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Introduction
s the post–Cold War consensus 
frays and the “rules-based order” 
loses moral authority, a different set 
of actors is moving from the mar-
gins to the centre of global politics. 

Middle powers—once defined largely by middling 
GDP or force structure—now have more weight in 
international relations because of what they do, 
not just what they have. Their leverage stems from 
entrepreneurial diplomacy, coalition-building, and 
norm-setting in spaces where great powers are 
gridlocked or disinterested. In this landscape, mul-
tipolarity does not simply disperse power; it multi-
plies opportunities for states with regional reach 
and institutional agility to shape outcomes.

This chapter argues that middle powers are becom-
ing agencies of multipolarity: they buffer escalation, 
stitch together ad-hoc institutions, and refresh nor-
mative agendas that the liberal order can no longer 
credibly sustain on its own. Rather than choosing 
sides in a binary contest, they practice issue-by-is-
sue alignment—mediating conflicts, brokering 
functional cooperation on food security, supply 

chains, climate, and migration, and advancing re-
forms to make global governance more represen-
tative. Türkiye, Indonesia, Brazil, South Africa and 
others illustrate this shift: their diplomacy is prag-
matic yet value-laden, aiming to convert regional 
legitimacy into system-level influence.

The discussion proceeds in three steps. First, the 
concept of the “middle power” is recast from a ma-
terial category to a behavioural role, drawing on 
scholarship that emphasises mediation, coalition 
leadership, and norm entrepreneurship. Second, 
these roles are situated within a fragmenting order 
where unilateral great-power practices collide with 
complex interdependence, thereby creating both 
risks and entry points. Third, the case of Türkiye as 
a responsible middle power is developed—linking 
concrete initiatives (from UN reform advocacy to 
humanitarian statecraft and conflict mediation) to a 
broader strategy of principled, practical multilater-
alism. The result is a framework for understanding 
how middle powers can temper disorder not by re-
storing the old order, but by renewing its most func-
tional and inclusive components.

A
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As the liberal international order’s normative authority 
continues to erode due to its perceived inconsistencies 
and hegemonic bias, the ongoing reconfiguration of the 
international system demands closer scrutiny of middle 
powers, not only in material terms but also in their growing 
capacity to shape normative discourse and institutional 
practices. The weakening of liberal universalism has creat-
ed space for new actors to propose more inclusive, region-
ally grounded, and pragmatic frameworks. In this context, 
middle powers are emerging not just as strategic buffers 
but as potential sources of normative regeneration.

Traditionally, the concept of a middle power was defined 
primarily through material metrics, often referencing 
states with moderate economic or military strength posi-
tioned between major powers and weaker states. However, 
scholarship has since advanced toward more nuanced, 
behaviour-oriented definitions. For example, Holbraad 
(1971) described middle powers as occupying an interme-
diate place in the power hierarchy, particularly capable of 
strategic manoeuvring during periods of heightened great 
power rivalry. Jordaan (2003) advanced the discussion by 
distinguishing between “traditional” and “emerging” mid-
dle powers. The latter, he argued, are often post-Cold War 
states with aspirations of regional leadership, an inclination 
toward global reformism, and a desire to be recognised as 
legitimate contributors to the international order. Stephen 
(2013) took a relativist approach, emphasising the context- 
and issue-specific actions of middle powers rather than 
fixed characteristics. Efstathopoulos (2018) expanded this 
behavioural lens further by including functional roles such 
as crisis mediation, coalition-building, entrepreneurial di-
plomacy, and leadership in multilateral negotiations.

These scholarly contributions collectively suggest that 
middle powers are not merely defined by material capac-
ity but also by their normative ambitions and diplomatic 
agility. Countries like Türkiye, Indonesia, Brazil, and South 
Africa—each with distinct regional leverage—demonstrate 
how middle powers increasingly act as intellectual and 
normative entrepreneurs within the international system.

The rising relevance of middle powers must also be under-
stood in the context of a fragmented global order, charac-
terised by overlapping spheres of influence. The post-Cold 
War unipolar moment has given way to a more complex 
geopolitical landscape dominated by the competing 

agendas of the United States, China, and Russia. Within 
this competitive structure, the functional utility of middle 
powers has grown significantly. Their resources, regional 
influence, geopolitical positioning, and diplomatic credi-
bility are frequently instrumental to the ambitions of great 
powers.

