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Abstract

This study examines the simultaneous pattern of conflict and cooperation between
the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Turkey in Iraq. In light of recent
geopolitical developments, from the fight against ISIS and the political dynamics
of the Kurdistan Region to the “Development Road” project and the redefinition
of Turkey’s relations with the central government in Baghdad and Arab states, the
foreign policies of both countries in Iraq have entered a new phase. Turkey, while
maintaining its presence and influence in the northern regions and sustaining
extensive economic interactions with the Kurdistan Region, has also expanded its
political and economic cooperation with the central government. In contrast, Iran,
by preserving strategic ties with Baghdad and Shia political groups, seeks to
maintain its security and economic influence. This situation has simultaneously
created grounds for competition in geopolitical, energy, and cultural spheres, as
well as opportunities for cooperation in border security, trade, and addressing
common threats. The study, grounded in the neorealist theory that emphasizes the
role of the international system’s structure and power competition, aims to analyze
the behavioral patterns of these two actors in Iraq. The central research question
is: “How does the conflict of interests between Iran and Turkey in Iraq influence
their foreign policies, and what implications does it have for regional stability?”
Based on this question, the research hypothesis posits that the strategic rivalry
between Iran and Turkey in Iraq, driven by geopolitical, security, economic, and
cultural divergences, has led to the adoption of reciprocal and divergent policies
that challenge Iraq’s internal stability and regional security. The methodology is
descriptive and analytical, relying on data collected from library sources, official
documents, and up-to-date reports from research centers. The findings indicate
that recent trends in investment, security developments, and regional relations
have further complicated the competition—cooperation pattern between the two
countries, producing multidimensional implications for Iraq’s future and the
balance of power in the Middle East.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The geopolitical landscape of Iraq has become a primary arena for strategic competition
between two regional powers, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Tiirkiye.
Following the fall of Saddam Hussein's regime in 2003, the resulting power vacuum and
Iraq's inherent structural weaknesses have allowed neighboring states to expand their
influence. This study examines the complex, simultaneous pattern of conflict and
cooperation between Iran and Tiirkiye within Iraq. The central research question is: How
does the conflict of interests between Iran and Tiirkiye in Iraq influence their foreign
policies, and what implications does it have for regional stability? The hypothesis posits
that their strategic rivalry, driven by geopolitical, security, economic, and cultural
divergences, leads to reciprocal and divergent policies that challenge Iraq's internal
stability and regional security.

2. Theoretical framework

This research is grounded in Neorealist theory, specifically the structural realism of
Kenneth Waltz. The framework posits that the anarchic nature of the international
system forces states, as rational, self-help units, to prioritize their security and seek to
increase their relative power. Cooperation is fragile and temporary, as structural
uncertainty and the "security dilemma" make long-term trust impossible. Scholars like
Joseph Grieco further argue that states are reluctant to cooperate lest others gain a
relative advantage.

This theory provides a powerful lens to analyze Iran-Tiirkiye relations in Iraq. Their
competition is not merely a product of ideological differences or historical animosity but
is a structural response to the anarchic regional environment. Both nations are engaged in
a continuous effort to balance against each other's influence to secure their national
interests, explaining why tactical cooperation (e.g., against ISIS) does not negate their
underlying strategic rivalry.

3. Methodology

The study employs a descriptive-analytical methodology. Data is collected through a
comprehensive review of existing literature, including primary and secondary sources
such as academic books, journal articles, official documents, and up-to-date reports from
international research centers and institutes. This qualitative approach allows for a
nuanced analysis of the multifaceted dimensions (political, security, economic, cultural)
of the Iran-Tiirkiye rivalry and its consequences for Iraq.



75 Mesopotamian Political Studies, 2025, Vol. 4, Issue 1, pp. 73-106

4. Discussion
The analysis reveals a multidimensional rivalry:

. Security Dimension: Iran seeks to maintain its "strategic depth" by
supporting the central government in Baghdad and Shia militias (e.g.,
Popular Mobilization Forces - PMF) to ensure a stable western border and
counter threats like ISIS. Tiirkiye's primary security concern is the
Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), using cross-border military operations in
Northern Iraq to combat what it considers a terrorist threat to its territorial
integrity. Each views the other's security activities as a threat to its own
influence.

. Economic Dimension: Competition is evident in trade, energy, and
infrastructure projects. Tiirkiye, with a more dynamic economy, is a major
trade partner and is advancing the "Development Road" project to enhance
its role as an energy and trade corridor. Iran, despite facing sanctions,
remains a crucial supplier of electricity and gas to Iraq and leverages
religious tourism for economic and cultural influence.

. Cultural-Identity Dimension: Both states employ soft power. Iran utilizes
religious ties, seminary education in Qom, and media outlets to reinforce
Shia identity and its ideological narrative. Tiirkiye promotes a neo-Ottoman
identity through cultural institutes (e.g., Yunus Emre), schools, and media
(e.g., TRT Avaz) to appeal to Sunni Arab and Turkmen communities. This
cultural competition often exacerbates Iraq's existing ethnic and sectarian
divides.

The study finds that this multi-level competition, while containing elements of
tactical cooperation, ultimately complicates Iraq's political landscape, weakens its central
government's authority, and poses a significant challenge to its long-term stability and
cohesion.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

The research confirms its hypothesis, demonstrating that the Iran-Tiirkiye rivalry in Iraq
is a quintessential example of neorealist power competition. Driven by the structural
imperatives of an anarchic international system, both nations pursue policies aimed at
maximizing their relative power and security, leading to a complex dynamic that
simultaneously creates grounds for conflict and limited cooperation.

The findings suggest that a realistic understanding of this competitive relationship is
essential for managing regional tensions. Future stability depends on the ability of the
Iraqi state to assert its sovereignty and manage these competing influences. The study
concludes by proposing several avenues for future research, including: conducting field
studies within Iraq to gauge local impacts, analyzing the role of extra-regional actors
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(e.g., the U.S., Israel, Arab states), undertaking comparative studies of Iranian and
Turkish policies in other regional crises (e.g., Syria), and using updated economic data to
precisely track the evolving trade and investment dynamics between the three nations.
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