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The eyes of the world are fixed on Iran today as armed conflict in West Asia continue to escalate
and new strategic scenarios unfold almost daily. For India, these developments are unfolding in
what many analysts often describe as its extended neighbourhood.! While New Delhi has sought
to maintain a careful distance from the ongoing conflict and uphold its preference for strategic
disentanglement, the ripple effects of instability in the region are difficult to ignore. Energy
markets, maritime security, and evolving regional alignments ensure that developments around
Iran are felt strongly in India as well. In this environment, it becomes important to closely watch
not only the primary actors in the conflict but also those regional powers whose positions could
shape the broader trajectory of the crisis.

One such actor is Ttrkiye. Sharing a 560-kilometre border with Iran that has remained largely
unchanged for nearly four centuries, Turkiye occupies a position of immediate geographic
proximity to the unfolding crisis.” As Iran’s neighbour and a country with a long history of both
rivalry and pragmatic cooperation with Tehran, Tiirkiye has frequently figured in debates
surrounding Iran’s regional role.” At the same time, Ankara’s uneasy relationship with Israel,
combined with its membership in NATO, places it in a particularly complex position as the
conflict unfolds. For India—which maintains complicated yet pragmatic ties with both Tturkiye
and Iran—understanding where Ankara stands today, how it is navigating the current crisis, and
what this means for the wider regional picture is, therefore, essential.

This article proceeds from the argument that the implications of the Iran crisis for India are

meaningfully impacted by Tirkiye’s own choices. Ankara has a clear interest in preventing a
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collapse of the Iranian State while also limiting Tehran’s regional influence, placing it in the
position of both competitor and stabilising neighbour. How Ttrkiye manages this balance will
impact the extent to which the conflict disrupts energy flows and maritime trade through the
Strait of Hormuz and the wider Persian Gulf, both of which remain critical for India’s own
energy security and commercial shipping.

At the same time, the crisis also intersects with the emerging politics of Eurasian connectivity.
Iran continues to play an important role in India’s plans for overland access to Central Asia and
Russia through the International North—South Transport Corridor and India’s investments in
Chabahar Port.* Tirkiye, meanwhile, has been actively promoting alternative corridors across
the South Caucasus linking Europe and Asia.” Competition and cooperation between Ankara
and Tehran across these routes will therefore influence the geography of Eurasian trade in ways
that matter for India.

Against this backdrop, the article examines Turkiye’s evolving position in the Iran crisis and
assesses what it means for India’s energy security, maritime trade routes, and connectivity
ambitions across Eurasia.

Tirkiye—Iran Relations: Between Rivalry and Pragmatic Cooperation

Relations between Ttrkiye and Iran are rooted in one of the most enduring geopolitical
relationships in West Asia. Despite centuries of rivalry between their imperial predecessors —
the Ottoman and Safavid empires — the two sides eventually settled into a pattern defined by a
stable border and a rough balance of power. The boundary established under the Treaty of
Zuhab in 1639 remains one of the oldest continuously recognised boundaries in the region,
surviving the collapse of empires and the emergence of modern nation-states.® This long history
has produced a distinctive strategic reality, wherein both sides have learned to manage
competition without allowing it to escalate into sustained direct conflict.

Opver time, this relationship has evolved into what many analysts describe as a form of “friendly
competition”.” Ankara and Tehran have frequently found themselves on opposing sides of regional
struggles while nevertheless maintaining channels of cooperation wherever their interests
overlap. One recurring area of convergence has been the management of Kurdish militancy
along their shared border.” Both States have long been concerned about separatist movements
among Kurdish populations straddling the border, which has periodically encouraged security

cooperation despite broader political mistrust.

At the same time, their regional ambitions have often placed them in competition. The collapse
of the erstwhile Soviet Union and the emergence of newly independent States in Central Asia
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and the South Caucasus, opened new arenas where both Ankara and Tehran sought influence.’
Turkiye’s close alignment with Azerbaijan, particularly in energy and transport initiatives linking
the Caucasus to Europe, contrasted with Iran’s more cautious approach aimed at preserving its
own regional position and preventing geopolitical encirclement."

