AVIM

AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

GUARDIANSHIP OR EQUILIBRIUM? POWER, AND THE
LEGACY OF ORDER IN THE BLACK SEA

Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst

Analysis No : 2025 / 20

02.09.2025

The confluence of history, law, and power in the Black Sea is now being tested as never
before. As renewed rivalry, technological change, and expanding maritime interests
redraw the regions strategic map, fundamental questions emerge: What sustains
equilibrium in a basin historically marked by contestation? How should inherited legal
frameworks and diplomatic conventions adapt to pressures from both old adversaries and
new actors? This analysis [IIII[] in a series of three [IIII] whether the principle
guardianship or the logic of equilibrium best encapsulates the legacy of order in the Black
Sea, focusing on the evolution, resilience, and limitations of the Montreux Convention.

The subsequent analyses build on this foundation. In this regard, the second one will
probe the shifting operational challenges that confront Black Sea littorals today,
examining how local actors are responding to hybrid threats, advancing multilateral
security cooperation, and negotiating external ambitions, all while striving to uphold the
inherited legal-strategic architecture. The final one will critically interrogate international
discourses (Russian, Western, and Chinese) that now seek to redefine the regions norms
and boundaries, assessing their implicit risks and potential for realignment.

Taken together, this trilogy aims to offer a holistic portrait of the Black Seas contemporary
dilemma and strive to find answers to the following questions: can legal durability,
adaptive diplomacy, and regional stewardship withstand mounting pressures for external
intervention and strategic revision, or is a new epoch of instability and contestation
looming on the horizon?

The Enduring Architecture of Security

The Black Seas geopolitical fragility, historically shaped by the ebb and flow of imperial
ambitions, military rivalries, and significant power interventions, has consistently

AVI Avrasya incelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies

of




demanded clear rules governing maritime use and sovereign rights[1]. Following centuries
marked by contest and conflict [TTITIIIITIIIIIT confrontations, shifting alliances, and
the turbulence brought on by two world wars [ITT] need for a legal regime to mediate
competing interests reached its zenith in the interwar years[2]. The result was not only
the codification of principles, but the deliberate establishment of a maritime architecture
whose endurance would be regularly tested but seldom matched in international law[3].

Central to this architecture is the Montreux Convention of 1936, a treaty that defined the
rights of passage through the Turkish Straits and established strict regimes for military
and commercial vessels. Rather than being merely reactive to the circumstances of 1930s
Europe, the Montreux system was constructed to mediate between the security fears of
littoral states and the ambitions of extra-regional powers, thereby embedding a delicate
synthesis of sovereignty, access, and stability.

The Convention, signed at Montreux Palace and coming into force on November 9, 1936,
carried both historical lessons and diplomatic innovation, with each key power aiming to
balance its own interests while allowing for Turkish stewardship of this crossroads [4]. This
document affirmed Turkiyes role as a steward [TTITITIT] it the prerogative to regulate
straits traffic in both times of war and peace, with powers calibrated to the evolving threat
environment while preserving the Black Sea region's distinct character.

This regime, reinforced by Cold War realities, positioned the Turkish state as both a
guardian and an arbiter of the region. Throughout the decades, Ankaras management of
the Montreux regime has become a touchstone for Black Sea security, respected by allies
and adversaries alike for its consistency and restraint[5]. The systems longevity is
evident: even as crises have erupted [IIII] Cold War missile standoffs to todays hybrid
conflicts, technological advances, and shifting alliance loyalties [ITT] Conventions logic
survives. Its calibrated differentiation between littoral and non-littoral navies, time and
tonnage limits, and special wartime clauses have allowed adaptive resilience, preventing
escalation while providing predictability[6].

Recent scholarship continues to highlight both the limitations and the ongoing necessity
of the Montreux framework. While not eliminating security dilemmas, the Convention
creates a unique regional balance and provides Turkiye with the legal mechanisms
required to exercise diplomacy amidst intensified pressures from NATO, Russia, the EU, or
emerging economic actors.

The contemporary security discourse, influenced by renewed Russian assertiveness,
heightened Western interest, and technological transformation, continues to stress-test
this legal framework. Yet the Montreux framework, and Turkiyes capable stewardship,
remain the regions primary bulwark [J] testament both to the foresight of its interwar
architects and to its adaptability in practice.

Contested Narratives and Historical Claims

The durability of the Black Seas legal order has long rested on both the codification of
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principles and the prudent stewardship of regional powers. Yet beneath this apparent
consensus, the regions history remains a dense web of political memory, revisionist claim-
making, and strategic reinterpretation. As the Montreux Convention endures, so too do
persistent challenges driven by the narratives of both maritime powers and aspiring extra-
regional actors. Smoothly transitioning from the enduring architecture laid out previously,
this context now sets the stage for the contest over history itself. [Z].

In recent decades, Russian strategic doctrine has increasingly drawn on deep-seated
imperial and Soviet-era memories to justify contemporary ambitions in the Black Sea [I]
trend evident in official rhetoric and policy papers alike. These claims often cite a legacy
of historic responsibility and invoke selective episodes, such as the naval campaigns of
the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as Soviet-era regional dominance. Western and NATO
analyses, by contrast, tend to frame Black Sea access in terms of legal rights, liberal
norms, and the imperatives of alliance security, sometimes allied with interpretations of
the Montreux Convention that privilege open navigation over strict regional stewardship.
Foreign commentaries frequently emphasize the Black Seas role as a potential flashpoint
with Russia, underscored by recent military escalations and calls for multinational peace
guarantees[8].