For example, Türkiye’s mediation between Russia and 
Ukraine in the 2022 grain corridor negotiations and pris-
oner swap deals highlighted its ability to act as a credible 
intermediary between warring sides—an ability reinforced 
by its balanced diplomatic relations with both Moscow 
and Kyiv. Similarly, Brazil’s leadership in pushing for envi-
ronmental governance reform during the Amazon Summit 
in 2023 underscored its role in amplifying Global South 
concerns in multilateral climate frameworks. South Africa’s 
chairing of BRICS and its advocacy for alternative global 
governance structures, including UN Security Council 
reform, demonstrate a persistent effort to challenge West-
ern-dominated institutional arrangements through legiti-
mate, structured channels.

In the Indo-Pacific, Indonesia has carved out a role for itself 
as a diplomatic broker, especially in ASEAN forums where 
it promotes a “non-aligned” but constructive posture be-
tween China and the U.S. Its leadership in crafting the ASE-
AN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) signalled an effort 
to insert a regional, values-driven alternative to exclusive 
bloc-based alignments.

Such examples demonstrate that middle powers are not 
passive actors or mere facilitators of great power ambi-
tions. Rather, they often operate as pragmatic reformists—
simultaneously safeguarding their national interests while 
promoting more inclusive global norms. With the diffusion 
of global power, the pivotal question is no longer whether 
middle powers have a role to play, but how they exercise 
normative leadership. In this context, pacifism or passivity 
cannot define middle power behaviour. Instead, active en-
gagement—whether through diplomacy, coalition-build-
ing, or conflict mediation—is a behavioural necessity. Mid-
dle powers, therefore, become both natural outcomes and 
natural actors of the multipolarity.

Türkiye provides a particularly illustrative case. In addi-
tion to its Ukraine-Russia mediation, Ankara has played a 
prominent role in advocating for reform of the UN system, 
particularly on behalf of developing nations. Through ini-

Middle Powers as Agencies of 
Multipolarity
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The transformation of the global system is not only marked 
by shifts in power configurations but also by a deeper cri-
sis in the normative foundations that once underpinned 
the liberal international order. The so-called rules-based 
system—founded on liberal principles such as human 
rights, free trade, multilateralism, and global cooperation—
is increasingly losing both its normative clarity and practi-
cal relevance under the weight of raw power politics and 
the rise of offensive realism.

This erosion is visible across multiple domains. Interna-
tional judicial institutions, ostensibly tasked with safe-

guarding peace and human rights, face selective enforce-
ment and outright disregard. The International Court of 
Justice’s provisional measures calling on Israel to prevent 
acts of genocide in Gaza have not only gone unheeded but 
have triggered diplomatic retaliation against the states, 
such as South Africa, that initiated legal proceedings. 
Similarly, the International Criminal Court (ICC) has faced 
politicised pushback for its investigations into war crimes 
committed by actors in powerful countries, including the 
United States’ vociferous opposition to inquiries into war 
crimes in Afghanistan.

A Crisis of Values: End of the Liberal 
Ethos?

tiatives like the “The World Is Bigger Than Five” campaign, 
Türkiye has consistently challenged the legitimacy of the 
Security Council’s structure, advocating for greater repre-
sentativeness in global decision-making. Simultaneously, 
its engagement in Africa—through development partner-
ships, peacekeeping contributions, and multilateral fo-
rums like the Türkiye-Africa Partnership Summit—demon-
strates an intent to project normative influence beyond its 
immediate neighbourhood.

In sum, today, middle powers are not simply shaped by 
structural conditions—they are shaping them. Their abili-
ty to act as normative agents, institutional innovators, and 
diplomatic intermediaries is not only redefining their role 
in global affairs but also challenging the ideological mo-
nopoly of the liberal international order, thereby opening 
up a debate on how they could contribute to the normative 
re-making of the multipolar order as responsible actors.

 (Doaa Albaz - Anadolu Agency)
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Environmental norms rooted in scientific consensus—par-
ticularly regarding emissions reduction and global cli-
mate responsibility—are being undermined by economic 
short-termism. Despite the Paris Agreement’s goals, major 
carbon emitters like China, India, and the United States 
have struggled to commit to or implement effective long-
term strategies. The rollback of environmental regulations 
under U.S. President Donald Trump and Australia’s support 
for coal exports under the Morrison government are em-
blematic of the trade-offs many countries make between 
growth and sustainability.

