III, answered Işıkgün Akfırat’s questions.

"Western Great Powers have heavily used the Mediterranean Sea in their colonial 
campaigns and strategic dimensions at the expense of non-Western countries in the 
Mediterranean Zone. No one but America gains from any aggressive military action. 
America profited from the invasion of Iraq, profited from its attitude towards Syria, 
profited from Libya, etc. That's why every country should take this seriously, especially 
those in the Mediterranean region that need to cooperate more. Türkiye, Algeria, Syria, 
Libya, and Egypt—all these countries should be strategic allies, and they should be in 
greater consensus with each other instead of getting into conflicts. The exploitation of 
petroleum and gas, which are some of the main issues that Mediterranean countries 
face, should be studied seriously. They should be solved politically instead of engaging 
in wars and conflicts with each other; if not, in the end, the winner will be America and 
European countries."

INTERVIEW 
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Western Great Powers have heavily 
used the Mediterranean Sea in their colonial 
campaigns and strategic dimensions at the 
expense of non-Western countries in the 
Mediterranean Zone. NATO used Türkiye 
to sow discord in Iraq (2003) and the 
Mediterranean region since 2011, resulting in 
the so-called Arab Spring. NATO doesn’t serve 
the security of Türkiye; it serves Europe and the 
USA. On the contrary, an unstable situation in 
Türkiye means weakening Islamic countries 
and hence weakening anti-Israel countries. 
In addition, the West will never let a country 
like Türkiye be a leading country in the region, 
especially the Mediterranean zone.

In a broad picture, according to 
recent developments, why do you think 
the Mediterranean is becoming more 
important in Western strategy? Which 
state actors have been involved in a 
geopolitical confrontation in the eastern 
Mediterranean?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: I think Britain 
is a key state actor in recent developments. 
Britain is very much integrated into the 
eastern Mediterranean situation. As you 
know, they have the upper hand on most of 
Greece, Southern Cyprus, the Middle East, 
and the so-called State of Israel. So that means 

One of the NATO protests in Türkiye this year.
(TGB, 2023) 
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Britain is a great factor in making decisions 
in the region.

The second reason, I think, would be 
Israel. Israel’s cooperation with the U.S. and 
some European countries aims to prevent 
Türkiye from having an influence in the 
Mediterranean. If Türkiye became a great 
power in the Mediterranean Sea, Israel would 
be in a dangerous situation, and especially 
now, Türkiye has awakened and is alarmed 
by the West’s tactics against it. Türkiye has 
begun to depart from western containment, 
and they see Türkiye in the next few years 
being more positive and more cooperative 
with Syria, Mediterranean countries, Arab 
countries, Iran, Russia, and many countries 
in Asia. That means the escalation of 
undermining Türkiye in the Mediterranean 
would also be increased by the U.S., some 
European countries, and especially by Britain 
and U.S. allies in the Mediterranean zone.

  
USA has announced that it is shifting its 
geopolitical focus to the Pacific from the 
Middle East. Some analyze this as meaning 
we will see a more restrained effect on the 
East Mediterranean and the Middle East 
from the USA. Do you agree with them? 
How do you think this shift will affect our 
region? 

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche:  Well, I think 
the Ukrainian crisis has changed a lot of 
things. It has diverted the attention of the 
U.S. and Europe. The U.S. is pushing Europe 
more to guide its strategic presence in the 
Mediterranean zone. Now, Europe is in a very 
weak position. The U.S. guides them, and they 

have become more dependent on it. The U.S. 
is returning to its traditional politics, which is 
to enforce the NATO alliance to maintain its 
presence in the Mediterranean countries and 
to impose sanctions on any country that can 
undermine its politics. Türkiye, Russia, and 
China can be considered as those countries. 
That’s why Russia’s maintaining and securing 
its national borders, national values, and 
influence mean that it will be a gain for 
Türkiye and a gain to weaken the western 
domination of the world, which is one-sided 
politics instead of multi-polar politics. 

I think Türkiye should welcome multi-
polar politics rather than stay in a uni-polar 
system because there’s no gain for any country 
in the uni-polar system. Türkiye should be a 
part of BRICS and cooperate more with China 
on the Belt and Road Initiative. This will 
support the Turkish economy more because 
it is now more artificial than structural, as it 
is run and handed by the banks of the U.S., 
not Türkiye. So, if Türkiye does not establish 
a serious economic basis for its existence as 
soon as possible, the Turkish economy could 
be threatened at any time. We witnessed 
how Türkiye suffered when the U.S. tried to 
bring down Türkiye financially, and they still 
threaten Türkiye as such.

If Türkiye can now depend on itself, 
economic punishment will not affect Türkiye 
as seriously as it used to affect it 20 years 
ago. Economic punishment for Iran has not 
brought down the Iranian economy. Iran is 
getting out of it. Türkiye should draw lessons 
from Russian and Iranian politics and adopt 
more independent policies from America 
and the West.

INTERVIEW 



5454

Regarding the role of Algeria, which is a 
rising state both in Mediterranean politics 
and South African politics, we see, as 
you mentioned, BRICS and Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization are on the 
agenda of the Algerian government. 

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: Algeria has 
always pursued a non-aligned policy. It means 
balancing relations with the West and the East, 
which means with the U.S. and Europe the same 
as with Russia and China. Of course, Europeans 

and Americans prefer Algeria to be a member of 
their side. A position that has never been and will 
never be taken by Algeria. Algeria doesn’t want 
to depend on one camp against the other. The 
President of Algeria, Abdel Madrid Tabboune, 
continuously affirms that Algeria’s stance is to 
have friendships and strategic relations with all 
the great powers and to go wherever national 
interests lead. For now, national policy is oriented 
towards integrating into BRICS, while Algeria’s 
economic relations are more with the European 
Union and the USA. 

BRICS Parliamentary Forum held in Beijing, September 6, 2022.
(Xinhua, 2022) 
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For decades, the West, like the East, 
demonstrated a relative understanding of 
Algeria’s position. Recently, however, we have 
seen some Western extremists with a colonial 
mind criticize countries with a neutral 
position and seek solutions to regional and 
international crises, including the Ukrainian 
crisis.

Türkiye has announced that it has a stake in 
joining BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization, and Algeria also has a stake in 
joining those organizations. What do you think 
about this new orientation considering the 
multi-polar world reality and its effect on the 
balance of power in the East Mediterranean? 
How do you see Russia and China involving 
themselves more in Mediterranean politics in 
this respect?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: Algeria paid 
the price for the security of the Mediterranean 
through the military offensiveness of 
Europeans and Americans. We all witnessed 
the operation against Kaddafi. Algeria paid 
the price, including for the terrorist attacks 
on the gas platform and the Algerian Sahara. 
Unfortunately, Türkiye was used, which 
was a big mistake. Algeria was against any 
intervention. Fortunately, Türkiye is now 
cohesive with Algeria and more cooperative 
with Algeria on a non-intervention military 
strategy. 

I think military interventions allow 
Western countries to continue their 
traditional position. No one but America 
will gain from any offensive military action. 
America gained from its occupation of Iraq, 

gained from its position against Syria, gained 
from Libya, etc., and the other countries are 
out now; they just paid the price. So that’s 
why every country should take this seriously, 
especially the countries in the Mediterranean 
zone, which should be more cooperative. 
Türkiye, Algeria, Syria, Libya, and Egypt—all 
these countries should be strategic allies, and 
they should be in greater consensus with each 
other instead of getting into conflicts. The 
exploitation of petroleum and gas, which are 
some of the main issues that Mediterranean 
countries face, should be studied seriously. 
They should be solved politically instead 
of engaging in wars and conflicts with each 
other; if not, in the end, the winner will be 
America and European countries.

What about the Belt and Road Initiative? 
What do you think about its importance, 
especially in the Mediterranean and North 
Africa? What do you think this initiative 
offers the region, and what can the region 
offer in return?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: Well, as you 
know, the southern coast of the Mediterranean 
is longer and surrounded by Türkiye, Syria, 
Palestine, Egypt, Libya, Algeria, and Morocco. 
This means the southern region has more 
strategic points because it opens to Asia, 
Africa, and the Atlantic Ocean. So that means 
those countries should sit together and impose 
policies for the presence of great powers in the 
region. America is 6.000 kilometers away from 
this region. I don’t understand why America’s 
presence in this region is not controlled by the 
consensus of these countries.

INTERVIEW 
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Considering the pressure from the West to 
contain the regional powers, do you think 
the Belt and Road Initiative can provide 
more space for independent policies and 
alternative ways for the regional countries to 
develop?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: Yes, Algeria is a 
model for that. Algeria has set the structure, 
in terms of ports, in terms of roads, in 
terms of railways, in terms of setting laws 
and regulations for a base. Algeria is a base 
and a model for cooperation with China. 
China and Algeria have signed two strategic 
cooperation agreements in the last three 
months. That means China sees Algeria as a 

serious economic partner. 
That’s why, as soon as Algeria demanded to 

be integrated into the BRICS, China accepted 
it and welcomed Algeria. Therefore, Algeria 
is a model and a door for cooperation with 
China in Africa. As you know, we have 
motorways reaching towards West Africa, 
South Africa, and the East of Africa. That 
means I think the cooperation between 
Algeria and China will be tripled, especially 
after the visit of President Abdelmadjid 
Tebboune to China soon. He will visit both 
China and Russia. He will also visit France. It 
means they will have balanced international 
politics rather than going only to one camp 
or the other camp. 

Demonstrators take part in an anti-NATO protest ahead of the NATO summit, 
which was held on June 28 and June 30, 2022, in Madrid, Spain.(BJ Review, 2022)
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We witnessed the U.S. being more positive 
towards Africa at the U.S.-Africa Leaders 
Summit held in Washington, DC, rather 
than hawkish, pointing fingers at African 
states. It was like an attempt to calm down 
Africa. What is your prediction for the U.S.’s 
Mediterranean and North African policies? 
Recently, the U.S. said, “We respect your 
international affairs” regarding Algeria 
regarding CAATSA sanctions. Now we see 
a more careful, cautious approach towards 
the African States, so how do you evaluate 
their approach and the position of the 
African States?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche:  Well, the 
U.S. has always been as such. When the 
governments come together, they use their 
official approach, discussing concepts like 
solidarity, friendship, etc. Still, at the same 
time, they provoke other non-governmental 
institutions to undermine African policies, 
including Algeria’s. It happened when 
27 senators signed against Algeria for 
cooperating with Russia militarily. The 
European Parliament also made comments. 
They sent an issued statement about so-
called human rights. That means they have 
two faces. The official face: “Yes, yes, we are 
friends, we are cooperative, we respect you.” 
Simultaneously, they say, “It was not us; it 
is another non-governmental institution; 
we can’t do that.” But they know that the 
Mediterranean and African countries and 
their people are no longer the same as they 
have been with Europe and the U.S. before.

As you know, in 15 African countries, 
all the people there have been manifesting 

daily against Western influence and 
seeking more cooperation with Russia and 
China. That means the absolute truth they 
had before is no longer apparent in the 
picture. That’s why, perhaps, America has 
more appeasing policies towards African 
governments, as seen when they met in 
Washington.

The final question: Do you see the U.S. and 
European interests completely overlap in 
Mediterranean affairs, or can we expect 
some diversions on the part of European 
countries from the U.S. politics regarding 
the Mediterranean?

Prof. Dr. Smail Debeche: There are two 
kinds of approaches towards the U.S. in 
Europe. The non-official approach is largely 
anti-US policy and strategy, especially in 
countries like France, Italy, and Germany. 
They see it as being used by the USA for 
the latter’s Great Power mission rather than 
for European interests. Some argue that 
America has used Europe to further its 
strategic interests at the expense of Europe. 
Officially, the notion of an independent 
Europe asserted by the Council of the 
European Union is rapidly fading, giving 
way to the United States’ traditional policy 
in Europe based on the Marshall Plan 
following World War II. The Ukraine Crisis 
affirmed such a European assumption and 
approach. Influential European countries 
such as France and Germany have been 
trying to differentiate themselves from the 
United States. However, they haven’t yet 
put their intentions into action.