Despite these rivalries, economic interdependence—particularly in energy—has acted as an
important stabilising factor in the relationship."' Iran has long been an important supplier of
hydrocarbons to Tirkiye, and bilateral trade expanded significantly during the 2000s as Ankara
sought to diversify its energy sources while deepening regional economic ties.”” At the same
time, political tensions have never fully disappeared. The two countries have supported different
actors in conflicts in Syria and Iraq, reflecting their competing visions of regional order."

Taken together, this mixture of cooperation and rivalry has produced a pragmatic but cautious
relationship often summarised as one of “secasional allies, enduring rivals”.'* "This historical pattern
is crucial for understanding Turkiye’s approach to the current crisis around Iran. Ankara’s
policies are shaped not only by contemporary geopolitical calculations but also by a long-
standing recognition that stability along its eastern frontier is preferable to confrontation or
collapse. This dynamic provides the context for examining how Ttirkiye is navigating the
present crisis and why its choices may significantly influence the regional environment that
countries such as India must navigate.

Tirkiye’s Calculus in the Iran Crisis

The current crisis surrounding Iran places Ttrkiye in a particularly complex position. While
Ankara has frequently competed with Tehran for regional influence, it has little interest in the
collapse of the Iranian State or in the emergence of a prolonged regional war. Instead, Tturkiye’s
approach reflects a cautious balancing act—seeking to contain escalation while protecting its
own security, economic, and geopolitical interests. Understanding this calculus is critical to
assessing how the crisis may evolve and why Tturkiye’s position matters beyond the immediate
theatre of conflict.

A central element shaping Ankara’s response is its preference for Iranian State stability, even
amidst deep political differences. Turkish policymakers have long viewed the preservation of
functioning state structures in Iran as essential for maintaining stability along their eastern
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border.” A sudden weakening or fragmentation of the Iranian State could create ungoverned
spaces similar to those that emerged in Iraq and Syria, potentially allowing militant groups and
cross-border insurgencies to re-emerge. The Kurdish question is particularly important in this
regard. Ankara fears that instability in Iran could empower armed groups such as the Kurdistan
Workers' Party (PKK) and its Iranian affiliate Kurdistan Free Life Party (PJAK), which operate

16

along the border regions.® From Tirkiye’s perspective, therefore, a weakened but intact Iranian

State is preferable to either regime collapse or uncontrolled fragmentation.

At the same time, Ankara is wary of a wider regional war triggered by the confrontation between
Iran and Israel, particularly if it draws-in the United States. Turkish leaders have repeatedly
warned that direct military escalation could destabilise the entire region.'” Tiirkiye has been
among Israel’s strongest critics over developments in Gaza'® and has condemned Israeli strikes
on Iranian territory, yet it has also urged Tehran to avoid responses that might widen the
conflict.” This dual messaging reflects Ankara’s attempt to criticise Israeli actions while
simultaneously preventing the crisis from spiralling into a full-scale war that would threaten
regional stability.

Another dimension of Tturkiye’s approach has been its effort to position itself as a diplomatic
intermediary. Ankara has at times sought to facilitate communication channels between Tehran
and Western actors, offering to host talks or relay messages aimed at reducing the risk of
miscalculation.”’ Such initiatives align with Tiirkiye’s broader ambition to translate geopolitical
crises into diplomatic influence, enhancing its profile as a regional power capable of engaging
multiple sides. At the same time, this role allows Ankara to hedge between its commitments as a
member of NATO and its desire to maintain workable relations with neighbouring States.