In trade, the foundational liberal ideal of open markets is 
being replaced by protectionist policies and tariff wars. 
The U.S.-China trade war, which began in 2018 under the 
first Trump administration and continues under the sec-
ond Trump administration now, exemplifies how econom-
ic nationalism is eclipsing multilateral cooperation. Both 
sides imposed hundreds of billions of dollars in tariffs, 
undermining WTO norms and disrupting global supply 
chains. The European Union, too, has introduced carbon 
border adjustment mechanisms and strategic autonomy 
rhetoric, moving away from pure free trade in favour of 
protecting internal competitiveness.

Humanitarian crises—from the Sahel and Tigray to Myan-
mar and Yemen—are increasingly met with disengage-
ment. Regional peace efforts, such as those led by the 
African Union in Ethiopia or ASEAN in Myanmar, often re-
ceive little material or diplomatic support from the broader 
international community. In Syria, during more than a de-
cade of conflict, humanitarian aid corridors remain heav-
ily politicised, and Western actors have been reluctant to 
coordinate with regional players like Türkiye despite its 
central logistical and humanitarian role. Now, the new Syr-
ia stands as an opportunity for the states to build a new 
framework different from the past.

At the institutional level, the UN Security Council (UNSC) 
embodies the most acute contradictions. Its structural 
lack of democratic representation continues to sow un-
certainty in global governance. The Council’s inability to 
agree on resolutions concerning crises in Syria, Palestine, 
and Ukraine, due to vetoes by permanent members, has 
eroded trust in its effectiveness. For instance, multiple 
resolutions condemning Israeli military actions in Gaza 
or proposing ceasefires have been blocked by U.S. vetoes. 
Similarly, Russia has repeatedly vetoed actions related to 
Ukraine and chemical weapons use in Syria.

Once envisioned as the cornerstone of liberal institution-
alism, the United Nations and its affiliated bodies now risk 
becoming symbols of normative hypocrisy. Their failure to 
act consistently and equitably has not only weakened trust 

in global governance but has accelerated a broader crisis 
of legitimacy in the liberal ethos. The withdrawal of coun-
tries like the United States from UN organisations (e.g., 
UNESCO and the Human Rights Council under the Trump 
administration) and the politicisation of global health bod-
ies during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., U.S. and China 
disputes over the WHO) further illustrate the crumbling 
consensus around shared values.

Against this backdrop of selective norm application and 
declining legitimacy, the liberal international order has 
generated a normative vacuum—one that middle powers 
are uniquely positioned to address. The failure of hege-
monic actors to consistently uphold the very values they 
champion has created both the need and the opportunity 
for middle powers to step forward. As neither global he-
gemons nor peripheral states, they are well-positioned to 
project principled, constructive diplomacy rooted in glob-
al responsibility.

Some countries are already attempting to fill this gap. For 
instance, Türkiye has played a proactive role in mediating 
between Russia and Ukraine during the early stages of the 
war in 2022, facilitating prisoner exchanges and the Black 
Sea Grain Initiative, which was crucial for alleviating glob-
al food insecurity. Similarly, South Korea has emerged as a 
leader in digital governance and global health diplomacy, 
particularly through its pandemic aid and vaccine diplo-
macy efforts in Southeast Asia and Africa. Qatar has played 
a critical role in negotiating between the Taliban and West-
ern countries while positioning itself as a humanitarian in-
termediary in Gaza.

While such approaches may not immediately reverse the 
structural deficiencies of the current order, they offer a 
pragmatic starting point. Through targeted initiatives—
such as mediation in conflict zones, leadership in climate 
diplomacy, or advocacy for institutional reform—middle 
powers can help restore credibility to global governance 
and incrementally re-anchor international politics in a re-
newed, values-based framework. A concerted and strate-
gic adoption of responsible middle powerhood by these 
actors could catalyse normative regeneration in the inter-
national system. In doing so, they reinforce their relevance 
and offer the kind of steady, principled leadership that to-
day’s fragmented world urgently needs.
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Periods marked by the waning influence of global hege-
mons tend to elevate the strategic and normative rele-
vance of middle powers in international affairs (Moeini et 
al., 2022). Within this evolving landscape, Türkiye emerges 
as a compelling case of a responsible middle power, a state 
that not only deals with geopolitical complexity but also 
offers constructive responses to the international system’s 
prevailing values deficit. As Mott (2024) notes, Türkiye’s 
capacity to articulate alternative frameworks for global 
engagement positions it as an “exemplary middle power.” 
Earlier instances, most notably during the Arab Spring, il-
lustrate how Ankara projected itself as a promoter of dem-
ocratic governance and human rights within the MENA 
region, underscoring its normative aspirations.

