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An Introduction to the Eurasia Series

There is no doubt that the world order, as we have understood it since at least the 
1990s, has undergone a number of significant changes, but none of them seem to 
be as far-reaching in their consequences as the rise of Asia. The increasing inter-
nationalization of the world economy in the 1990s and beyond, the spread of new 
technologies, and the proliferation of various forms of economic integration were 
not halted by the bursting of the dot-com bubble in 2000-2002, nor by the global 
financial crisis of 2008 and 2009 and the subsequent eurozone crisis. However, 
there was a particular dynamic in the globalization process that would only latter 
attract the attention of experts. During the first period of this accelerated globali-
zation period from 1990 to 2002, the advanced, it was mainly Western countries 
that were seen to be the main beneficiaries of the globalization process, with the 
rapid development of Asian and other developing countries only coming to the 
attention of observers after the fall of Lehman Brothers. At that time, the term 
BRIC had already been coined by Jim O’Neill, an economist of Goldman Sachs. 
The acronym stood for developing countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) 
with large populations and rapid growth. Although the term was met with con-
siderable criticism, the growing impact of these countries on the global economy 
was indisputable.

The growing economic power of these countries – particularly China, Russia and 
India – gradually translated into increased political influence. This newfound 
political influence was soon evidenced by the new initiatives launched by these 
countries, leading to the emergence of new forms of economic integration (Eur-
asian Economic Union), multilateral organizations (Asian Infrastructure and In-
vestment Bank) and large-scale cooperative alliances (Belt and Road Initiative, 
Shanghai Cooperation Forum). These are the building blocks of a new Eurasian 
cooperation framework, their novelty found in the simple fact that they were not 
proposed and created by the United States, unlike every other major multilateral 
institution after World War II. 

As the United States and Western Europe lost their momentum in economic 
development, and with Asian powers also taking the initiative in several areas 
of technological development, the United States realized that accelerating glo-
balization would not necessarily serve American interests, and that containing 
China and Russia would not only require a slower pace of globalization, but also 
decoupling from them by creating trade blocs and independent technological eco-
systems.

We are now at a point where new patterns and forms of political, economic, and 
technological development are taking shape on the Eurasian continent, and the 
analysis of this process will require an interdisciplinary approach. This is the gen-
eral purpose of the new book series published by the Eurasia Center. In an effort 
to contribute to the discussion on the rise of Eurasia, the Series focuses on the 
political, economic, and social aspects of this process, in the form of anthologies 
published in both English and Hungarian. 

Editor of the Eurasia Series:

Levente Horváth, Director, John von Neumann University, Eurasia Center
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Preface

With the disappearance of old, ideological fault lines and the establishment of 
new trade relations, a new geopolitical entity has emerged in recent decades: Eur-
asia. Its division into two continents, Europe and Asia, is more of a historical-so-
cial construct, as most of its borders run along land. Their interconnectedness 
promotes the continuous development of the region. Against this background, 
the exclusivity of the existing Atlantic world order is not so clear today. In recent 
years, Chinese leaders have increasingly taken key role in creating the supercon-
tinent, promoting the region’s economic integration and globalization through a 
highly ambitious development project called the One Belt, One Road Initiative. 
This grandiose undertaking, involving some 70 countries, implicitly involves a 
transformation of the global political and economic order. With this concept, we 
could also see a paradigm shift. As far as the concept is concerned, the criticism 
that it is merely a return to the past holds little water, and the Chinese initiative 
can be interpreted as the most important element of a new wave of globalization.

According to Bruno Maçães, Eurasia today has a much deeper meaning because it 
does not only denote a geographical entity or a historical period. Four of the five 
largest economies in the world will soon be located on this continent, while in the 
21st century, we are witnessing not the emergence of a new center, but the crea-
tion of a balanced world between the Western and Asian poles, two poles that are 
deeply intertwined, unlike the Cold War era.

Although readers of this volume will read about regional integration in emerging 
Eurasia, this publication can offer much more than that. Not only does it present 
the integration aspects of the emerging world order, but the authors illuminate 
the driving forces of the processes that prevail in our modern world and the trends 
of our time. They discuss issues that reflect important questions and have received 
less attention in domestic academic life, but if they have been discussed before, 
it is certainly not from the perspective of the so-called Eurasian concept. Overall, 
the studies included in the book provide a modern, relevant, and high-quality ac-
count of contemporary Eurasian affairs, after studying which the issues discussed 
in the volume can be seen in a completely different light.

The studies in the book deal with topics such as „Theories and Ideas on Imple-
mentation Options of the Regional Integration in Eurasia” by Márk Recskó, in 
which the author examines and briefly summarizes the past and present sources 
of Eurasian integration. He also mentions the European Union and other similar 
integration attempts as the strongest current example of integration, and also 
pays special attention to studies related to Russia, as the largest country in the 
region is an inevitable player due to its geographical size.

In his work „Dugin, Iran, and the EAEU: Understanding Russian-Iranian Relations 
Under a Neo-Eurasianist Perspective,” Leonardo Zanatta examines Russian-Ira-
nian relations by interpreting the geostrategic theories of Alexander Dugin. The 
author describes how Dugin, focusing on the importance of the Eurasian foun-
dations of the Russian state, calls on Moscow not only to reunite the territories 
of the former Soviet Union but also to create a network of alliances that would 
strengthen its leading role on the Eurasian continent.

In her study, „Riot or Regime-Change Attempt in Kazakhstan: Causes and Con-
sequences,” Madina Igibayeva discusses the protests that began in Kazakhstan on 
January 2, 2022, and explains that the economic demands of the protesters were 
replaced over time by political demands. She also discusses the reasons and con-
sequences of the demonstrations.

In his article entitled „The Central European Initiative as an Italian Approach to 
Geoeconomic Influence,” Ádám Sashalmi examines the circumstances of multilat-
eral cooperation, its geopolitical and geoeconomic function. We learn that behind 
the establishment of the initiative was Italy’s desire to influence the region and 
exclude rival powers, especially Germany. In addition, the intention was to obtain 
favorable economic positions and markets for Italian companies.

Tárik Meszár, in his study „The Growing Cooperation Between Iraq and China,” 
examines the Iraqi aspects of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the growing 
cooperation between Iraq and China. He explains that China has become an im-
portant factor throughout the Middle East, paying special attention not only to 
the Arab Gulf states but also to other resource-rich nations like Iraq. We learn 
that the Arab country in the Middle East has a non-negligible share of China’s 
oil imports and will become a very important LNG supplier in the future through 
joint gas field development projects.

In her paper „Women’s Representation in Politics: A Comparison Study Between 
Women’s Participation in Politics in Palestine & Hungary”, Abusalha Sirin states 
that promoting gender equality and empowering women is an important goal 
and that women’s participation in decision-making is one of the most important 
factors for success indicator. According to the author, it is important to under-
stand the factors that influence women’s representation in communities and de-
cision-making positions.



10

We are very grateful for the support of the Magyar Nemzeti Bank (MNB, the cen-
tral bank of Hungary) and the John von Neumann University, without them this 
volume would not have been possible.

We hope that this book will be considered a valuable contribution to the under-
standing of regional integration in Eurasia and the growing importance of Eurasia 
in our world.

Editors of the book:

Meszár Tárik, Researcher, John von Neumann University, Eurasia Center, and

Szabolcs Veres, Researcher, John von Neumann University, Eurasia Center
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Theories and Ideas  
on Implementation Options of the Regional  

Integration in Eurasia

Márk Recskó

Abstract 
This study aims to explore and briefly summarise past and current sources on Eur-
asian integration. To do so, integration as a process and concept is first defined and 
shortly introduced. The European Union, as the strongest current example of inte-
gration, will be mentioned as well as other similar integration attempts, to under-
stand the current possibilities and conditions. Following the theoretical basis and 
practical implementations, it will be examined what writings have been published 
since the break-up of the Soviet Union that focus on the possibilities of Eurasian 
integration, with a broader or narrower interpretation of the region’s scope and 
countries’ attitudes. The study, therefore, pays particular attention to the studies on 
Russia, as the largest country in the region is an unavoidable player in terms of its 
geographical size. Other major actors are highlighted in connection with Russia’s 
loss of political space and its unsuccessful integration efforts. The European Union, 
which may be seeking a greater geopolitical role due to the Ukraine crisis, may want 
to forge a stronger alliance and, despite Russian resistance, to bring the countries 
of the region into the Western neoliberal world order. Yet the most successful strat-
egy in recent years has been pursued by China, which is already becoming more 
important than Russia. The results are visible, as while the EU or the Russian-led 
EAEU has not expanded, China has gained the greatest potential for integrating the 
region, according to the authors. As the study also concludes, although other states 
in the region, especially the EU and Russia, have an important role to play, China is 
clearly in the lead in the struggle for dominance in the region.

Keywords
Eurasia, Soviet Union, theories, ideas
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1. Introduction
As Europeans, we realise relatively early on how big the world is around us and 
how small our continent is. Yet we see the significance of European culture, histo-
ry and economy, and it is worth emphasising that the European Union is perhaps 
the best example we have for an increasingly interconnected world (Van Langen-
hove & De Lombaerde, 2007; Lane, 2015). However, Europe is geographically 
linked to another vast continent on land, which contains equally significant coun-
tries. The two continents are collectively referred to as Eurasia, but the term does 
not merely indicate a geographical connection. The countries of this area have 
been linked by many ties throughout history, and in the 21st century, they have 
actively started to pursue integration. On this basis, many researchers are exam-
ining the positions taken, initiatives launched, alliances and associations formed 
by these countries, both at political and economic level. And in order to better 
understand the opportunities, the economic and political motivations behind the 
various forms of cooperation, it is important to see how these professional writ-
ings provide us with contexts and how these ideas have changed over the years.

The aim of this study is to explore the opinions, perceptions and suggestions 
in academic sources on the actual possibilities of Eurasian integration and the 
creation of a so-called supercontinent. In order to prepare the topic properly, it is 
important to first understand the exact nature of integration and to review some 
examples of its implementation, with a special emphasis on the European Union 
because of its success. After the theoretical basis and practical examples, the lit-
erature on the Eurasian region will be presented. In addition to general insights, 
the current situation will be illustrated through a focus on key actors. These key 
players are Russia, the EU and China.

2.  Theoretical overview and examples of regional 
integration

2.1. The meaning and importance of regional integration
Integration is referred to by some as a condition and by others as a process, al-
though in some interpretations it means the non-violent approach of nations and 
communities (Lindberg, 1994). Within the categories of integration, the role of 
region is also discussed, which can be interpreted as “an area of land that has com-
mon features. A region can be defined by natural or artificial features. Language, government, 
or religion can define a region, as can forests, wildlife, or climate” (National Geographic, 
n.d.). Therefore, a number of definitions can be found, depending on the perspec-
tive in which they are considered (Mansfield & Solingen, 2010).

Regional integrations, both practical implementations and theoretical aspects, 
have been the subject of much research. The study of regional integration is a sepa-
rate field of research, although in many cases related but not identical to the study 
of regional cooperation, of regional organisations, of regional systems and subsys-
tems, or of regionalism. The uniqueness of the field is that it focuses on the nonco-
ercive effort of political unification, beyond the various conquests and nation-build-
ing attempts. In other research areas the instrument of coercion is included as well. 
According to Haas’ definition from 1970 “the study of regional integration is concerned 
with explaining how and why states cease to be wholly sovereign, how and why they voluntarily 
mingle, merge, and mix with their neighbors so as to lose the factual attributes of sovereignty 
while acquiring new techniques for resolving conflict between themselves” (Haas, 1970, p. 
610). And by one definition, regional integration is “the process by which states vol-
untarily transfer authority to joint institutions, creating a common body of law and pooling 
responsibility in selected policy areas” (Olsen & McCormick, 2018, p. 326).

We identify several different stages of integration between countries, first two or 
more states create a free trade area. The next stage is the common external tariff. 
After that, the increased need to remove other barriers to trade and investment 
between countries leads to the single market. After the introduction of a common 
currency, the economic union is created. Following economic integration, the po-
litical union could be created by harmonising policies. Although similar efforts 
are seen in the EU with the introduction of the euro, the perception of political 
union is very mixed (Olsen & McCormick, 2018). However, ensuring collective 
decision-making is an important criterion for any integration initiative (Laursen, 
2008). The right political and economic structure and technological readiness play 
a key role in the development of integrations as well (Calder, 2019).

More and more people believe that regional cooperation can be a means of in-
creasing prosperity and stability in a region as well as a way to better distribute 
the benefits of globalisation. Its importance is demonstrated by its spread in re-
cent decades. However, there may be a risk that inappropriate cohesion policies 
could result in cooperation benefiting the stronger and richer member states (Van 
Langenhove & De Lombaerde, 2007).

2.2. Historical perspective on regional integration
Although theories of integration have essentially developed through European 
integration processes (Laursen, 2008), and Haas (1970) points out that the study 
of regional integration by his definition only began in the mid-20th century, the 
conquering, state-building efforts of different eras have also been conflated with 
the concept of integration. In Europe there are also a number of examples of 
leaders who sought to create a united Europe earlier. However, these attempts all 
failed for a reason (Urwin, 2014).
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The meaning of regionalism can be understood through several definitions, which 
tend to include “institutionalized practices” or can be defined “as a policy or a project”, 
where “regionalism concerns ideas, identities, and ideologies related to a regional project” 
(Mansfield & Solingen, 2010, p. 147). The European Union is certainly the main 
example of regionalism (Lane, 2015). In essence, early integration studies were 
also launched to examine the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and 
the European Economic Community (EEC). It is also worth pointing out that 
compared to NAFTA the EU had a much greater integration potential for integra-
tion with countries of similar wealth (Laursen, 2008). The process of European 
integration as we know it today began in 1945. The European Coal and Steel 
Community (ECSC), established in 1952 after much negotiation and considera-
tion, was a huge step forward in bringing the peoples of Western Europe closer 
together. The Treaties of Rome in 1957, which created the European Economic 
Community (EEC), and the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom), fol-
lowed by the European Parliamentary Assembly, which met for the first time in 
Strasbourg in 1958, deepened the integration of the six states further: Germany, 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. And already then, it was 
expressed that other countries were welcome to join (Urwin, 2014). In parallel, in 
1960, the non-EEC countries set up the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), 
which now comprises only Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland (Eu-
ropean Commission, Directorate-General for Communication, n.d.a). From 1973, 
the EEC was gradually joined by more and more member states already under the 
name of European Communities (Urwin, 2014), while today the European Union 
has 27 member states with additional candidate countries (European Commis-
sion, Directorate-General for Communication, n.d.b).

Although the leading role of the European Union in the depth of integration is 
unquestionable, it is worth briefly reviewing other initiatives, as the same imple-
mentation option may not be the best solution in all cases (Laursen, 2008).

2.3. Brief overview of regional integrations
Recently, we have witnessed the rise of regional cooperation, of which the EU is a 
leading example (Kembayev, 2016). However, even if most theories focus on Eu-
rope, similar efforts can be found elsewhere in the world (Laursen, 2008). It is also 
worth highlighting that subsequent developments following the unipolar US he-
gemony after the break-up of the USSR have allowed for the rise of regional blocs 
and thus a move towards a multipolar world order. And in economic and political 
organisations, regional forms of association play a prominent role (Lane, 2015).

Regional Trade Agreements are a common form of regional integration and provide 
a deeper insight into integration trends in the world through detailed statistics. 

According to a definition on The World Bank website, “a regional trade agreement 
(RTA) is a treaty between two or more governments that define the rules of trade for all sig-
natories” (The World Bank Group, 2018). The World Trade Organization statistics 
provide an accurate insight into how many Regional Trade Agreements are in force 
currently or were in the past, and how many countries are involved in such cooper-
ation. According to the most recent data, 354 RTAs were in force on 1 March 2022, 
with the number of notifications increased significantly in the 1990s and steady 
growth can be seen since then, highlighting the growing number of examples on 
every continent (World Trade Organization, n.d.a), as the average number of policy 
areas involved in cooperation increases as well (The World Bank Group, 2018).

In addition to the countries of Europe and America, China, Japan, South Korea 
and Australia can be also mentioned, while Africa and the Middle East have fewer 
agreements signed (World Trade Organization, n.d.b). Thusly while the EU has 
more than 40 active RTAs – although a significant number have been signed with 
neighbouring non-EU states – and 10 more have already been signed with an early 
announcement (World Trade Organization, n.d.c), the similarly European Monte-
negro has only 5 such RTAs (World Trade Organization, n.d.d). RTAs can be very 
diverse, in many cases involving only an agreement between two countries (e.g. 
Japan - Mexico), while in other cases they are between existing larger groupings 
(e.g. EU - SADC) (World Trade Organization, n.d.e).

Such a multi-country community in North America is the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between the United States, Mexico and Canada, which 
was replaced in 2020 by the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) 
(Office of the United States Trade Representative, n.d.). Staying on the continent, 
in South America Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay created the Southern 
Common Market (MERCOSUR) in 1991, by which the participating countries 
have strengthened their relationship through a series of agreements (MERCO-
SUR, n.d.). The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), which brings togeth-
er 21 members, has been deepening ties between the countries of the Pacific re-
gion since 1989 (APEC, 2021). In Asia, there is an earlier integration effort, The 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), whose motto is “One Vision, 
One Identity, One Community” (ASEAN, n.d.). Continuing across continents, 
similar associations between countries can be found in Africa. The Economic 
Community of Central African States (ECCAS), which also aims to ensure free 
movement, common development, stability and peace between member states, 
can be also mentioned (ECCAS, n.d.). And we can also see examples of cooper-
ation between these regional integrations, such as the trade agreement between 
the EU and MERCOSUR or the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
between the ASEAN countries and the Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA) in 
Africa (Laursen, 2008).
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These deep trade agreements are important institutional infrastructures for re-
gional integration. Not only their economic benefits can be highlighted, but if 
they function properly, they can also coordinate the policies of participating coun-
tries better, making them even more successful, and their positive effects can be 
felt in many areas (The World Bank Group, 2018).

Through the theoretical foundations and practical attempts discussed in this 
chapter, the proposals and theories on Eurasian regional integration can be in-
terpreted in a broader sense. The examples reviewed confirm that integration can 
and should be achieved in different ways and to different depths, reflecting the 
differences between regions. Thus, in the next chapter, it is worthwhile to exam-
ine the literature on Eurasian integration with the help of the theory explored.

3. Eurasian regional integration
Eurasia stretches from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and the very fact that so many 
different countries and cultures are connected on a territorial basis can provide a 
lot of research topics and food for thought about the possibilities for cooperation. 
The importance of the area is underlined by the fact that it is home to more than 
70% of the world’s population (Misachi, 2021) and is the largest continent, cover-
ing more than a third of the Earth’s land area. As such, Calder (2019) sees Eurasia 
as a potential supercontinent. Geographically, the fact that the Ural Mountains 
are not the ideal dividing line between two continents is already indicative of the 
merging of Europe and Asia (Rosenberg, 2019).

3.1. Theoretical basis
In the previous century, the countries of the region were poorly developing and 
were politically isolated (Calder, 2019). With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1991, the opportunity for the economic integration of the Eurasian “superconti-
nent” essentially opened up. The significance of this opportunity is undeniable, as 
the fate of the people living in the region has been intertwined by many empires 
and conquerors throughout history (Linn & Tiomkin, 2005). In addition, eco-
nomic trends and technological developments have been prominent in supporting 
these processes (Calder, 2019).

Vinokurov and Libman (2012) point out that although the term “Eurasia” often 
appears in both theoretical and practical usage, it cannot be clearly defined beyond 
a geographical interpretation, and this is even truer for the concept of Eurasian 
integration. Three ideas for interpretative possibilities are introduced. In first, 
Eurasia is identified with the post-Soviet countries and, in line with this, many 
academic, political and business sources refer to this area in this way. However, in 

this case, it is simply a practical consideration, as it is much easier to refer to the 
countries of the region in this way. Other ideas also emphasise the role of Russia, 
while trying to define a territory which, like Europe and Asia, can be interpreted 
in a specific way, but whose borders vary according to the attitudes of the coun-
tries. As a result, some theories see Eurasia as having both European and Asian 
characteristics, while it is unique in some ways, while others focus on its interde-
pendencies with Asia and Europe. However, it is also important to underline that 
theories are easily confused and often not well interpreted by the authors. 

Similar to Vinokurov and Libman (2012), other authors also discuss the role of 
Eurasianism as an ideology. The followers of this theory oppose the current world 
order, i.e. Western hegemony. It can be interpreted as a reactive movement, re-
sponding to the expansion of the EU and NATO rather than being anti-Western. 
Relatedly, Lane (2015) theorises Eurasian integration as an alternative to neolib-
eral globalisation. In a sense, Eurasia has become a symbol of a multipolar world 
order (Erşen, 2014).