The crisis also intersects with Turkiye’s economic and energy interests. Iran remains both an
energy supplier and a potential transit partner in Ankara’s wider ambition to position itself as a
regional hub linking Asia, the Caucasus, and Europe.” Prolonged conflict or harsh sanctions
could disrupt these flows and undermine Ttrkiye’s connectivity ambitions. Conversely, a
relatively stable Iran integrated into regional energy and transport networks would support
Ankara’s goal of expanding its role in Eurasian trade routes.
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Finally, the crisis unfolds against the backdrop of intensifying geopolitical competition in the
South Caucasus, where Turkish and Iranian interests increasingly intersect. Following the
Second Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020, Turkiye significantly strengthened its partnership with
Azerbaijan, emerging as Baku’s key security supporter and an important gateway to Central
Asia.*® One of the most contentious issues in this context is the proposed Zangezur Cortidor,
which would link Azerbaijan to its Nakhchivan exclave through southern Armenia and onward
to Tiirkiye.” Ankara and Baku view the cotridor as a major east—west connectivity route linking
the so-called Middle Corridor to Central Asia, while Tehran fears that such arrangements could
marginalise its own transit role and reduce its strategic relevance in regional trade.”

Taken together, these factors explain why Turkiye has adopted a position of cautious neutrality
during the current crisis. Ankara seeks to prevent escalation, preserve Iranian State stability, and
simultaneously expand its own geopolitical and economic space across the region. This
balancing act—between rivalry and cooperation with Iran, alliance commitments within NATO,
and broader regional ambitions—will play an important role in shaping how the conflict evolves
and how its consequences ripple across neighbouring regions, including those that matter directly
to India.

An additional layer shaping Turkiye’s approach relates to emerging debates in regional strategic
discourse about whether Ankara could eventually occupy the geopolitical space historically
associated with Iran. In recent months, some analysts and political figures—most notably
former Israeli Prime Minister Naftali Bennett—have argued that Ttrkiye may increasingly
emerge as Israel’s principal long-term regional rival, warning that “Turkey is the new Iran” in terms
of its growing regional activism and political positioning.”

This argument, however, reflects less a direct equivalence between the two States and more a
shift in perceptions about regional power balances. Iran has historically been viewed as a
revolutionary and sanctioned actor relying on proxy networks, whereas Ttrkiye remains deeply
integrated into the global system as a NATO member, a major trading hub, and a participant in
multiple Western and regional institutions. In this sense, the comparison captures a broader
concern that as Iran’s influence weakens or becomes constrained by conflict and sanctions, other
regional powers—particularly Turkiye—could fill parts of that geopolitical space through military
deployments, economic networks, and political influence across West Asia and its surrounding
regions.

Yet precisely because such perceptions are emerging, Ankara has strong incentives to avoid
being cast as a direct successor to Iran’s role as the region’s principal disruptive actor.
Maintaining a functioning Iranian state therefore serves Turkiye’s interests in multiple ways. A
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stable Iran preserves a balance of power in West Asia and prevents the strategic vacuum that
could otherwise push Tirkiye into a more confrontational posture vis-a-vis Israel and other
regional actors. It also helps Ankara avoid being drawn into the kind of geopolitical isolation
and adversarial framing that has long shaped international attitudes toward Tehran.

For India, this dynamic carries a subtle strategic advantage. New Delhi today maintains relatively
stable and historically rooted relations with Iran, particularly in areas such as connectivity, energy

cooperation, and regional diplomacy.”

At the same time, India’s engagement with Turkiye
remains more limited and occasionally complicated by political differences.”” In this context, the
continued presence of Iran as an independent regional pole helps preserve a multipolar balance
in West Asia, preventing the emergence of sharper ideological or geopolitical blocs. A stable
Iran therefore not only aligns with Ttrkiye’s preference for regional equilibrium but also
supports India’s broader interest in maintaining diversified partnerships and avoiding rigid

alignments across the region.
Corridor Competition: Eurasian Connectivity and the India Angle

Beyond the immediate security and diplomatic dimensions of the Iran crisis lies a deeper layer of
geopolitical competition centred on Eurasian connectivity. Transport corridors, energy transit
routes, and logistical networks linking Asia to Europe have become central to regional strategic
thinking. In this evolving landscape, both Turkiye and Iran seek to position themselves as
critical transit hubs.”® Their respective connectivity strategies—sometimes ovetlapping and
sometimes competing—carry implications not only for regional geopolitics but also for external
actors such as India that depend on stable trade routes across Eurasia.