Türkiye’s foreign policy approach reflects what Keyman 
(2017) aptly describes as proactive moral realism, a stra-
tegic posture that blends principled engagement with 
geopolitical pragmatism. This formulation contributes to 
a more nuanced understanding of middle powerhood—an 
otherwise ambiguous category in international relations 
by highlighting the potential for a state to combine norma-
tive agency with realpolitik considerations. In an era of in-
tensifying multipolarity, such middle powers play a pivotal 

role not only in balancing regional dynamics but also in re-
calibrating the normative architecture of the international 
order. Their ability to sustain a values-based critique of sys-
temic deficiencies, while offering feasible pathways for re-
form, translates into tangible contributions to the renewal 
of a rules-based international order. For such states, this re-
sponsibility transcends reputational gains; it becomes in-
tegral to their foreign policy identity and operational code.

In this context, the concept of norm entrepreneurship of-
fers an important analytical lens through which to assess 
Türkiye’s international conduct. Rooted in regime theory 
and constructivist scholarship, norm entrepreneurship 
captures the role of actors—state or non-state—that seek 
to advance specific normative agendas. Finnemore and 
Sikkink’s (1998) “norm life cycle” framework—comprising 
norm emergence, cascade, and internalisation—situates 
these entrepreneurs as initiators and catalysts of norma-
tive change. Constructivist perspectives emphasise that 
international norms are not exogenously given but are so-
cially constructed through intersubjective processes. Con-
sequently, norm entrepreneurs require institutional plat-
forms—domestically and internationally—to embed values 
in policy practice and generate legitimacy. This interplay 

Responsible Middle Powerhood:  
The Case of Türkiye

 (Murat Gök - Anadolu Agency)
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between agency, norms, and institutional infrastructure 
positions middle powers as vital stakeholders in shaping 
the normative contours of global governance.

Based on this theoretical foundation, Türkiye’s evolving 
foreign policy reflects a deliberate effort to act as a norm 
entrepreneur within and beyond its immediate region. 
Several concrete cases underscore its transition toward re-
sponsible middle powerhood:

UN Security Council Reform 
Advocacy

One of Türkiye’s most prominent normative initiatives is 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s longstanding critique 
of the current composition of the United Nations Securi-
ty Council. His repeated assertion that “The world is big-
ger than five” and “A fairer world is possible” challenges 
the legitimacy of a global governance structure rooted in 
post-WWII power asymmetries. By calling for a more rep-
resentative and democratic international system, Türkiye 
positions itself as a normative challenger advocating for 
systemic inclusivity. President Erdoğan’s critique is rooted 
in both normative and structural arguments. Normative-
ly, he argues that the current configuration of the UNSC, 
dominated by five permanent members (P5) with veto 
power, does not reflect the geopolitical, demographic, or 
cultural realities of the 21st century. Structurally, he under-
scores the institutional paralysis that results from the veto 
system, which often obstructs consensus on urgent glob-
al issues such as humanitarian crises, conflict resolution, 
and climate change. Beyond critique, President Erdoğan 
has advanced a concrete reform proposal centred around 
three interrelated elements:

1. Expanding Membership and 
Representation

President Erdoğan advocates for an enlarged Security 
Council that includes permanent representation from Afri-
ca, Latin America, the Islamic world, and underrepresent-
ed regions. He argues that regional rotation mechanisms 
could ensure fairer representation without replicating the 
entrenched privileges of the current P5.

2. Abolishing or Restricting the Use of 
Veto Power:

A core feature of President Erdoğan’s reform agenda is the 
limitation—or ideally, the elimination—of unilateral veto 
power. He has argued that no single country should have 
the authority to block decisions that affect the collective 
will of the international community, especially in cases in-
volving crimes against humanity or mass atrocities. This 
normative stance aligns Türkiye with broader global calls, 
especially from the Global South, for a more democratic 
and accountable UN system.

3. Institutionalising a Rules-Based 
and Value-Oriented Multilateralism:

President Erdoğan’s rhetoric is often framed in terms of 
justice, equality, and moral responsibility. He has explicitly 
connected UNSC reform with the idea of building a “fairer 
world order”, proposing a shift from great power preroga-
tives to universal principles of justice and inclusivity. This 
positions Türkiye as a normative actor, seeking not just in-
stitutional rearrangement but systemic transformation.