These competing perspectives risk conflating imperial memory and the language of
precedent with actual legal standing; the Convention itself was not conceived as an
extension of any single states historic prerogative, but as a corrective to centuries of
instability and conflict. In this light, revisionist ambitions [TTTTITT] expressed through
lobbying for expanded NATO access or regional condominium arrangements [III]] a
threat to the living balance that Montreux created. The push from some powers for a
division of security responsibilities or a special role for non-littoral actors often sidesteps
the foundational requirement for mutual restraint and the necessity of Turkish-led
mediation.

Contemporary diplomatic disputes and security dilemmas must therefore be read through
both legal and historical lenses. While historical claims shape perceptions and policy
language, they cannot supplant codified international law or the enduring legitimacy of
regional stewardship. Tarkiyes diplomatic activism, rooted in this layered understanding,
aims not only to defend its legacy but to prevent the weaponization of history against
present-day stability. In the struggle against narrative-based revisionism, the region finds
stability only in upholding the hard-won equilibrium that Montreux codifies. [Q].

Legal Mechanisms and Strategic Prerogatives

The sequence from historical contestation to contemporary security dilemmas finds its
crucial axis in the interpretation and defense of legal mechanisms, most notably the
Montreux Convention and the evolving web of sovereignty principles that encircle it.
Transitioning smoothly from the contest of narratives and claims, this subheading
examines how shifting strategic imperatives have led to competing projects for the Black
Seas future [ITTT] seeking either to reaffirm or reinterpret the regions legal architecture.
[10]
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At the center stands the Montreux Convention, whose capacity for adaptation gives it
more resilience than nearly any comparable maritime regime; its carefully constructed
rules regarding naval passage, tonnage, and presence (especially in times of crisis) make
it a living mechanism, not a static relic. The ability to regulate the entry of non-littoral
naval powers has repeatedly insulated the Black Sea from spillover conflicts, reinforcing a
regional ethos that prizes autonomy and predictability. Tlrkiyes stewardship has
anchored this balance, but recent pressures have prompted renewed discussion of how
far flexible interpretation should go.[11].

New scholarship and diplomatic discourse illuminate persistent tensions: some Western
commentators draw Persian Gulf analogies, arguing for greater multinational security
guarantees and regular patrols reminiscent of extraterritorial interventions in other
strategic waterways. Such perspectives risk overlooking the specificity of regional
interests and the legal logic of the Montreux Convention, which was explicitly designed to
limit the military reach of foreign powers and protect the Black Seas unique strategic
ecology. Recent events [[]II] as proposals for NATO-led mission expansion or
multinational security coalitions [IIITI] concerns about precedent erosion and invite
reactive counter-strategies from Russia and others.[12].

Simultaneously, Russia and certain regional actors cite sovereignty and historic
entitlement, arguing for an exclusive or co-managed security system that sidesteps
broader multilateralism and diminishes the diplomatic space for smaller littoral states.
This transactional approach threatens not only to hollow out the legal regime but also to
destabilize the fragile equilibrium among littoral actors, advancing unilateral security
prerogatives at the expense of collective interests.[13].

In practice, the Montreux framework remains robust against most revisionist and
extraterritorial pressures. Its clauses for extraordinary wartime administration, crisis-
driven suspension, and temporary recalibration have allowed Turkiye [IT] guardian and
arbitrator [IT] exercise restraint and adaptation without sacrificing foundational principles.
Nevertheless, institutional resilience demands vigilant defense, cautious adjustment, and
persistent urging for regional responsibility: only through legal continuity and strategic
foresight will equilibrium prevail over a return to unchecked power politics.

Conclusion: The Balance of Independent Action and Constraint

The Black Seas enduring stability rests not on the pursuit of abstract security guarantees
or the imposition of new great-power designs, but on the measured interplay of regional
agency and legal constraint. This architecture [IIIITITI] by the Montreux
Convention [IIIIII] a bulwark against escalating revisionism, even as relentless
pressure for reinterpretation echoes across diplomatic and analytic circles. The
Conventions pragmatic blend of sovereignty, flexibility, and mutual restraint, solidified by
Tlrkiyes custodianship, exemplifies how agency is maximized not by unchecked
autonomy, but by a strategic acceptance of constraint - channeling ambitions within
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constructive norms, and insulating the littoral from destabilizing external precedents.[14].

Durable peace in the Black Sea thus requires a calibrated respect for the foundational
frameworks painstakingly constructed across generations. Innovations that solve todays
crises by recasting the legal order risk undermining the regions delicate equilibrium and
increasing the likelihood of future instability. The temptation to compare the Black Sea to
other strategic seas [IIIITIT] the Persian Gulf, the Baltic, or the South China
Sea—obscures the unique history and logic of this maritime space[15].

The coming period, marked by technological transformation, shifting alliance patterns,
and the growing importance of energy and trade corridors, will once again test this hard-
won balance. The region's future will be determined precisely at the intersection of
operational adaptation and respect for legal tradition. This issue will be explored in
greater detail in the following analysis, focusing on the operational challenges, risks, and
adaptations faced by coastal states under the pressure of hybrid warfare and shifting
balances of power.

*Pjcture: Johns Hopkins
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