Editor-in-chief’s Note

Central Eurasia has become a focal point of change in regional and global politics. The Soviet
Union's dissolution reshaped Central Asia and the South Caucasus. Today, the region is
undergoing another major shift, prompted by the Ukraine conflict, China’s growing influence,
evolving Russian policies, Turkey’s regional initiatives, developments in Afghanistan, conflicts
in the South Caucasus, and competition over energy, trade, and transport routes.

The first issue of Central Eurasian Studies (2026), published by the University of Tehran,
provides a valuable overview of these changes. It includes 15 articles covering Chinese and
Russian influence, Afghanistan, Iran’s economic ties with Central Eurasia, Russian foreign
policy, Turkey, Kazakhstan, the South Caucasus, and regional geopolitics and geoeconomics.
Collectively, these studies highlight that Central Eurasia is best viewed as a connected regional
system rather than a series of isolated national areas. One of the most significant transformations
in Central Eurasia is the decline of the idea that Russian influence alone can explain regional
politics. Russia remains an important security and political actor, but China, Turkey, the
European Union and other external powers have expanded their presence.

The opening article, “Influence in Target Regions: A Comparison of the Chinese and Russian
Worlds,” highlights this shift. Traditionally, Russian influence relied on historical ties, political
systems, security alliances, and military power. Conversely, China has increasingly concentrated
on trade, investments, infrastructure, energy, and connectivity. The rivalry between Moscow and
Beijing extends beyond traditional geopolitics and involves distinct methods of exerting
influence. The Ukraine conflict has sped up this trend, leading Central Asian countries to
diversify their international partnerships. Countries such as Kazakhstan seek to maintain strong
relations with Russia while expanding their economic and political links with China, Europe, and
Turkey. Adopting a multi-vector foreign policy is now crucial, not only for diplomatic reasons
but also to boost strategic independence.

Two articles in this issue examine Afghanistan: one on "Afghanistan’s Electricity Policy-Making
(2003-2023)” and another discussing "The Logic of Change and Continuity in Afghanistan’s
Neighborhood Policy toward Iran” (JCEP). These studies highlight that Afghanistan's situation
cannot be understood only in terms of security. It is equally essential to consider energy
infrastructure, governance capacity, economic development, and relations with neighboring
countries. The energy issue is particularly significant. Building sustainable electricity
infrastructure is essential for Afghanistan’s economic development and social stability.
Additionally, Afghanistan’s relationships with Iran and other neighboring countries are shaped by
domestic politics, economic interests, and regional rivalries. Afghanistan is playing a growing
role in regional connectivity talks. Regional stability can boost trade, investment, and
transportation, while instability can create security threats, humanitarian concerns, and economic
challenges for neighboring nations.



The article “Assessing Trade Governance and Trade Facilitation between Iran and Central
Eurasian Countries” is especially pertinent to Iran’s role in the region (JCEP). Iran has a
significant geographical advantage because it links Central Asia to the Persian Gulf and
international maritime routes. However, geography alone does not automatically confer
economic power. Effective customs procedures, infrastructure, trade facilitation and stable
economic institutions are necessary to convert geographical location into a strategic economic
advantage. This issue is growing in significance as Central Asian nations and external powers
create alternative transport routes and corridors. Consequently, competition in Eurasia extends
beyond military or political influence, focusing more on markets, energy infrastructure, transport
routes, and economic links.

The South Caucasus remains a crucial region undergoing significant changes. The articles
“Modeling the Contexts of the Expansion and Intensification of Conflict in the South Caucasus”
and “Iran’s Threat Perception of Turkey: From the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War to the Fall of
Bashar al-Assad” analyze this shifting security landscape. The 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war,
Turkey's growing role, changes in Russia’s regional position, and greater European engagement
have altered the balance of power. These developments matter especially for Iran because its
northern border security, relations with Azerbaijan and Armenia, interactions with Turkey,
Russia’s regional influence, and new transport routes are closely connected. The South Caucasus
should be seen not just as a local conflict area but as an element of a larger shift in the Eurasian
regional order.

Articles on Iranian perspectives on Iran-Russia relations, Russian foreign policy in the Persian
Gulf after the Ukraine crisis, and the effects of sanctions on Iran-Russia economic ties suggest
that Russian foreign policy should be analyzed beyond the post-Soviet space. The Ukraine
conflict has prompted Moscow to strengthen its relationships with China, Iran, Central Asian
countries, and other non-Western allies. However, Iran-Russia relations should not be seen
merely as an alliance. Although they share important interests in some areas, they also have
differing goals and might compete in certain fields. This underscores the importance of Iran
adopting a balanced regional strategy: working with Russia and China presents significant
opportunities, but Iran should also stay open to partnerships with other regional and global
actors. The article examining the impact of the Russia-Ukraine war on Turkey's economy and
Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy indicates that regional countries are becoming more
active participants, rather than passive onlookers, in great-power rivalries. Turkey seeks to
leverage its strategic position at the intersection of Europe, Russia, the Caucasus, Central Asia,
and the Middle East to enhance its regional influence. Likewise, Kazakhstan pursues a similar
strategy, maintaining strong relations with Russia while strengthening ties with China, Europe,
and other nations. These examples show that Central Asian and regional nations are increasingly
seeking to turn great-power rivalry into opportunities for economic development and for greater
strategic autonomy.



The article titled “The Impact of New Trends in the Geoeconomics of Central Eurasia on the
Formation of Greater Central Asia” provides a wider outlook on these trends. Today, energy,
trade, railway networks, ports, investments, and digital connectivity increasingly influence
regional power, competing with traditional military strength. The idea of a “Greater Central
Asia” emphasizes the expanding connections among Central Asia, Afghanistan, the South
Caucasus, the Caspian Sea, and southern transportation corridors. As a result, conventional
geographic boundaries are becoming less relevant, with networks of trade, infrastructure, and
connectivity shaping a new regional landscape of competition and collaboration.

This issue of Central Eurasian Studies portrays a region moving from a predominantly Russia-
centred order towards a more complex, competitive and multipolar environment. Russia remains
an important security actor, China is expanding its economic influence, Turkey is becoming more
active across the Caucasus and Central Asia, and regional states are adopting multi-vector
strategies to increase their autonomy. The collection also shows that geopolitics and
geoeconomics can no longer be separated. Energy, trade, security, connectivity, governance, soft
power and strategic narratives increasingly form a single field of regional competition. For Iran,
the central lesson is clear: geographical location can become genuine strategic power only when
supported by effective economic governance, infrastructure, trade facilitation, and active,
balanced regional diplomacy.

Flaheh Koolaee
Editor-in-chief
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