3.2. Implementation options in the literature

3.2.1. General Eurasian integration views
Related to the theoretical basis, the emergence of opportunities was reinforced by 
the break-up of the bloc world order after 1991 on the one hand, and the dissolu-
tion of hard borders on the other, after which politically and economically more 
free states could choose to interact with each other (Linn & Tiomkin, 2005). The 
countries of the Soviet bloc started to look for alternative integration options as 
early as the 1990s (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012). These countries are striving for 
regional peace and security. In addition, economic and political motivations are 
driving the countries of the region towards integration, beyond economic growth, 
political stability and legal harmonisation (Kembayev, 2016). The break-up of the 
Soviet Union gave the countries of Central Asia a unique opportunity to establish 
relations with other countries and become full members of the international com-
munity. However, a legacy of the Soviet past and of closure is that their interna-
tional presence is not as developed, and they are often still trying to define their 
own national interests (Bobokulov, 2006). Consequently, becoming a developed 
country is a hard process as first they needed to switch to globalisation after state 
socialism. In terms of alliances post-Soviet countries can choose between EU or 
Russian-led formations (Lane, 2015). The small countries in the region are con-
stantly trying to survive by navigating their way between the great powers. In the 
midst of tough political games, it is critical for them to decide which alliances to 
join and which side to take (Markedonov, 2017). But it is assumed that much still 
depends on local leaders (Bobokulov, 2006).
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Linn and Tiomkin (2005) in their article examined the progress of integration 
processes by identifying 6 main areas. Overall observing positive trends, they 
saw further infrastructure development and the development of common poli-
cies as the key to positive integration development in the region and highlighted 
China, India and Russia as key players alongside the EU. They also considered 
that, alongside the US, various multilateral institutions could play an important 
role in strengthening relations, but the need for a more active US role depends on 
the willingness of countries to cooperate. Brzezinski (1997) confirms in his book 
that Eurasia is a priority for America, as it is the continent with the largest land 
area and the most developed regions, and therefore how it manages the region is 
critical. And in outlining a preferred scenario for the US, the author concludes 
that Eurasia is too big and has too many different cultures to become politically 
unified. And after this early insight, it is even more significant to see how global 
power trends and scholarly opinions have changed. 

Maçães (2018) later identified three key players: the EU in the West, Russia in 
the middle and China in the East. He argued that while China sees Eurasia as a 
natural expansion area, Russia is trying to pursue a vision of a more open Great-
er Eurasia. Other authors also emphasise the leading role of China and Russia 
(Vinokurov & Libman, 2012). Moreover, it is noteworthy that the tendency of 
other major countries to partner with Russia and China has also been observed 
in recent years (Diesen, 2021). They also point out that two key bottlenecks can 
be identified in the region: the lack of intergovernmental cooperation and the lack 
of infrastructure, which is reinforced by the fact that trade is mainly conducted 
through maritime routes (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012). In her research, Obyden-
kova (2006) found that the integration of the EU and Russian territories is facil-
itated by the geographical link, but it is slowed down by the focus of economic 
integration on the Transatlantic and later on the Transpacific relations during the 
20th century (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012).

Bertalan (2007) pointed out 15 years ago that it is difficult to determine what 
the future of the Eurasian region will be because it is also not yet clear what the 
ultimate ideology for the whole of human civilisation will be. Although the dom-
inance of Western culture is still decisive in the world, its weight is in decline. 
Bertalan (2007) also envisages a multipolar world, but he highlights five actors 
instead of three: the US, Japan, Western Europe, China, and Russia. In addition 
to these actors, Brzezinski (1997) also identified Iran and Turkey as significant. 
Erşen (2014) highlights Turkey as a central country linking Europe and Asia, 
which came into focus as a result of current trends. Erşen (2022) stresses in a re-
cent article Turkey’s prominent strategic role despite growing economic problems, 
as well. He considers that, alongside the EU, Russia and China’s alliance systems, 

the OTS (Organization of Turkic States) and the SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation) are currently the most important platforms for Turkey.

Other sources focus instead on the fact that deeper integration could be economi-
cally very beneficial for the states of the region because of the already active trade 
and business relations (Linn & Tiomkin, 2005), and despite historical separation, 
the region’s integration is deeper than ever (Calder, 2019).

Besides all the political motivations, Vinokurov and Libman (2012) believe that 
Eurasian integration is currently strongly market-driven, but despite and because 
of rapid development, many problems in the region need to be addressed. For ex-
ample, many territorial conflicts have arisen that need to be resolved (Linn & Ti-
omkin, 2005). Alongside this, Lane (2015) points out that there is a discourse 
about economic, political and social conflicts that need to be resolved. As there is 
Euroscepticism, we can also see the emergence of Eurasian-scepticism, meaning 
that smaller countries fear the superiority and oppression of the big ones in such 
cooperation, and this in this region is cumulatively true of Russia’s dominance 
(Sakwa, 2021).

Many of the sources I have also examined focus on Russia’s integration and great 
power aspirations, so it is worth highlighting Russia’s position to better under-
stand Eurasian integration processes and explore its potential. The legacy of the 
Soviet Union is significant since the successor states that emerged cover a large 
area of the region.

3.2.2. Russia as a country in the region with a high integration potential
The Soviet Union broke up into 15 successor states, and various integration in-
itiatives were launched just after the break-up. Russia has consistently made in-
creasing its influence over the region a top foreign policy priority and has sought 
to achieve this by any means possible. The first such attempt was the Common-
wealth of Independent States (CIS), which was intended to preserve the unity of 
the post-Soviet states (Stronski, 2020). However, the forming CIS failed to fulfil 
this role. It became clear early on that divergent interests remained irresolvable. 
As a consequence, two groupings emerged as early as the 1990s: states wishing 
to strengthen their independence versus Russian-led alliances (Kembayev, 2016). 
Despite the problems, there are continuous attempts to integrate the region, with 
Russia still being the biggest initiator and promoter (Haitas & Fazekas, 2019). 
Maçães (2018) also confirms that without Russia’s involvement, it is not possible 
to talk about Eurasia’s integration. Meanwhile, the post-Soviet states, theoreti-
cally referred to as Eurasian countries, are not only geographically connected but 
also closely related, and although the trend is declining, Russian is still a major 
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connecting language. It is also worth noting that the possibility of a post-Soviet 
Eurasia is much more frequently presented in Russian literature than in Western 
academia (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012). 

Thus, since the member states remained in close contact after the break-up of the 
Soviet Union, and Russia was still considered a major power, this seemed to be a 
good basis for cooperation that was no longer based on military grounds (Kem-
bayev, 2016). And the tendency was reinforced by the fact that Russian President 
Vladimir Putin aimed at creating a multipolar world order by establishing vari-
ous organisations and alliances (Lane, 2015), breaking the hegemony of the US 
(Krickovic & Pelliciari, 2021), and on the other hand by the fact that the multipo-
lar approach was supported by partner countries in contrast to the unipolar world 
order (Kembayev, 2016).

Based on Social Identity Theory (SIT) Larson and Shevchenko (2019) have clas-
sified the strategies that a country can follow to enhance its status into three 
groups: social mobility, where a country tries to imitate more advanced powers to 
become one of them, social competition, where a country tries to beat the domi-
nant state in its own game and finally social creativity, where a country tries to be 
the best in a new field. Along with this technique, Krickovic and Pelliciari (2021) 
have identified that Russia initially tried to join the West in a way that could be 
considered as social mobility, and after the failure of this attempt, turned towards 
post-Soviet regional integration and tried to challenge Western hegemony as part 
of social competition. After the 2014 crisis in Ukraine, it began to build a domi-
nant pole in the world with the more dynamic Eurasian countries (China, India, 
Iran, Turkey), which it is trying to place itself at the centre of, in some sense fol-
lowing the strategy of social creativity.

Among the many previous attempts and groupings, the Eurasian Economic Union 
(EAEU), established by the Astana Treaty on 29 May 2014, is the most serious 
attempt in the struggle for Eurasian integration, yet (Sakwa, 2021). Kembayev 
(2016) also assigns a prominent role to the EAEU in the region. It has an in-
ternational legal personality and realises the free movement of goods, services, 
capital and labour. Current members of the union are the Republic of Armenia, 
the Republic of Belarus, the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic and the 
Russian Federation (Eurasian Economic Union, n.d.).

Russia has worked hard to make the EAEU operable and to increase its number 
of members (Stronski, 2020). In their work, Haitas and Fazekas (2019) highlight 
from the Russian president’s speeches that the EAEU’s goal is closer cooperation 
with the EU and joining Europe. As well, the similarities between the two unions 
are worth mentioning, however, it is important to emphasise that the govern-
ments of the EAEU member states are more important than supranational organi-
sations. Moreover, one of the main differences of the EAEU compared to the EU is 

that while the EU is made up of parliamentary democracies, the EAEU comprises 
highly centralized presidential republics, where individual political motivations 
play a significant role in the development of integration. Non-significant trade 
links only reinforce the primary political interest over the economic ones in ex-
isting collaborations (Kembayev, 2016). Although it is argued that all integration 
can be seen as a political process (Laursen, 2008).

Despite the negligible economic benefits, the importance of the EAEU is under-
lined by the fact that a remaining dilemma for the smaller countries in the region 
is whether to develop a closer relationship with the EU or the EAEU and this 
way the two organisations can be considered as competitors. However, the final 
conclusion of the source is that cooperation is possible with both the EU and the 
EAEU in parallel, but that full integration is possible exclusively with only one of 
the two parties until some form of legal relationship is established between the 
two, for which there is currently little chance (Haitas & Fazekas, 2019). Despite 
the dilemmas, Lane (2015) states in his article that the EAEU alone cannot com-
pete with the current Western hegemony. He believes that the neoliberal world 
order can only be countered by bringing together several other countries and re-
gional blocs and that China, alongside Russia, can play an important role in this 
(Lane, 2015).

Lane (2015), based on his collected knowledge, outlined three possible scenarios 
for the future of the EAEU. According to some critics, the first scenario suggests 
a gradual decline, as a state-led economic union leads to economic and political 
weakness through isolation and protectionism. In a battle of ideologies, this sce-
nario would imply a Russian threat and regional protectionism. In the second sce-
nario, the EAEU would adopt the EU model, even more successfully, as the EAEU 
is more homogeneous and member states are more closely linked culturally, po-
litically and socially. In this version, this bloc would also join neoliberal globalism 
and thus not pose a threat to the West. In the third scenario, the opposite would 
happen. A national capitalism would emerge, where the state would carry out the 
economic coordination, but for which the EAEU member states are currently not 
sufficiently developed.

However, the key issue in any regional alliance of this kind is how member states 
can preserve their sovereignty (Lane, 2015), a topic that is even more salient 
in the region in the shadow of Russia (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012). Kembayev 
(2016) also confirms that the Eurasian alliance is defined by Russian dominance, 
while different motivations have driven countries in the region to seek integra-
tion. However, international trends have worked against Russia, and the hardline 
political attitude and doubts about Russia’s reliability as an ally have also damaged 
relations with former partners. It is indicative that the number of EAEU members 
has not increased since its inception, and the union’s functioning is one-sided to 
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the detriment of its members (Stronski, 2020). Moreover, many internal conflicts 
would need to be resolved (Zuenko, 2016). Overall, it has so far failed to live up 
to expectations (Trenin, 2019).

The deepening of integration is hampered by a number of negative trends for 
Russia. While alienation and hostility towards the West have emerged, neigh-
bouring countries have mixed impressions of Russia. The war with Ukraine since 
2014 has been strategically disastrous for Russia, which has lost many partners 
because of it (Trenin, 2019) and has reinforced the Russian “with me or against 
me” political stance, which has led to a rather quiet resistance and Russian iso-
lation in the countries of the region. And the rise in Putin’s popularity caused by 
the war is an even more worrying signal for the relatively young countries with a 
Russian minority. In order to overcome the dependency caused by geographical 
proximity, these states have started to become more and more independent from 
Russia, both economically and culturally (Stronski, 2020). Kembayev (2016) also 
believes that the crisis in Ukraine will only slow down and complicate the pro-
cess of integration. The continuous European, American and Asian influences as 
well as the emergence of a new generation and the fading of the common Soviet 
past reinforce this separation. A new generation has grown up, and with it a new 
political class has emerged. An Armenian and a Moldovan survey also show that 
overall people see the EU as a more reliable alternative to the EAEU. At the same 
time, the use of Russian, previously seen as an advantage, is on the decline, while 
dissatisfaction is growing, living conditions are poor and Russian guest work is 
no longer very rewarding. In addition, in Eurasia the COVID-19 epidemic has 
brought to the surface even more of the major problems of long-malfunctioning 
systems. Most of the countries in the region have been severely affected, and 
the growing problems and instability are weakening the position of autocratic 
regimes there (Stronski, 2020). Furthermore, the statistics showed that despite 
alliances organised in a similar way to the EU, only 10% of the many conventions 
were ratified by all CIS member states between 1991 and 2007. In fact, the trends 
suggest that these relations have tended to degrade, Russian foreign trade with 
these countries also declined significantly in the 1990s, while other countries de-
veloped relations with others, and Russia had neither the strength nor the will to 
achieve deep integration (Krickovic & Pelliciari, 2021).

In the case of Russia, the continuous and sometimes sharp shifts in strategies 
made it almost impossible for it to become the leader of Eurasian integration. 
It did not have a constant and unified attitude towards the developed Western 
countries, the neighbouring states or even the rapidly developing Asian countries, 
so that its stages can be characterised as a long search for a way (Krickovic & 
Pelliciari, 2021). While it is definitely true that it has always tried to move closer 
to Europe, integration has not been achieved over the centuries, despite endless 

attempts (Larson & Shevchenko, 2019). On the other hand, it has also faced con-
stant difficulties due to the constant threat of its enormous economic and political 
importance (Krickovic & Pelliciari, 2021) and there is a negative preconception 
that Eurasian integration is just a Russian aspiration for empire (Sakwa, 2021), 
while it has not been able to successfully challenge US hegemony (Krickovic & 
Pelliciari, 2021). It is clear that Russia is currently neither politically part of Asia 
nor Europe, and its future role and possible strategies are worthy of particular 
attention (Trenin, 2019).

It is therefore no coincidence that Russia is frequently mentioned in research 
on Eurasian integration since Russia has a continuous influence on the other 
countries of the region through its active policies, and thus has a huge potential 
to deepen the integration of the region, but the current economic and political 
trends and the failure or negative perception of Russian hardline policies make it 
difficult to fulfil this role. And the literature in general tends to identify a Russian 
loss of weight and a failure of Russian political attitudes.

3.2.3. The awakening of the EU and China’s growing dominance
For the European Union the realisation that it could not compete with such pow-
erful countries as India or China emerged strongly after the Second World War. 
For them, the only way forward is to put aside their differences and enter the 
struggle of the great powers as one (Maçães, 2018). One of the advantages of the 
EU is that it gains a lot of support in exchange for a small surrender of sovereign-
ty, although the example of Brexit shows that even this system can falter at any 
time (Sakwa, 2021). Brexit came as a huge shock to the EU, but it also questioned 
the need for free markets and integration in the developed world. The EU’s en-
largement options are always subject to minor and major controversies (Maçães, 
2018), but the Russia-Ukraine war that broke out on 24 February 2022 has caused 
a shift away from Russia and brought the EU closer together as it tries to become 
a stronger player in global politics. At the same time, the process of becoming in-
dependent of Russian raw materials has been set in motion, and severe sanctions 
have been imposed. These events can also be seen as a geopolitical awakening 
of the European Union (Balfour, 2022). Meanwhile, it has become an important 
target of the geoeconomic rivalry between the US and China, as the EU sets its 
sights on more assertive action (Diesen, 2021). Horváth and Boros (2021) argue 
that the EU’s competitiveness depends on its willingness to open up to the other 
countries of Eurasia.

The outcome of the war is still anyone’s guess, with experts putting forward a 
number of scenarios. What is certain is that Russia has already used so many re-
sources in this war that it will not end the conflict without a positive outcome. A 
Russian victory could guarantee Ukraine’s neutrality, but the war could also bring 
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about the downfall of the current Russian regime (Chivvis, 2022). As well, the 
long-term effects of the pandemic, which is still ongoing, are not known exactly. 
However, it is clear that the Russian heavy-handed approach to regional integra-
tion has not worked, as the status of a country depends on its recognition by oth-
ers, and this has not been the case with the Russian Eurasian integration project, 
which has repeatedly hit a wall in its attempts. No one agreed with too much 
influence. This situation was certainly unacceptable for Russia, but the Ukrainian 
crisis made it completely unmanageable (Krickovic & Pelliciari, 2021).

Meanwhile, a Sino-Russian rapprochement in connection with the war is rein-
forced by the fact that unlike other countries, China has maintained trade re-
lations with Russia and continues to see it as a strategic partner, even if China 
does not clearly side with Russia for understandable reasons (Sher, 2022). But 
the war has also put China in a difficult position, and it is walking a fine line be-
tween how much of its previously stated limitless partnership it can allow or how 
much it will yield to Western pressure for joint action against Russia. According 
to experts, whatever decision China takes could determine the fate of the region 
for many years to come. However, perhaps everyone is surprised by the level of 
resistance and international cooperation and support, which could equally affect 
the prospects for Eurasian integration (Kotsonis & Chakrabarti, 2022).

Alongside Russia, China has become a major economic partner in the region, 
as its growth and trade with Europe and the Post-Soviet states have made it a 
key economic player (Vinokurov & Libman, 2012; Stronski, 2020). Moreover, in 
parallel with the loss of Russian weight, China is now referred to in this capacity 
by many sources as the driving force behind the unified, integrated Eurasia (Vi-
nokurov & Libman, 2012; Maçães, 2016, 2018; Calder, 2019; Krickovic & Pelli-
ciari, 2021; Sakwa, 2021). In fact, as early as 1997, the inescapable role of China 
in the region was already highlighted (Brzezinski, 1997).

Many focus on China’s relationship with some of the key regional players and 
what kind of cooperation they should develop together. For example, Calder 
(2019) argues that the merging of Europe and Asia will create a Super Continent 
in the future, based on a Europe-China partnership. In parallel, Sino-Russian re-
lations have been upgraded, mostly to China’s benefit (Trenin, 2019), and the 
Russian president has expressed the need for these two countries to integrate 
the region (Krickovic & Pelliciari, 2021). During the Beijing Winter Olympics, 
the leaders of the two countries reaffirmed their rapprochement and the need for 
joint action against Western hegemony, most notably against the US (Dou, 2022). 
A Greater Asia from Shanghai to St. Petersburg is in the making, where the two 
countries are building a great power partnership (Trenin, 2015). Russia’s loss of 
weight in Central Asia and the spectacular Chinese economic presence and large 
investments can only be accepted by Russia beyond cooperation (Sakwa, 2021). 

On the other hand, still Russia could control China’s expansion in Central Asia 
(Molchanov, 2016). Maçães (2018) also notes that it is now appropriate to con-
sider Europe and Asia as one continent, a trend confirmed by China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) project. The emergence of Chinese hegemony will largely 
depend on whether Russia joins Europe or defines itself as a separate civilisation 
altogether. And while China’s rise is undeniable, Bertalan (2007) points out that 
the growth of Chinese interests may lead to conflicts of interest likely with Japan, 
the US, Russia, India and the Muslim countries. Diesen (2021) also confirms the 
joint Chinese and Russian ambition to break the US-led Western hegemony on 
the one hand, and to integrate Europe and Asia on the other, creating a whole 
new region. He sees Russia’s turn away from Europe and the move towards an 
alliance with China as irreversible, and the realisation of a Greater Eurasia would 
be more beneficial for the two Eastern countries. He suggests that the creation of 
a supercontinent could turn Europe into its western peninsula.

In 2013 China announced the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative, which since 
2016 has been known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and now involves 
more than 71 countries. This transcontinental long-term policy and investment 
programme has made the development of Asian infrastructure a priority, helping 
to better connect Africa, Asia and Europe, and strengthening cooperation and de-
velopment between countries in the region. The BRI, with both a land and a mar-
itime component, would promote deeper integration of the region through the 
development of transport infrastructure (Belt and Road Initiative, n.d.). Maçães 
(2016) notes that it is not simply an economic program. According to Calder 
(2019), the BRI serves China’s national geostrategic interest. In essence, the pro-
ject would achieve China-led economic integration of the region. This is why it 
is important to emphasise Europe’s contribution, which can determine the kind 
of economic integration that can emerge on the Eurasian continent. According 
to the author, China’s ultimate goal is to reach Europe, but in order to develop 
the right cooperation, China also needs to make its economic culture more open 
(Maçães, 2016).