INTERVIEW 
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Distinguished Colleagues,
Friends,
Good afternoon!

At the outset, I wish to thank Saudi Arabia for 
the warm hospitality and thoughtful arrangement. 
I am very pleased to join you for the first Chi-
na-Arab States Summit. The Summit is a milesto-
ne in the history of China-Arab relations, and will 
take us to a more promising future of friendship 
and cooperation.
China and Arab states enjoy a long history of 
friendly exchanges. We have come to know and 
befriend each other through the ancient Silk 
Road. We have shared weal and woe in our res-
pective struggles for national liberation. We have 
conducted win-win cooperation in the tide of 

economic globalization. And we have upheld fair-
ness and justice in the changing international en-
vironment. Together, China and Arab states have 
nurtured the spirit of friendship featuring "soli-
darity and mutual assistance, equality and mutual 
benefit, and inclusiveness and mutual learning."
Solidarity and mutual assistance is a distinct fea-
ture of China-Arab friendship. We trust each ot-
her, and have forged a brotherly friendship. We 
firmly support each other on issues involving our 
respective core interests. We work hand in hand 
and make progress together to realize the dream 
of national rejuvenation. We brave wind and stor-
ms together in fighting the COVID pandemic. 
The China-Arab future-oriented strategic part-
nership of comprehensive cooperation and com-
mon development is unbreakable.

China is committed to enhancing 
friendship and 

co-operation by expanding 
global partnerships based on the 

"Five Principles of 
Peaceful Coexistence"*

President of the People's Republic of China

Chinese President Xi Jinping's keynote speech at the first Sino-Arab States 
Summit held in Riyadh, the capital of Saudi Arabia, on December 9, 2022. 

Xi Jinping

* The original text was published on December 10, 2022 by Qiushi Journal. (http://en.qstheory.cn/2022-12/10/c_838564.htm). Title 
and subtitles are extracted by BRIQ.
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An Example of South-South co-operation

Equality and mutual benefit is a constant driver 
for our friendship. China and Arab states have 
set an example for South-South cooperation in 
pursuing mutually beneficial collaboration. The 
two sides have established 17 cooperation mec-
hanisms under the framework of the China-Arab 
States Cooperation Forum. Over the past deca-
de, our trade has grown by 100 billion U.S. dol-
lars, with the total volume exceeding 300 billion 
dollars; China's direct investment in Arab states 
was up by 2.6 times, with the stock of investment 
reaching 23 billion dollars; over 200 Belt and 
Road projects have been carried out, benefiting 
nearly two billion people of the two sides.
Inclusiveness and mutual learning are key values 
inherent in our friendship. We appreciate each 
other's civilizations, and have written a splendid 
history of mutual learning. We keep drawing 
wisdom from each other's time-honored civili-

zations, and jointly promote "peace, harmony, 
integrity, and truth", the very essence of civi-
lization. We stay true to our principles despite 
the clamour for "clash of civilizations", advoca-
te together inter-civilizational dialogue, oppose 
discrimination against particular civilizations, 
and endeavor to safeguard the diversity of world 
civilizations.

The world today is in a new period of turbu-
lence and transformation. The Middle East is 
undergoing new and profound changes. The as-
piration of the Arab people for peace and deve-
lopment is much more compelling, and their call 
for equity and justice is stronger than ever. As 
strategic partners, China and Arab states should 
carry forward the spirit of China-Arab friends-
hip, strengthen solidarity and cooperation, and 
foster a closer China-Arab community with a 
shared future, so as to deliver greater benefits 
to our peoples and advance the cause of human 
progress.

The first China-Arab States Summit was held at the King Abdulaziz International Conference Center in Riyadh, 
the capital of Saudi Arabia on December 9, 2022. (Ministiry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, 2022)
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We should Stay Independent and 
Defend Our Common Interests 

China supports Arab states in independently explo-
ring development paths suited to their national con-
ditions and holding their future firmly in their own 
hands. China is ready to deepen strategic mutual 
trust with Arab states, and firmly support each other 
in safeguarding sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
national dignity. Our two sides should jointly uphold 
the principle of non-interference in other countries' 
internal affairs, practice true multilateralism, and de-
fend the legitimate rights and interests of developing 
countries.
         

We should Focus on Economic 
Development and Promote Win-Win 

Cooperation 

We should strengthen synergy between our develop-
ment strategies, and promote high-quality Belt and 
Road cooperation. We should consolidate cooperati-
on in traditional areas including economy and trade, 
energy and infrastructure development. In the me-
antime, we should strengthen new sources of growth 
such as green and low-carbon development, health 
and medical services, and investment and finance, 
and expand new frontiers including aviation and ae-
rospace, digital economy and peaceful use of nuclear 
energy. We should also tackle major challenges like 
food security and energy security. China will work 
with the Arab side to implement the Global Develop-
ment Initiative (GDI) and drive sustainable develop-
ment of South-South cooperation.

We should Uphold Regional Peace and 
Strive for Common Security 

China supports the Arab side in promoting political 
settlement of hotspot and challenging issues with 
Arab wisdom, and build a common, comprehensive, 
cooperative and sustainable security architecture in 
the Middle East. China urges the international com-
munity to respect the role of the Middle East people 
as masters of their own affairs, and add positive ener-

gy to the security and stability of the region. China 
welcomes the Arab side to participate in the Global 
Security Initiative (GSI), and will continue promoting 
peace and tranquility in the Middle East.

We need to jointly oppose
 Islamophobia 

We need to increase personnel exchange, deepen 
people-to-people cooperation, and promote the 
exchange of governance experience. We need to 
jointly oppose Islamophobia, carry out coopera-
tion on deradicalization, and reject association of 
terrorism with any particular ethnic group or re-
ligion. We need to advocate humanity's common 
values of peace, development, equity, justice, de-
mocracy and freedom, and set an example of in-
ter-civilizational exchanges and mutual learning in 
the new era.

We are pleased to see the decision by the Sum-
mit to build a China-Arab community with a 
shared future in the new era and to formulate the 
Outline of the Comprehensive Cooperation Plan 
Between China and Arab States, laying out the blu-
eprint for future China-Arab relations. As the first 
follow-up step of that decision, China will, in the 
next three to five years, work with the Arab side to 
advance eight major cooperation initiatives in are-
as including development support, food security, 
public health, green innovation, energy security, 
inter-civilizational dialogue, youth development, 
and security and stability. China has briefed the 
Arab side on the details of the eight initiatives, and 
will work with the Arab side to promote their early 
implementation and strive for early harvest.

China Firmly Supports the State of 
Palestine with East Jerusalem as its capital

The Palestinian issue bears on peace and stability 
in the Middle East. The historical injustices done to 
the Palestinian people should not be left unattended 
indefinitely. The legitimate rights and interests of 
a nation are not up for trade, and the demand to 
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establish an independent state shall not be denied. 
The international community should stay firm in 
its commitment to the two-state solution and the 
principle of "land for peace", make resolute efforts to 
promote peace talks, provide more humanitarian and 
development assistance to Palestine, and strive for a 
just settlement of the Palestinian issue at an early date. 
Recently, through the efforts of Arab states, important 
progress has been made in Intra-Palestinian 
reconciliation. China welcomes these developments. 
I would like to reiterate that China firmly supports 
the establishment of an independent State of Palestine 
that enjoys full sovereignty based on the 1967 border 
and with East Jerusalem as its capital. China supports 
Palestine in becoming a full member of the United 
Nations, and will continue to provide humanitarian 
assistance to Palestine, support livelihood projects 
in the country, and increase donations to the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA).

China will Stay Committed to Upholding 
World Peace, Promoting Common 

Development, and Building a Community 
with a Shared Future for Mankind

Recently, the Communist Party of China successfully 
convened its 20th National Congress. The Congress 

laid out the tasks and path of advancing the 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation on all fronts 
through Chinese modernization, and provided a 
blueprint for China's future development. China 
will stay committed to upholding world peace, 
promoting common development, and building 
a community with a shared future for mankind. 
China remains firm in pursuing an independent 
foreign policy of peace and upholding international 
fairness and justice. China is committed to 
promoting friendship and cooperation with other 
countries based on the Five Principles of Peaceful 
Coexistence, and will work to deepen and expand 
global partnerships. Acting on a mutually beneficial 
strategy of opening up, China will continue to 
promote high-standard opening up and advance 
high-quality Belt and Road cooperation. By doing 
so, we wish to create new opportunities for Arab 
states and all other countries with China's new 
development.

A great cause begins with a dream and turns into 
reality through hard work. Let us carry forward 
the spirit of China-Arab friendship, jointly build a 
China-Arab community with a shared future in the 
new era, and usher in an even brighter future for 
our relations.

Thank you! 

The Summit issued the Riyadh Declaration of the First China-Arab States Summit which announced that China and 
Arab States agreed to make all-out efforts to build a China-Arab community with a shared future in the new era. 

(Xinhua, 2022)
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ABSTRACT

This article explores the current status of China’s promotion of the “Belt and Road Initiative” in the Eastern 
Mediterranean region and selects some major countries to focus on the strengths and opportunities, as well as 
the external challenges and threats of China’s efforts to promote the initiative in this region through Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis. At present, China faces challenges and risks in 
the process of steadily advancing its cooperation with countries in the Eastern Mediterranean region. The 
“Great Game”, regional turmoil, the COVID-19 epidemic and many other uncertain factors have impacted 
the stability of the regional situation and social and economic development. How China faces and resolves 
these crises is crucial to promoting the “Belt and Road” construction in the future.

Keywords: Belt and Road Initiative, China, Cooperation, Eastern Mediterranean.

Introduction

FOR A LONG TIME, CHINA HAS PLACED 
its strategic focus on China’s surrounding areas, 
and there is no specific official Chinese policy on 
the Mediterranean. However, the BRI proposal 
has highlighted the Mediterranean region’s 
geographical importance.

From the data of the past nine years, China has 
made many important achievements in building 
BRI with Türkiye, Israel and other Eastern 
Mediterranean countries. However, containment 
from the United States, the turbulence of 
the regional situation and the COVID-19 

epidemic are still the major crises facing China 
in the Eastern Mediterranean region. Crisis is 
expressed as “Wei ji” in Chinese. “Wei” means 
dangerous, and “Ji” means opportunity. “Wei ji” 
is a sapiential word. It means where the danger is, 
there is an opportunity. It is a challenging task for 
China to seek opportunities in these crises. 

This paper determines to conduct a strategic 
examination of cooperation between China and 
Eastern Mediterranean Countries through SWOT 
analysis. Often applied in a competitive business 
environment, there is utility in applying it geo-
strategically to China’s BRI in the Mediterranean 
region.

Ye Zhangxu - Cooperation Between China and Eastern Mediterranean Countries in the Context of the BRI: Opportunities and Challenges 
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The Current Situation of
 Cooperation Between China and
 Eastern Mediterranean Countries

Since China proposed the Belt and Road 
Initiative, it has received positive responses 
from most countries worldwide. By the end of 
July 2022, China signed the BRI cooperation 
documents with more than 150 countries and 
international organizations, with direct non-
financial investment in countries along the 
Belt and Road exceeding $140 billion and trade 
volume with these countries of $12 trillion. In 
addition, there are 94 shipping routes named 
after “Silk Road Maritime”, reaching 108 ports 
in 31 countries (Belt and Road Portal, 2022). 
As President Xi Jinping said at the Second Belt 
and Road Forum for International Cooperation, 
“From the Eurasian continent to Africa, 
the Americas and Oceania, Belt and Road 
cooperation has opened up new space for global 
economic growth, produced new platforms for 
international trade and investment and offered 
new ways for improving global economic 
governance. Indeed, this initiative has helped 
improve people’s lives in countries involved 

and created more opportunities for common 
prosperity” (Xinhua News Agency, 2022).