Turkiye’s strategy has increasingly focused on the Middle Corridor, formally known as the Trans-
Caspian International Transport Route.”” This network links Tiirkiye to the Caucasus, the
Caspian Sea, Central Asia, and ultimately China, bypassing both Russia to the north and Iran to
the south.” Since the Russia—Ukraine conflict disrupted traditional northern routes, Ankara has
accelerated investments in rail infrastructure, port development, and logistical integration with
partners such as Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, seeking to position itself as a central gateway
between Europe and Asia.”!

The South Caucasus is central to this vision. Following the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War in
2020, Turkiye strengthened its strategic partnership with Azerbaijan, emerging as Baku’s

principal security and economic partner. Within this framework, as has already been mentioned
above, the proposed Zangezur Corridor, linking mainland Azerbaijan to its Nakhchivan exclave
through southern Armenia and onward to Ttrkiye, has become a particularly contentious issue.

26 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, India—Iran Relations, January 2025.
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Ankara and Baku view the corridor as a transformative east—west route that could further
strengthen the Middle Corridor and enhance connectivity with Central Asia.

It is reiterated that for Iran, such developments raise significant strategic concerns. Tehran has
long relied on its geographic position as a bridge between the Persian Gulf, the Caucasus, and
Central Asia. Tehran apprehends that new transit routes bypassing Iranian territory—
particularly those linking Tturkiye directly with Azerbaijan and Central Asia—could reduce its
role in regional trade networks. As a result, Iran has opposed arrangements that might weaken
its position as a transit State or alter existing regional connectivity patterns.”

At the same time, Iran continues to promote its own connectivity vision centred upon north—
south trade routes linking Russia, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Indian Ocean. The
International North—South Transport Corridor INSTC), which connects India with Russia and
Europe through Iran and the Caspian region, represents a key pillar of this strategy.” For
Tehran, the corridor offers both economic opportunities and a means of mitigating the effects of
Western sanctions by deepening trade with Asian partners.

For India, these competing corridor visions present both opportunities and strategic dilemmas.
New Delhi has invested significant political and economic capital in connectivity projects that
rely on Iran as a central transit partner, including the development of Chabahar Port and the
broader INSTC framework designed to connect India with Central Asia and Eurasia while
bypassing Pakistan.™® At the same time, Tiirkiye’s expanding role in east—west corridors across
the Caucasus and Central Asia suggests that Eurasian connectivity is increasingly being shaped by
a competitive ecosystem of overlapping routes rather than a single dominant corridor.

The current Iran crisis therefore intersects with a broader contest over infrastructure, transit
geography, and regional influence. Ttrkiye’s strategic choices—whether in managing relations
with Tehran or advancing corridor projects in the South Caucasus—could influence the future
configuration of Eurasian connectivity. The evolving dynamics between Turkiye and Iran carry
implications that extend beyond West Asia, and this where New Delhi comes in, with India’s

own trade and energy strategies being dependent upon reliable access to these routes.

Implications for India: Energy, Connectivity, and Strategic Flexibility

For India, understanding this evolving corridor competition is essential. The trajectory of the
Iran crisis intersects directly with three key strategic priorities: energy security, Eurasian
connectivity, and the need to preserve diplomatic flexibility in a volatile region.

First, the crisis highlights the dual challenge of energy security and the security of energy
supplies. India remains heavily dependent on imported hydrocarbons, with a substantial share of

%2 Koolaee and Rashidi, “Zangezur Corridor and Threats to the Interests of Iran.”
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November 2025. https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/instc-eastern-corridor-india-s-gateway-to-central-asia
3 Huma Siddiqui, “Enhancing Connectivity: India-Iran Chabahar Port Pact Paves the Way; IPGL to Invest $120
Million,” The Financial Express, 13 May 2024. https://www.financialexpress.com/business/defence/enhancing-
connectivity-india-iran-chabahar-port-pact-paves-the-waynbspipgl-to-invest-120-million /3486312
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its crude oil and liquefied natural gas sourced from the Persian Gulf.”® From an energy security
perspective, instability involving Iran contributes to volatility in global oil markets and can
significantly raise import costs. The ongoing conflict has already pushed crude prices upward,
and a sustained conflict could intensify these pressures, translating into higher import bills,
inflationary risks, and a widening current account deficit for India.*

At the same time, the crisis underscores concerns regarding “security-of-energy” flows — the
protection of the maritime routes through which these supplies reach global markets. A large
portion of India’s oil imports transits through the Strait of Hormuz, making stability in this

chokepoint critical.”