In essence, it is also linked to the earlier findings of Linn and Tiomkin (2005) 
and Vinokurov and Libman (2012) on the use of infrastructure development and 
common policies as facilitators of integration, the lack of which is currently hold-
ing back the process, as the potential role of China in integration was already 
highlighted. Its importance in the literature of different countries can be also 
confirmed by the fact that a Hungarian study from 2021 already examines the pos-
sibility of how Kecskemét, as a town with county rights in Hungary, can become a 
Eurasian gateway city in the framework of the Chinese BRI (Bernek, 2021).

So it is clear that while in the case of Russia, the various authors recently write 
about a loss of weight after a pathfinding period, and in the case of the EU about a 
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possible geopolitical awakening, China is clearly emerging as an inescapable part-
ner, who, in an unknown way and with unknown partners, is expected to become 
a significant, if not the most significant, leader of the integration of the region.

4. Conclusion
The world is becoming more and more interconnected, and the willingness to 
cooperate between countries is constantly growing. In addition to political moti-
vations, global trends such as increasing sustainability and carbon neutrality, the 
spread of digital technologies and reforms of financial systems are also driving 
integration (Horváth et al., 2021). The number of RTAs in force has also increased 
significantly in recent years. Thus, the form and depth of cooperation can take a 
myriad of forms between states, even between larger alliances, and regional inte-
gration can be defined more precisely within this framework, where it is impor-
tant to emphasise the principle of voluntariness. 

After the theoretical introduction, the concept of Eurasia and Eurasian integration 
was presented. While the countries of Asia and Europe are also individually im-
portant, the integration of a gigantic continent united on land would be a decisive 
event for the whole world. Although the Mongol Empire is an example of a Eur-
asian global power (Brzezinski, 1997), this is not the form of integration that is 
likely to be achieved in the 21st century, while integration is considered inevitable 
(Bobokulov, 2006). The current situation of the region is still significantly shaped 
by the Soviet Union and its break-up in ‘91. The successor states have thus start-
ed to look for opportunities for cooperation independently. In the meantime, the 
sources also point out that Russia has been at the forefront of integration efforts, 
but overall the various strategies have all failed. Several authors point out that 
even neighbouring states with a common history have not taken well to Russia’s 
heavy-handed approach, and the lack of success is largely due to fears of Russian 
dominance. And after the Ukraine crisis, opinions clearly pointed to a Russian 
loss of weight and the failure of its political strategy. Meanwhile, smaller states in 
the region have also expressed the need for integration, but there is often a strong 
dilemma about which political bloc to approach. Thusly, the role of the European 
Union has emerged, which, while leading the way as an example of integration, is 
finding it difficult to bring more countries into its alliance. One reason is that the 
Eurasian countries, often under autocratic leadership, do not yet wish to meet the 
expectations of Western neoliberal democracies. However, the need for integra-
tion can be fuelled as much by political reasons as by economic ones. The war in 
Ukraine could also clearly create a new situation for Europe, but its role remains 
questionable. And while for many states the choice between Russia and Europe is 
a difficult one, China has clearly emerged as a driving force for Eurasian integra-

tion. Among its various cooperation initiatives, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
is highlighted by many experts as a way of bringing together different countries in 
response to the infrastructure and other trade gaps on the continent. But along-
side the economic approach comes the need for a multipolar world order, and the 
goal of breaking Western dominance is also reflected in the growing importance 
of the Sino-Russian relationship. Current developments show that the very pro-
cesses that are gradually reducing US influence in the region are under way. And 
although China and Europe are also trying to gain more influence, Russia is inev-
itably inescapable because it has the largest land area (Brzezinski, 1997).

Therefore, the main finding of the study is that overall the academic literature can 
highlight the loss of space for Russia, emphasising the critical role of the Ukrain-
ian crisis. They also underline the pathfinding of the EU, which could represent a 
geopolitical awakening for it precisely because of the current changes. And while 
several major states on the two continents are making greater and lesser efforts 
to forge cooperation, the authors make it clear that China has now become an 
essential partner in the region, and the current trends and its initiatives could 
make it one of, if not the most important leader of Eurasian integration. Although 
the trends and circumstances have changed and can change over the years, the 
hypotheses and suggestions put forward in this paper can be all useful for future 
research of Eurasian integration.
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Abstract
This paper investigates Russian-Iranian relations under the magnifying glass of 
Aleksandr Dugin’s geo-strategic theories. Focusing on the importance of the Rus-
sian state’s Eurasian foundations, Dugin calls on Moscow not only to reunify the 
territories of the former Soviet Union but also to create a network of alliances 
that would strengthen its leadership in the Eurasian continent. Dugin considers 
Iran as Russia’s most valuable potential ally in this due to its traditional polit-
ical values, its opposition to the United States and Saudi Wahabbism, and as a 
trump card for access to the Indian Ocean. Despite their converging interests 
in some geopolitical areas, from Syria to the South Caucasus, there are still a 
number of obstacles that could undermine the strengthening of Russian-Iranian 
relations. Therefore, instead of simply focusing on how Dugin’s ideas have shaped 
the Kremlin’s stance towards Iran, this work investigates their influence on the 
recent practices of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU); a joint economic space 
established by Moscow with Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. In 
2018, the EAEU signed a three-year interim agreement with Iran to establish a 
free trade area. In 2021, the two parties started negotiations to replace the interim 
agreement with a permanent one. This paper claims that, although it is not evi-
dent whether Dugin’s beliefs have had any strong leverage over the Russian gov-
ernment, the EAEU bears his ideological fingerprints, as it offers a programmatic 
semblance of assured trade, diplomacy, and anti-Western alignment reflecting his 
vision for a greater Eurasia under Russian leadership. In light of recent political 
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developments in the Middle East and Indian subcontinent, characterized by new 
prospects for regional connectivity and geopolitical shifts, this paper examines the 
EAEU-Iranian framework attempt to lay the groundwork for the shortest, safest, 
and most cost-effective route for Russian commodities to the Indian Ocean.

Keywords
Russia, Iran, Dugin, Eurasianism, EAEU 

1. Introduction
Aleksandr Gelyevich Dugin, often dubbed “Putin’s Rasputin” or “Putin’s brain” 
in the international press due to his alleged influence on the Kremlin, is the fore-
runner of the “Neo-Eurasianist” movement.1 Focusing on the importance of the 
Russian state’s Eurasian foundations, Dugin calls on Moscow not only to lead the 
reunification of the territories of the former Soviet Union, but also to establish a 
network of alliances that would strengthen its leadership in the Eurasian conti-
nent. The Neo-Eurasianist intellectual considers Iran to be Russia’s most valua-
ble ally in this due to its traditional political values, its opposition to the United 
States and Wahhabism, and as a trump card for access to the Indian Ocean. This 
paper examines Russian-Iranian relations under the magnifying glass of Aleksan-
dr Dugin’s geostrategic conceptual framework. Starting from the obstacles char-
acterizing bilateral ties, it will then focus on the opportunities and challenges for 
the Moscow-Tehran strategic entente from a regional perspective. More precisely, 
on the practical aspects involving the Islamic Republic and the Eurasian Econom-
ic Union (EAEU): a joint economic space established by Moscow with Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan.

In 2018, the EAEU signed a three-year interim agreement with Iran to establish a 
free trade area. In 2021, the two parties started negotiations to replace the interim 

1  The concept of Eurasianism appeared in the Russian émigré community in the 1920s as a reaction to the nightmare of 
World War I and the rise to power of the Bolsheviks. The Eurasianist intellectuals believed that, based on a number of 
historical, geographic, linguistic, and other defining characteristics of the tsarist empire territory, it was possible to proclaim 
the existence of a distinct Eurasian civilization differing from the Central and Western Europe cultures. Owing much to 
the beliefs of these intellectuals, but also to the Soviet-era historian and anthropologist Lev Gumilev’s ethnogenesis 
theory, Neo-Eurasianism emerged with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Enhanced by the rising tide of Russian people’s 
nostalgia for the country’s past imperial greatness and the increasing political tensions with the West, Neo-Eurasianism 
rejects the notion of nation-state and considers the establishment of a “Eurasian empire” as the only form of statehood 
that Russia can take. If classical Eurasianists used their vision of the natural-geographical unity of Eurasian space to insist 
on the distinctiveness of Russia-Eurasia as a closed geographical universe, Neo-Eurasianism has had in expansionism 
a sacred mission to pursue in order to save Russia’s sovereignty from the encroachments of a hostile West and of the 
US-led unipolar world.

agreement with a permanent one. Prospects of Iran’s future membership in the 
Eurasian Economic Union sparked conjecture about Russia’s motivations, as well 
as about what the implications would be for the organization’s future. Thus, this 
paper’s focus can be summarized as the following: to what extent is the Eurasian 
Economic Union a vehicle for Duginian geostrategic policy toward Iran?

The present work is structured as follows: the first section describes Dugin’s ge-
ostrategic thinking, highlighting its influence on both Russian and Iranian poli-
cymakers. The second section outlines the historical and current practical aspects 
of Russian-Iranian relations, focusing on their major obstacles at a bilateral level. 
The third section focuses on Russian-led integration processes and the EAEU as 
an instrument of Russian foreign policy in and beyond the post-Soviet space. The 
fourth section investigates the interim agreement on the free trade area signed 
between the Eurasian Economic Union and Iran in 2018, as well as other recent 
practices under the Neo-Eurasianist perspective. The concluding section reflects 
on the challenges of Russo-Iranian relations at a bilateral and regional level, and 
on the overall impact that Dugin’s ideas had on shaping them. 

2. Dugin’s Neo-Eurasianist Worldview and the Moscow-
Tehran Axis
In “The Final Thrust to the South,” Vladimir Zhirinovsky (1946-2022) (1993, 
p. 66), founder and leader of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDPR) and member 
of the Russian State Duma, wrote that he dreamt of “Russian soldiers washing 
their boots in the warm water of the Indian Ocean.” This statement embodied the 
ambitions of certain Russian scholars, politicians, and intellectuals who, follow-
ing the dissolution of the Soviet Union, felt disillusioned with the United States’ 
expectation of the role that Russia should have played in the post-Cold War order. 
Hence, they began to elevate the so-called “South,” referring to the Muslim world 
with Iran at its core, as a necessary geopolitical ally for their country. Experts and 
scholars (Berman, 2001; Shlapentokh, 2009; Tolstoy & McCaffray, 2015) have 
used the terminology “Neo-Eurasianism” to identify this community.

Part of the importance that Moscow-Tehran ties have had in Russian political 
discourse can be traced back to the influence of Aleksandr Gelyevich Dugin’s 
geostrategic ideas. Doctor of political science and sociology, he authored over 30 
books. Dugin headed the Department of Sociology and International Relations at 
Moscow State University between 2008 and 2014. He founded the National-Bol-
shevik Party with Eduard Limonov in 1993, as well as the Eurasian party in 2002. 
In the meantime, he served as a personal advisor for a multitude of Russian pol-
iticians, from former Russian State Duma Speaker Gennady Seleznev to Foreign 



40 41

Intelligence Service director Sergey Naryshkin. This led several American and Eu-
ropean newspapers to devise derogatory and accusing terms for him: “most dan-
gerous philosopher in the world,” “occult fascist,” and finally, as his bushy beard 
confers him a passing similarity to the Siberian mystic who enchanted the last 
Tsar’s family: “Putin’s Rasputin” (MacCormac, 2015). Dunlop (2001, p. 95) men-
tions his 1997 “Foundations of Geopolitics: The Geopolitical Future of Russia” as 
one of the most influential works of the post-communist world ever written and 
a textbook currently in use at the Military Academy of the General Staff of the 
Armed Forces of Russia. It is thus plausible that Dugin, at least for a certain pe-
riod of time, exercised some influence in the eyes of the Kremlin’s political elite.

Dugin is a well-known figure not only in Russia, but also in Iran. In 2014, he 
published a monograph called “Noomahia: voiny uma.” This book celebrates the 
potential for a “Russian Orthodox – Shi’ite alliance.” Such a legacy, writes Course 
(2022), is motivated on Dugin’s belief that the two parties’ cultures share the 
traditions of martyrdom and self-sacrifice for higher ideals. In 2015, Dugin had 
a meeting with Ayatollah Mohammad Mehdi Mir Bagheri, a member of the Qom 
Islamic Sciences and Culture Academy (Haghighatnejad, 2017). There, the Rus-
sian intellectual referred to Iran as “the main base of war against modernity” and 
to modernity as the finest expression of “Satan.” (Haghighatnejad, 2017). This 
expression was first used to describe the United States by the Iranian leader Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, in a speech given on 5 November 1979. In May 2018, 
Dugin attended a conference in Mashad entitled “Jerusalem/Al-Quds, the eternal 
capital of Palestine” (geopolitika.ru, 2018). The main organizer of this confer-
ence was Nader Talebzadeh, Iranian documentary filmmaker and co-founder of 
the Popular Front of Islamic Revolution Forces, a conservative political organiza-
tion that supported current president Seyyed Ebrahim Raisi’s failed presidential 
campaign in 2017.

Unlike the earlier iterations of Eurasianism championed by Count Nikolai Trubet-
skoi and Lev Gumilev, which professed no desire to spread Russia’s geopoliti-
cal niche to the outside world (Shlapentokh, 2009, p. 18), Dugin’s geostrategic 
thinking looks well beyond the borders of the former Soviet Union. As written by 
Bassin (2016, p. 292), Dugin builds a complex module for the future geopolitical 
reorganization of the whole world, based on the association of macro-regions 
or “geoeconomic belts”. These are 1) Euro-Africa; 2) Asia-Pacific; 3) America; 
4) Eurasia. Shlapentokh (2009) argues that Dugin’s Neo-Eurasianism has as its 
ultimate goal the domination of the ethnic identity of the Russian nation within 
the supranational Eurasian geopolitical belt. Drawing from Carl Schmitt’s con-
cept of Grossraum, meaning “an area or region that goes beyond a single state, 
to comprehend much larger scale spatial orderings, complexes or arrangements” 
(Elden, 2010, p. 19), Dugin’s idea of Eurasia does not look only at the former 

tsarist and Soviet empires but can include a variety of territories outside such. 
His Neo-Eurasian manifesto emphasizes how the twenty-first century has been 
characterized by the conflict between two main civilizational-imperial entities: 
the thalassocracy (also referred to as maritime power, or the “Atlanticist” bloc) 
and the tellurocracy (often referred to as the continental power). The first is the 
geopolitical territory associated with the Atlantic Ocean, embodied by the USA 
and its NATO allies and the second is linked to land power and is represented by 
Russia and Eurasia. Having diametrically opposed political cultures, the maritime 
and continental powers are destined to struggle until one of the two will perish. 
Regarding this clash, Dugin advocates that Russia should lead the tellurocracies’ 
instances through a network of anti-liberal alliances and, in particular, that Russia 
should appease Iran and cultivate strategic relations with all the countries that 
adhere to tellurocratic and traditionalist values.

Dugin (1997, p. 136) divides the Islamic world into five mainstreams by ideo-
logical and political trends: 1) the Iranian type, described as “continental”, “an-
ti-American”, “anti-Atlanticist,” and “geopolitically active”; 2) the Turkish sec-
ular, of “pro-Atlanticist” type; 3) the Pan-Arab, embraced by Syria, Iraq, Libya, 
Sudan and, although partly, Egypt; 4) the Saudi Wahhabi fundamentalism, de-
scribed as “pro-Atlanticist”; 5) same versions of “Islamic socialism” (Libya, Iraq, 
Syria, models close to left-wing pan-Arabism). In this framework, Dugin pledges 
the role of Iran because of its resistance against the United States and Wahabbist 
Saudi threats in the Middle East and the Caucasus. An alliance between Mos-
cow and Tehran, based on the major continental, anti-American, and tradition-
alist characteristics of their civilizations, represents one of the cornerstones of 
Dugin’s “Foundations of Geopolitics.” According to the Russian geo-strategist, 
the Moscow-Tehran axis should lead to the creation of an Iranian zone influence/
Pax Persiana in the Middle East (Dugin, 1997, p. 137).

Finally, Dugin (1997, p. 136) argues that, from a geopolitical point of view, Iran 
occupies a key position within the Russian strategy. Contiguously adjacent to 
post-soviet Space and leading directly into the Indian Ocean, Iran would allow a 
Eurasian alliance led by Russia to be completely safe from the so-called “Anaconda 
ring” strategy. Dugin (1997, p. 137) defines the latter as “the implementation of 
the traditional Atlanticist plan to strangle the continental expanses of the main-
land through the seizure of coastal territories along the entire length of Eurasia.” 
The Russian geo-strategist believes that the Pax Persica in Eurasia’s South would 
have two important consequences: 1) halting Turkey’s and Saudi Arabia’s eco-
nomic and military expansion; 2) depriving of content any possible clash between 
Islam and Orthodox Christianity in the Caucasus.
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3.  Russian-Iranian “Strategic Relations”:  
Shared Challenges, but Historical Mistrust

With the declaration of war, and the geopolitical crisis par excellence, great and 
regional powers are usually expected to take a stand on the ongoing belliger-
ent activities and to draw their vision of international order. This is exactly what 
happened when, on 24 February 2022, the drums of war sounded loud and clear 
around the European continent. On this day, Russia invaded Ukraine, marking 
a major escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian War since its beginning in 2014. On 
April 7, the UN General Assembly suspended Moscow from its human rights 
Council (Nichols, 2022), a few days after reports of a massacre of Ukrainian civil-
ians in Bucha, just outside of Kyiv. Notably, Iran was among the 24 countries that 
voted against the Kremlin’s suspension; its position on Russia’s invasion has been 
in the spotlight since the very beginning. Iranian drones have become an impor-
tant weapon for Russia, which has used them as part of large-scale strikes against 
electrical infrastructure and other civilian targets across Ukraine (Barnes, 2022). 
Furthermore, as reported by a New York Times article (Barnes, 2022), the Islamic 
Republic has sent trainers to occupied territories to assist the Russian army with 
problems with the fleet of drones purchased from Tehran, signalling the growing 
closeness of the two countries since Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine.

As the containment of Kurdish, Baloch, and Ahvaz Arab minorities’ irredentism 
poses a major security challenge for Tehran, the Islamic Republic has not recog-
nized the Donetsk and Lugansk People’s Republics, just as it had not recognized 
the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia in 2008, or the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea in 2014. Nevertheless, Iranian authorities have parroted Moscow’s 
narrative about safeguarding its security in the face of decades of destabilizing 
eastward expansionism by their common enemy NATO. According to an editorial 
in Keyhan, a pro-government newspaper endorsing the official position of the 
Supreme Leader of Iran: “Moscow had no other choice but to ensure the security 
of the people of Ukraine and prevent it from being swallowed up by a dangerous 
military bloc, (NATO) and to send its troops across the border” (Keyhan, 2022).

In 2015, following the Russian military intervention in Syria alongside President 
Bashar al-Assad and the pro-Iranian ground forces, Moscow and Tehran signifi-
cantly strengthened their bilateral relations. It is no coincidence that Iran’s For-
eign Minister Javad Zarif visited the Russian capital in July 2016, to extend a 
20-year cooperation agreement with the Kremlin (Toupchinejad, 2022). The two 
countries have overlapping security objectives on a bilateral, regional, and global 
scale: from the Middle East to the Caucasus, from Central Asia to Afghanistan. 
This has also allowed the two countries to build a unified ideological narrative 

in opposition to the concept of US-led “Western unipolarity.” As declared by the 
Iranian president Seyyed Ebrahim Raisi during a plenary meeting of the Russia 
State Duma on 20 January 2022, “NATO penetrates into different countries using 
various pretexts and covers. NATO’s agenda includes the imposition of the West-
ern model and opposition to independent democracies, rejection of identity of the 
nations, cultures, and traditions.”

Some scholars had already taken to describing Russo-Iranian relations as strategic 
(Tarock, 1997) or tactical (Freedman, 1998) during the Yeltsin era. This became 
particularly evident after when Moscow and Tehran signed two very significant 
agreements: one for long-term cooperation on the peaceful use of atomic energy 
in August 1992, and the other on the construction of the Bushehr nuclear power 
plant in January 1995. Tarock (1997, p. 207) explains that with the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, Iran: 1) welcomed the emergence of the Russian Federation as a 
new state entity transcending the Marxist culture; 2) found itself in a more confi-
dent position to deal with Moscow once it no longer shared a physical border with 
Russia. Freedman (1998, p. 93) argues that improving relations with Tehran pro-
vided the Kremlin with 1) an important market for selling weapons and nuclear 
technology; 2) an opportunity to demonstrate its diplomatic independence from 
the United States in the post-Cold War period; 3) the ability to contain Turkish 
(in Azerbaijan and the Northern Caucasus) and Taliban (Afghanistan) influence.