This proposal has found resonance among a broad coali-
tion of states, particularly in the Global South. Türkiye has 
utilised multiple platforms, such as the United Nations 
General Assembly, the Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion, and the G20, to advocate for these reforms, thereby 
embedding the norm of democratic multilateralism within 
international discourse.

While President Erdoğan’s formula may face consider-
able resistance from entrenched powers within the P5, its 
strategic and symbolic value is significant. It enables Tür-
kiye to act as a norm entrepreneur for underrepresented 
nations, enhancing its reputation as a responsible middle 
power and strengthening its diplomatic capital across Af-
rica, Asia, and Latin America.

Moreover, Türkiye’s approach aligns with its broader for-
eign policy strategy of challenging status quo institutional-
ism and promoting multipolar engagement, one that seeks 
not only influence but also legitimacy through norm-driv-
en leadership. In this sense, President Erdoğan’s UNSC re-

 ( Anadolu Agency)
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form agenda exemplifies the intersection of middle power 
diplomacy, norm entrepreneurship, and strategic position-
ing in a fragmented global order.

Humanitarian Diplomacy 
Türkiye has also distinguished itself through an expansive 
and institutionalised approach to humanitarian diploma-
cy, underpinned by a narrative of moral responsibility and 
international solidarity. This approach, formalised through 
the work of institutions such as AFAD (Disaster and Emer-
gency Management Authority) and TİKA (Turkish Cooper-
ation and Coordination Agency), combines direct humani-
tarian assistance with development-oriented statecraft.

Since the onset of the Syrian civil war, Türkiye has hosted 
nearly four million refugees, making it the world’s largest 
refugee-hosting country. While geopolitical and security 
concerns were certainly factors, Ankara has consistent-
ly framed this policy as a normative obligation rooted 
in shared humanity, cultural affinity, and historical ties. 
This position contrasts with the securitised and deter-
rent-based approaches often adopted by Western states, 
positioning Türkiye as a moral stakeholder in the evolving 
global refugee regime.

Beyond its immediate neighbourhood, Türkiye has be-
come a top humanitarian donor globally, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and conflict-affected 
regions such as Somalia and Myanmar. Through its Afri-
ca Partnership Policy, Türkiye has opened more than 40 
embassies across the continent, accompanied by health, 
education, and food security initiatives that are not pure-
ly transactional but embedded in long-term development 
logic.

In projecting soft power through humanitarian aid, Tür-
kiye seeks not only reputational dividends but also to 
contribute to the moral reconstruction of international 
engagement, where empathy, dignity, and resilience be-
come as valuable as strategic calculation. This reinforces 
its claim to responsible middle powerhood and norm en-
trepreneurship.

Mediation and Conflict Resolution 
during the Russia-Ukraine War
Türkiye has increasingly positioned itself as a diplomatic 
mediator, most recently exemplified by its facilitation of 
the Black Sea Grain Initiative between Ukraine and Russia. 
This initiative not only alleviated global food security con-
cerns but also showcased Türkiye’s ability to broker com-
plex negotiations based on trust, neutrality, and normative 
appeals to global welfare. Türkiye’s geographic proximity, 
longstanding ties with both parties, and reputation for au-

tonomous diplomacy enabled it to act as a credible inter-
locutor. The success of the agreement underscored Türki-
ye’s capacity to leverage regional leverage for global public 
goods, enhancing its normative legitimacy. 

Another particularly illustrative case is Türkiye’s central 
role in convening direct talks between Russia and Ukraine 
in the early phases of the 2022 war. The Antalya Diploma-
cy Forum hosted the first high-level trilateral meeting be-
tween the foreign ministers of Türkiye, Ukraine, and Rus-
sia in March 2022, marking a rare moment of face-to-face 
diplomacy during an otherwise escalatory conflict. This 
was followed by the Istanbul talks later that month, where 
Türkiye hosted negotiation teams from both countries in 
Dolmabahçe Palace. The Istanbul round produced tenta-
tive outlines for a ceasefire framework, including provi-
sions for neutrality, security guarantees, and humanitarian 
corridors. Although these negotiations ultimately did not 
yield a lasting settlement, their significance lies in Türki-
ye’s ability to convene adversaries in a neutral setting and 
to propose actionable formats for de-escalation. Türkiye’s 
position as a NATO member maintaining open communi-
cation channels with Moscow enabled it to act as a cred-
ible and impartial facilitator, one of the few actors trusted 
by both parties at a time of high polarisation.