The Mediterranean Sea represents a highly 
strategic intersection point between Asia, Africa, 
and Europe, which connects the Atlantic and 
Indian Oceans. Adding to this is the fact that 
the Mediterranean Sea provides the shortest 
route that connects the Far East to Europe and 
the Atlantic (Gürcan, 2021). The Silk Road, 
which started during the Han Dynasty in China, 
brought Chinese silk and porcelain westward 
through the Western Region and the South 
China Sea to the Eastern Mediterranean region, 
from where they were sold to Europe and other 
regions. Today, with the development of ocean 
shipping, the Mediterranean Sea remains one of 
the busiest and most important sea lanes in the 
world. 

First of all, from the perspective of “One Road”, 
under the trend of China’s continuous emphasis 
on maritime construction, the key construction 
direction of the “Maritime Silk Road” is from 
China’s eastern coastal ports to the Indian Ocean 
via the South China Sea and the Malacca Strait, 
and then from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean 
Sea via the Suez Canal. By radiating from the 

Source: Ye Zhangxu, 2023.

Table 1. A geostrategic SWOT Analysis for China’s BRI in the Eastern Mediterranean region.
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Eastern Mediterranean, one could argue that it is 
possible to communicate with the Arab Islamic 
world to the east, the African continent to the 
south by Egypt, the developed EU economic 
sphere to the west, and the Black Sea to the north 
by the Bosporus Strait of Türkiye. 

Secondly, from the perspective of “One 
Belt”, although there are several routes of the 
“Silk Road Economic Belt”, the key route is still 
consistent with the direction of the ancient Silk 
Road, that is, from the western region of China 
through Central Asia to the Persian Gulf and 
the Mediterranean Sea. Thus, the intersection 
of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-
Century Maritime Silk Road in the Eastern 
Mediterranean highlights the importance of the 
geostrategic location of this region. 

In particular, Türkiye and China’s 
geographical location and conformation offer 
potential advantages for improving maritime 
cooperation along Maritime Silk Road (Gürcan, 
2021). As Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said during his meeting with President 
Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the SCO Summit, 
“Türkiye’s ‘Middle Corridor’ plan and the Belt 
and Road Initiative, it is hoped that intensified 
efforts can be made to build synergy between the 
development strategies of the two countries to 
boost common development and rejuvenation” 
(Xinhua News Agency, 2022).

The year 2022 marks the ninth anniversary 
of the BRI. In the past nine years, China has 
turned the BRI from ideas into actions and 
vision into reality. The outcomes between China 
and the countries along the route have been 
fruitful, especially in the following five aspects: 
policy coordination, infrastructure connectivity, 
unimpeded trade, financial integration, and 
closer people-to-people ties. 

Policy Coordination

The Belt and Road Initiative has won positive 
responses from numerous countries and 
international organizations, becoming a high-
profile international cooperation platform. The 
cooperation documents signed by China and 
a wide range of countries to build BRI cover 
investment, trade, science and technology, 
humanities and other fields. 

At the national level, the major countries 
in the Eastern Mediterranean region (Türkiye, 
Syria, Egypt, Libya, Greece, and Cyprus), except 
for Israel, have signed cooperation agreements 
with the Chinese government. Although Israel 
has not signed a cooperation document directly 
with China, it is also actively dovetailing with 
the “Belt and Road” construction. Additionally, 
Israel is a founding member of the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank, along with 
Türkiye and Egypt. 

At the regional level, the Belt and Road 
Initiative effectively fits with Türkiye’s Middle 
Corridor initiative, the European Union’s EU-
Asia connectivity strategy, and other regional 
development plans. In addition, China’s Belt 
and Road Forum for International Cooperation 
in 2017 and 2019 are the highest-profile 
international cooperation platform under the 
Belt and Road framework.

Infrastructure Connectivity

Infrastructure connectivity is also a high 
priority on the BRI agenda. Over the past nine 
years, the construction of efficient and smooth 
international corridors has been accelerated 
with the efforts of countries along the routes. 
In terms of railways, the China-Europe Railway 
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Express, as an effective carrier of interoperability 
and mutual interconnection between China and 
the countries along the BRI, further highlights 
the role of logistics in connecting the countries 
along the BRI. Up to July 2022, the China-Europe 
Railway Express has planned 82 routes that 
connect 200 cities in 24 European countries (He, 
2022).

In the context of the Russia-Ukraine confli-
ct, the southern route of the China-Europe tra-
in from China to Türkiye via Central Asia and 
then to Europe is developing rapidly. In terms of 
ports, China has built and invested in numerous 
overseas ports, helping host countries develop 
port industries and hinterland economies and 
realizing the development of large-scale and mo-
dernized ports. Among them, the representative 
projects in the Eastern Mediterranean region are 
the Ashdod South Port Project in Israel, Istanbul 
Port of Kuymak in Türkiye, Piraeus Port in Gre-
ece, and Damietta International Container Ter-
minal in Egypt (PortSEurope, 2020; China Daily, 
2017; Reuters, 2021).

Unimpeded Trade

The efforts invested in the initiative have libe-
ralized and facilitated trade and investment in 
the participating countries and regions. Trade in 
services between China and other BRI countries 
have seen steady progress. China has become 
the largest trading partner of 25 countries along 
the Belt and Road, including Türkiye, Syria and 
Egypt in the Eastern Mediterranean region. At 
the same time, Greece and Cyprus are China’s 
largest trading partners outside the EU. Several 
cooperation parks, such as China-Türkiye Pho-
tovoltaic Industrial Park, China-Egypt TEDA 
Suez Economic and Trade Cooperation Zone 

and China-Israel Changzhou Innovation Park, 
have also played an active role in undertaking 
cooperation between Chinese and foreign en-
terprises, employing local people and driving 
the economic development of the host country 
(HANFY Solar, 2020; SETC, 2017; China Daily, 
2022).

Financial Integration

Financial integration is an important pillar of the 
Belt and Road Initiative. Up to July 2022, China 
has made bilateral currency swap arrangements 
with more than 20 BRI countries and Renmin-
bi clearing arrangements with 10 BRI countries. 
One representative cross-border cooperation 
project is the establishment of ICBC Türkiye in 
2015 based on the acquisition of shares of Türki-
ye’s Tekstilbank by ICBC. In 2022, ICBC Türkiye 
was awarded “Best Corporate Bank” and “Fastest 
Growing Corporate Bank” this year (Hua, 2022).
In addition, to provide better financing support 
to the countries along the BRI to achieve con-
nectivity, the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank and the Silk Road Fund have received ex-
tensive support from countries along the route. 
Headquartered in Beijing, the AIIB is another 
locomotive of economic cooperation as part of 
post-hegemonic multipolarity in Eurasia (Gür-
can, 2020). Today, the number of AIIB members 
has increased from 57 in 2015 to 105, covering 
almost all countries in the Eastern Mediterrane-
an (The Economic Times, 2022).

Closer People-to-People Ties

In recent years, the BRI countries have conducted 
diplomatic activities and cultural exchanges in 
wide fields, enhancing mutual understanding 
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and recognition and laying a solid cultural 
foundation for furthering the initiative. 

Firstly, cultural exchanges between China 
and countries along the route take various 
forms. China, CEE countries, Türkiye, Greece, 
Egypt, and South Africa have hosted activities 
to celebrate the cultures of BRI countries in 
different years and developed about a dozen 
cultural exchange brands such as the “Silk Road 
Tour” and “Chinese/African Cultures in Focus”. 
China also promotes the understanding of the 
Chinese language and culture by people from all 
over the world through the Confucius Institute 
program. 

Secondly, China has also joined hands with 
countries along the route to fight the COVID-19 
epidemic. As of the end of 2021, China 
has provided multiple batches of epidemic 

prevention materials and vaccines to all countries 
in the Eastern Mediterranean region. China is 
also actively helping Syria and Libya to promote 
post-war reconstruction through aid materials 
(Global Times, 2022).

Opportunities for China and Eastern 
Mediterranean Countries’ Cooperation 

Notably, China’s relations with the Mediterranean 
countries are framed by its official policy of non-
interference in political affairs, in contrast to the 
policies of historical Western partners (Abdel & 
Jacobs, 2020). This has laid a stable foundation 
for China to promote the joint construction of 
BRI with Mediterranean countries. Specifically, 
China maintains good relations with all the 
major countries in this region, which can be seen 
mainly in the following aspects.

Map of the BRI Economic Corridors. (Geopolitical Intelligence Services, 2019)
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Sino-Israeli Relations

As a nation with splendid culture, a long history 
and many disasters, the Jewish people have had a 
very strong suffering consciousness since Israel was 
established last century. Being a direct participant 
in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and experiencing 
numerous Middle East wars, Israel has seized every 
opportunity to develop its national strength. Israel 
is not dominant in land area, population size and 
natural resources, yet it is a “technological power” 
and “innovative power” that has turned itself into 
a world leader in high-tech development. It is no 
surprise that China has established the “Innovative 
Comprehensive Partnership” with Israel, which is also 
the only such kind of relationship between China and 
other countries (Knowledge at Wharton Staff, 2015).

The diplomatic relations between China and Israel 
have undergone a long, tortuous and complicated 
process. Although Israel was the first country in the 
Middle East to recognize the People’s Republic of 
China, it was the last to establish diplomatic relations 

with China until January 24, 1992 (Xiao, 2016). After 
then, China and Israel achieved fruitful cooperation in 
infrastructure construction, engineering contracting 
and high-tech industries (Bi, 2018). But since the 
dramatic changes in the Middle East in 2011, Israel’s 
“Look East” policy and China’s BRI have gone hand in 
hand, driving a breakthrough and transformation in 
relations between the two countries.

Firstly, China and Israel have a high degree 
of mutual political trust and frequent high-level 
diplomatic interactions. In 2017, the then-Israeli 
Transportation Minister Katz said in an interview 
with Chinese journalists, “Israel is willing to take an 
active part in the OBOR plan and become one of its 
crossroads” (GLOBES, 2018). Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu visited China twice, in 2013 
and 2017, and signed cooperation agreements with 
China. Data show that Israel has increased its budget 
for China-related staffing in the two years following 
the BRI. The year 2022 marks the 30th anniversary 
of establishing diplomatic relations between China 
and Israel. President Xi Jinping exchanged messages 

Agreement signing of strategic cooperation between China-Israel ChangZhou Innovation Park and 
Guangdong Technion – Israel Institute of Technology. (Guangdong Technion, 2022)
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with Israeli President Isaac Herzog, saying that he 
hopes to work with Herzog and take the anniversary 
as an opportunity to strengthen political mutual 
trust, deepen mutually beneficial cooperation, 
expand people-to-people exchanges and promote the 
steady development of the two countries’ innovative 
comprehensive partnership (Xinhua News Agency, 
2022).

Secondly, China-Israel economic and trade 
exchanges are widely diversified, and science and 
technology innovation cooperation continues to 
make new developments. According to Chinese 
statistics, bilateral trade increased from about $50 
million when diplomatic relations were established 
in 1992 to $22.8 billion by 2021. In terms of science 
and technology cooperation, China and Israel 
formally established the “Comprehensive Partnership 
for Innovation” in 2017. China has a huge market 
and strong industrial capacities. Israeli technology 
could easily be industrialized in China. In addition, 
as an Eastern Mediterranean coastal country, Israel’s 
port construction coincides with the development 
of infrastructure projects in the BRI. In 2015, the 
Shanghai International Port Group (SIPG) won 
the tender to build and operate the Haifa Bayport 
Terminal, which is of great significance to the 
construction of the “Maritime Silk Road” (ASIA 
TIMES, 2022).