Having to deal with the economic consequences of the US-backed containment 
policies, the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
set a course in Iran’s foreign policy called “Look East.” This involved establishing 
strategic relationships with Russia, China, and India. The newly elected Iranian 
president Seyyed Ebrahim Raisi has been a great supporter of this direction. Since 
he assumed office in August 2021, Raisi has openly stressed that his government 
would have sought to improve Iran’s geo-economic relations with its “eastern 
partners.” The first sign of this cooperation came in September 2021, when Iran 
was admitted to the Russia and China-led Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 
The second arrived in December when Tehran and the EAEU extended their 2018 
interim free trade agreement until 27 October 2025 (HKTDC, 2022). Forough 
(2021, p. 1) writes that Raisi’s foreign policy incorporates both multilateralist and 
revisionist elements. The first is embodied by the Iranian connectivity strategy, 
through which Tehran aims to become the crossroads between different geo-eco-
nomic initiatives. The seconds consist of economic and political resistance to the 
US hegemony and in as well as the follow-up attempt to push the White House 
out of its outposts in the Middle East.

When it comes to Russian-Iranian relations, Raisi is aware of the importance that 
Moscow, together with Beijing, has on Iran’s domestic and foreign policy. First 
and foremost this is due to Russia and China, taking part in the P5 + 1 negotia-
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tions for the Iranian Nuclear Program (JPCOA), as permanent chairs of the UN 
Security Council. The Iranian leadership perceives both countries as guarantors 
of the country’s economic development, political support against Western pres-
sure and, most importantly, security. A clear sign of this was the trilateral naval 
exercise dubbed “Maritime Security Belt 2022” (Islamic Republic News Agency, 
2022), held by Russia, China, and Iran in the Gulf of Oman and the northern In-
dian Ocean in January 2022. Secondly, Russia and Turkey are involved with Iran in 
the Astana peace process, which was initiated in January 2017 with the intent of 
putting an end to the Syrian conflict. This “Eurasian triangle,” as argued by Alt-
stadt (2017), confers the Kremlin to the role of a preeminent power in the Middle 
East at the expense of the United States. If in his “Foundations of Geopolitics,” 
Dugin saw Turkey as a regional threat because of its closeness to the Atlanticist 
bloc and its status as a NATO member, recent practices have been somewhat 
conflicting and changing. This is mainly due to Ankara’s increasing economic ties 
with Russia and Dugin’s popularity in Turkish political circles (Kınıklıoğlu, 2022, 
p. 13), which have also their concept of Eurasianism.

Nevertheless, historical mistrust has prevented Russian-Iranian bilateral ties 
from evolving into an alliance. Therme (2018, p. 549) argues that such bilateral 
ties look more like a tactical entente based on common economic and geopolitical 
goals. In the seventeenth, eighteenth, and ninetieth centuries, the Russian and 
the Persian Empires found themselves embroiled in a series of wars in the Cauca-
sus and Central Asia, with the Northern Bear finally prevailing and absorbing the 
Persian territories in the region with the 1828 Turkmenchay Treaty. One year later, 
an angry mob in Tehran ransacked the Russian embassy, killing the ambassador, 
Alexander Griboyedov. As part of their geopolitical Great Game across Central 
Asia, the Russian and the British Empire signed an agreement in 1907 to divide 
Persia into two spheres of influence, giving the north to Russia and the south to 
Great Britain. In 1908, the Russia-led Persian Cossack Brigade bombed the par-
liament in Tehran, intending to torpedo the Constitutional Revolution that was 
taking place in the country. In 1941, the Soviet Union and Great Britain initiated 
a military invasion of Iran once again, to ensure the security of the Allies’ oil 
supplies and to restrict possible German influence. Shortly thereafter, the Soviet 
Union supported the secessionist regimes of the Republic of Mahabad and the 
Azerbaijan People’s Government in Northern Iran but withdrew in 1946 due to 
Anglo-American pressure. This pushed the Persian Shah to ally the country close-
ly with the United States.

After the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, although the Soviet Union was one of 
the first countries to recognize the provisional government led by Mahdi Bazargan 
(Mansoon, 1988, p. 62) and Brezhnev congratulated Khomeini for the victorious 
revolution, mistrust continued to dominate the relations between the two coun-

tries. Such scepticism was particularly fomented by the Ayatollah’s well-known 
belief that Islamic principles are incompatible with communist ideals (Mansoon, 
1988, p. 62). Moscow attempted to expand its economic relations with the new 
Iranian leadership, but certain international events prevented the two parties 
from establishing friendly relations (Mansoon, 1988, p. 63): 1) the Iran-Iraq war 
(1980-1988), during which Moscow, although declaring its neutrality in the con-
flict, had signed a Treaty of Friendship and Mutual Assistance with Baghdad in 
1972; 2) The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979; 3) Moscow’s involvement in 
supporting the Kurdish separatist movement in Iran; 4) The involvement of the 
Iranian Tudeh Party in espionage for the Soviet Union.

The historical mistrust between the two sides continues to play a significant role 
in current affairs. While both countries support the regime of Bashar Al Assad in 
Syria, Moscow and Teheran appear to have opposing viewpoints on the country’s 
post-conflict governance. Firstly, Grajewski (2021, p. 2) writes that Moscow is 
concerned about the overwhelming influence of Iranian-backed militias and non-
state groups and, for this reason, has emphasized the restoration of the Syrian 
Army’s fighting capability since the start of its military intervention. Secondly, as 
Kozhanov (2015, p. 15) points out, the formation of any comprehensive strategic 
alliance with Tehran could threaten Russian dialogue with several other states, 
including Israel and Gulf Cooperation Council countries. Thirdly, the obstacles 
coming from settling the Iranian nuclear issue and the role that Moscow currently 
plays and will play in JPCOA negotiations. Fathollah-Nejad (2022) writes that 
Russia has often prioritized the accomplishment of its own goals, even if that 
meant contradicting its official rhetoric demonizing the US and the West. Former 
Iranian Foreign Minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, declared during an interview in 
March 2021 that “the Russians have been trying to prevent the nuclear deal since 
2015 and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov wanted to disrupt everything 
on the night of the agreement” (Heiran-Nia, 2022). The final issue is related to 
energy geopolitics in the Eurasian region. Although the export of Iranian gas to 
Europe is halted especially due to the US sanctions, in the long-term Tehran may 
become Russia’s strongest competitor in the European gas market. This issue, 
however, remains difficult to predict given the implications that the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine is having and will have on the energy import policy of the Eu-
ropean Union.
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4.  The Eurasian Economic Union as a “Duginian” 
Instrument of Russian Foreign Policy

In 1994, during a speech held at Moscow State University, former Kazakh Pres-
ident Nursultan Nazarbayev suggested the creation of a “Eurasian Union,” as a 
regional trade organization to link to and profit from Europe’s and East Asia’s 
developing economies (Popescu, 2014, p. 21). Shlapentokh (2009, p. 17) writes 
that Dugin was quite heartened by this statement, but his ideas clearly diverged 
from Nazarbayev’s proposal. In fact, the Kazakh politician aspired at creating a 
framework based on economic pragmatism, voluntary participation, equality, and 
mutual respect among the members (Mostafa & Mahmood, 2018, p. 165). One 
year later, these declarations inspired Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia to sign the 
Customs Union Treaty. The purpose of the Treaty was to promote the three coun-
tries’ economic interactions and ease the free exchange of goods.

The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), established in December 1991 
in the aftermath of the Belovezha Accords signed by the major representatives of 
the Belorussian, Russian, and Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republics, represented 
the first attempt at establishing regional integration within the Eurasian region. It 
included all former republics (Ukraine and Turkmenistan ratified the CIS Creation 
Agreement, but not the charter that would have made them full members) except 
for the Baltic countries. As argued by Weitz (2014, p. 29), it aimed to facilitate 
a “civilized divorce” among the newly independent states. Nevertheless, the CIS 
failed to create effective integration, as political and ideological clashes through-
out the region ended up undermining mutual trust and commitment among the 
former Soviet Union countries. The CIS countries launched negotiations in 1994 
for the establishment of a free trade area (FTA), but no agreement was inked in 
the end. 

In 2000 Vladimir Putin began his first term as president of the Russian Feder-
ation. Since then, Moscow has attempted to turn the nascent Eurasian integra-
tion into a Russian-dominated geopolitical bloc. In 2005, addressing the Russian 
Duma, Putin declared that he believed the collapse of the Soviet Union was “the 
major geopolitical disaster of the century” (NBC, 2005). In 2013, one year before 
signing the treaty on the Eurasian Economic Union, Putin gave the following 
statement at a plenary meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club: “The 
21st century promises to become the century of major changes, the era of the 
formation of major geopolitical zones, as well as financial and economic, cultur-
al, civilizational, military, and political areas. That is why integrating with our 
neighbours is our absolute priority. The future Eurasian Economic Union, which 
we have declared and which we have discussed extensively as of late, is a project 

for maintaining the identity of nations in the historical Eurasian space in a new 
century and in a new world” (President of Russia, 2013).

These statements highlight how: 1) the entire process of Eurasian integration for 
Putin has been not merely economic, but also political in nature; 2) Dugin’s ideas 
about the aforementioned “geopolitical belts” can functionally explain Putin’s vi-
sion of a Eurasia led by Russia. As claimed by Berman (2001), some of the most 
important initiatives in foreign policy by Putin seem to have been lifted directly 
from the strategist’s playbook. It is hardly surprising that Dugin also stated, “I 
support Putin because he declares and fulfils the goals and ideals that are essen-
tially mine” (Tolstoy & McCaffray, 2015, p. 29). As Mostafa and Mahmood (2018, 
p. 172) explain, Moscow has led the mechanisms of the integration process in 
the Eurasian region with two precise objectives: a) pursuing its political, security, 
and strategic interests; b) using a Eurasian union to display Russian prestige and 
leadership to the world.

In the same year when Putin took office for the first time, Russia signed an agree-
ment to establish the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC) with Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. In 2003, Moscow inked another accord 
with Belarus and Kazakhstan, to create a “Single Economic Space.” As Vinokurov 
(2017, p. 56) writes, more than 100 agreements were signed under the aegis of 
EurAsEC. This was done in an effort to coordinate their economic, currency, and 
migration rules based on WTO principles (Weitz, 2014, p. 31). Uzbekistan joined 
EurAsEC in 2006 (but withdrew 3 years later), while Armenia, Moldova, and 
Ukraine received observer status. It is in the framework of the EurAsEC Inter-
governmental Council that Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia agreed to establish 
a trilateral Customs Union (CU) in 2007. The latter was, as Vinokurov (2017, p. 
57) writes, aimed at facilitating the movement of goods in mutual trade, creating 
favourable conditions for trading with third countries, and expanding economic 
integration. The CU began its operations in 2011 when Moscow, Minsk, and As-
tana removed all customs borders.

In 2008, the First Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev became the President 
of the Russian Federation, as the Russian constitution barred Putin from a third 
consecutive term. This change of regency did not in any way hinder the Eurasian 
path begun in the previous years. Besides signing a “Joint Statement on the Estab-
lishment of the Customs Union” in 2009 with the Belarusian and Kazakh presi-
dents, Alexander Lukashenko and Nursultan Nazarbayev, Medvedev also brought 
the two presidents into another accord, to integrate their economies into a Single 
Economic Space (SES). The aim of the SES, which became official in 2012, was 
not only to establish a common market for goods, services, capital, and labor but 
also to coordinate the states’ policies on a number of subjects (monetary, finan-
cial, and tax) and develop joint transportation, energy, and information systems. 
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In order to foster the ongoing integration process, the three parties also inked a 
memorandum in 2011, setting the goal of establishing a Eurasian Union by 2015.

At the start of his third presidential term in 2012, Vladimir Putin announced the 
“pivot to the East” policy that his country would have followed in the years to 
come. This political course aimed at reviving ties with former Soviet republics 
through Eurasian integration, as well as fostering relations with its eastern part-
ners (China, India and Iran). The first sign of the progress made on the first goal 
arrived in the same year, with the establishment of the Eurasian Economic Com-
mission (EEC) in Moscow. Finally, the leaders of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Rus-
sia signed the treaty creating the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) on May 29, 
2014. As argued by Mostafa and Mahmood (2018, p. 165), the journey from the 
CU to the EAEU was a long and difficult one for the member states. In the end, 
Russia could not create a full union, as Putin had hoped, but instead had to limit 
itself to the establishment of an economic union. Putin’s efforts to also include 
Ukraine in his Eurasian project ended up in political turmoil. Following Russia’s 
seizure of the Crimean Peninsula in 2014, the deterioration in relations with Kyiv 
and the West pushed Moscow to intensify the expansion of the EAEU. Armenia 
and Kyrgyzstan, whose presidents had participated as observers to the signing 
of the treaty on the EAEU, entered the organization in October and December 
of the same year, respectively, because of the Kremlin’s economic and security 
guarantees (not by chance, these countries were also members of the Moscow-led 
Collective Security Treaty Organization).

As for the second goal – the promotion of Russian-led economic cooperation and 
integration across the Eurasian region – Putin’s “Pivot to the East” policy fo-
cused on the establishment of the Great Eurasian Partnership. Sergei Naryshkin, 
to whom Dugin was a political advisor, mentioned the idea of a “Greater Eurasia” 
stretching “from Murmansk to Shanghai” in 2016 (RIA Novosti, 2016). In the 
same year, at the Saint Petersburg International Economic Forum, Putin stressed 
the importance of creating a greater Eurasian partnership with the participation 
of countries such as China, India, Pakistan, as well as Iran (President of Russia, 
2016). In 2015, the EAEU had already signed an agreement establishing a free 
trade area (FTA) with Vietnam and Egypt. Shortly thereafter, the EAEU inked 
free-trade agreements with Serbia (2016), Singapore (2019), as well as an interim 
deal with Iran (2018).

Although Vinokurov (2017, p. 54) defines the EAEU as a well-developed insti-
tutional environment promoting a free trade area with written regulations, laws, 
and procedures and several necessary bodies and institutions modelled after the 
EU, Wolczuk (2021) strongly disagrees with this definition. She (2021, pp. 66-
69) instead argues that Russia has billed the idea of the EAEU as a significant eco-
nomic integration project on the same level as the EU, which is essentially fiction 

due to a number of reasons. The first is the lack of formally binding provisions in 
EAEU agreements that would push states to resolve their trade relations through 
bilateral negotiations. Yeliseu (2019, p. 3) brings up the example of Belarusian 
President Alexander Lukashenko’s absence during an EAEU Summit in 2016, dis-
rupting the work of the EAEU bodies. The second reason is Russia’s overwhelm-
ing economic and military dominance in the EAEU. As Yeliseu (2019, p. 1) writes, 
in some cases, the decisions of the Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC) have 
been overruled upon appeals by Russia. The third reason is that most bilateral 
Intra-EAEU trade is conducted with Moscow. This section has thus shown how 
the EAEU has been shaped as an instrument of Moscow’s political (in some cases 
successful in others not) influence in the post-Soviet space. In its development, 
the influence of Dugin’s manifest geo-strategic seems to have relevance, at least 
on a programmatic level.

5. A Neo-Eurasianist View of the Latest Practices
On 17 May 2018, the EAEU and the Islamic Republic of Iran signed an interim 
agreement at the Astana Economic Forum for the establishment of a free trade 
area (FTA). Negotiations had already begun in December 2016, when Iranian 
former President Hassan President Rouhani visited Russia, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Kazakhstan, signing several accords on bilateral cooperation. US withdrawal 
from the JPCOA in the same month pushed the Islamic Republic to find rapid 
solutions to ease the burden of political pressure from Washington.

In June 2019, the Iranian Parliament passed the “Law on Interim Agreement Es-
tablishing a Free Trade Area between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the EAEU 
and its Member States.” The interim FTA officially came into effect on 27 October 
2019. Kalej (2022) writes that the new commercial regime offers lower tariffs on 
862 commodity types, of which 502 are Iranian exports to the Russian-led Union. 
The establishment of the interim FTA dramatically expanded trade between the 
two sides. Kaleji (2022) reports that trade volume surged by more than 84% be-
tween October 2019 and October 2020. Although the coronavirus outbreak and 
the resulting border closures temporarily slowed this trend, it picked up speed 
immediately once the vaccination campaign was launched and frontiers were re-
opened. He also (2022) indicates that the value of trade between Iran and EAEU 
members exceeded USD 1.957 billion between March and August 2021. This rep-
resents a 96% increase over the same period compared to the previous year.

With a duration of three years, the interim FTA between Iran and the EAEU was 
set to expire on 5 October 2022. For this reason, on 19 July 2021, the two parties 
held their first round of negotiations to upgrade the interim agreement to a full 
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FTA in Tehran. Seyyed Ebrahim Raisi’s rise to the Iranian presidency in August 
2021 and Tehran’s access to SCO one month later resulted in an optimistic en-
vironment for EAEU policymakers in which to conduct negotiations. On 10 De-
cember 2021, at a meeting of the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council, Iran and 
the EAEU signed a protocol for extending the interim FTA until 27 October 2025, 
or until an accord for the final FTA was signed. The second round of negotiations 
between the EAEU and the Islamic Republic on the final FTA took place in Tehran 
from 14 March to 16 March 2022. Here Anton Tsetsinovsky, Head of the Section 
of Special Issues of Trade Regulation of the EEC Trade Policy Department, stated 
that “most of the work on preparing the Agreement’s regulatory part has been 
completed” and that the two parties “have started discussing the lists of goods 
that will be then traded free of duties” (Eurasian Economic Commission, 2022).

Kalenji (2022) argues that there are various challenges limiting trade between 
the EAEU and Iran. The first issue is the effect of unilateral US sanctions against 
Iran on money transfers between the banking systems of the Union’s five member 
states and Tehran. The second issue is Iran’s low shipping capacity in the Caspi-
an Sea, even though the country shares a maritime border with Kazakhstan and 
Russia. The third issue relates to a lack of trucks and wagons equipped with re-
frigerated containers. The fourth and most important issue is the inadequate rail 
communication system between Iran and Russia in the Caucasus region.

According to Adarov and Ghodsi (2020, p. 16), Iran would benefit from a full FTA 
with the EAEU, since access to its market would allow Tehran to mitigate the 
adverse macroeconomic impacts associated with broad-ranging US sanctions, at 
least to some extent. These sanctions also act as a barrier to Iran’s trade relations 
with the West in general. Lim (2020) also argues that the FTA stimulates the 
Islamic Republic’s non-oil economy, which had begun recovering just before the 
pandemic. On the other hand, Adarov and Ghodsi (2020, p. 16) claim that having 
a considerably broader market than Iran, the EAEU would not enjoy substantial 
direct economic benefits from trade with Iran. Nevertheless, the previous section 
demonstrated that a Moscow-led Union is more of a political tool, occasionally 
used by Russia to pursue its strategic and geopolitical interests. The FTA could 
just be a simple instrument for the Kremlin to endorse its integration process 
outside the post-Soviet space.

Chalikyan and Tashjan (2021) point out that the implementation of the Interna-
tional North- South Transport Corridor (INSTC) – a 7,200 km multi-mode net-
work comprising rail, road, and water lines aims to increase trade between Europe 
and the Indian subcontinent by lowering freight transportation costs and time 
– would strengthen the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union by: 1) facilitating 
trade between the member countries; 2) developing neighbouring Russian re-
gions and turning them into a transportation hub to Eurasia. In September 2018, 

during the 4th Eastern Economic Forum, Emil Kaikiyev, Minister in charge of 
Energy and Infrastructure of the Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC), stressed 
that, without the expansion of transportation, infrastructure, and logistics, the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) will be unable to function effectively (Eura-
sian Commission, 2018).

In 2000, the year of Vladimir Putin’s rise to the presidency, Russia, Iran, and India 
signed an agreement for the establishment of this project. Chalikyan and Tashjan 
(2021) claim that the INSTC is estimated to reduce the carriage cost between 
India and Russia by about 30% and bring down the transit time from 40 days by 
more than half compared to the traditional Suez route. It should not be forgotten 
that India plays a highly strategic role in both Russian and Iranian strategies. 
New Delhi’s commitment to the INSTC is proved by its promise to invest up to 
USD 635 million in the development of the Iranian deep-sea port Chabahar, lo-
cated in the Gulf of Oman (Chalikyan and Tashjian, 2021). Through INSTC, India 
also hopes to strengthen its presence in the hydrocarbons-endowed Central Asian 
Republics, seen as a potential source of alternative energy.