Support for the Palestinian Cause
Türkiye’s unwavering support for Palestinian self-determi-
nation represents a core pillar of its value-driven foreign 
policy and its efforts to align itself with broader struggles 
for global justice. In the context of heightened violence in 
Gaza and the enduring failure of the peace process, Türki-
ye has emerged as one of the most vocal state actors chal-
lenging the international community’s inertia.

Ankara’s diplomatic posture blends legal critique, human-
itarian advocacy, and normative consistency. President Er-
doğan and senior Turkish officials have consistently con-
demned Israeli settlement expansion, civilian targeting, 
and violations of international humanitarian law. Türkiye 
has also called for the international recognition of East Je-
rusalem as the capital of Palestine. Ankara has advocated 
for the internationalisation of the peace process, including 
through multilateral forums such as the Organisation of Is-
lamic Cooperation and the UN General Assembly.

Türkiye’s support extends beyond rhetorical solidarity. It 
has provided significant humanitarian aid to Palestinians 
in Gaza and the West Bank, supported education and 
health services, and facilitated international awareness 
campaigns through civil society channels. This multidi-
mensional engagement reflects Türkiye’s broader ambi-
tion to act as a representative voice for the Global South, 
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challenging the selective application of international 
norms and advocating for an equitable international legal 
order.

By framing the Palestinian question not solely as a regional 
dispute but as a test case for global justice, Türkiye seeks 
to reposition normative debates around sovereignty, oc-
cupation, and human rights. In these areas, the current in-
ternational order has shown structural inconsistency. This 
underscores its identity as a norm-driven actor striving for 
a more balanced and principled multilateralism (Ataman, 
2023; Fidan, 2023)

Türkiye’s evolving foreign policy approach reflects its as-
pirations to act as a responsible middle power and a norm 
entrepreneur in the emerging multipolar international or-
der. This vision is shaped by four core normative elements: 
global justice, representative global governance, human-
itarian responsibility, and multilateralism (See Chart 1). 
These elements articulate Türkiye’s diplomatic ethos and 
represent a broader call for a more inclusive and equita-
ble global system in response to structural inequalities 
and unilateral tendencies that persist in global governance 
frameworks.

The principles of global justice and representative glob-
al governance form the normative backbone of Türkiye’s 
engagement with international institutions. These values 
are particularly evident in Türkiye’s critique of the cur-
rent configuration of the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC), whose structure—designed by the victors of the 
Second World War—grants disproportionate power to the 
five permanent members. Türkiye has consistently argued 
that this arrangement no longer reflects the realities of the 
contemporary international system. President Erdoğan’s 
repeated invocation of the phrase “The world is bigger 
than five” underscores a sustained diplomatic campaign 
to highlight the need for more equitable representation 
in global decision-making mechanisms. Türkiye’s call for 
reform is not abstract rhetoric; it has been articulated in 
concrete terms through policy proposals and initiatives 
presented at major international forums, including the UN 
General Assembly and the G20. These efforts aim to em-
power a broader range of states, particularly those from 
the Global South, to participate meaningfully in shaping 
international norms and responses to global challenges.

Global 
Justice

Responsbile 
Middle 

Powerhood 
and Norm 

Entrepreneurship

Representative 
Global  

Governance

Multilateralism
Humanitarian 
Responsibility

Four Key Pillars of Türkiye’s Value Promotion Vision
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Crucially, Türkiye’s role as a norm entrepreneur is not lim-
ited to critique but extends to the formulation and dissem-
ination of viable solutions. Rather than stopping at identi-
fying deficiencies in the international system, Türkiye puts 
forward constructive alternatives rooted in democratic 
principles and inclusive governance, as in the case of UN 
reform advocacy. Its engagement in multilateral reform 
debates has helped reposition Türkiye as a bridge-builder 
between the developed and developing worlds, as well as 
between global institutions and conflict-affected regions. 
By voicing these concerns consistently at venues such 
as the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), the D-8, 
and the United Nations, Türkiye has elevated its normative 
agenda beyond regional confines.