Finally, China and Israel have a long history of 
cultural exchanges with rich and diverse content. 
During World War II, Shanghai and other places 
received tens of thousands of Jewish refugees. This 

precious historical friendship became a bond of 
friendship and exchange between China and Israel. 
From the exchange of international students in 
1993 to the establishment of Confucius Institutes in 
Israeli universities and Hebrew language programs 
in Chinese universities in 2007, the two sides have 
continued to promote in-depth cooperation in the 
field of education. In addition, China and Israel have 
formed 24 pairs of friendship cities and provinces 
and have held many large-scale cultural exchange 
activities.

Overall, the complementary nature of the two 
countries is clear. For China, Tel Aviv’s deep ties with 
the US and the EU can help China expand its ties in 
the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. And 
for Israel, Sino-Israeli ties can enhance Israel’s role in 
trade between Asia and Europe (Harutyunyan, 2020). 
More importantly, Israel also hopes to use the BRI to 
advance its relations with Arab countries, thus further 
changing its development and security in the Middle 
East.

Sino-Turkish Relations

Although geographically distant, China and 
Türkiye, located at the eastern and western ends of 
the Asian continent, have maintained close relations 
throughout their history (Xiao, 2011). Both countries 
have a glorious history and a splendid civilization, 
and the establishment of diplomatic relations 
between China and Türkiye in 1971 has led to a new 
stage of relations between the two countries. Since 
the new century, as the comprehensive strength 
of both countries has been increasing, China and 
Türkiye have paid more and more attention to 
developing relations. For China, Türkiye is an 
important regional power that connects Europe, 
Asia and Africa, and it also holds the Bosphorus and 
the Dardanelles. The famous strategist Zbigniew 
Brzezinski described it as a pivotal country in the 
geostrategy of Eurasia (Brzezinski, 1997).

According to Chinese statistics, 
bilateral trade increased from about 
$50 million when diplomatic relations 
were established in 1992 to $22.8 
billion by 2021.
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Since the Justice and Development Party (AK 
Party) came to power in 2002, Türkiye has made 
remarkable economic and social development 
achievements. The attempted military coup in 
2016 significantly impacted the political situation 
in Türkiye (Yang, 2020). At the same time, in the 
face of the changing international situation and 
the rise of China and the Asia-Pacific region, the 
Erdogan government has also actively adjusted its 
foreign policy and shown a strong interest in the 
BRI proposed by China. At the recent Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) summit in 
Samarkand, President Erdogan, as a special guest, 
also expressed his willingness to join the SCO, 

which is a strategic fit for the two sides to build BRI 
(Reuters, 2022).

As two developing regional powers, China and 
Türkiye are looking to the future. They want to play 
a role in the international arena commensurate with 
their political, economic and military power. Since 
2013, when China proposed the BRI, it has been of 
interest to all sectors in Türkiye. In October 2010, 
China and Türkiye announced establishing and 
developing strategic cooperation to enhance the level 
of friendship and cooperation in various fields. By 
2015, when President Erdogan met with Xi Jinping 
on the sidelines of the G20 Summit, he expressed 
Türkiye’s willingness to participate in cooperation 

President Xi Jinping meets with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan at in Samarkand, Uzbekistan (September 16, 2022). 
(Xinhua, 2022)
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within the framework of the BRI actively. After the 
meeting, the two sides also signed a memorandum 
of understanding to promote the construction of 
“B&R” (The Official Website of Turkish Presidency, 
2015).

China and Türkiye both put the promotion of 
bilateral strategic and economic interests in the 
first place, which is a realistic motivation for the 
development of bilateral relations between the two 
countries in the new situation. In terms of economic 
and trade cooperation, bilateral trade between 
China and Türkiye reached $34.2 billion in 2021, 
up 42.2% year-on-year, and China has remained 
Türkiye’s top trading partner for ten consecutive 
years since 2011(MFA of PRC, 2022). In terms of 
infrastructure construction, the two sides have 
been steadily promoting large-scale projects such 
as railroads and ports under the framework of BRI. 
Türkiye’s “Middle Corridor” plan aims to strengthen 
economic cooperation between Asia and Europe, 
which has a high strategic fit with the construction 
of BRI.

From the perspective of the Overland Silk 
Road, opening the Ankara-Istanbul high-speed 
railway project in 2014 by a Chinese company is a 
milestone for both sides in terms of infrastructure 
connectivity. Currently, the fastest China-European 
Railway Express from Xi’an, China, can reach 
Istanbul in about two weeks, promoting more 
convenient overland trade between China and 
Türkiye. From the perspective of the “Maritime Silk 

Road”, Türkiye is keen to occupy a more prominent 
position in the construction of the BRI by virtue 
of its advantages of being surrounded by the sea 
on three sides, having many ports and connecting 
Europe and Asia (Zou, 2018). A representative 
project of Sino-Turkish cooperation in ports is the 
acquisition of a 65% stake in Türkiye’s 3rd largest 
container terminal, Kumport, by China Merchants 
International Technology Co., Ltd. (CMIT) in 2015. 
The construction of high-speed railroads and ports 
will strengthen Türkiye’s position as a “pivotal 
state”, which Erdogan has highly praised as historic 
projects (Li, 2017).

In addition, the construction of BRI also 
promotes in-depth cooperation between China and 
Türkiye at the security level. For many years, both 
China and Türkiye have been seriously endangered 
by terrorism, and Türkiye is also on the front line 
of the Middle East turmoil. Therefore, strengthening 
counter-terrorism cooperation is, on the one hand, 
conducive to maintaining regional security and 
stability and, on the other hand, can provide a stable 
external environment for cooperation between the 
two sides in various fields. In August 2017, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi signed a counter-terrorism 
cooperation agreement with Turkish Foreign 
Minister Çavusoğlu following foreign minister-level 
talks in Beijing. During Erdogan’s visit to China in 
2019, he said, “Türkiye is firmly against extremism 
and is willing to enhance political mutual trust 
and strengthen security cooperation with China” 
(CGTN, 2019). It is worth mentioning that in 2011, 
China used Istanbul, Türkiye, as a transit point for 
the evacuation of Chinese citizens back from Libya.

China and Türkiye have their own “Chinese 
Dream” and “Turkish Dream”, respectively, and 
despite some conflicts in the past, they still have 
good prospects for cooperation. By strengthening 
communication, setting aside disputes and finding 
common interests, the two countries can avoid risks 
in concrete cooperation.

The construction of high-speed 
railroads and ports will strengthen 
Türkiye’s position as a “pivotal 
state”, which Erdogan has highly 
praised as historic projects.
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Sino-Greek Relations

Both China and Greece are the birthplaces 
of world civilizations, and both have a long 
history, which has shaped the wisdom of their 
dealings in reality (Shi & You, 2020). China and 
Greece have a good foundation for cooperation. 
Since the BRI was launched in 2013, under the 
strategic leadership of the top echelons of China 
and Greece, mutual political trust has been 
deepened, economic and trade relations have 
become closer, and cooperation in various fields 
has gradually increased.

More than 2,000 years ago, the ancient Silk 
Road linked the two ancient civilizations of China 
and Greece. Greece, located at the important 
intersection of the Land and Sea Silk Road, is 
both a natural partner for the construction 
of the Belt and Road and the first developed 
European country to sign a Memorandum of 
Understanding with China on cooperation in 
the construction of the BRI. In 2014, Chinese 
Premier Li Keqiang visited Greece to promote 
cooperation in trade and investment between 
the two countries. In 2019, Xi Jinping and Greek 
President Pavlopoulos exchanged visits and 
reached several agreements on BRI cooperation. 
Maintaining regular interaction between the 
top leaders of China and Greece will not only 
deepen their friendship but also help deepen 
mutual political trust between the two countries 

and play an important role in guiding them to 
develop practical cooperation in various fields 
(SHINE, 2022). 

In recent years, economic and trade 
cooperation between China and Greece has 
also progressed well. Bilateral trade volume has 
jumped from less than $100 million in the early 
1990s to $12.15 billion in 2021. Sino-Greek 
economic and trade cooperation in the BRI 
construction of successful cooperation in the 
flagship project is COSCO Group’s investment 
in the Greek port of Piraeus (Financial Times, 
2016). The purchase of the port laid the 
groundwork for China to transform it into 
a major hub in the Mediterranean. Large 
companies like Huawei, ZTE, Samsung, HP, and 
Sony already use the port to enter the European 
market. The Piraeus Port project has not only 
made substantial contributions to the economic 
development of Greece but also created a large 
number of local jobs. More broadly, as a member 
of the EU and the eurozone, Greece offers China 
a gateway to Northern, Eastern, and Western 
Europe as well as the highly promising market 
of southeast Europe and the Black Sea (Chaziza, 
2018).

The year 2022 marks the 50th anniversary of 
diplomatic relations between China and Greece, 
and China and Greece should take this as an 
opportunity to promote deeper cooperation in 
various fields under the framework of BRI. As 
Wang Yi said to Greek Foreign Minister Nikos 
Dendias on the phone, “The amicable relations 
between China and Greece over the past 50 years 
are a true reflection of mutual understanding 
and affinity between ancient civilizations, and a 
vivid epitome of the trend of the times for peace, 
development and win-win cooperation, setting 
a good example for the development of relations 
between China and European countries” 
(Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in 
the Hellenic Republic, 2022).

In recent years, economic and trade 
cooperation between China and 
Greece has increased. Bilateral 
trade volume has jumped from 
less than $100 million in the early 
1990s to $12.15 billion in 2021.
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Sino-Egyptian Relations

The friendly relations between the two ancient 
civilizations have a long history, and the Chinese 
and Egyptian people shared the hardships during 
the national liberation struggle in the 20th century, 
which laid a solid historical foundation for the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between the 
new China and Egypt in 1956 (Yu, 2016). Egypt’s 
unique historical identity and geographic location 
make it one of the most influential countries in the 
Middle East and Eastern Mediterranean region and 
an important hub for the construction of the BRI. 
For a long time, China and Egypt have had a strong 
foundation of strategic cooperation, close economic 
contacts and frequent cultural exchanges.

Firstly, good political relations lay a solid 
foundation for cooperation. In modern times, 

China and Egypt have suffered from the invasion 
of Western colonizers together. After national 
independence, they encountered many similar 
difficulties, giving rise to the strategic sentiment 
of mutual support and common prosperity. In 
particular, at the Bandung Conference in 1955, 
Premier Zhou Enlai and Nasser advocated the 
“Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence”. They 
jointly forged the spirit of Bandung, which raised 
the voice of the third world during the Cold War 
and enhanced the status and reputation of the two 
countries in the international arena. Since entering 
the 21st century, from establishing the “China-
Africa Cooperation Forum” in 2000 to establishing 
a comprehensive strategic partnership between 
the two sides in 2014, China-Egypt relations have 
withstood the stormy changes in the international 
situation and kept moving forward.

Egypt's president inaugurates trial run of China-made LRT, on July 3, 2022. 
(Egyptian Presidency, 2022)
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Secondly, China-Egypt trade and economic 
exchanges have grown steadily in recent years. In 
2012, China surpassed the United States to become 
Egypt’s largest trading partner and the largest source 
of imports. The Suez Canal in Egypt is an important 
route for constructing the “21st Century Maritime 
Silk Road”, the most convenient route for China’s 
maritime trade cooperation with Europe and Africa. 
In addition, the China-Egypt Suez Economic and 
Trade Cooperation Zone, established in 2008, is the 
second batch of national-level overseas economic 
and trade cooperation zones approved by the 
Chinese government. During President Xi Jinping’s 
visit to Egypt in January 2016, he inaugurated the 
cooperation park together with President Abdel 
Fattah al Sisi (Wang, 2017).

Finally, China and Egypt have many civilizational 
commonalities in their long history, and both sides 
have various and rich forms of cultural exchanges. 
The Chinese government attaches great importance 
to the dialogue of civilizations with Egypt and has 
opened embassy cultural offices and cultural centers 
in Egypt, and has now opened four Confucius 
Institutes in Egypt. In addition, the China-Arab 
Forum and the China-Africa Forum are important 
platforms for the contact between China and Egypt 
and countries in the wider Arab world.