Any disruption, whether through military escalation, threats to shipping, or
attacks on regional energy infrastructure, would increase freight and insurance costs. Such “war
premiums” raise the landed cost of energy imports even when physical supplies remain

uninterrupted.

Second, India’s connectivity strategy across Eurasia relies significantly upon the stability of Iran
as a transit partner. Initiatives such as the International North—South Transport Corridor
(INSTC) and the development of Chabahar Port were designed to provide India with access to
Central Asia, Russia, and parts of Europe while bypassing Pakistan. The viability of these
projects depends heavily on Iran’s political stability and its continued integration into regional
trade networks. The current conflict, however, has introduced significant uncertainty into these
initiatives, complicating the operational environment surrounding Chabahar and slowing the
momentum of India’s westward connectivity ambitions.”

At the same time, India will need to monitor the evolution of competing connectivity routes
across the Caucasus and Central Asia. Turkiye’s efforts to expand the Middle Corridor and
strengthen transport links with Azerbaijan and Central Asian states could gradually reshape the
geography of Furasian trade. While these routes do not directly replace India’s north—south
connectivity strategy, their expansion will certainly influence regional logistics patterns and
economic alignments.

Several developments will therefore merit close attention. The future of the Iran—Tiurkiye
natural gas agreement, expected to expire in 2026, may offer insights into the trajectory of
Ankara—Tehran economic relations.” Progress in infrastructure linked to the INSTC and the
operational status of Chabahar Port will indicate whether India’s connectivity strategy through
Iran can maintain momentum. Equally important will be developments in the South Caucasus,
where emerging transit arrangements involving Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Turkiye could reshape
east—west trade routes.
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For India, closely monitoring these shifts will be essential to preserving strategic flexibility and
adapting its energy and connectivity policies to a rapidly evolving Eurasian landscape.

Conclusion

The evolving crisis surrounding Iran highlights the growing strategic importance of Tirkiye in
shaping the regional balance across West Asia and the wider Eurasian space. Positioned at the
intersection of NATO, West Asia, and the South Caucasus, Ankara occupies a unique
geopolitical position that enables it to engage simultaneously with Western partners, regional
actors, and competing connectivity initiatives. As a result, Turkiye’s approach to Iran—marked
by cautious balancing, mediation efforts, and strategic competition—carries implications that
extend beyond bilateral dynamics.

For Tirkiye, the challenge lies in managing a complex environment defined by security concerns
along its eastern frontier, ambitions to expand its role as a hub for energy and transit routes, and
the shifting geopolitics of the South Caucasus. These factors reinforce Ankara’s interest in
preventing escalation with Iran while simultaneously advancing its own connectivity and
geopolitical objectives.

For India, the significance of these developments lies in their intersection with core strategic
priorities: energy stability, access to Eurasian trade corridors, and the preservation of diplomatic
flexibility in a volatile region. The future trajectory of initiatives such as the International
North—South Transport Corridor and the development of Chabahar Port will depend not only
on Iran’s internal stability but also on the broader regional environment in which these projects

operate.

Ultimately, the Iran crisis reflects a wider transformation in the strategic landscape of West Asia
and Eurasia, where regional powers are increasingly shaping both security dynamics and the
geography of trade corridors. In this evolving environment—defined by competing transit
routes, shifting alignments, and overlapping connectivity initiatives—India will need to closely
monitor emerging trends and adapt its engagement accordingly to safeguard its long-term
strategic and economic interests.
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