Moscow’s actions concerning the INSTC were afforded a certain stamp of legit-
imacy by Neo-Eurasianists. An article published in April 2022 by Katekhon, a 
Russian think-tank established to advance the Kremlin’s influence abroad to gain 
audiences among radical European elements (GEC, 2020, p. 59) – and to which 
Dugin himself is a contributing author – describes the INSTC as a “Trans-Civili-
zational Integration Project.” According to the article, it embodies the “physical 
convergence of Russia’s southern-focused grand strategic plans of balancing the 
Iranian-Pakistani anchors and promoting dialogue between Eastern Christianity, 
Islam, and Hinduism.” Such practices should thus be interpreted as a globalist 
version of Neo-Eurasian integration that, as Vasilyeva and Lagutina (2019, p. 95) 
claim, has been influenced by Dugin’s thinking.

6. Conclusions
This paper analyzed Russian-Iranian relations under the magnifying glass of Al-
eksandr Gelyevich Dugin’s geostrategic conceptual framework. The first section 
outlined his manifesto and showed how the latter fit in many aspects and histor-
ical practices of Russian and Iranian foreign policy after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. That said, the second section of the paper demonstrated that, although 
Russian-Iran relations look solid in terms of rhetoric and security interests, the 
long-term sustainability of the Moscow-Tehran alignment is questionable. Rus-
sian-Iranian bilateral relations cannot evolve into an official alliance, due to the 
historical mistrust that has influenced both past and current events, with US-Rus-
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sia and US-Iran tensions being the main driver of this entente. As Dugin stated in 
an interview with Mashregh News in 2015, “I have worked for a door between the 
two countries for the past 20 years but I must confess that I have not been very 
successful.” Although it appears still unclear whether or not his theories have 
directly impacted the Russian government, the present paper has added to the 
academic debate that discussion on Dugin’s alleged leverage over Russian-Iranian 
relations should be conducted beyond the level of bilateral ties. The third section 
provided a brief overview of the Russia-led integration process in the post-Soviet 
space, explaining how Dugin’s ideas comply with President Putin’s promotion 
of the “Greater Eurasian Partnership” initiative that shortly thereafter led to the 
signing of the Treaty on the Eurasian Economic Union on 29 May 2014. Finally, 
this work concludes that the 2018 interim agreement on the establishment of 
a free trade zone signed by the Eurasian Economic Union and Iran, as well as 
recent practices seeing Russia, Iran, and India’s joint efforts toward building the 
International North-South Transport Corridor, demonstrate Dugin’s intellectual 
fingerprints all over the organization. This is true not only because the agreement 
provides Moscow and Tehran with a meaningful semblance of assured trade and 
diplomacy, but also because the signing of a full Free Trade Area with Iran and 
the possible membership of the Islamic Republic in the Russia-led Union recall 
Dugin’s writings on the need for his country to create a Pax Persica within its 
Eurasian civilizational design against the Western powers.
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Riot or Regime-Change Attempt  
in Kazakhstan: 

 Causes and Consequences

Madina Igibayeva

Abstract
Most residents of Kazakhstan fuel their vehicles with LPG (liquefied petroleum 
gas). Its price has been low and fixed. This area remained one of the last bastions 
that were still not given over to the free market. It is clear that because of this, 
manufacturers could not make large profits and therefore, understandably, put 
pressure on the authorities to lift the restrictions. On January 1, 2022, the price 
of LPG was instantly doubled, and many of the country’s citizens took it as the 
last drop in the proverbial cup of patience. Protests in Kazakhstan began on 2 
January 2022, after the sudden doubling of the residential price of liquefied gas. 
Even though the protesters very quickly achieved everything they demanded, the 
initially peaceful protest quickly turned into armed clashes. And the economic 
demands of the protesters were replaced by political ones.

There are various accounts of what happened on that day. And the more details 
are revealed, the more difficult it is to present a clear picture of the events. The 
authorities adhere to the version that it was an attack by terrorists, some of whom 
had received special training abroad, intending to undermine the constitutional 
order, destroy governance institutions and seize power. This was claimed by the 
President of the country in his speech on 5 January.

Keywords: 
Kazakhstan, protests, riot, CSTO, liquefied gas



58 59

1. Introduction
Kazakhstan is a country that occupies an exceptional geostrategic position, as 
it borders two world powers: Russia and China. Kazakhstan is a former Soviet 
republic, that today borders three other former Soviet republics to the south: Kyr-
gyzstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.

Kazakhstan has a massive territory. It is one of the largest landlocked countries 
in the world (Figure 1). Kazakhstan ranks 9th in the world in terms of land area, 
and 2nd among the post-Soviet countries (only trailing Russia). In addition, it is 
the northernmost of Muslim country in the world and the largest by area. Its pop-
ulation is relatively small compared to its size, with only 18.8 million inhabitants 
scattered around the vast expanses of the country which means that Kazakhstan 
has one of the lowest population densities in the world (less than six people per 
square kilometer). For example, Kazakhstan’s southern neighbor Uzbekistan has 
almost twice as many inhabitants (about 35 million) despite being smaller by area 
(History of Kazakhstan).

Figure 1. Top 10 largest landlocked countries in the world

Source: https://www.mapsofworld.com/world-top-ten/world-top-ten-largest-landlocked-countries-map.html

In the 18th century, Russia invaded the steppes of Kazakhstan; from the mid19th 
century the entire territory was controlled by the Russian Empire. After the Bol-
shevik Revolution of 1917, Kazakhstan joined the Soviet Union (officially becom-
ing a socialist republic in 1936). An interesting tidbit: Kazakhstan was the last re-
public to declare independence, on the 16th of December 1991, after the collapse 
of the USSR (Putz, 2016).

Today, Kazakhstan is amongst the dominant countries of Central Asia providing 
about 60 percent of the GDP of the entire region due to the large amount of oil 
and gas deposits that it has. In addition, the country also has large reserves of 
minerals, a crucial one of them being uranium. This should be noted, as these 
days countries around the world are abandoning fossil fuels in favor of other types 
of energy sources. In such a world, uranium will undoubtedly play an extremely 
important role.

As the former British ambassador and foreign policy columnist George Galloway 
rightly noted, the sovereign fund of Kazakhstan is so huge that it could provide 
every single one of its citizens with completely free fuel and not even talk about 
any preferential pricing (Kazakhstan and its problems, 2022).

Figure 1. Map of Kazakhstan

Source: https://www.allart.kz/karta-kazahstana-na-latinice-cdr.html

Protests in Kazakhstan began on 2 January in an oil industry city called Zhanaozen 
in western Kazakhstan near Aktau (Figure 2). They were triggered by a doubling of 
the prices (from KZT 60 or roughly USD 0.14 to KZT 120 or roughly ~USD 0.28) 
of the type of fuel that is used in up to 80% of the vehicles and machinery used 
for in oil production in and around the city of Zhanaozen, and on which the hy-
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drocarbon market depends (Timeline, 2022). Later, residents of Uralsk and em-
ployees of the oil company Tengizchevroil joined the protesters, and then the riots 
spread to many major cities of the country. According to President of Kazakhstan 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, the fuel price increase was justified from the market’s 
aspect,and was caused by the transition from 1 January 2022 to fully marketbased 
pricing of liquefied gas through electronic trading platforms and exchanges. On 
the night of 3 January about 1,000 protesters gathered in the central square of 
Zhanaozen. The protesters shifted from economic demands to political ones. New 
social demands were raised which were met by political threats. The demands 
included lower prices, a credit amnesty, social benefits, and a salary increase – and 
everyone wanted to see the government has gone (Timeline, 2022).

The Akim (head of the regional government) and the director of the gas processing 
plant met the demonstrators but failed to calm the crowd. Kazakh political scien-
tist Daniyar Ashimbayev notes that „most ministers and Akims (mayors) are not 
politicians, but officials who are distinguished by their inability to talk to people. 
The low level of communication leads to the fact that decisions are not explained 
and are not reasoned. And when the situation comes to rallies, an excessively 
forceful scenario begins to be applied, on the one hand, and on the other – the 
tactics of instant concessions.” Such an inconsistent approach was a mistake, and 
subsequent events demonstrated this.

On 4 January residents of Almaty, Aktau, Aktobe, Karaganda, NurSultan, Shy-
mkent, Kokshetau and Uralsk joined the Zhanaozen protests in solidarity. The 
Kazakh authorities announced a reduction in liquefied gas prices in the Mangistau 
region to KZT 50 (~USD 0.12) per liter (Toiken, 2022). Despite this, the protests 
continued. President Tokayev released a video message addressing the nation and 
urging compatriots to „show prudence” and „not to succumb to provocations.” 
Tokayev promised to lower gas prices and dismiss the government. 

It only took until 4 January for the situation to turn from a local protest into a 
national tragedy. Dissatisfied with the concessions of the authorities the rioters 
began seizing control in the major cities, looting shopping centers, tearing down 
monuments and attacking military and security forces. For the outside observer, it 
looked like a massive antielitist protest, networked in nature, without bright lead-
ers and a clear agenda. There was simply noone to sit down and negotiate with, 
which the authorities and the public urged from time to time. These networktype 
protests are, by nature, invariably controlled from the shadows. The real motiva-
tors use the crowd as a human shield for their militant intentions and at the same 
time as a battering ram to overthrow the government and take the stage in the 
moments of ensuing chaos as “saviors of the fatherland”.

On the night of 4 to 5 January in Almaty protesters began to set police cars on 
fire. The protesting crowd in the city grew to 10,000 strong. Mobile Internet ser-
vice was shot down in Almaty. In Atyrau, hundreds of residents gathered near 
the local market and headed towards the central square in groups. The protesters 
surrounded the Atyrau region’s Akim Makhambet Dosmukhambetov preventing 
him to leave the square by car. Detentions have begun in many cities. Telegram, 
WhatsApp, and Signal messaging services were shot down (Timeline, 2022).

On 5 January the Kazakh telecommunications provider turned off the Internet 
throughout the country. As a result, residents of Kazakhstan began to withdraw 
cash en masse. Long queues were snaking at ATMs, as bank card and mobile ap-
plication payments ceased to be available due to the Internet outage. By this time, 
according to the statement of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Kazakhstan, at 
least eight police officers and soldiers of the National Guard had already died in 
the riots, and 317 had been injured. The official accounts described the rallies in 
Kazakhstan as initially peaceful but then turning into mass riots on 5 January. Or-
ganized groups of militants and criminals joined the protests in the city. Clashes 
began with local security forces who were demoralized and could not organize a 
proper response. At the same time, some of the employees of the National Secu-
rity Service of Kazakhstan left their office buildings without a fight, leaving secret 
documents and weapons behind. As a result, shops and banks in Almaty were 
looted, and the protesters seized control of the airport building, police stations, 
state institutions and infrastructure facilities.

There was a real threat of militants seizing the power of Almaty, a city of 2 million 
inhabitants, and declaring the southern capital of Kazakhstan the center of armed 
resistance – like ISIS had done in the Syrian city of Raqqa. Later President Tokayev 
called the incident “an attempt of a coup inspired from the outside.” According to 
operational data, the danger of seizing power in Kazakhstan was real – the actions 
of the rebels were coordinated. They were well organised during the attack on the 
building of the National Security Committee, the Akimat (Governor’s Office), 
the Town Hall, and the Almaty airport – clearly indicating that the militants were 
thoroughly trained and led from a single centre.

A state of emergency was declared until 19 January 2022 in the Mangistau region, 
Almaty, the Almaty region, NurSultan, Shymkent, Atyrau, Zhambyl and Kyzylorda 
in the regions of Akmola, Aktobe, East Kazakhstan, West Kazakhstan, Karaganda, 
Turkestan, Kostanay, Pavlodar and North Kazakhstan.

The Department of Public Health of Almaty, reported 190 victims of the events of 
4 January admitted to medical institutions of the city: 150 arriving by ambulance 
and 40 walk-in. Of the 190 admitted, 40 people were hospitalized, including sev-
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en placed in intensive care, four of which were police officers (Turysbekov, 2022). 
In total, 137 of the 190 injured were policemen and 53 were civilians. The City 
Commander claimed that on the night of 4 to 5 January “the activity of extremist 
groups intensified.” More than 120 vehicles were set on fire in the city throughout 
the evening and night, including 33 police cars, ambulances and fire trucks. The 
windows of 120 shops and other retail facilities were smashed, and 180 catering 
establishments and about 100 offices of small and mediumsized businesses were 
affected. More than 500 civilians, including 130 women and elderly people, were 
assaulted (Turysbekov, 2022). In the morning of 5 January the city, according to 
the City Commander, „was hit by new attacks of extremists and radicals.” The 
protesters also attacked a parked police car and damaged a military truck, assault-
ed several policemen, took away their riot shields and helmets, seized and burned 
the regional municipal offices, seized and set fire to, the Almaty residence of the 
President of Kazakhstan, attacked office buildings in which the editorial offices of 
TV channels were located, destroying the premises, damaging property and as-
saulting employees. Several shops in the city were looted. Looters also hacked and 
robbed ATMs and banks. When the participants of the mass protest attempted 
to storm the building of the regional municipal centre in the city of Aktobe, stun 
grenades were used by the defenders.

In Pavlodar, about 200 protesters, most of them coming from rural areas despite 
attempts of the police to restrain them, broke through to the building of the 
capital administration of the Pavlodar region. The heads of the city and region of 
Pavlodar met the protesters and informed them about the measures that would 
be taken to stabilize the situation in the country. The protesters demanded a re-
duction in gas prices and complained about low salary levels. In the evening of 
the same day, demonstrators clashed with the police in the city. To disperse the 
protesters, the Pavlodar police used stun grenades and special equipment. Law 
enforcement officers conducted mass detentions in the city and suppressed the 
riots after about a thousand protesters tried to storm the capital administration 
building of the region.

2. The CSTO is Rushing to the Rescue
On the afternoon of 5 January, President Tokayev requested the help of the other 
CSTO member states: Russia, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Armenia, ask-
ing for help stopping „terrorist gangs” operating in the country.

The CSTO – also referred to as Tashkent Pact or Tashkent Treaty – is a Collec-
tive Security treaty organization. The agreement was signed shortly after the 
collapse of the USSR, on 15 May 1992. However, it would only become a full-
fledged international organization 10 years later, on 14 May 2002. The CSTO set 

“strengthening peace, international and regional security and stability, protecting 
the independence, territorial integrity and sovereignty of the member states on 
a collective basis.” as its goals (Official website of CSTO). On the night of 6 Jan-
uary, the CSTO Council agreed to send a joint peacekeeping force to Kazakhstan. 
CSTO Secretary General Stanislav Zas estimated the peacekeeping contingent, 
which was supposed to be deployed in Kazakhstan, at about 2.5 thousand troops 
from Armenia, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajikistan, as well as 250 units of 
equipment, but noted that the total head count of units and formations that were 
part of the CSTO Peacekeeping Forces was about 3.6 thousand. Should such a need 
arise, the contingent in Kazakhstan could be reinforced at their expense. Radical 
militants operating in Kazakhstan published a video regarding the introduction of 
CSTO peacekeepers into the country as an act of occupation (Shashkina, 2022).

On 6 January an advanced unit of CSTO peacekeepers was deployed in Kazakh-
stan – critical management and life support facilities were promptly taken under 
control. The deployment of the CSTO peacekeeping contingent made it possible 
to radically reverse the situation. On the one hand, the Kazakh authorities took 
the presence of the peacekeeping forces as crucial moral support. As a result, the 
Kazakh security forces, clearly demoralized in the first days of the crisis, could 
now rally around the incumbent president and then take back initiative. On the 
other hand, the peacekeeping operations freed up the necessary resources for the 
authorities to be able to stabilise the situation in the hottest spots – primarily in 
Almaty. During the night in Almaty, government forces attempted to recapture 
from demonstrators several administrative buildings and the surrounding area, 
including the Almaty Police Headquarters and district police departments. 

At the morning meeting of the counter-terrorism headquarters on 7 January, Pres-
ident Tokayev made a statement on the restoration of law and order in all regions of 
Kazakhstan. Pointing out that the protesters continue to use weapons, Tokayev 
urged to go on with the operation until the complete defeat of the “militants”. 
In Almaty socalled „people’s squads” were formed, including former Afghan sol-
diers, to stop looting.

Two key points should be noted in particular. One: the CSTO mission was origi-
nally planned as exclusively peacekeeping and for a short period. The immediate 
communication claimed that after the stabilization of the situation, the entire 
united peacekeeping contingent of the CSTO would be withdrawn from Kazakh-
stan. Two: the “hot phase” of the counterterrorist operation was carried out ex-
clusively by the Kazakh special forces “Arystan”, “Arlan” and “Berkut”, as well as 
the forces of the Ministry of Defense of the Republic of Kazakhstan, which rid the 
streets of Almaty and the region of terrorists and gangs on. Therefore, all the talk 
of the Western press about an alleged “Russian occupation of Kazakhstan” was 
untenable (Solozobov, 2022).
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The CSTO peacekeepers were only responsible for protecting and securing state 
facilities. However, in the event of attacks by terrorist gangs, they had the man-
date to open fire. While the Kazakh police and military forces conducted antiter-
rorist operations, the protection of important strategic facilities was the task of 
the peacekeeping units (Shashkina, 2022).

Table 1:  Facilities of strategic importance placed under the protection  
of peacekeeping forces

Country Facilities of strategic importance

Russian peacekeeping units:

Almaty airport;  
Consulate General of Russia in Almaty;

TV and radio facilities;Government  
agency buildings in Almaty.

Belarusian peacekeeping units: Zhetygen airport;Military armoury in Kapshagai.

Kyrgyz peacekeeping units: Thermal power plant TPP-2 in Almaty.

Tajik peacekeeping units: Thermal power plant TPP-1 in Almaty.

Armenian peacekeeping units: Aksai Bakery plant in Almaty.

Source: https://ru.sputnik.kz/20220119/mirotvorcheskaya-missiya-odkb-kazakhstan-19176096.html 

On 10 January, at the initiative of Kazakhstan, an online summit of the Collective 
Security Council was held with the participation of the heads of the CSTO states. 
The President of Kazakhstan thanked the heads of the CSTO member states for 
their support and stated that the CSTO had shown its relevance and effectiveness 
as an authoritative military-political organization (Shashkina, 2022).

On Tuesday, 11 January President Tokayev spoke in the Mäjilis (the lower house of 
the parliament of Kazakhstan) claiming that the CSTO peacekeeping mission had 
proven its effectiveness and was completed. The withdrawal of the peacekeeping 
contingent was scheduled to commence on 13 January. The whole process was 
planned to take no more than 10 days.

On the premises of the Military Institute of the Land Forces of Kazakhstan where 
the command post of the CSTO peacekeeping troops had been set up, the cere-
mony of the completion of the CSTO peacekeeping operation in Kazakhstan took 
place on 13 January. The contingent of the Collective Peacekeeping Forces of the 
CSTO, as well as a unit of the Armed Forces of Kazakhstan, held a solemn march.

Then the peacekeepers passed the protection of the socially significant facilities 
they had been tasked with protecting, on to the law enforcement forces of Kazakh-
stan. The equipment of the peacekeeping units was loaded on a military cargo 
plane of the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation and was shipped back 
to the troops’ locations of permanent deployment. On the same day, the first Rus-
sian units took off from Almaty airport for the Ivanovo-Severny airport.

On Friday, 14 January all peacekeeping units from Belarus, Armenia and Tajikistan 
were flown back to their home countries by a military aircraft of the Ministry of 
Defense of the Russian Federation. The peacekeeping troops from Kyrgyzstan re-
turned home on their own on the same day, given their home country’s territorial 
proximity to Almaty. The last Russian CSTO peacekeeping troops left Kazakhstan 
on Wednesday, 19 January (Shashkina, 2022).

Sometimes a few days or hours can decide the fate of a country – if there is a col-
lapse of the state or a civil war begins, then it will take years and decades to return 
such a country from her state of destruction. Syria, Libya, and the once-flourish-
ing Lebanon are all prime examples. This was why Russia could not indifferently 
observe the developments pushing a neighboring state down the path of crisis. 
Kazakhstan is not a foreign and distant country for Russia – it is the closest neigh-
bor and most important political partner in the Eurasian integration project, a 
key hub for the transit of goods from China to Europe. All this together makes 
Kazakhstan an important geostrategic ally for Russia.