Threats and Challenges of BRI 
Construction in the Eastern Mediterranean

The BRI is a landmark initiative for the revival 
of China and the rise of China. It is not only an 
extension of the commercial road but also an 
extension of the border of national interests and 
security (Chu & Gao, 2015). Since China launched 
the Belt and Road Initiative in 2013, it has aroused 
many misinterpretations for the following reasons. 
First, China’s long-standing reform and opening-
up policy still have not changed the suspicion 
of capitalist countries represented by the United 

States and the West. Second, China’s peaceful rise 
has caused the United States to be on high alert 
since the beginning of this century, and the Obama 
administration to the current Biden administration 
have tried their best to contain China’s development. 
Third, the BRI proposed by China is deeply 
integrated into regional development in the context 
of globalization and is also deeply influenced by the 
regional situation (Gürcan, 2021).

As a key region in constructing the BRI, the 
Eastern Mediterranean connects three continents, 
Europe, Asia and Africa, and has great geo-
economic significance in promoting regional 
economic cooperation. However, the imbalance of 
regional economic development, the instability of 
the regional situation and the strategic game of the 
extra-territorial powers are the real problems that 
need to be faced in constructing the BRI.

Firstly, the game of major powers is intensifying in 
the East Mediterranean region. Although the United 
States shifted its strategic focus to the Asia-Pacific 
region since the Obama administration, it does not 
intend to withdraw from its commitments in this 
region completely. For the US, the rise of emerging 
countries represented by China has threatened 
its “global hegemony”. Therefore, the US tries its 
best to keep the regional powers in check, striving 
to prevent any single local actor from becoming 
dominant (Yegin, 2022). It is admitted that the US 
and its alliance system can still play a somewhat 
dominant role in global and regional affairs. For 
example, the U.S.-China trade war launched during 
the Trump administration continued into the Biden 
administration and has intensified in the technology 
sector. This will seriously impact China’s economic 
cooperation with countries along the route. 

A typical example is Israel. Western forces 
have argued that China’s port construction in the 
Eastern Mediterranean challenges US maritime 
dominance and pressured Israel to revisit its port 
agreement with China’s SIPG because it threatens 



75

the safe navigation of the Sixth Fleet. China’s seaport 
investment projects in the Mediterranean exhibit 
distinctive commercial features without involving 
any military seaports. Another example is Greece. 
China’s cooperation treaty with Greece alone has 
deepened the EU’s perception that China’s actions 
are aimed at undermining EU economic integration. 
For instance, the EU heavyweights perceive China 
as a potential order disrupter and a formidable rival 
with an attempt to expand its geo-economic and 
geo-political outreach towards the Mediterranean 
Sea and reshape the existing norms and order in the 
region.

Secondly, the unstable regional situation and 
frequent internal crises of the countries in the region 
brought many security challenges to the BRI. Due to 
historical and practical reasons, uneven economic 
development, religious conflicts and ethnic conflicts 
have long plagued the regional development of the 
East Mediterranean. In 2011, the Arab Spring largely 
overturned the landscape of the Middle East region, 
leading to the outbreak of regional conflicts and 
hotspots and the persistence of unresolved issues 
(Zou, 2018). For example, on April 14, 2018, without 
a thorough investigation of the suspected chemical 
attack in Eastern Ghouta, Syria, the United States, 
together with Britain and France, launched more 
than 100 missiles at Syrian facilities, complicating 
the situation in Syria and the Middle East and 
causing great damage to the peaceful environment 
needed for the construction of the Belt and Road 
(The International Rescue Committee, 2018). 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict that erupted in early 

2022 has worsened the regional situation again and 
further led to a worldwide energy and food crisis. 
Russia and the Middle East have long been China’s 
most important sources of energy and occupy a 
key position in China’s energy security system. 
This has also led China to face problems in energy 
imports, such as over-concentration of import 
regions and over-reliance on maritime transport 
routes, which the volatile situation in the region will 
accentuate. Therefore, China hopes to advocate the 
concept of “development for security” through the 
construction of the “Belt and Road” and promote the 
establishment of a mutually beneficial community 
of energy interests in the Middle East by adhering 
to the strategy of non-alignment and non-selection 
of sides.

Thirdly, economic recovery and development 
under the impact of the pandemic epidemic have 
become major issues facing the world. The sudden 
outbreak of COVID-19 swept almost the entire 
world, and countries in the Eastern Mediterranean 
region were not spared. China is also experiencing 
increasing downward pressure on its economic 
development due to the epidemic, with GDP at only 
2.5% in the first half of 2022, the smallest half-year 
economic growth since the reform and opening up. 
This made the international economic environment 
facing the BRI construction not optimistic. 
Specifically, the decline in bilateral trade, slow 
progress in production capacity cooperation, and 
stagnation in cross-border tourism in the countries 
along the route. 

At present, with the increase in vaccination rate 
and the change of policies in the countries along the 
route, various cooperation between China and the 
countries along the route is gradually resumed. The 
COVID-19 outbreak shows that the primary task 
of quality cooperative development with countries 
along the route is to improve the resilience of the 
countries along the route and enhance their ability 
to survive, not just develop (Zhang, 2021).

As the intersection of Europe and 
Asia, the Eastern Mediterranean 
has a very important strategic role 
in constructing the BRI.

Ye Zhangxu - Cooperation Between China and Eastern Mediterranean Countries in the Context of the BRI: Opportunities and Challenges 
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Conclusion

The Belt and Road Initiative is an international 
platform for China to deepen reform and 
opening up under new historical conditions 
and promote mutual benefit and a win-win 
situation. At one end is the highly dynamic 
Asian economic circle, and at the other is 
the developed European economic circle. 
As the intersection of Europe and Asia, the 
Eastern Mediterranean has a very important 
strategic role in constructing the BRI. There 
is not only Türkiye with its multiple identities 
but also countries such as Greece and Egypt 
with close ties to Europe and Africa. From a 
practical point of view, China’s strengthening 
of cooperation with these countries under 
the framework of the BRI will not only have 
an important impact on promoting regional 
development in Asia and Europe but will also 
have special significance in maintaining the 
international political and economic order in 
the right direction.

This article analyzes the good relations 
between China and major countries in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, including political, 
economic and cultural aspects, which are 
important advantages for China to promote 
the BRI construction in this region. But on the 
other hand, the competition between China 
and the US may reach its peak in the next few 
years, and the internal situation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean region is not completely stable. 
These are all external challenges that China 
needs to face.

The BRI, from the proposal to the 
construction, has gone through nine years, 
the internal and external environment has 
undergone many changes, and the promotion 

mode is also constantly adjusted. However, 
no matter how it is adjusted, the Chinese 
government has always emphasized the need 
to promote the BRI construction with high 
quality, balance various conflicts, coordinate 
resources from all sides, and integrate 
development and security. Undoubtedly, as 
time moves on, Belt and Road cooperation 
will show greater vitality and creativity. In the 
post-epidemic era, China and countries in the 
Eastern Mediterranean region should stand on 
a strategic and developmental level and deepen 
their understanding of each other in a mutually 
beneficial manner.

References

Abdel Ghafar, A. & Jacobs, A. (2020, July). China in the Me
diterranean: Implications of Expanding Sino-North 
Africa Relations. The Brookings Institution. https://
www.brookings.edu/research/china-in-the-mediterra
nean-implications-of-expanding-sino-north-africa-re
lations/

Asia Times. (2022, September 30). On China, US and Is
rael should talk tech, not trade. https://asiatimes.
com/2022/09/on-china-us-and-israel-should-talk-te
ch-not-trade/

Belt and Road Portal. (2022). Ninth anniversary report 
card of “One Belt, One Road”. https://www.yidaiyilu.
gov.cn/xwzx/gnxw/281310.htm

Brzezinski, Z. (2016). The grand chessboard: American 
primacy and its geostrategic imperatives. Basic books.

CGTN. (2019, July 2). Xi praises Erdogan for not allowing 
anti-China activities in Türkiye. https://news.cgtn.com/
news/2019-07-02/China-Türkiye-agree-to-deepen-co
operation-on-fighting-terrorism-I0hmKo7u12/index.
html

China Daily. (2022, March 7). China-Israel ties bloom spe
ctacularly. http://global.chinadaily.com.
cn/a/202203/07/WS622560c4a310cdd39bc8ac82.html

Chaziza, M. (2018). The Chinese Maritime Silk Road Initi
ative: The Role of the Mediterranean. Mediterranean 
Quarterly, 29(2), 54-69.

Chen, Y. (2020). Developments in China–Türkiye Rela
tions: A View From China. Critical Sociology, 46(4–5), 
777–787.



77

Chu, Y., & Gao, Y. (2015). China’s Belt and Road Initiatives: 
three questions to be answered. International Econo
mic Review, (02), 90-99.

Chu, Y., & Gao, Y. (储殷; 高远), (2018). 中国“一带一
路”战略定位的三个问题(zhōng guó “ yī dài yī lù ” 
zhàn lüè dìng wèi de sān gè wèn tí). 新丝路学刊(xīn sī 
lù xué kān), 2期.

Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Helle
nic Republic. (2022). Wang Yi Speaks with Greek Fo
reign Minister Nikos Dendias on the Phone. http://
gr.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202205/
t20220514_10686148.htm

Financial Times. (2016).  “Greece Picks China’s COS
CO in Port Deal”. www.ft.com/content/d65aa7c4-bf
b1-11e5-846f-79b0e3d20eaf

Gürcan, Efe Can. (2021). A Neo-Mahanian Reading of 
Türkiye and China’s Changing Maritime Geopolitics. 
Belt & Road Initiative Quarterly, 2(1), 23-35.

Gürcan, Efe Can. (2019/2020). Building a Fair World Or
der in a Post-American Age. Belt & Road Initiative Qu
arterly, 1(1), 6-16.

Gürcan, Efe Can. (2020). The Construction of “Post-He
gemonic Multipolarity” in Eurasia: A Comparative 
Perspective. The Japanese Political Economy, 46(2-3), 
127-151.

Global Times. (2022). Syria joins BRI to rebuild amid wars, 
Western sanctions, pandemic via cooperation with 
China. https://www.globaltimes.cn/
page/202201/1245834.shtml

HANFY Solar. (2020, November 12). CETC and Türkiye 
Kalyon Group signed a 500MW photovoltaic industrial 
park phase II project contract. https://hanfysolar.com/
cetc-and-turkey-kalyon-group-signed-a-500mw-pho
tovoltaic-industrial-park-phase-ii-project-contract/

Hua Xia, (2022) “ICBC Türkiye receives 4 prizes at Global 
Banking and Finance Awards 2022”. https://english.
news.cn/20220813/a6ff479641044a79ae3bd44ba32f
f036/c.html

International Rescue Committee. (2018). Behind the he
adlines: Attacks on Eastern Ghouta. https://www.res
cue.org/article/behind-headlines-attacks-eas
tern-ghouta

Jianhua, Y. (2016). Sixty Years of Sino-Egyptian Relations: 
Retrospect and Prospect. Arab World Studies, (05), 
3-16.

Jiankang, B. (2018), Readjustment of Israel’s Strategy 
toward the Middle East and China-Israel Cooperation 
under the Belt and Road Initiative, Contemporary 
World, 2018(12), 64-67.

Knowledge at Wharton Staff. (2015). “Why Tech Trans
fer Is Key to Stronger China-Israel Ties”, Retrieved 
from https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/
why-tech-transfer-is-key-to-stronger-china-israel-ties/

Ning, Z. (2021). The Influence of Covid-19 Epidemic on 
Central Asian Countries’ Participation in the Belt and 
Road Cooperation. Academic Journal of Russian Stu
dies, (01), 84-97.