Humanitarian responsibility 
This facet represents another foundational pillar of Tür-
kiye’s normative identity. This principle is grounded in a 
human-centred approach that prioritises the protection of 
civilian populations, particularly in the context of armed 
conflicts and humanitarian emergencies. One of the most 
notable manifestations of this commitment has been Tür-
kiye’s open-door policy toward Syrians displaced by the 
civil war that began in 2011. Throughout the conflict, Tür-
kiye hosted over 3.5 million Syrian refugees, making it the 
world’s largest refugee-hosting country. This policy, main-
tained unwaveringly until the collapse of the Assad regime 
in December 2024, was framed not merely as a strategic 
or security imperative but as a moral obligation. President 
Erdoğan consistently emphasised that Türkiye’s approach 
to the Syrian refugee crisis was a matter of conscience, 
setting a global standard for refugee protection at a time 
when many nations were turning inward or tending to be-
have selectively.

Türkiye’s humanitarian commitment has also been evident 
in its response to the ongoing crisis in Gaza. Since the out-
break of what has been widely recognised as a genocidal 
military campaign, Türkiye has adopted a vocal and princi-
pled stance, demanding an immediate ceasefire, account-
ability for war crimes, and the establishment of humanitar-
ian corridors. These demands have been reiterated in all 
diplomatic platforms, from the UN General Assembly to 
bilateral engagements with regional and global powers. In 
doing so, Türkiye has consistently invoked humanitarian 
responsibility as a universal value, urging the international 
community to adopt a more collective and morally coher-
ent stance in the face of large-scale civilian suffering.

Türkiye’s normative commitment extends to environmen-
tal stewardship, as exemplified by the global recognition 
of the Zero Waste Project initiated by First Lady Emine Er-
doğan. This initiative, launched in 2017 and later endorsed 

by the United Nations, advocates for sustainable consump-
tion, waste reduction, and the promotion of circular econ-
omy practices (Gürpınar & Birtepe, 2023). The project has 
not only influenced national policies within Türkiye but 
has also inspired similar programs in other countries, re-
flecting Türkiye’s capacity to lead global normative change 
in non-traditional domains such as environmental diplo-
macy. By integrating environmental responsibility into 
its broader foreign policy agenda, Türkiye reinforces its 
image as a state that aligns national initiatives with global 
public goods.

Multilateralism serves as both a strategic and norma-
tive response to the risks associated with an increasingly 
fragmented international system. While multipolarity can 
enable a more balanced distribution of power, it also has 
the potential to generate instability if accompanied by 
rising unilateralism. Türkiye has positioned itself against 
such tendencies by advocating for cooperative and rules-
based regional orders. It views multilateral engagement 
as a necessary antidote to geopolitical rivalries and as 
a mechanism for managing transboundary challenges 
such as climate change, irregular migration, terrorism, and 
cross-border crime.

In practice, Türkiye operationalises this multilateral vision 
through a series of regional and inter-regional initiatives. 
From its role in the Astana Process on Syria to its active par-
ticipation in the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), 
Türkiye demonstrates a consistent commitment to collab-
orative problem-solving. It has supported regional invest-
ment projects such as the Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas 
Pipeline (TANAP), which not only enhances energy con-
nectivity but also promotes economic interdependence 
and diplomatic dialogue. Likewise, Türkiye’s cooperative 
efforts in areas like counterterrorism, anti-smuggling op-
erations, and narcotics control highlight its preference for 
collective security over unilateral action.

Taken together, these four normative pillars—global jus-
tice, representative governance, humanitarian responsi-
bility, and multilateralism form the foundation of Türkiye’s 
identity as a responsible middle power. They enable Tür-
kiye to adapt to the shifting currents of international pol-
itics with a principled, solutions-oriented outlook. In an 
era marked by geopolitical polarisation and institutional 
fatigue, Türkiye’s approach underscores the continued rel-
evance of values-based diplomacy. By aligning its foreign 
policy conduct with global norms while simultaneously 
advocating for the reform of those norms, Türkiye is con-
tributing to the construction of a more inclusive and resil-
ient international order.
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This chapter has argued that the liberal order’s norma-
tive crisis—driven by its selective application and strate-
gic instrumentalisation—has created a legitimacy deficit 
that middle powers are increasingly called upon to fill. In 
this context, Türkiye’s trajectory offers a concrete exam-
ple of how a middle power can respond to the failures of 
hegemonic norm-setting by advancing an alternative, 
values-based approach grounded in global justice, hu-
manitarian responsibility, representative governance, and 
multilateralism. The case of Türkiye has demonstrated 
that Ankara does not limit its rising material and geopo-
litical significance to conventional parameters, but it also 
adopts a value-based approach to global challenges by 

proposing reforms grounded in normative principles. 
Türkiye’s foreign policy reflects this through its embrace 
of norm entrepreneurship—projecting its vision of global 
justice, humanitarian responsibility, representative global 
governance, and multilateralism, as encapsulated in Pres-
ident Erdoğan’s statements “A fairer world is possible” and 
“The world is bigger than five.” In doing so, Türkiye posi-
tions itself as a responsible actor that seeks to reshape the 
international order in line with evolving realities, ensuring 
that liberal values are not monopolised by any single pow-
er or bloc, but sustained through the normative agency of 
responsible middle powers.