There was another important cause for Moscow’s concern. Russia shares the 
longest continuous land border in the world with Kazakhstan, sprawling over 
7,500 kilometres. The maintenance of an open border of this length takes vast 
amounts of money and time. A destabilization of Kazakhstan would in effect be 
akin to the destabilization of Siberia. Such an event would immediately jeopardise 
the Trans-Siberian Railway, the Volga region, and regions with considerable oil 
and gas industry. Kazakhstan as a buffer between Russia and Central Asia brings 
Russia a certain level of security. Therefore, the strategic security of Kazakhstan 
today means the strategic security of Russia itself.

The night of Saturday, 8 January was calm compared to the previous two nights. 
Only a few cases of shootings were reported in the city. This was due to the suc-
cessful actions of the security forces, who, by Friday evening, detained 4,266 peo-
ple including foreign citizens. The damage caused by the riots to the economy of 
Kazakhstan exceeded USD 200 million (Faizan Hashmi, 2022). President Tokayev 
declared 10 January a day of national mourning in memory of the victims of the 
riots.
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3. January Lessons
January Lessons will highlight three main reasons for the January events 
(Solozobov, 2022). The first is dual power. Kazakhstan found itself in a prolonged 
transit of power. First President Nursultan Nazarbayev voluntarily left his posi-
tion and gradually transferred power to President Tokayev. But the “key transfer 
process” took too long. This caused discontent at the grassroots, where the Elbasi 
(“leader of the nation”) gradually turned from a charismatic figure into a toxic 
one. In politics, just like in sports, there is a golden rule: “you have to leave in 
time.” The tearing down of the monument of the Elbasi by the crowd in Taldyko-
rgan served as spectacular proof of this wisdom.

The prolonged transit of power also raised concerns among parts of the elite that 
associated their wellbeing and “untouchable” state with the First President. The 
final part of the transit was reportedly planned to take place in early 2022 and 
includes the transfer of the functions of the leader of the ruling “Nur Otan” party 
and Chairman of the Security Council to Tokayev. According to Kazakh analysts, 
this would allow Tokayev to control the bureaucracy and security forces, and win 
the future presidential elections of 2024 with flying colours. In this situation of 
dual power and anxiety for their fate, many outside the current power system and 
representatives of the political class tried to stay ahead of the curve by pulling 
some ropes to retain some power. Among them is the former Prime Minister and 
Chairman of the National Security Committee (NSC) since 2016 Karim Masimov, 
who has already been arrested on charges of treason (Solozobov, 2022).

The second in the line of main reasons is poverty. Kazakhstan’s abundant petro-
dollar revenues were distributed extremely unevenly. The defiant luxury of the 
elite and the opulent lifestyle of civil servants contrasted sharply with the low 
standard of living the rest of the population “enjoyed”. Renowned Kazakh analyst 
Marat Shibutov noted two important points in the country’s economy. The first 
is the commercialisation of the state. The authorities more and more perceived 
themselves as a closed jointstock company and the state as a tool for squeezing 
additional income out of the people – exclusively in the interests of privileged 
shareholders. In this cynical logic, „people are like second oil” and decisions were 
made to increase gas tariffs, which blew up society. 

An important aspect is that working poverty has become extensive and perma-
nent.  Most citizens of Kazakhstan lacked any prospects for improving their lives 
in the foreseeable future. The only sources of temporary improvement in life were 
permanent consumer credits and other types of loans. 

The third main reason is radicalism. With great social tension and glaring income 
inequality, there is inevitably a craving for social justice in society. When the gov-

ernment cannot ensure public consent, justice will inevitably be sought outside 
the state system. Alternatives include criminal associations and religious commu-
nities that put slogans of equality and brotherhood on their banners. Sometimes 
these two branches of informal power come together creating an explosive binary 
mixture.

Post-Soviet Kazakhstan is experiencing a demographic boom: already more than 
half of the population was born after the collapse of the USSR. Many of the youth 
have become marginalised – people of the villages where criminal groups and 
communities of radical Islam thrive. To this we can add “ordinary” extremists 
– many Kazakhstanis were known to be ready to go join the Jihadist movement 
in Syria and other Jihadist hot spots. These network groups came to the surface 
together with the general mass of protesters, giving rise to mass violence and 
pogroms (Solozobov, 2022).

4. Opinions in the International Media
“The authorities were responsible for largescale repression”; “They were respon-
sible for ruthless persecution” – are some of the ways Western politicians and 
journalists described the events in Kazakhstan (Mirzayan, 2022).

The protests that began in early January due to the increase in gas prices turned 
by 5 January into genuine riots with the seizure of city administrations, physical 
atrocities and the murdering of police officers. Some experts drew comparisons 
with the Maidan events and predicted a sad scenario for Kazakhstan in the event 
of a victory of the rebels, akin to how it all had played out in Ukraine, but the 
Western media and politics had a completely different approach (Mirzayan, 2022).

First, journalists and politicians chose their words very carefully. Most publica-
tions wrote about the events as protests or unrest. They emphasised that the 
protesters were the good guys – that they were the victims who fought for a good 
cause and justice. And only a few (the British Daily Mail in particular) would call 
the events as riots, and the protesters as “an evil crowd” (Mirzayan, 2022).

BBC News Russian published the article on 4 January, at the very beginning of the 
events. The article gave an account of how Kazakhstan was gripped by mass pro-
tests triggered by the increase in the price of liquefied gas. The events of the first 
days of the riots were briefly listed, including the seizure of the Almaty airport, 
the Akimat (Governor’s Office) and the use of tear gas and stun grenades. There 
was also a breakdown of the situation by region (BBC News, 2022).

“The protests that began on Sunday in the Mangistau region of Kazakhstan due to 
the increase of liquefied gas prices spread to almost all major cities of the country 
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by Tuesday. In many cases, the spontaneous demonstrations turned into clashes 
with police officers,” the BBC reported.

As the journalists of The New York Times wrote, the protests in Kazakhstan oc-
curred “at a very bad time” for Vladimir Putin. The publication reminded the 
audience that three meetings on the RussianUkrainian conflict and the delimita-
tion of spheres of influence with NATO were scheduled for the following week 
(Hopkins et al., 2022).

The publication also drew attention to the possible foreign economic consequenc-
es of the events in Kazakhstan. According to observers of The New York Times, 
instability in Kazakhstan is a potential cause for concern for foreign oil compa-
nies, especially in the United States. ExxonMobil and Chevron have invested tens 
of billions of dollars in western Kazakhstan, where the current protest movement 
began. The consortium led by Chevron is implementing a project to expand pro-
duction at the Tengiz onshore oil field, the cost of which is estimated at $37 bil-
lion, which is currently one of the largest investments in the global energy sector.

“The media report skirmishes in Taraz, Aktau and other settlements. In Alma-Ata, 
several thousand people broke through the police cordon in the city center. Sev-
eral hundred people have been detained in the country’s capital Nur-Sultan,” – 
Deutsche Welle reported (Kropman, 2022).

The report was published on 4 January, so the focus was on the events in major 
cities including the seizure of administrative buildings as well as the shooting 
down of the Internet service. The authors referred to President Tokayev’s state-
ment and cited his quotes claiming the government would prevail and the country 
needed a dialogue and mutual trust.

The account concluded with a concise chronology of the increase in gas prices: 
“On the afternoon of 4 January, representatives of the government arrived in Ak-
tau. In the meeting in the regional government building, a decision to reduce gas 
prices to KZT 50 (~USD 0.12) was made. But that didn’t stop the protesters.”

On 7 January Deutsche Welle published a comment by the editor of Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung Reinhard Fezer. Various actions and rallies, he opined, took 
place in Kazakhstan from time to time, but the government suppressed any pro-
test movements, so it could not be claimed that the unrest just simply occurred. 
He compared the situation in Kazakhstan to Belarus and emphasised that, like 
Lukashenko, the authoritarian leaders of Kazakhstan failed to understand how 
much discontent had accumulated in the country (Fezer, 2022).

According to Deutsche Welle economic analyst Andrey Gurkov, the protests in 
Kazakhstan have reduced the danger of a major Russian military operation in 
Ukraine. “The all–out fascination with the absolutely illusory idea of “returning 

Ukraine” can turn into a very real “loss of Kazakhstan” – one of the few remaining 
allies and integration partners of Russia in the post-Soviet space and in the in-
ternational arena in general,” the expert wrote in his comment. At the end of the 
article, it was noted that Gurkov’s point of view may not coincide with the opin-
ion of the Russian editorial board and Deutsche Welle as a whole (Gurkov, 2022). 

5. New way of Kazakhstan
The President of Kazakhstan introduced a temporary price regulation for liquefied 
natural gas for a period of 180 calendar days, while the maximum residential pric-
es should not exceed the end of 2021 price level. The full transition to the sale of 
liquefied natural gas through electronic trading platforms and exchanges has also 
been postponed for one year. An investigation is underway for price collusion and 
other anticompetitive practices. A state regulation of prices for socially significant 
food products has been introduced. The legislation “on the bankruptcy of individ-
uals” is being developed, which is associated with a high level of creditworthiness 
of citizens. The necessity of introducing a moratorium on increasing residential 
utility tariffs for a period of 180 days is being considered. Subsidising rent for sec-
ondary housing for socially vulnerable segments of society is considered (Hashmi, 
2022).

A support system for the families of deceased law enforcement officers, military 
personnel, and civilians has been introduced. The government will provide these 
families with housing and education benefits, as well as other forms of support. 

In his speech to the Parliament, the President of Kazakhstan proposed several 
priority steps. He called on the government to develop a programme to increase 
household incomes, reduce unemployment and curb inflation. The Head of State 
also spoke about the need to pay attention to the quality of education and the 
employment of college and university graduates. Tokayev also said that the pub-
lic administration system in Kazakhstan requires reforms and announced a five 
year moratorium on salary increases for ministers, heads of regions and deputies. 
Earlier, Tokayev ordered the establishment of a public fund “for the people of Ka-
zakhstan” to help children and support healthcare. It is noteworthy that the fund 
will be financed by private and public sources (Official website of the fund, 2022). 

What can these sources be? The President of Kazakhstan called on large companies 
that grew big under the support of Nursultan Nazarbayev to “pay tribute to the 
people of Kazakhstan.” Tokayev also said that the prosecutor’s office, the Ministry 
of Finance and other government agencies should „restore order” at customs, 
where “a real mess is going on.” The flow of goods from China, as many in the 
country believe, is also controlled by Nazarbayev’s relatives. In his speech, Tokayev 
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singled out recycling waste collection company Operator ROP, which is associated 
with Aliya Nazarbayeva, the youngest daughter of the former president. There is 
every reason to believe that the process of “dispossessing” the oligarchs will begin 
with the clan of the expresident (Smaiyl, 2022).

On 5 June Kazakhstan held a referendum on changing the constitution. President 
Tokayev proposed an amendment of the country’s constitution after the January 
unrest, during which hundreds of people were injured or killed, and after which 
more than 300 criminal cases were launched. The plan includes 35 amendments 
to the new version of the Constitution, providing for a departure from the super-
presidential form of government and a change in the status of Nursultan Naz-
arbayev (Mediazona, 2022).

President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev announced the next amendments to the Con-
stitution on April 16 in his message to the nation. As Tokayev explained, these 
amendments are needed to implement the reforms he proposed earlier.

Soon after Tokayev held a meeting in Akorda on the amendments and additions 
to the constitution, and a few days later the processing of Tokayev’s proposals by 
the Constitutional Council commenced.

All 35 amendments are expected to pass. The key amendments include:

•  the transition from a superpresidential form of government to a presidential 
republic with a strong parliament;

•  a prohibition of the president, members of the CEC, the Accounts Commit-
tee and the Constitutional Council to have party affiliations, as well as the 
relatives of the head of state to hold political positions;

• prohibition of Akims and their deputies to hold party positions

• stripping the President of the right to remove office district and rural Akims;

• a reduction of requirements for party registration;

•  a new procedure for the formation of parliament, with the president only 
appointing 10 senators. 

In addition, amendments will also be made on land issues, human rights and the 
death penalty.

6. Conclusion
Kazakhstan is on the verge of a largescale redistribution of assets after the depar-
ture of the Elbasi, similarly to the processes observed in neighboring Kyrgyzstan. 
What is crucial is that in the process of redistribution of power and property, the 
elites do not neglect the social promises they have made for the lower classes, as 
such a development could potentially ignite a new wave of protests with renewed 
vigor. 

It should be noted that in his speech the President of Kazakhstan did not touch 
the most difficult issue: the fight against criminal Islamist groups. This promises 
to be a long and desperate struggle since these groups have deep roots in the 
nation and internal support. Civil servants and members of the security forces of 
Kazakhstan publicly attend religious events, and the rich defiantly donate to the 
construction of mosques rather than universities. A simple example: at the time 
Kazakhstan declared independence, there were only 68 mosques in the country 
– today there are 3,600, an increase of more than fifty times. The largest number 
of religious communities is concentrated in the southern regions of Kazakhstan, 
which also leads national statistics regarding birth rate. The economy and politics 
of Kazakhstan simply cannot keep up with this demographic and religious boom.

It is time to admit publicly that Islamisation and radicalization are serious prob-
lems for Kazakhstan. The new government should realise the true scale of poverty 
and illiteracy in the nation and curtail the propaganda for what may be consid-
ered medieval values. Today, the Islamist forces of Kazakhstan have established 
international relations, for example, in neighboring Kyrgyzstan, where the radical 
groups are even more influential. There are sources of financing from local busi-
nesses in the Middle East, as well as through the Afghan heroin business. 

The demands voiced in the demonstrations that began on 2 January against the in-
crease in retail prices for liquefied petroleum gas were comprehensively addressed 
by the authorities of Kazakhstan. The Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
on behalf of President Tokayev, promptly took measures to reduce gas prices, and 
also imposed a moratorium on raising prices for socially important food products, 
fuels and lubricants as well as utilities. Everyone previously detained in unauthor-
ised actions was released. Despite meeting the demands of the protesters in the 
Mangistau region, demonstrations that could hardly be characterised as peaceful 
had already begun in other major cities of the country. Were the rallies in Western 
Kazakhstan peaceful in nature and only demands of a socioeconomic nature were 
brought up, the participants of the subsequent mass riots would not have put 
forward any specific economic or even political demands. They had no intention 
of negotiating with the authorities but were aimed at forcibly overthrowing the 
constitutional order.
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It was an attempted coup, and the president commented on the riots. In a few 
days in January, three thousand weapons were stolen, half of which have still not 
been recovered.

The meticulous investigation continues, even if the process has met any obstacles. 
The fact is that the organizers and coordinators of these events acted professional-
ly and succeeded in covering up important trails that could lead the authorities to 
them. Tokayev also noted that a special group was tasked with destroying all the 
security cameras, of which there were many in Almaty. When protesters began to 
seize administrative buildings, burn cars and attack security troops in the major 
cities of the country, the rhetoric changed: at first, the rioters were called mili-
tants and terrorists, and then the military help of the CSTO allies was requested 
to maintain law and order. All this has led to the deaths of dozens, beheadings of 
security personnel and damage to private property in the hundreds of millions of 
dollars.

Today an interdepartmental special group is overseeing the investigation of the 
January events to disclose all the details of the coup attempt.
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The Central European Initiative  
as an Italian Approach  

to Geoeconomic Influence

Ádám Sashalmi

Abstract
Since the end of the bipolar world order Central Europe, the Balkans, and the 
post-Soviet region have seen several initiatives of regional cooperation, like the 
Visegrád Group, Central European Free Trade Agreement, the Commonwealth of 
the Independent States, the Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern 
European Countries (China-CEEC), the Eurasian Economic Union and the Three 
Seas Initiative to name a few. However, the oldest still existing regional coopera-
tion in this area is the Central European Initiative (CEI). This paper examines the 
circumstances of the creation of multilateral cooperation and its function in terms 
of geopolitics and geoeconomics. This study is based on the processing of relevant 
literature and the results of field research at the headquarters of CEI. The CEI was 
unique at the time of its foundation as it involved states from different political 
and economic systems. Behind the creation of the initiative, there were geopolit-
ical and geoeconomic aspects: Italy wished to influence the region and exclude 
rival powers, especially Germany. They also wished to gain favourable economic 
positions and markets for Italian economic entities. The CEI as a flexible platform 
for partnership also contributed to the integration process of the EU for post-
communist states. It also could build bridges between different states, different 
organisations or regional initiatives like the EU, the Belt and Road Initiative, the 
China-CEEC or the Eurasian Economic Union.
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CEI, Geoeconomics, Italy, Central Europe
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1. Introduction
The political and economic transitions in communist states and the end of the 
bipolar world order created a new situation and a geopolitical shift in Central Eu-
rope. The withdrawal of the Soviet Union from the region created a geopolitical 
vacuum, meanwhile, the unification of Germany changed the geopolitical balance 
in Europe. Carlo Jean, one of the most important Italian geopolitical thinkers 
described this era as “terza dopogeurra” (third postwar period) referring to the 
radical changes which were similar to ones after the world wars (Jean, 1995a, p. 
252). Recognizing the new situation Italy was one of the first Western countries 
to initiate cooperation with the post-communist states by founding the Quad-
ragonale, which was later renamed the Central European Initiative (CEI). This 
paper aims to prove the assumption, which defines the CEI as an Italian approach 
to geoeconomic influence. The assumption is based on the spread of the geoeco-
nomic perception in international relations after the article of Luttwak (Luttwak, 
1990) and other noted authors (Savona-Jean, 1995, Csurgai, 1998). Another im-
portant source in setting up the assumption is an article by Leonard, which states 
the connection between regional integration and geoeconomic goals (Leonard, 
2015, p. 9).

1.2. Methodology
This paper is primarily based on the processing of relevant literature and the 
results of field research done at the headquarters of the CEI in Trieste between 
21 and 29 September 2019.1 The goal of the field research was to study the back-
ground work of the CEI and to conclude interviews with representatives of the 
CEI regarding four specific topics: Geopolitics of Italy, the Function of the CEI, 
development projects of the CEI, and EU cofinanced projects of the CEI. Eventu-
ally, 10 interviews were carried out at the CEI headquarters. Furthermore, there 
was the possibility to study materials published by the CEI as well.

2. The meaning of Geoeconomics
Before delving into the topic of the Italian geoeconomic approach it is important 
to clarify what the meaning of Geoeconomics is in terms of this paper as there is 
no widely accepted definition of it. According to Luttwak, after the Cold War the 
importance of military power in international relations declined and the logic of 

1  The costs of field research were financed by Campus Mundi Student Mobility Scholarship for Short Study in Semester 
2019/2020. Project number: EFOP-3.4.2-VEKOP-15-2015-00001.

commerce replaced the military strategy in forming international relations, Geo-
politics was replaced by Geoeconomics (Luttwak, 1990, p. 17). Jean also alleged 
that after the Cold War instead of military power the economy became the main 
regulator in international relations. According to him, Geoeconomics means the 
wish to make nation-states more competitive and it also refers to economic war-
fare (Jean, 1995b, p. 56). Geoeconomics could also refer to a strategy of a state to 
achieve a better position in world economics (Csurgai, 1998, p. 1) or to protect 
its economy (Lorot, 1999, p. 15). As Gyula Csurgai concluded, the objective of 
Geoeconomics is “to provide a tool for states and businesses to develop and implement suc-
cessful strategies to conquer markets, and protect strategic segments of the domestic economy 
and to achieve various foreign policy objectives as well” (Csurgai, 2021, p. 23). And as it 
was cited in several publications a possible tool of Geoeconomics is the creation 
of regional economic cooperation (Jean, 1995b, p. 3; Leonard, 2015). 

3. The concept of Central Europe
I also consider it important to clarify the meaning of the term Central Europe. How-
ever, similarly to Geoeconomics, this concept has no single, universally accepted 
definition either. Especially after the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
various ideas and concepts popped up for the border layout of the region. Fur-
thermore, name variations to replace “Central Europe” were also identified in 
historical, political and geopolitical contexts, including “Inter Europe” and “East 
Central Europe” (Halecki, 1952; Mező, 2001). In the case of the CEI, the territo-
ries of many member states had entirely or partly belonged to the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire. This similarity regarding the territorial and ethnic characteristics 
between the CEI and the Austro-Hungarian Empire was also underlined by Jenő 
Horváth (Horváth, 2006, p. 69-70). Another important characteristic of this re-
gion is, that most of the recently formed states used to be governed by communist 
regimes for a long period.