Reuters. (2022). Türkiye’s Erdogan targets joining Shang
hai Cooperation Organisation, media reports say. htt
ps://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkeys-Er
dogan-targets-joining-shanghai-cooperation-organi
sation-media-2022-09-17/

The Economic Times. (2022). FM urges AIIB to scale up 
investment in renewal energy, smart technologies. htt
ps://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/re
newables/fm-urges-aiib-to-scale-up-investment-in-re
newal-energy-smart-technologies/articles
how/95605709.cms

The Official Website of Turkish Presidency. (2015). Pre
sident Erdogan Attends Türkiye-China Business Fo
rum. https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/news/542/34005/presi
dent-Erdogan-attends-turkey-china-business-forum.
html

TEDA SUEZ. (2017). Historical Evolution. https://www.
setc-zone.com/system/2017/04/26/011260619.shtml

Xian, X. (2016), “The Belt and Road” and China-Israel Re
lations, West Asia and Africa, (02),91-108.

Wang, J. (2022), “5 highlights in 50 years of China-G
reece relations”, SHINE, https://www.shine.cn/opini
on/2206056424/

Xiao, X. (2011). China and Türkiye: Forging a New Strate
gic Partnership, West Asia and Africa, (09), 14-28.

Xinhua Agency. (2022, September 16). Xi meets with Pre
sident Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Türkiye. http://en.pe
ople.cn/n3/2022/0916/c90000-10148247.html

Yegin, M. (2022). United States Policy in the Eastern Me
diterranean. Comparative Southeast European Studies, 
70(3), 439-461.

Zhang, C., & Xiao, C. (2022). China’s infrastructure dip
lomacy in the Mediterranean region under the Belt 
And Road Initiative: Challenges ahead ?. Mediterrane
an Politics, 1-25.

Zhijian, S. & Nan, Y. (2020). Prospects for the development 
of Sino-Greek relations under the “Belt and Road” ini
tiative. China National Conditions and Strength, (01), 
70-71.

Zhiqiang, Z. (2018). China’s Participation in Türkiye’s Port 
Development: Opportunities and Risks. Contemporary 
World, (05), 70-74.

Zhiqiang, Z. (2018). New Geopolitical and Economic Pat
terns in the Middle East and Their Impact on “Belt and 
Road”. Contemporary World and Socialism, (06), 174-
180.

Zou, Z., & Isik, A. F. (2022). China’s Seaport Investment 
In The Mediterranean Region and EU’s Interrogative 
Approach. Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, 
1-18.

Ye Zhangxu - Cooperation Between China and Eastern Mediterranean Countries in the Context of the BRI: Opportunities and Challenges 



  
Perspective Piece

How to cite: Verde, F. (2023). Italy and the BRICS alternative. BRIQ Belt & Road Initiative Quarterly, 
4(2), 78-82.

*Fabrizio Verde is a journalist, editor of the online newspaper l'AntiDiplomatico. He collaborates 
as a geopolitical analyst and expert for the United World International think-tank and with 
international magazines and newspapers. He has collaborated with the magazine Amerindia, 
published by the Consulate General of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela in Naples, and with 
several national organizations.

FABRIZIO VERDE*      
  

Journalist

Italy and the BRICS alternative

Received: 17.11.2022 

Accepted: 17.01.2023



7979

Fabrizio Verde - Italy and the BRICS alternative

ABSTRACT

Italy is a country with limited sovereignty, caught in a vice between the strict parameters set by the 
European Union and the policies imposed by the United States. Rome's decline has been furthered by the 
effects of the pandemic and its adherence to the anti-Russian policies imposed by the US/EU/NATO triad 
to which the new Atlanticist government led by Giorgia Meloni has sworn allegiance. There is, however, an 
alternative: the BRICS group. Joining or working closely with the coordination of emerging powers would 
allow Italy to break free from its cage, regain its lost sovereignty and its natural role as the Mediterranean's 
centre of gravity and stabilising force.

Keywords: BRICS, European Union, Italy, Mediterranean, USA.

Introduction

THE STRICT PARAMETERS OF THE 
European Union are trapping Italy in a cage 
with little space for manoeuvre. It is the only 
country in the European Union where average 
wages have fallen over the last 30 years. Since 
1990, wages in Italy have stagnated, while 
in most other advanced countries they have 
increased significantly. In 2020, due to the 
impact of Covid-19, Italy's average wage fell 
below the levels of 30 years earlier, by 2.89% 
to USD 37,769 per year. Over the same period, 
1990-2020, wages in the OECD area increased by 
33.09%. This is quite different from the countries 
of the former Soviet bloc or the former USSR, 

where wages doubled, if not tripled, over the 
same period (IZA Institute of Labor Economics, 
2020).

The comparison with the rest of the EU does 
not yield better results considering the economies 
closest to Italy. For instance, in Germany and 
France the average wages increased by 33.7% 
and 31.1% respectively, despite starting from 
already high levels. Even though the rest of 
Southern Europe recorded the lowest wage 
growth, the balance remains positive compared 
to Rome. In Greece, for example, the increase 
was 30%, in Spain, which had a labour market 
dynamic in many ways comparable to Italy's, 
the average wage still increased, albeit slightly 
(+6.2%) (Openpolis, 2021).



80

B R I q  •  Vo lume 4  I ssue  2  Spr ing  2023     

At the beginning of the 1990s, Italy was 
the seventh European country just behind 
Germany - in terms of average annual wages- 
by contrast, in 2020 it dropped to thirteenth 
place, below countries such as France, Ireland, 
Sweden and Spain, which had lower wages in 
the 1990s (Openpolis, 2021).

The entire Italian economy is in great pain, 
especially since Rome joined the so-called 
Eurozone by adopting the common European 
currency instead of the Lira. The scenario may 
be described as devastating. Between 1985 
and 2001 Italy’s gross domestic product had 
grown by EUR 482 billion (+44%), between 
2002 - the year Italy entered the euro - and 
2017, growth amounted to 31 billion, i.e. 
barely 2% in fifteen years. (Bloomberg, 2018) 

With entry into the Euro, exports, which 
had always been the strong point of the Italian 
economy, plummeted. By analyzing again 
the data between 1985 and 2001, we see that 
Italian exports had grown by 136.3%, while, 
since the advent of the Euro, growth stopped 
at a modest 40.9% (Panorama, 2018). 

Per capita GDP is at the same level as in 1999, 
unemployment is still too high and industrial 
production is languishing (Eurostat, 2022). 

All of the above are the effects of pegging to 
a strong nominal standard. In practice, joining 
the Euro for Italy was substantially equivalent 
to pegging the lira to the German mark.

Evidently, as Antonio Gramsci used to say, 
‘history teaches but has no pupils’ (Telos Press, 
1975). Indeed, Italy made the same mistake as 
early as 1926, during the Fascist regime, when 
Benito Mussolini announced that Italy would 
conduct a policy of revaluing the lira against 
sterling, the world’s reference currency at the 
time. 

The consequences were similar to those 
of today: collapse of production, rising 
unemployment, large trade deficit and wage 
deflation. 

US policy in the Mediterranean and the 
new Italian government

There is another factor that blocks Italian policy: 
the United States of America. Since the end of the 
Second World War, it is a fact that Washington 
has been the real ruler of Italian foreign policy. 
Even during the years of the so-called ‘Prima 
Repubblica’, Italy managed to carve out important 
spaces of autonomy for itself while remaining a 
country fundamentally with limited sovereignty. 
Instead, over the last thirty years we have 
witnessed an almost total subordination of Rome 
to the interests of Washington and Brussels.

During Obama’s second term and Donald 
Trump’s four years, the Mare Nostrum -in 
particular the eastern Mediterranean- clearly 
represented the gradual US disengagement. 
However, with the arrival in the White House 
of the Democrat Joe Biden the United States has 
once again begun to weave the Mediterranean 
web in order to contain part of the Rimland, the 
rise of the Eurasian powers: Russia and China. In 
addition to avoiding the success of China’s New 
Silk Road that tries to integrate maritime and 
land geopolitical paradigms.

Over the last thirty years we 
have witnessed an almost total 
subordination of Rome to the 
interests of Washington and 
Brussels.
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In this geopolitical scenario, Italy could play 
into the hands of NATO and its new strategy 
towards the southern flank if the Giorgia Meloni 
opts for an Atlanticist. As Michael Carpenter 
-formerly Biden’s foreign policy advisor- said in 
an interview with the newspaper ‘La Stampa’ in 
2020: ‘This is something we have to coordinate 
with the Italians. I think you will be enormously 
important for NATO’s southern strategy, 
regarding North Africa and the Mediterranean, 
which needs to be strengthened. We will look 
to you all for a leading role in these regions’. (La 
Stampa, 2020) At the same time, as far as the 
eastern Mediterranean basin is concerned, the US 
has chosen Greece as a NATO military reference 
point, especially in an anti-Turkish function. For 
a military and geopolitical strategy that envisages 
the use of Greece and Cyprus as pawns to encircle 
a Türkiye increasingly oriented towards the East.

The BRICS alternative

This situation forces Italy to think about how to 
free itself from a stranglehold that could turn out 
to be deadly. All the more so in a phase of world 
affairs where, due to the energy crisis triggered by 
the imposition of sanctions on Russia, the European 
Union dependent on cheap gas supplied by Moscow 
risks implosion. 

In this regard, Italy could turn its gaze towards 
the group that embodies the new multipolar world, 
namely the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 
South Africa). 

The BRICS group was set up on the impulse of 
Russia to create coordination between those count-
ries working for a multipolar international system, 
for cooperation instead of competition, for a more 
balanced development, for a return to the primary 
role of the real economy over the financial economy. 

Fabrizio Verde - Italy and the BRICS alternative

On the evening of 16 November local time, President Xi Jinping met with Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni in Bali.
(India Embassy of the People's Republic of China, 2022)
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A project that, unlike the declining 
European Union, promotes, protects and 
enhances the identity of its member states; 
it values national sovereignty, territorial 
integrity, independence, unity and sovereign 
equality of nation-states. By joining the 
BRICS coordination, Russia and China could 
give Italy back its historical role as the centre 
of gravity, conjunction and stabilization of 
the Mediterranean. A project also aimed at 
further enhancing ‘champions’ such as Eni, 
a global leader in the energy sector, and 
Leonardo, a global leader in the aerospace, 
defence and security sectors, as well as the 
agri-food market and the tourism sector. 

Furthermore, in the Mediterranean we 
have another country, Türkiye, which has 
begun to integrate into Eurasia, and is a 
candidate to join the BRICS, indeed it is 
still officially placed in the Atlantic system. 
A country that shares with Italy geopolitical 
priorities in the Mediterranean and that like 
Italy is a maritime power. Rome and Ankara 
together would have the ability to stabilize 
the Mediterranean, defeat the imperialists 
and turn it into a sea of opportunities as 
desired by the BRICS.

The BRICS alternative would then allow 
Italy to free itself from the Euro and the 
European Central Bank and thus recover its 
lost monetary sovereignty. Therefore, Rome 
would be freed from the cage that is leading 
the country to bankruptcy. Finally, Italy 
could recover a diplomatic role similar to the 
one it played during the Cold War. 

The decline of the US and the European 
self-sabotage is opening up unprecedented 

and interesting scenarios. However, this 
government does not have the political will 
and probably not even the strength to embark 
on such a path. Going back to Gramsci: The 
old world is dying. The new one is slow to 
appear. And in this chiaroscuro, monsters 
are born. 
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THE LATEST BOOKS ON GEOPOLITICS, 
although written from slightly different 
perspectives, have one idea in common. Their 
starting point is the obvious geostrategic shift 
from the Atlantic to the Asian hemisphere. 
What does this dramatic power shift from West 
to East bear for European states? China’s rise 
to hegemonial status is without any doubt the 
greatest political and economic challenge of 

our times. It implies a completely new global 
order, including the redefinition of Western 
(i.e. American and European) interests, power 
and limitations. Western Europe and Northern 
America have lost their claim to be, on a global 
scale, the most influential socio-economic 
and cultural formation. Today, Asia represents 
roughly 75 percent of the human population, 
worldwide. China’s national rise and global 
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economic expansion is perceived as a challenge, if 
not aggression, to historical Western dominance. 
Western supremacy, established after World War 
II, belongs to the past or is, to say the least, fading 
away.