Conclusion

 (TUR Presidency/ Murat Kula - Anadolu Agency)



29

Middle Powers as Agencies of Multipolarity: 
The Case of Türkiye

Bibliography
Aktürk, Ş. (2021). Turkey’s Grand Strategy and the Great 
Powers. Insight Turkey, 23(4).

Ataman, M. (2023). The ‘Century of Türkiye’: A new foreign 
policy vision for building the Türkiye axis. Insight Turkey, 
25(3), 73–83.

Efstathopoulos, C. (2017). Middle Powers and the Be-
havioural Model. Global Society, 32(1), 47–69. 

Elmalı, B. (2022, October 20). A critical approach to glob-
al performance indexes (GPIs): Evidence from Türkiye. 
TRT World Research Centre. https://researchcentre.trt-
world.com/featured/a-critical-approach-to-global-perfor-
mance-indexes-gpis-evidence-from-turkiye/ 

Fidan, H. (2023). Turkish foreign policy at the turn of the 
‘Century of Türkiye’: Challenges, vision, objectives, and 
transformation. Insight Turkey, 25(3), 11–25. 

Finnemore, M., & Sikkink, K. (1998). International Norm Dy-
namics and Political Change. International Organization, 
52(4), 887–917. 

Fukuyama, F. (1989). The End of History? The National In-
terest, 16, 3–18. 

Gürtepe, E., & Birpınar, M. E. (2023). Türkiye Yüzyılında 
Sürdürülebilir Çevre. Çevre Şehir Ve İklim Dergisi, 2(3), 1-22. 

Holbraad, C. (1971). The Role of Middle Powers. Coopera-
tion and Conflict, 6(2), 77–90. 

Ikenberry, G. J. (2011). Conclusion: The Durability of Liberal 
International Order. In Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Cri-
sis, and Transformation of the American World Order (Vol. 
141, pp. 333–360). Princeton University Press. 

Ikenberry, G.J. (2018). The end of liberal international order. 
International Affairs, 94 (1), 7-23.

Jordaan, Eduard.  (2003). The Concept of a Middle Power 
in International Relations: Distinguishing between Emerg-
ing and Traditional Middle Powers. Politikon: South African 
Journal of Political Studies, 30(1), 165-181.

Keyman, E.F. (2017). A New Turkish Foreign Policy: To-
wards Proactive “Moral Realism”. Insight Turkey, 19(55).

Mearsheimer, J. J. (2019). Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall 
of the Liberal International Order. International Security, 
43(4), 7–50. 

Moeini, A., Paikin, Z., Mott, C., & Polansky, D. (2023, May 
31). Middle powers in the multipolar world. The Insti-
tute for Peace and Diplomacy https://peacediplomacy.
org/2022/03/26/middle-powers-in-the-multipolar-world/ 

Mott, C. (2024, April 10). Turkey: A Middle Power Pioneer. 
The Institute for Peace and Diplomacy. https://peacediplo-
macy.org/2024/04/10/turkey-a-middle-power-pioneer/ 

Öztürk, B. (2025). The Development Road Project (DRP): 
Transforming the Nature of Türkiye-Iraq Relations. Percep-
tions: Journal of International Affairs, 29(2), 196-213.

Parlar Dal, E. (2013). Assessing Turkey’s “Normative” Power 
in the Middle East and North Africa Region: New Dynamics 
and Their Limitations. Turkish Studies, 14(4), 709–734. 

Patience, A. (2013). Imagining middle powers. Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, 68(2), 210–224. 

S.Res.98 - 105th Congress (1997-1998): A resolution express-
ing the sense of the Senate regarding the conditions for the 
United States becoming a signatory to any international 
agreement on greenhouse gas emissions under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (1997, 
July 25). https://www.congress.gov/bill/105th-congress/
senate-resolution/98 

Stephen, M. (2013). The concept and role of middle powers 
during global rebalancing. Seton Hall J. Dipl. & Int’l Rel., (14), 
36.