4. The circumstances of the foundation of Quadragonale
The Quadragonale was founded in Budapest on 11-12 November 1989 by Italy, 
Austria, Hungary, and Yugoslavia.2 The cooperation was unique as it had member 
states from different political and economic blocks. Italy was a member state of 
NATO and the European Communities, Austria was a neutral state, Hungary was 
a member of the Warsaw Pact and Comecon,3 and Yugoslavia was a nonaligned 

2 The name, “Quadragonale” (meaning “quadragonal”) refers to the number of founding member states.
3 Council for Mutual Economic Assistance.
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communist state. Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs Gianni De Michelis had a 
significant role in the idealisation and creation of the Quadragonale. The idea of 
this initiative came during the period of change in the international system as the 
political and economic transition began in communist states. Other factors prob-
ably also influenced the formation of the CEI. These include the fall of the Berlin 
Wall and a leftist political leadership in Italy, which was more open towards the 
communist states. Nevertheless, there had already existed a successful and exem-
plary cooperation including the subnational entities of the founding states of the 
CEI: the AlpsAdriatic Working Group (Sashalmi, 2018). This was also the period 
when geopolitical and geoeconomic thinking came into view again in internation-
al politics (Bernek, 2010, p. 31). In geographical terms, the concept connects to 
a region that after the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire characterized by 
heterogeneous, small states. Regarding this region, several visions of economic 
and political integration appeared before (Romsics, 1997) and after Cold War, as 
well as nowadays due to the impact of great power politics too (Bernek, 2018).

4.1. The development of the cooperation
Czechoslovakia joined the cooperation in 1990, Poland followed in 1991;4 due 
to the armed conflicts going on in the country the membership of Yugoslavia 
was suspended. The name of the cooperation was changed to Central European 
Initiative (CEI) in 1992 to emphasize its geographical characteristics (Baiocchi, 
2001, p. 20). During the same year three post-Yugoslav states of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Croatia and Slovenia officially joined CEI. After the disintegration of 
Czechoslovakia, the successor states, the Czech Republic and Slovakia rejoined 
in 1993. In the same year Macedonia5 also became a member state of CEI. A ma-
jor enlargement happened in 1995, when Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, and two 
post-Soviet States, Belarus and Ukraine joined the cooperation. In the following 
year a third post-Soviet state, Moldova followed. The last enlargement came in 
2006 when Serbia and Montenegro became part of CEI again. In contrast, Austria 
officially exited the cooperation in 2018.

Besides the enlargement, there was a process of structural and functional develop-
ment as well. During the Venice meeting in 1990, the representatives of member 
states signed the „Policy Document on the Pentagonal Initiative” which concluded the 
reasons for the foundation. The Secretariat for Hexagonal projects was established 
in London at the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) in 
1991.6 The CEI Executive Secretariat in Trieste opened in 1996. The CEI Solidar-
ity Fund was established in 1998. The CEI Cooperation Fund was established in 

4 It was renamed Pentagnonale and Hexagonale to reflect the changes in the number of member states.
5 Actually, the official name of the state is North Macedonia.
6 Later renamed Office for CEI Fund at EBRD.

2001. In 2003 the CEI enhanced cooperation with the Parliamentary Dimension 
and with the Business Dimension. The Knowhow Exchange Programme and its 
active participation in the implementation of EU-funded projects began in 2004 
(CEI History Highlights). Regarding the development policy of the CEI, there was 
a shift from the early working groupbased cooperation to a project and program-
orientated one.

5. A tool to reach Italian geoeconomic goals
In some publications, the CEI was already described as a kind of tool for Italian 
foreign policy to realise certain geopolitical goals, such as excluding Germany and 
Russia from the Balkans, excluding Germany from South Tyrol, and preventing 
the disintegration of Yugoslavia (Goglio, 1997; Antonsich, 2002, p. 8; Horváth, 
2006, pp. 69-70). Furthermore, according to some authors, there are similarities 
between Italian geopolitical conceptions regarding the CEI and the ones regard-
ing the Danube region in the interwar period (Ferraris, 1993; Jean, 1995, p. 256; 
Horváth, 2006, p. 70).

In terms of the geoeconomic approach, the paper studies how the answers during 
the field research interviews and some statements in the relevant literature and 
other sources fit in the definitions presented at the beginning of the paper. 

In the case of the CEI can we speak about making the nation-state more com-
petitive and protecting segments of the domestic economy? According to the an-
swers in the interviews7 Northeastern Italian regions, especially Friuli Venezia 
Giulia and Veneto had a strong interest in the creation of the CEI. However, the 
strengthening of these regions could have been in the interest of the central gov-
ernments as well. The traditional economic centres in Italy were hit by a crisis 
in the 1970s (Soriani, 1993, p. 97), while the Northeastern regions based on the 
innovation of the small and medium-sized enterprises achieved slight economic 
development (Szabó, 2007, p. 258). Central governments could utilise the eco-
nomic strengthening of these regions to contribute to the macroeconomy at the 
national level by supporting their interests. 

Can we speak about economic warfare? According to the answers8, there was, at a 
minimum, competition to gain economic influence in the region. The answers on 
one hand identified the economic rivals of Italy within the region, such as Hun-
gary, Slovenia, and Croatia. In this case, we can speak about economic rivalry in 
the Western Balkans and in the case of Slovenia and Croatia about rivalry in the 
Adriatic region and rivalry of the Adriatic ports. On the other hand, some extra-

7  The question in the interview was: “What role did the interests of the Italian regions (Friuli Venezia Giulia, Veneto) and 
ports (Trieste, Venice) play in establishing the CEI?”

8 The question in the interview was: “What powers were competing with Italy in the region?”
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regional powers were also identified as competitors of Italy, like Russia, China, 
Turkey, the USA and France. However, most of the answers referred to Germany 
and Austria. In the literature, some publications confirmed the appearance of Ger-
many, the USA, France, and South Korea in the economic scene of the Visegrád 
states as competitors of Italy (Geroni, 1996; Morawski, 1997). Nevertheless, the 
Italian-German capital rivalry was also echoed in more publications (Sema, 1993; 
Sacco, 1993; Favoretto, 1996; Horváth, 2006, p. 70).

Can we speak about strategies to conquer markets for states and businesses? 
During the field research, clear answers were not given about how the CEI could 
contribute to the Italian economic influence in the region. 9 However, the answers 
pointed out the previous significance of the cooperation of chambers of com-
merce within CEI and how the infrastructure development projects have been 
important, which could indirectly contribute to the growth of trade. It is also im-
portant to mention that according to the answers, the CEI Fund at EBRD is only 
used to give loans for the preparatory work of the implementation of projects for 
Italian companies. Thus, Italian companies benefitted from these development 
projects. As mentioned in the literature, Italy wished to prevent the disintegration 
of Yugoslavia. The reason was not only the stability in the region. Italy had had a 
privileged economic partnership with Yugoslavia since the 1980s and wished to 
maintain this position (Caracciolo - Korinman & Orfei, 1994; Dassù, 1994). In the 
wider region, the activity of Italian economic entities became relevant in the first 
half of the 1990s. Furthermore, there was significant growth in trade between 
Italy and some states of the region as well (Sema, 1994a; Giglio, 1997). 

As Alessandro Politi pointed out we can also speak about economic strategy in 
terms of the Italian opening within the framework of the CEI towards the Danube 
region and the Balkans. According to him, the Adriatic Sea is an important commu-
nicational axis for Italy, which connects the Po Basin with the Balkan Peninsula, the 
Austrian German hinterland, and the Danube Basin (Politi, 1993). The communica-
tional infrastructure development plans, like the Trieste–Ljubljana–Budapest–Kyiv 
and the Trieste-Tirana corridors, were accepted at the meeting of foreign ministers 
of the CEI on 21 March 1992 (Sema, 1993). These projects would have also aimed 
the reinforcement of the traditional communication axis of Italy. Furthermore, at 
the beginning of the projects, Slovenia trusted important Italian companies with 
the construction, and Italy also invested in the projects (Sema, 1994a). With the 
creation of the CEI, there was also an expectation of growing significance for the 
North Adriatic ports, especially Trieste (Antonsich, 2002, p. 50). Nevertheless, eco-
nomic gravitation has begun toward the NorthAdriatic ports at the beginning of the 
1990s (Politi, 1993). Trieste attempted to fulfil this potential, especially under the 
leadership of Ricardo Illy (Sema, 1994b; Agnetti, 1999, pp. 90-91).

9  The question in the interview was: “How has the Italian economic influence changed in the CEI member states?”

6. Judgment of the CEI
Some critical opinions about the CEI appeared as early as the 1990s. For instance, 
according to Ferraris, despite the promising first few years, the cooperation was 
marginalised due to the lack of a common position of member states regarding 
the Yugoslav Wars. He also assumed that the creation of the Visegrad Group was 
a signal that Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland would abandon cooperation 
with Italy and look for other directions. He also added, that in Italy in terms of 
foreign affairs, the Central European direction was not too popular except for the 
North Eastern regions (Ferraris, 1993). According to Bianchini, Italy does not 
have the political, economic, and cultural tools to create her sphere of interest 
(Bianchini, 1993). Regarding geoeconomic factors, Carlo Jean stated that the ac-
cession of Czechoslovakia and Poland to the CEI was a mistake because in this 
way Italy let the German capital enter the cooperation, as Czechoslovakia and 
Poland had already been dominated by German economic influence (Jean, 1995, 
p. 256). Some authors also criticised Italy for losing the competition against Ger-
many and Austria in the infrastructure development projects. For example, the 
constructions of the Vienna Budapest corridor were much advanced, thanks to the 
previously mentioned Trieste–Ljubljana–Budapest–Kyiv corridor (Sema, 1994a; 
Orfei-Sfrecola, 1995; Favoretto, 1996).

In contrast, there are also arguments for the success of the CEI. For instance, the 
CEI has been the longest running regional cooperation in Central Europe and 
the Balkans still in existence. It is the only regional initiative Italy can rely on for 
multilateral cooperation with the states of the Balkans. In some states, Italian 
economic activities were also successful. During the interview, Albania was most 
commonly identified as a successful destination of Italian economic influence.10 

6.1. The relations between the CEI and the EU
The cooperation between the CEI and the European Union has also deemed a 
success by the interviewees. The relations between the two organisations have 
quite a long history, which is elaborated according to the literature and then by 
the results of the field research at the headquarters of the CEI.

In the 1990s, there were some ideas about how Italy could have been a more sig-
nificant player in Central Europe. According to the argument of Bianchini, Italy 
could have been successful in the region had she managed to gain the support of 
the European Union (Bianchini, 1993). Relying on this argument I think, it is also 
worth studying how the relations between the CEI and the EU developed in this 

10 The question in the interview was: “How has the Italian economic influence changed in the CEI member states?”
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context. The Policy Document was accepted in Venice in 1990 in which the five 
member states agreed that “…they attach special importance to the activity of European 
Community and other European organizations.” and „The Pentagonal Initiative, therefore, 
represents a level of cooperation, which will help bring those member countries not yet partic-
ipating in or candidates to the EC closer to the European Community.” (Policy Document 
on the Pentagonal Initiative. Venice, 1st 1990). These agreements showed a strong 
commitment to the European Community (later European Union). The CEI be-
came a full partner of the EU and European Investment Bank, allowing the organ-
isation to have its projects in the framework of the PHARE Programme.11 The CEI, 
the European Council, and the European Commission agreed on closer cooperation 
in 1996. The first meeting between the CEI coordinators and representatives of the 
EU took place in Brussels, on 18 February 1997. The relations between the CEI and 
the EU were defined and a communicational channel to harmonize the cooperation 
between the two organizations was created12 during the meeting of the CEI heads 
of government in Zagreb, on 20-21 November 1998. This agreement was also con-
firmed by the representatives of the CEI and EU during the meeting. The promotion 
of cooperation between CEI and the EU became part of the CEI Action Plan for 
19981999 (Agnetti, 1999, pp. 65-71; Baiocchi, 2001, p. 35). As it can be seen the 
cooperation between the CEI and the EU became closer and closer. Furthermore, 
the work towards European integration became a central mission of the CEI.

One part of the interviews taken at the headquarters of the CEI focused on the 
EU cofinanced projects of the CEI. According to them, the next milestone of the 
CEIEU relations was the EU enlargement in 2004.13 This event was significant 
for more reasons in the functioning of the CEI. On one hand, five CEI member 
states: the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia joined the EU. 
This also meant that half of the newly joining EU countries were member states 
of the CEI. This was undisputedly a significant geopolitical change and a shift for 
the CEI towards the EU. Before 2004, only Italy and Austria were member states 
of the EU.14 On the other hand, the management of EU cofinanced projects by 
the CEI began in 2004. According to the type of projects, the CEI participates 
in European cooperation between regions and countries, including transnational 
and crossborder projects (INTERREG). The answers also mentioned direct, re-
search- and innovation-based programs (Horizon) and Instrument for Pre-Acces-
sion Assistance (IPA).15 According to the common fields of the projects, the an-

11  The PHARE programme is one of the three preaccession instruments financed by the European Union to assist the 
applicant countries of Central and Eastern Europe in their preparations for joining the European Union.

12 The CEI Platform for a dialogue between the CEI and the EU on a political level for the CEIEU cooperation.
13  This was the biggest enlargement in the history of the European integration with ten countries joining the EU at the same 

time.
14  This shift continued, as Romania and Bulgaria joined the EU in 2007 and Croatia followed in 2013. Furthermore, Albania, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia are also official candidates.
15  The question in the interview was: “What kind of EU projects are managed by CEI? How do these projects fit in the greater 

perspectives of EU?”

swers included transport and connectivity development, bioeconomy,16 bioenergy, 
circular economy,17 biomass, scientific projects, social inclusion,18 Blue Growth19 
and health.20 These are in harmony with the priorities of the CEI and its action 
plans. It was also a recurring point that one project could generate another one. 
These projects fit into the cohesion policy of the EU. Furthermore, according to 
the answers, these projects help promote EU integration. Nevertheless, the CEI 
has the tools to transform the results of the projects into policy recommendations 
and to share them. According to the answers, the EU contribution to the budget 
is also significant. EU only finances the projects, however, behind Italy the EU is 
the second biggest donor of the CEI. The support from EU funds is bigger than 
the contribution of most of the member states.21 Turning back to Bianchini’s ar-
gument, it can be assumed, that the goal of his idea about EU support in the case 
of the CEI was successfully realised. However, this paper is not aiming to analyse 
the assumed connection between the development of the CEIEU relations and the 
strategy of the Italian foreign policy. Thus, it cannot answer the issue, if it was in-
disputably the success of Italy. This issue could be the subject of future research.

6.2. The external relations of the CEI
Since its foundation, the CEI has built external relations with several other inter-
national organizations, states and other players in the international system. As 
described earlier, the most important external partner of the CEI is the European 
Union. This is a “special partnership” (Baiocchi, 2001, p. 35). The CEI has also 
built strategic partnerships with other international organisations (such as the 
Council of Europe, NATO, OSCE, and United Nations) and international finan-
cial institutions (the EBRD, and the European Investment Bank). There has also 
been specific cooperations with regional initiatives, like the Black Sea Economic 
Cooperation, the Alps-Adriatic Working Group, the Baltic Council or the Regional 
Cooperation Council of South-East European Cooperation Process. There can be 
also specific cooperations with states like the one with Russian Federation during 
the Yugoslav crisis, to facilitate information exchange. Furthermore, there has 

16  Bioeconomy or biobased economy is a form of economic activity which uses biological resources from land and sea, like 
crops, forests, fish, animals and micro-organisms to produce food, materials and energy (European Commission).

17  “The circular economy is a model of production and consumption, which involves sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing, 
refurbishing and recycling existing materials and products as long as possible.” (European Parliament, 2015).

18  “Social inclusion is the process by which efforts are made to ensure equal opportunities – that everyone, regardless of 
their background, can achieve their full potential in life. Such efforts include policies and actions that promote equal ac-
cess to (public) services as well as enable citizen’s participation in the decision-making processes that affect their lives.” 
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs). 

19  “The Blue Growth call is part of the Food security, sustainable agriculture and forestry, marine and maritime and inland 
water research and the bioeconomy societal challenge.” (European Commission Innovation and Networks Executive 
Agency). 

20 The question in the interview was: “What policy areas are covered by the CEImanaged EU projects? Why these areas?”
21 The question in the interview was: “What is the role of EU support in the budget of CEI?”
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been cooperations at the project level with external states or regions, like in the 
1990s with Bavaria or Baden Württemberg in some working groups, or certain 
EUmember states in the EU cofinanced projects. In the early 1990s, the Soviet 
Union also wished to cooperate in some working groups (Baiocchi, 2001, p. 19; 
pp. 34-37). There has also been cooperation with China within the framework of 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).22

The joint work between the CEI and China began after the initiation of the re-
gion Friuli-Venezia Giulia. The port of Trieste, which plays a crucial role in this 
connection lies in Friuli-Venezia Giulia. A CEI organised conference took place 
in Trieste as early as in 2016 about how the BRI could boost Southeastern Eu-
rope (CEIEBRD Conference on how China’s Belt and Road Initiative could boost 
South Eastern Europe, 2016).23 The CEI became an official member of the Silk 
Road Think Tank Network in 2017 (CEI becomes a partner with Silk Road Think 
Tank Network, 2017).24 The development of transport networks in the region, 
including within the framework of the BRI was incorporated in the objectives of 
CEI Plan of Action 2018-2020 (CEI Plan of Action 2018-2020, p. 12). However, 
the BRI is not concluded directly in the CEI Plan of Action 2021-2023 (CEI Plan 
of Action 2021-2023). The reason for this change could be a shift in priorities due 
to the new situation caused by COVID19. At the same time, Italy and China also 
drew closer in a bilateral way. A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in the 
framework of the BRI was signed between the two states in March 2019. Among 
others, the MoU included a partnership in the case of the port of Trieste (Ghiretti, 
2021, p. 3). It is obvious that both Italy and the CEI are interested in cooperation 
with China. Furthermore, Trieste, which has been crucial in the Italian geoeco-
nomic visions, would be developed in the framework of the BRI.

6.3. The future of the CEI
Taking into consideration the historical experiences and the actual function of 
the CEI, it can be claimed, that the organisation’s strengths are flexibility and 
heterogeneity. The CEI could include member states with different political, eco-
nomic and/or geopolitical characteristics in one cooperation. It has also managed 
to react effectively to global and regional geopolitical changes. After the end of 
the bipolar world order, the CEI contributed to the integration process of post-
communist states into the EU. Actually, the CEI makes cooperation between EU 
member states and non-EU member states in the region possible to exploit ex-

22  “BRI is a transcontinental longterm policy and investment program which aims at infrastructure development and acceler-
ation of the economic integration of countries along the route of the historic Silk Road.” (Belt and Road Initiative).

23  The title of the conference: “Supporting Local Enterprises and SMEs along China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Southeast-
ern Europe”.

24 The official joining took place at the SiLKS conference in Beijing on 16 May 2017.

isting opportunities. It also gave political answers to the Yugoslav crisis. China’s 
BRI as an attempt to regain its central position may also lead to the reshaping of 
relations in Eurasia and the world (Salát, 2021). In this term, the convergence 
between the CEI and the BRI could also be an answer for a geopolitical change. 
There are also overlaps with other regional cooperations, like the Three Seas25 
Initiative. Furthermore, the CEI has a member state in Belarus which is also a 
member of the Eurasian Economic Union. This means a connection towards an-
other economic cooperation. Although, due to the present conflict in Ukraine a 
convergence between the CEI and the Eurasian Economic Union is hardly con-
ceivable.26 Nevertheless, the CEI most probably will have EU member states with-
in its ranks, which is likely to be a strong advantage in the future. 

7. Conclusions
The question this paper focused on is whether the CEI could be defined as a 
geoeconomic tool for the foreign policy of Italy. According to relevant literature 
and the results of field research, the creation of this cooperation at least partial-
ly served a goal to increase Italian economic influence in the Central European 
states after the fall of the bipolar world order. However, strong rivals appeared 
in the region, particularly the unified Germany, some even opining Germany had 
managed to overtake Italy in Central Europe in terms of economic competition. In 
contrast, there are also arguments for the success of the CEI. For instance, the CEI 
has been the longestrunning regional cooperation in Central Europe and the Bal-
kans still in existence. Furthermore, the CEI managed to gain the support of the 
EU, which was also the proposal of Stefano Biancini, to strengthen the toolset of 
Italian foreign policy. According to the results of the research, the strengths of the 
CEI are flexibility and heterogeneity. Furthermore, the CEI could include mem-
ber states with different political, economic and/or geopolitical characteristics in 
one cooperation. It has also managed to react effectively to global and regional 
geopolitical changes. It seems that the CEI also attempts to respond to Chinaled 
BRI and its consequences. The CEI wishes to cooperate with the BRI and to find 
synergies between the EU, the BRI and perhaps other cooperations in Eurasia in 
the long term. These synergies could also open new perspectives for the member 
states of the CEI, especially Italy, to achieve their geoeconomic goals.