In his latest speech at the 20th National Congress 
of the Chinese Communist Party, Chinese leader 
Xi Jinping addressed a message (Yiu, 2022; Böge, 
2022) towards the delegates, political analysts 
and decision-makers abroad: “The world has 
entered a new period of turbulence and change. 
External attempts to suppress and contain China 
may escalate at any time. We must therefore be 
more mindful of potential dangers, be prepared 
to deal with worst-case scenarios, and be ready to 
withstand high winds, choppy waters, and even 
dangerous storms.” Since Russia’s invasion into 
Ukraine, the “dangerous storm” has already become 
a sinister reality, reshaping not only the relations of 
Western states towards Russia, but also towards the 
People’s Republic of China (Gujer, 2022). Recent 
publications, both by intellectuals and politicians, 
reflect upon this new stage of globalization and the 
risks of direct and indirect conflict between the two 
hegemonial powers, the United States and China. 

Harvard professor Graham Allison already 
published in 2017 his influential study “Destined 
for War”. Allison’s main idea is the potential conflict 
between a rising and a declining power, described 
for the first time by Greek historian Thucydides. 
Although this conflict is not a necessity, it is – in the 

eyes of Allison – highly probable (Allison, 2022, p. 
47): “The contest between a rising and ruling power 
often intensifies competition over scarce resources. 
(…) The attempt to deny a state imports it judges 
crucial for survival can provoke war.” As an historical 
pattern, the precarious constellation of rising and 
declining powers can be perceived in the bloody 
conflicts between Germany and France (1870/1871), 
the two World Wars (1914–1918; 1939–1945) and 
in the Asian-Pacific conflict between America and 
Japan (1941–1945) (Allison, 2017, p. 244). Whether 
every hegemonial contest inevitably ends in war or 
not, remains an open question. History knows no 
ending. But Allison makes his point by underlining 
the tensions and potential fields of conflict between 
the United States and China: a massive US trade 
deficit, import taxes, unsolved juridical questions, 
geostrategic ambitions of both sides in the Asian-
Pacific, different understanding of the status of 
Hongkong and Taiwan. To lose hegemonial status is 
as hard as to gain it. Although it seems to be clear, 
that these lines of conflict are solely between the US 
and China, Europe cannot stand aloof.

Particularly interesting for political analysts 
of today’s global tensions is the redefinition 
of Western Europe as a geopolitical player. In 
the end, behind Russia’s war against Ukraine 
lies an open question. Who will represent the 
ultimate, the strongest power in Europe? Russia’s 
invasion was based on the Kremlin’s assumption 
of Western-European decadence and weakness, 
result of contradictory and competing interests 
among European states. Europe seems to be 
preoccupied with itself and its peculiar problems: 
minority rights, neglection of the educational 
sector, declining military spendings, questioning 
of state authority, sexual liberation etc. And 
of course, there is always a political interest to 
distort and exaggerate these tensions between 
state and civil society. 

Particularly interesting for 
political analysts of today’s 
global tensions is the 
redefinition of Western Europe 
as a geopolitical player.

BOOK REVIEW



86

The final outcome of the war in Ukraine will 
prove whether Putin’s assumption of Western 
weakness was accurate or not. A long, cruel 
and devastating conflict in the very heart of 
Europe – who might have thought this could 
possibly happen in the 21st century? The 
very fact that the Ukraine conflict came as a 
surprise conveys a shocking lack of analytical 
competences in European governments and 
political institutions, particularly in Germany. 
Nevertheless, the European willingness to 
support Ukraine in this war is stronger than 
expected by the Russian president and his 
close circle. How are these tensions, how is this 
conflict, reflected in recent publications? 

Norbert Röttgen, chairman of the influential 
Foreign Affairs Committee of the German 
parliament, has written “Manifesto in Times 
of War – Never Helpless Again!” (Röttgen, 
2022). In his book, he describes the dilemma of 
German and European foreign policy between 
political independence and economic cohesion 
(Röttgen, 2022, p. 122): “The systemic conflict 
with China will not only define the relations 
between the West and China, it will affect all 
international relations in the foreseeable future. 
A new Cold War with China is not in the 
interest of Germany and Europe. Possibilities 
of cooperation with China should be searched 
for in any field.” Yet, Röttgen favors a revival 
of Transatlantic relations, both in economy and 
defense. Although America strictly follows its 
own national interests, often conflicting with 
the European understanding of foreign policies, 
it still is the strongest and most potent ally of 
Western European states. Röttgen describes the 
possibility of a renaissance and “revitalization” 
of Transatlantic relations in geopolitics and 
economy (Röttgen, 2022, p. 110). But he also 

concedes, that America has changed over 
time. The populist slogan “America first!” only 
reveals the true priorities of American foreign 
policy. 

Under the Biden administration, the greatest 
geostrategic challenge for the US still is, 
unsurprisingly, China. The hegemonial conflict 
between both powers doesn’t leave Western 
Europe in a neutral position. President Trump’s 
erratic decisions, nationalistic rhetoric and overt 
contempt of European peculiarities have proven 
that the golden age of Transatlantic relations 
belongs to the past. The alliance demonstrates 
unanimity, but only as far as European interests 
are in line with America’s self-perception of 
political and economic dominance – and vice 
versa. Although an unchallenged hegemon in 
the West, America needs allies, too. The US still 
is, without any doubt, the most ardent supporter 
of Transatlantic interests in Europe. No wonder, 
that Polish president Andrzej Duda addressed 
Joe Biden in Warsaw as the representative of 
the strongest military force (Duda, 2022): “We 
thank you for your unique leadership, strong 
leadership at this juncture (…) and we hope 
for a decisive and firm leadership of the United 
States in the North Atlantic Alliance, and also 
for the enhancement of Euro–Atlantic ties.” 

Norbert Röttgen has written his book 
after the outbreak of war in Ukraine. Russia’s 
aggression in Eastern Europe tightens, if 
only momentaneously, the relations between 
European Union, NATO states and the US. 
As in times of Cold War, the West has a 
common enemy. Nevertheless, beyond this 
surface of shared interests, Röttgen clearly sees 
the symptoms of an alienation. The United 
States have their own geostrategic agenda – 
unfortunately, Europe has none. Röttgen strictly 

BOOK REVIEW



87

recommends more European independence 
in defense, geostrategy and economy. But it is 
also clear, that Europe’s position in a multipolar 
world is rather weak. 

Western Europe is far from being the third 
global power, apart from the US and China, 
in the big game for planetarian hegemony. An 
equidistance of Europe between China and the 
US is completely utopian. Röttgen is adamant 
on one point: economy and geostrategy are 
intrinsically intertwined. Economic dependence 
– as Russian gas exports for Germany have 
proven – comes with the price tag of strategic 
weakness. This decisive mistake, Röttgen writes, 
should by all means be avoided when it comes 
to Sino-European relations. Norbert Röttgen 
recommends the strengthening of Transatlantic 
ties, and at the same time the reshaping of 
a European position of its own right, built 
on military power, economic strength and 
a culture of freedom and innovation. These 
ideas represent the conservative mainstream 
in Germany. Influential Bavarian politician 
Alexander Dobrindt recommends as well the 
“strengthening of Transatlantic trade relations” 
(Dobrindt, 2022). Political reality, in the 
meantime, is much more complex and self-
contradictory. The most recent example of 
the dilemmas and limitations of Röttgen’s and 
the conservatives’ geopolitical concept are the 
tensions within German government upon the 

question whether or not state-owned Chinese 
shipping company COSCO should acquire a 
part of Hamburg harbour’s infrastructure.  

Josef Braml, German expert on US foreign 
policy, sees the Transatlantic relations in a 
slightly different perspective and more critical 
light than Norbert Röttgen (Braml, 2022). In 
his latest book, “The Transatlantic Illusion 
- The New World Order and How We Can 
Hold Our Ground”, Braml analyzes a situation 
where American national interests prevail 
over European idiosyncrasies. In Braml’s 
interpretation, Europe’s geopolitical weakness 
after World War II hasn’t come to an end, yet. 
The US are still the geostrategic driving force 
in Western Europe. But, as Braml claims, the 
United States have lost their political reliability. 
America’s trade war on China is not in line with 
economic interests in Europe, particularly not 
Germany’s with its export-orientated industry.  
Europe should develop its own geopolitical 
strategy, define and claim its own economic 
interest, recommends Braml. America is still 
a friend, but alienation and diverging interests 
have become manifest since the days of Trump 
administration. In other words, Braml's opts for 
more European independence – intellectually, 
economically, politically, but also in all questions 
of defense and security (Braml, p. 154). Would 
that be Europe’s tea party? No worries, Braml’s 
ideas remain purely hypothetical. “Europe’s 
unity in all economic and financial matters 
would strengthen its position in the global 
economic competition” (Braml, p. 155). But 
Braml warns to take this idea literally: “An 
equidistance of Europe between America and 
China” (Braml, p. 108) is for him not an option. 
Europe belongs to the Western hemisphere and 
Transatlantic relations remain fundamental.

The US are still the 
geostrategic driving force in 
Western Europe. But, as Braml 
claims, the United States have 
lost their political reliability. 
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As long as Europe’s military forces lack both, 
technical superiority and deterrence, Europe 
cannot present itself convincingly as third 
power block between the United States and 
China. Braml therefore opts for a renaissance of 
strong French-German friendship. France and 
Germany, argues Braml, have always been the 
economic driving forces of the European Union, 
and the accelerator of democratization and 
pluralism. Unfortunately, this view on French-
German relations is only partial. For the time 
being, French president Emanuel Macron and 
German chancellor Olaf Scholz try their best to 
overcome bilateral tensions, misunderstandings 
and diverging viewpoints on the war in Ukraine 
and its consequences for Europe. France 
criticizes German particularism when it comes 
to protect Germany’s own economy; Germany is 
irritated by Macron’s self-conscious attitude in 
foreign policy. Braml’s vision of a strong Europe 
lacks a truly unifying and realistic vision that 
reflects the interests of all EU member states. 
Not even the war in Eastern Europe brought 
European states together to agree on a common 
political strategy. Germany’s reluctance in the 
export of arms to Ukraine is openly criticized 
by Eastern European allies like Poland and the 
Baltic states. Finally, Braml’s book reminds 
us that behind the mistrust between Europe 
and the US lies a truth deeper than national 
peculiarities. Europe is simply too weak to 
defend its own interests. It will take decades to 
overcome this dependence from US supremacy.

Every geopolitical equilibrium is vulnerable 
and reflects a dynamic balance of power. The 
war in Ukraine, restricted to a single geographic 
region on the Eastern outskirts of Europe, 
already proves to have had a tremendous impact 
on geostrategies, both in the US and China. 
Europe rethinks – and probably will reshape – 

its economic relations with China; particularly 
German economy is heavily invested in joint 
ventures with Chinese companies. Christian 
Geinitz describes in his book with the alarming 
title “China’s Grasp for the West – How Beijing 
Invests in our Economy” (Geinitz, 2022) the 
rise of China’s socio-economic system from a 
marginalized so-called third world country to 
the challenger of Western supremacy in the 
fields of innovation, technology, infrastructure, 
logistics, digitization and defense. Seen with 
Western eyes, China’s new status comes 
as a threat to democratic, competitive and 
capitalistic societies. Geinitz describes in many 
examples China’s economic expansionism. 
To Geinitz, the most significant indicator of 
China’s claim to hegemonial status is the Belt 
and Road Initiative, BRI (Geinitz, p. 330): 
“German politicians and entrepreneurs have 
understood, they can neither ride nor tame 
the Chinese dragon.” Therefore, Germany 
and the European Union “need an ambitious 
industrial policy to strengthen Europe as an 
economic region of innovation, infrastructure, 
social partnership and free trade” (Geinitz, p. 
331). Like Norbert Röttgen, Christian Geinitz 
favors the revitalization of “Transatlantic ties, 
including Great Britain” in order to withstand 
influence, dependence and, possibly, dominance 
by China. Röttgen, Braml and Geinitz all agree 
in the perception of European weakness; but 
they dissent on the remedies. 

