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The geo-economic connectivity of Central and South Asia was resumed as an American
idea from 2011 and developed within the framework of the pragmatism of the countries of
the two regions. This plan connects the two regions of Central and South Asia geo-
economically through the triple channels of trade, transit, and energy. Such a connection
with changing the flow of the economy in the heart of Asia affected the interests of many
actors not only at the economic and geo-economic level, but also at the geo-political level.
The way of this influence is also dependent on the realization process, and the level of
realization of this connection in the aforementioned three axes, and the evaluation of Iran's
position and interests is the aim of this article. From this point of view, this article seeks to
answer the question, what will be the results of the geo-economic connection of Central
Asia on the position and interests of the Islamic Republic of Iran? To answer this question,
in this article, an attempt is made to first examine the historical process and the process of
restoring the geo-economic connection of Central and South Asia, and then, relying on the
model of geo-economic inter-regionalism, its level and prospects are evaluated. The
findings of the research show that the development of this project has improved Iran's
security in a positive way, and from a pragmatic point of view, there are some strategic
benefits in Iran's geo-economic position. In this process, with a consolidated approach and
relying on comparative strategy, an effort is made to evaluate the causal relationship
between this process and the interests and position of Iran, and provide an answer to the
main question.
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1. Introduction

The developments following 2001, with the invasion of the US-led international coalition in
Afghanistan, brought about profound transformations in Central and South Asia, one of
which was the evolution of an interregional geo-economic connectivity. However, this
process did not evolve with the United States at its core, and after the withdrawal of the
coalition from Afghanistan and the Taliban’s second takeover, it faced profound challenges.
It appears that the geo-economic limitations of landlocked Central Asia have made this
connectivity an inevitable process. If realized at any level, this connection could yield
strategic outcomes for the region, particularly for the geo-economic position of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, the evaluation of which entails considerable complexities and ambiguities.

2. Theoretical Framework

The conceptual framework employed in this research is "Geo-economic Inter-regionalism."
This theoretical approach is based on the combination of inter-regionalism theory and the
concept of geo-economics. Within this approach, a theoretical model based on the Cantori
and Spiegel regional order model has been designed, consisting of four pattern variables. In
this framework, inter-regionalism within a geo-economic context is formed based on four

variables, including the nature and level of internal coherence of regions in geo-economic
terms, the level of interregional geo-economic linkages, the geo-economic relative
advantages of regions, and the structure of geo-economic relations.

3. Method

This paper is based on the methodological model proposed by Saunders et al., which
operates on the principles of objectivism, employing a deductive approach and a rationalist
idea, and follows a hypothetical-deductive strategy. This study is also considered integrated
research, which has collected data over ten years from 2014 to 2024 using library research
and analytical trend documentation methods. It seeks to provide a causal analysis based on
the influence of variables. In terms of analytical method, this paper employs the qualitative
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) method, and theoretical modeling has been
conducted based on this approach.

4. Results and discussion

Central and South Asia have historically maintained geo-economic and geopolitical
connectivity. From the 16" century onward, a period of disconnection began, which
deepened during the Soviet era, marking a deepened rupture between the two regions.
However, following independence, a period of connectivity restoration emerged. Within
this framework, the complementarity of the two regions in the areas of transit, energy, and
trade has been a crucial catalyst for restoring this connectivity. During the period of U.S.
presence in Afghanistan, progress in this connectivity was driven by economic
liberalization and the membership of countries from both regions in the World Trade
Organization in the commercial sphere; in transit mechanisms, through the development of
Afghanistan's railway network and the definition of corridors such as Trans-Afghan; and in
energy mechanisms, through the formulation of projects like TAPI and CASA-1000.
However, by the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, the Taliban's takeover, and the
outbreak of the war in Ukraine, this situation underwent profound transformations. In fact,
during this period, the U.S. reduced its political and economic role in this connectivity,
while geopolitical mechanisms centered on Ukraine gained higher priority. This change led
to a political shift in the geo-economic connection between Central and South Asia,
prompting interest from China and Russia and strengthening regional dynamics within it,
framed by convergent and divergent trends among regional powers. An assessment of this
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connection under the new conditions indicates that the geo-economic inter-regional
connection between Central and South Asia is still in its early formative stages. However,
pragmatic political perspectives have led to the emergence of a relative consensus regarding
this connection. Based on the geo-economic inter-regionalism approach, the geo-economic
cohesion can be assessed as follows: Central Asia is in a relatively strong position, while
South Asia is in a weak position. At the level of interregional geo-economic linkages,
customs agreements are relatively favorable, energy transmission connections are weak,
railway and road connectivity is at a low level, and transit agreements are in a favorable
state. In terms of mutual geo-economic advantages: in trade, the potential is suitable, but the
actual performance is weak; in transit, both regions have the potential to act as a bridge to
the other; and in energy, there is a high degree of complementarity. Finally, regarding the
structure of relations between the two regions, the Taliban's takeover has strengthened
relations in terms of enhancing security, but weakened them due to a lack of recognition. As
for major powers, the overall stance of Russia and the U.S. is positive, while China's stance
is rather competitive. At the regional competition level, a cooperative outlook exists in
Central Asia, whereas in South Asia, competition persists between India and Pakistan.

5. Conclusion

This process will impact the interests and position of Iran. Overall, the trend of this inter-
regional connection is effectively aligned with Iran’s interests, as Iran’s geo-economics will
serve to moderate and balance any initiative along these routes. In the field of trade,
significant competition in the markets of South Asia is practically absent, and Iran does not
view South Asia as a serious competitor in Central Asia compared to key players like
Turkey and the UAE. Thus, the impact on Iran in this regard will be limited. In the transit
domain, the two concepts of the Trans-Afghan Corridor and the International North-South
Corridor have developed a balanced nature that can simultaneously involve both
competition and cooperation for Iran. Iran sees a direct role for itself in the INSTC, while in
the TAC, through the connection of Mazar-i-Sharif to Herat, it envisions a secondary role.
In the energy sector, electricity transmission projects, by fostering stability in Afghanistan,
represent a geopolitical advantage for Iran. However, the situation regarding natural gas
transmission projects is complex and could either weaken or strengthen Iran’s position.
Nevertheless, Iran will retain the capacity to engage in competitive domains, and from this
perspective, the overall outlook can be considered positive.
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