Röttgen favours a revival of Transatlantic 
friendship. Braml discusses the European 
potential of harmonious Franco-German 
relations. Geinitz warns to underestimate 
China’s expansionism. Realpolitik would paint 
a different picture. In the real political arena, 
the US administration is more preoccupied with 
the changing situation in Asia as a challenge to 
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US hegemony than with European peculiarities. 
China, on the other hand, is clearly considered 
by European governments as a threat. It is 
seen as “a tough competitor” and “a rival”, to 
quote Joseph Borell, High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs (Reuters, 2022). 
Nevertheless, European economy is heavily 
dependent on China, for two main reasons. First, 
China is the biggest national market worldwide 
and offers enormous possibilities for products 
“made in Europe”. Second, China is the leading 
export nation of cheap consumer goods, and 
materialistic Western consumer societies are 
essentially built on the low production costs in 
China. 

Returning from his recent trip to Beijing, 
German chancellor Olaf Scholz reflected upon 
Sino-German relations (Scholz, 2022): “Even 
in changed circumstances, China remains 
an important business and trading partner 
for Germany and Europe. We do not want to 
decouple from it. (…) We will (…) dismantle 
one-sided dependencies in the interest of 
smart diversification. This requires prudence 
and pragmatism. A significant amount of 
trade between Germany and China concerns 
products where there is neither a lack of 
alternative suppliers nor a risk of dangerous 
monopolies. Instead, China, Germany and 
Europe benefit equally.” For 2023, the German 
government will announce its new China 
strategy. In a world order that has totally lost 
stability, a rational balance between economic 
and strategic aspects, between partnership and 
rivalry, seems to be practicable for both sides 
(Chazan, 2022). No one assumes that European 
states will be able or even willing to protect their 
strategic and military interests by themselves. 
“Europe First” is simply too American for the 
old continent.
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IN THE LONG HISTORY OF HUMAN 
civilization, the Silk Road, with a history of over 
2,000 years, is like a ribbon, dancing in the wind, 
constantly changing its direction of travel, emit-
ting a long and mysterious echo like the sound 
of camel bells in the vast Gobi. The Silk Road 
began in Chang’an, the thousand-year-old impe-
rial capital of the great eastern country of China.

In the second half of the 19th century, a Ger-
man named Richthofen discovered in his geog-

raphical survey that a mysterious and ancient 
international trade channel was hidden betwe-
en Asia, Europe and Africa. With the change 
of time and years, it appeared and disappea-
red and showed great vitality. All this seems to 
have something to do with an ancient civilized 
country in the East. With this discovery, he 
came to China alone and investigated the an-
cient land for four years. Ultimately, he named 
this business road “the Silk Road”.

Zhang Lili, M.A., Associate Editor, Deputy Editor-in-Chief of Reference of Chinese Language Teaching and Learning Secondary School in Shaanxi 
Normal University General Publishing House. She is the council member of the Poetry, Calligraphy and Painting Research Association in Xi’an. 
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In 2013, when Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping visited four Central Asian countries, he 
said with affection: “My hometown, Shaanxi, 
is located at the starting point of the ancient 
Silk Road…” During this period, President Xi 
Jinping put forward the initiative of building 
a “New Silk Road Economic Belt”, which re-
ceived widespread attention from the interna-
tional community. Thus, the “Belt and Road” 
came into being. Borrowing the historical sy-
mbols of the ancient Silk Road, it has sounded 
the great call for a community of interests, des-
tiny and responsibility for humanity. Against 
this background, General Publishing House 
Co. Ltd., Shaanxi Normal University, has pub-
lished The Silk Road on the National Card 
(Volume I and Volume II) after several years 
of careful planning. It is a gift to the “One Belt, 
One Road” initiative.

This is a beautifully bound, well-designed 
book. From the content of the articles, the 
stamps, the choice of paper, the layout of the 
handwriting, the design of the plates and the 
layout of the illustrations, it is clear that the 
book has been crafted with great care and at-
tention to detail, showing its antiquity and ele-
gance. The book is divided into two volumes, 
with a total of ten series, spilling 600,000 wor-

ds. The book is a blend of knowledge, history 
and scholarship. It closely follows the charac-
teristics of “Silk Road Culture” to showcase the 
essence of Silk Road culture and the integrati-
on of traditional culture and modern civiliza-
tion along the Silk Road. 

Volume I focuses on the human history 
and customs of Chang’an, the starting point of 
the Silk Road. Altogether there are five series 
in Volume I about Shaanxi. Series I, Chine-
se Civilization and Beautiful Landscape. The 
stamps include Nuwa Creating Human Beings, 
Tomb of Yellow Emperor and Xuanyuan Cyp-
ress Tree, Xi’an City Wall, Master Monk Xu-
anzang and Big Wild Goose Pagoda, and Bell 
Tower of Xi’an. Series II, Beautiful Scenery and 
Chinese Treasure. The stamps include Hukou 
Waterfall of the Yellow River, Terra-Cotta 
Warriors and Horses of the First Emperor of 
the Qin Dynasty, and more. Series III, Great 
Men and True Talents, All Gathering in the 
Land of Three Qins. The stamps include Laozi 
and Taoist Louguan Temple, and Zhang Qian: 
Diplomat to the Western Regions. Series IV, 
Paintings and Calligraphy, Treasures of Sha-
anxi. The stamps include Stone Tablet of Cao 
Quan, Painter Yan Liben and His Bu Nian Tu, 
Chang’an Pomegranate: Best of the World, and 
the works of famous Tang Calligraphers Yan 
Zhenqing and Liu Gongquan. Series V, New 
Silk Road and Great Achievements. The stam-
ps include Silk Road Starting Point: Exploring 
the Universe, The Day Begins from Silk Road 
Starting Point.

Taking the ancient Silk Road as the media, 
the book intends to promote to the world the 
great achievements of Shaanxi in history and 
culture, natural scenery, cultural heritages, ur-
ban outlooks and economic construction.     

Taking the ancient Silk Road as 
the medium, the book intends 
to promote to the world the 
great achievements of Shaanxi 
in history and culture, natural 
scenery, cultural heritages, 
urban outlooks, and economic 
construction.



92

BOOK REVIEW

Volume II introduces the historical and cultu-
ral deposits and the landscape of the mountains 
and rivers along the Silk Road in Henan, Gansu, 
Ningxia, Qinghai and Xinjiang. World Cultural 
Heritage Dunhuang is worth particular attenti-
on. According to Xiao Yunru, a famous cultural 
scholar, “The Silk Road is like a golden dragon 
flying in the western sky, where Dunhuang is the 
eye of the dragon; or that the Silk Road looks 
like the scale, where Chang’an the starting point 
is like the holding rope, and Dunhuang works as 
the weight. Only with the two together can we 
know the value of Chinese culture and Silk Road 
Culture. Rarely is there a place like Dunhuang 
that best interprets the core of the Silk Road cul-
ture, that is, openness and integration, and it is 
a living example of human cultural integration.”

Through the magic “window” of stamps, this 
book will bring the readers back to the history 
of the Silk Road and forward to its future. It can 
be said that the history of the Silk Road conti-
nues here. The spirit of the Silk Road is inheri-
ted here, the culture of the Silk Road is carried 
forward here, and the majesty of the Silk Road is 
surging here. The Silk Road dream is connected 
to the Chinese dream, inheriting the past and 
opening up the present. The Silk Road dream is 
spreading the bridge, which brings a more confi-
dent and open China striding towards the world. 
The Chinese dream contains the dream of the 
Silk Road. The Belt and Road depicts the futu-
re, realizes the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation, and writes a more magnificent chapter of 
the century. This is the fundamental significance 
of The Silk Road on the National Card (Volume 
I and Volume II).

The book features a grand presentation of his-
tory in the form of stamps, which makes it lively, 
well-illustrated and readable. The dazzling array 
of stamps exudes a strong message of history and 
culture. Zhang Qian, the pioneer of the ancient 

Silk Road, was canonized as “Duke of Bowang 
(Great Virtue)”, which symbolized the great vir-
tue derived from the moral of tolerance, with 
which Zhang Qian won the goodwill and frien-
dship of fraternal nations and countries along 
the Silk Road. Bowang, or Great Virtue, also in-
dicates a pursuit of friendship and cooperation. 
Never shall we forget Zhang Qian, the pioneer 
who traveled through the Western Regions and 
opened the Silk Road, nor his decision-maker 
Emperor Hanwu, nor Monk Xuanzang of later 
generations who journeyed westward for Budd-
hist Scriptures, nor the starting point Chang’an 
City on the Silk Road. A famous Tang Dynasty 
poet described the ancient city as “numerous pa-
lace gates opened one after another, and count-
less ambassadors came to the Emperor’s mee-
ting”. The ancient Silk Road promoted cultural 
exchanges and economic and trade prosperity 
between the east and the west, directly led to the 
glories and splendors of the prosperous Han and 
Tang Dynasties, and enabled Chang’an to beco-
me one of the four capitals of ancient world ci-
vilizations.

Stamps are the country’s name card. The 
small stamps, which unite Chinese culture and 
bear witness to the nation’s development, are 
full of Chinese stories. Using stamps to tell the 
story of the Silk Road reveals its longevity and 
profundity. We understand that the book Silk 
Road on National Card is a typical and repre-
sentative piece of work, and the stamps, known 
as national cards, showcase the elite and essen-
tial charms of the cities and provinces along the 
Silk Road. However, due to limited pages and 
the prolonged continuation of stamp issuance, 
we cannot promise to totally display the overall 
landscapes and comprehensive images of these 
cities and provinces. We are sure there must be 
some missing or pities, which we hope could 
make up in reprinted editions.
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YEVGENIY HALDEY

Yevgeniy Haldey was a Soviet Red Army naval officer and photographer who was best known for his World War 
II photograph of a Soviet soldier raising a flag over the Reichstag in Berlin, at the end of the war. In addition, 
photographs of Yevgeniy Haldey were among the material evidence at the Nuremberg trials. He participated 
in the operations for the liberation of Novorossiysk, Kerch, Sevastopol and the liberation of Romania, Bulgaria, 
Yugoslavia, Austria, Hungary. He also took part in the shootings of the Potsdam Conference, the Paris Conference 

and the Nuremberg Trials.

Football Fans (Baku, 1959)*

* From the ‘USSR Houses of Culture’ exhibition opened in Moscow Manege exhibition Centre, on February 3, 2023.
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SEMYON PAVLOV

* From the ‘USSR Houses of Culture’ exhibition opened in Moscow Manege exhibition Centre, on February 3, 2023.

Artists who was born and lived in Petrograd (Leningrad) focused on landscapes, portraits, still-lifes, nude studies, 
thematic compositions. Pavlov who often visited socialist construction sites and industrial production sites, especially in 
Donbass, mostly worked with charcoal, watercolour techniques and did lithographs. Semyon Pavlov, whose works were 

exhibited in many national and international exhibitions, died in 1941, in besieged Leningrad.

Donbass Salt Mine (1926)*
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ABRAR SABBAH

Palestinian Sabbah graduated from Selcuk University, Faculty of Communication, Department of Journalism, in 
2021 as the top student in the department and the third in the faculty. Palestinian Animation and Graphic Artist 
Abrar Sabbah has redrawn the cartoon targeting Türkiye, published by the French magazine Charlie Hebdo after 
the earthquake. In the video she published on her social media account, Sabbah redesigns the cartoon published 
by the weekly humor magazine Charlie Hebdo about the earthquake disaster in Türkiye, and says, "Hey, immoral 
Charlie Hebdo. You shouldn't have drawn it like that. You should have drawn it like this! We will rise again. This 

strong nation will rise again!"

We Will Rise Again