25  The Three Seas Initiative is a regional cooperation based on the common development of transport, energy and digital 
infrastructure connections on the EU’s northsouth axis (Three Seas Initiative). The member states are: Austria, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.

26  The membership of Belarus was suspended as a consequence of the country’s support of the aggression against Ukraine 
(Statement by the Bulgarian CEI Presidency and the CEI Executive Secretariat on the suspension of the Republic of 
Belarus from the Central European Initiative, 2022).
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The Growing Cooperation  
Between Iraq and China 

Meszár Tárik

Abstract
This study examines the Iraqi aspects of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the 
growing cooperation between Iraq and China. In recent years, China has become 
an important factor throughout the Middle East, paying special attention not only 
to the Arabian Gulf countries but also to other resource rich nations such as Iraq. 
The Middle Eastern Arab country accounts for a non-negligible share of China’s 
oil imports, and joint gas field development projects will also make it a very im-
portant LNG supplier in the future. Given these facts, it is not surprising that 
China has established close relations with states such as Iraq, which are critical 
to meeting China’s growing energy needs. An important question is what impact 
the implementation of the BRI might have on the relatively unstable political and 
security situation in the Arab country. In my opinion, the increase in Chinese 
influence could lead to significant economic growth in Iraq, which could reduce 
instability, and it also challenges the previous dominance of the United States in 
the Arab world. In this study, I would like to illustrate the intensifying trade and 
economic cooperation between China and Iraq with specific examples.

Keywords
Eurasia, China, Iraq, Belt and Road Initiative, economic relations
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1. Introduction
The Middle East – and within that corridor, Iraq – lies on one of the BRI’s main 
routes, the China – Central Asia – West Asia corridor, and contributes significant-
ly to China’s economic growth. Said route is a gateway to the European market, 
which is also extremely important. Countries such as Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf 
States have large oil, gas, and other natural resources that are important to China 
as it seeks to secure its internal energy needs. Beijing sees this region as an im-
portant land route for transporting oil from the Middle East and West Africa – an 
alternative to the Strait of Malacca, the Strait of Bab al-Mandab and the Strait of 
Hormuz, which are primarily controlled by the United States and Western coun-
tries.

Although Iraq is plagued by domestic turmoil and general instability, China con-
siders it important to the BRI. At the end of 2017, Iraq’s crude oil reserves ranked 
fifth in the world at nearly 149 billion barrels (Tudor & Dutra, 2021). Iraq is 
the second largest oil producer in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) (Edwards, 2022). Currently, the political situation in Iraq is 
somewhat more stable than in Syria, but both countries continue to suffer var-
ying degrees of political, social, and economic turmoil caused by civil wars and 
interference from external powers. Iraq is working to rebuild its economy, which 
will provide tremendous business opportunities. China is not a new player in the 
development of oil resources in Iraq and is seeking further expansion.

However, there is also criticism of the BRI. China launched its Belt and Road In-
itiative in 2013 to promote trade ties with the rest of the world and is spending 
significant sums on infrastructure development in dozens of countries around 
the world. Some critics, however, say that the funding offered by Beijing is often 
unfavorable and murky, leaving some of the poorer countries (especially in Africa) 
in debt and dependent on China. In Iraq, however, this is far from the case, and 
China is seen as a very important strategic and trade partner.

2. The Importance of the Middle East in Chinese Politics
China has expanded its relations with the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
regions through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) launched by President Xi Jin-
ping, a flagship project that is the world’s largest platform for economic coop-
eration (Horváth, 2020, pp. 630-635; Klemensits, 2017). Under the BRI, China 
has completed or launched a significant number of infrastructure and economic 
projects in various Middle Eastern countries. The Middle East, which lies along 
one of the BRI’s main routes, China – Central Asia – West Asia corridor, is critical 

to China’s economic growth and a gateway to the European market, which is also 
extremely important. Countries such as Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf States have large 
oil, gas, and other natural resources that are important to China as it seeks to 
secure its internal energy needs.

The BRI has been heavily criticised and attacked in recent years, with many West-
ern scholars and researchers portraying the Belt and Road Initiative as a geopolit-
ical scheme and drawing the attention of world leaders to the geopolitical dangers 
of Chinaled economic cooperation (Moldicz, 2021, p. 119). Nonetheless, Middle 
Eastern governments generally welcome the partnership with Beijing because 
they say they will be treated as equals rather than vassals or colonial territories.

China strictly rejects interference in the internal affairs of other states and strives 
for equal partnership in its international relations, which is why Beijing maintains 
good relations even with opposing parties (such as Iran and Saudi Arabia). This 
has been successful because the partnerships do not cause harm or provoke third 
parties. The oilrich Arab countries are important partners for China and play a 
significant role in the successful implementation of the BRI because of their geo-
strategic location, significant energy reserves, and rapid and stable growth of the 
regional economy, combined with the rapid expansion of consumer goods and 
commodity markets. It is clear that China could be the main supplier of these 
markets and the main buyer of various energy sources. China’s involvement in the 
Middle East is a key element of its global partnership network (Horváth, 2020, 
pp. 630-635).

2.1. China’s Trade with Various Countries in the Middle East1

However, the Middle East is also considered one of the most critical regions from 
China’s perspective because, as mentioned earlier, it lies at the intersection of 
three major continents, Europe, Africa, and Asia as well as the Mediterranean 
Sea, the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, the Caspian Sea, and the Black Sea. This region 
is also the crossroads between major oil fields and oil routes, which are of great 
importance to China to satisfy its growing energy needs. Indeed, the Middle East-
ern states are China’s bases in terms of resources and a gateway to other markets 
around the world. As a result, as mentioned earlier, China has begun to build and 
deepen economic, strategic, and diplomatic ties in this region. These investments 
are not only in China’s interest but also help Middle Eastern countries interested 
in improving and developing their economies to support their countries’ standard 
of social stability.

1  This chapter is based on a study published in December 2021 in the journal Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and 
Strategic Relations. See: Tárik, 2021.
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It is important to mention that, in strategic terms, there are also four crucial 
sea straits in the Middle East, namely the Bosphorus, the Dardanelles, the Bab 
al-Mandeb and the Strait of Hormuz, through which a lot of China’s trade routes 
pass. This region also plays a key role in security coordination, economic cooper-
ation and cultural exchanges under the auspices of the BRI project. In addition to 
this, the critical region accounts for more than 40% of China’s oil imports and is 
also one of the largest providers of liquefied natural gas (20%, but experts say it 
could rise to 30% over the next ten years) (Kayani, 2021). In light of the above, 
we can say that China is heavily dependent on energy transport from this area. 
More than half of its crude oil imports come from the Middle East (Tárik, 2021).

China has become the Gulf countries’ largest trading partner, with trade between 
them now exceeding USD 260 billion a year and is projected to reach USD 350 
billion over the next decade (Chaziza, 2020a). Besides that China has invested 
heavily in the Middle East over the past ten years, which is contributing to the 
region’s prosperity. Chinese investment is found not only in richer Arab states 
but also in poorer countries, sometimes with smaller raw material reserves. In 
the following compilation, we examine ten countries that are closely related to 
Chinese investment and whose relations with China will be discussed in more 
detail later (Tárik, 2021).

Table 1. Chinese investments in the Middle East
Middle Eastern Countries The amount invested by China in the last ten years

United Arab Emirates $ 7.790 billion

Bahrain $ 1.4 billion

Kuwait $ 650 million

Qatar $ 100 million2 

Saudi Arabia $ 6.030 billion

Iran $ 950 million

Iraq $ 4.220 billion

Turkey $ 5.040 billion

Egypt $ 4.200 billion

Israel $ 8.590 billion

Source: AEI, 2021; Chaziza, 2020; Tárik, 2021; Own compilation

2  2009-2021

3. Relations Between Iraq and China in the Past
Until 1921, Iraq was governed by several different empires, and the name Meso-
potamia was mostly used to describe the area. Early on, rare or nonexistent prod-
ucts were imported into Mesopotamia. This exchange of goods was facilitated by 
the development of a series of trade routes. These roads ran through what is now 
Turkey, Syria, or Iran, the latter of which became known as the “King’s Road” (Al-
Souf, 1988). These routes allowed direct contact between different civilizations 
and the exchange of craft techniques, especially through the artisans travelling in 
caravans, who represented many industries, including pottery. For this reason, 
ceramics showing Iraqi Mesopotamian inspired techniques have been found in 
northern China. Two main routes connected northern Asia with the “West”. The 
first land route passed through Syria and Turkey, while the “sea route” along the 
Euphrates River led to other land routes and formed a network of “silk roads” that 
facilitated trade and cultural and religious exchange (AlSouf, 1988).

3.1. China – Iraq Relations in the 20th & 21st Centuries
Relations between Iraq and China date back to the 1958 revolution when the 
monarchy in Iraq was overthrown and the republic was established. Relations 
between the two countries were officially established on August 25, 1958 (Emadi, 
1994). Cooperation between Iraq and China intensified in the 1960s when Iraq 
bought many Soviet and Chinese weapons during the Six-Day War with Israel and 
the Yom Kippur War, and when Iraq supported China’s demand in the Security 
Council UN. Relations continued to develop in the 2000s after the fall of Saddam 
Hussein’s regime (Gill & Kim, 1995). During the Iran-Iraq war between 1980 
and 1988, China was a major supplier to both sides of the conflict. In fact, China 
“played” on both sides during the conflict and also supplied weapons to Iran and 
Iraq. During the 1991 Gulf War, China condemned Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and 
strongly supported coalition military action. After the Gulf War, however, U.S. 
officials from China determined that they had violated UN Gulf War resolutions, 
and China began rearming Iraq. China strongly opposed the U.S. invasion of Iraq 
in 2003, while Germany and Russia joined France in strongly condemning the 
invasion and occupation of the country and calling for the withdrawal of all forces 
from the country. All four countries spoke out against the United States and the 
United Kingdom and refused to send troops to Iraq. Despite opposition to the 
U.S. invasion and occupation of the country, China has become one of the biggest 
winners of oil contracts in Iraq. In 2008, the China National Petroleum Corpora-
tion signed a major production agreement with the Iraqi government (Goode & 
Mohammed, 2008). In 2013, China purchased nearly half of Iraq’s oil production, 
nearly 1.5 million barrels per day. In 2015, Iraq imported armed drone technology 
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from China to fight the Islamic State terrorist organization. In July 2019, UN am-
bassadors from 50 countries, including Iraq, signed a joint letter to the UNHRC 
defending China’s treatment of Uygurs and other Muslim minorities in the Xin-
jiang region (Sterling, 2019). In June 2020, Iraq was one of 53 countries that sup-
ported Hong Kong’s National Security Act at the United Nations (Albert, 2020).

3.2. Trade Between China and Iraq
Trade relations between the two countries date back several decades. Since 1959, 
the two countries have signed a series of agreements on transport as well as cul-
tural and economic cooperation. In 1974, China began importing oil from Iraq, 
and from 1979 offered construction contracts in the industrial, agricultural, and 
transportation sectors. About 99 percent of Iraq’s exports to China was crude oil. 
China’s exports consisted mainly of consumer goods, machinery and electronics, 
textiles, and clothing. By 1985, China had signed 444 contracts with a combined 
value of USD 1.53 billion. By 1990, the figure had risen to 662 contracts with a 
combined value of USD 1.98 billion. At the peak of bilateral trade, 22,000 Chinese 
workers were employed in Iraq. After the Gulf War, China’s trade with Iraq was 
curtailed due to sanctions imposed by the UN (Hoh, 2021).

Despite the expansion of relations, they remain largely based on Iraqi oil and 
gas. In September 2014, China and Iraq issued a joint statement declaring their 
relationship a strategic partnership. Chinese President Xi Jinping praised the 
development of the Sino-Iraqi relations and said the new strategic partnership 
would provide a “solid foundation” for future progress in the relationship. Xi also 
promised Chinese assistance in Iraqi “energy, electricity, communications, and 
infrastructure projects” linked to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Tiezzi, 2015).

Energy remains the cornerstone of the SinoIraqi relations, as China’s oil imports 
have skyrocketed over the past decade. In 2006, China imported only 1 million 
tons of oil from Iraq. In contrast, in January 2015 alone, China received 3.4 mil-
lion tons of oil per day from Iraq, making it Beijing’s second-largest oil supplier 
(only trailing behind Saudi Arabia). At that time, China and Iraq signed a memo-
randum of understanding on oil and gas, in which they entered into “a long-term 
and comprehensive strategic partnership for energy cooperation” (Tiezzi, 2015; 
Bloomberg, 2015). The two countries pledged to expand their already significant 
energy cooperation, with more investment to boost oil trade and to explore the 
research and development of oil and gas fields as well as the storage and transpor-
tation of energy sources. 

Chinese investment in Iraq extends to sectors other than oil and gas. In telecom-
munications, ZTE first entered the Iraqi market in 1999, followed by Huawei 
(Hoh, 2021). China has expanded its investments in medical equipment, con-

struction, finance, education, and cultural exchanges. After the Iraq war, China 
offered assistance, technical training, economic and technical cooperation, and 
similar agreements in other sectors. Some Chinese companies have established 
operations in Iraq. These include Santai Technologies, a medical equipment and 
software development company, and Sinoma (Suzhou) Construction Co. Ltd, a 
contractor for the operation, management, and maintenance of Sulaymaniyah Ce-
ment’s production lines, as well as Shanghai Electric, a company that was award-
ed a contract in 2008 to build a thermal power plant in Wassit in southern Iraq 
(Hoh, 2021).

However, it could be a problem that China’s existing oil investments in Iraq are 
threatened by security concerns, particularly from the Islamic State. Despite the 
impact on its energy imports, China has stayed out of the fight against terrorist 
organization. Many say the Far Eastern country is only willing to provide modest 
support in the form of limited personnel training and humanitarian aid (Park & 
Brauner, 2015).

Finally, China’s stance is not surprising, as the Asian country has repeatedly stat-
ed that it does not want to interfere in the internal affairs of other countries, 
although it is questionable to what extent the threat of a terrorist organization is 
part of a country’s internal affairs, especially if it threatens the economic interests 
of other countries. What is certain is that China is interested in the stability of the 
Middle East because of its own interests.

Table 2. Trade between Iraq and China in 2020, and the GDP of the two countries
USD Year

Iraqi exports to China 17 billion 2020

Chinese exports to Iraq 10.9 billion 2020

GDP of Iraq 167 billion 2020

GDP of China 14.7 trillion 2020

Source: OEC, 2020; Own compilation

Table 3. Iraqi exports to China (Top 3 products)
Product USD Year

Crude Petroleum 16.9 billion 2020

Petroleum Coke 35.6 million 2020

Refined Petroleum 14 million 2020

Source: OEC, 2020; Own compilation
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Table 4. Chinese exports to Iraq (Top 3 products)
Product USD Year

Air Conditioners 498 million 2020

Light Fixtures 356 million 2020

Rubber Tires 264 million 2020

Source: OEC, 2020; Own compilation

3.3. Relations Between China and Iraq During and After the COVID19 Pandemic
During the COVID-19 pandemic, BRI projects in the Middle East ran into trouble 
for the first time, but these would soon be resolved. As mentioned earlier, Chi-
na completed or launched a significant number of infrastructure and economic 
projects in various Middle Eastern countries under the BRI. At the time of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Arab countries such as Iraq were the most affected by inad-
equate health systems. Despite the difficult conditions in these countries and the 
trade barriers created by the global pandemic, the BRI’s expansion into the Middle 
East appears to have successfully weathered this health crisis (Hoh, 2021).

The breakthrough came in 2021 when the Chinese and Iranian foreign ministers 
signed a 25-year cooperation agreement (the Comprehensive Strategic Partner-
ship) in Tehran last March. Under this agreement, Beijing pledged to invest USD 
400 billion in the Iranian economy in return for regular and discounted oil sup-
plies (Svetlova, 2022). At the time, there was a broad dialogue about this agree-
ment and its implications for global security and the economy. But by the end of 
2021, it became clear that Iran’s western neighbour, Iraq, could become a real key 
player in China’s BRI strategy in the Middle East.

3.4. Relations Between China and Iraqi Kurdistan
China’s bilateral trade volume with Iraq reached USD 16 billion in the first six 
months of 2021, the Erbil trade consul said, adding that the Kurdistan Region has 
become a gold mine for foreign investors. “The Consulate General of the People’s 
Republic of China in Erbil always encourages Chinesefunded companies and indi-
viduals to come to this beautiful country to invest and cooperate in the reservoir 
area to achieve complementary advantages, mutual benefits and winwin results”, 
Chinese Consul of Commerce in Erbil Li Qingsheng told the newspaper Rudaw 
(Jangiz, 2021). “The KRG’s [Kurdistan Regional Government’s] supportive poli-
cies have the main goal of diversifying the economy, increasing revenue sources 
and reducing expenses. Many foreign companies consider the region as their head-

quarters for the rest of the country because of the security measures, which have 
subsequently attracted many foreign investors”, Qingsheng told Rudaw (Jangiz, 
2021).

“The Kurdistan Region has a long history; it is a gold mine for foreign investors, 
especially in agriculture, tourism, and natural resources”, Qingsheng said, point-
ing out that the Chinese consulate in Erbil opened in 2014 and bilateral trade 
between the two sides “has intensified year by year (Jangiz, 2021).”

4. Why Does China Prefer Iraq Over Iran?
Recently, it has been observed that China is increasingly turning to Iraq instead of 
Iran. “It has always been extremely difficult for the Chinese to do business with 
Iran, and relations between Iran and China are very strained without this being 
known. Because of China’s dependence on energy from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
states, it is important to find another major source of oil. Iraq is a very young 
market that needs to grow and needs a lot, but there is a way to reward it (unlike 
Syria, which has limited oil reserves, and Lebanon, which has no oil reserves at 
all). If you think about it, Iraq is an ideal location for China in the Middle East,” 
said Carice Witte, founder and CEO of SIGNAL, SinoIsrael Global Network & 
Academic Leadership (The Jerusalem Post, 2022).

The difference between Iraq and Iran in terms of attitudes toward China is that 
there have been several anti-Chinese protests in Iran since the signing of the 
25year cooperation agreement last year. Demonstrations have taken place near 
the parliament, with protesters chanting slogans such as “Iran is not for sale” and 
“Death to those who sell their country”. At the same time, nothing like this has 
occurred in Iraq, where China’s physical presence is not as widespread as in Africa 
or parts of Europe, Zeidel said. “Iraqis are attracted to China because they want 
their country to develop”, he added (The Jerusalem Post, 2022; Svetlova, 2022).

5. American or Chinese dominance?
The CEO of SIGNAL has a depressing view of the United States’ role in the Mid-
dle East, including Iraq. “And after watching the US behaviour in the Middle East 
over the last few years, the reality sank in that the US cannot necessarily be count-
ed on. America wants to give, but not to do. It gives money, but it doesn’t go and 
improve the situation of the locals. That’s why we have the Chinese everywhere 
– because the Americans don’t do the work anymore,” Witte said (The Jerusalem 
Post, 2022).
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There are also those who are already questioning the hegemony of the United 
States throughout the region and see China as the dominant player. Eric Davis, 
a professor of political science at Rutgers University and former director of the 
Center for Middle Eastern Studies, recently tweeted: “When the United States 
asks why China has become a stronger global power, it must recognize China’s 
significant role in developing countries, for example, in investments in Iraq. Chi-
na is investing in the natural gas and solar industry in Iraq and building an airport. 
Where are the U.S. investments (Svetlova, 2022)?”

Iraqis also say that relations between China and Iraq have improved significantly. 
Former MP Ghaleb Muhammad Ali wrote on social media that China imports 
crude oil at USD 70 per barrel, while Iraq imports the same amount of Chinese 
gasoline at USD 200, indicating that Beijing is improving its cooperation (Ali, 
2022). Dr. Ronen Zeidel, an Iraq specialist at the Moshe Dayan Center for Middle 
Eastern and African Studies in Tel Aviv, said, “The Iraqis are very committed to 
the Chinese. They got access to the Iraqi oil market, and the Chinese promised to 
build schools and other infrastructure” (Svetlova, 2022). Schools are very impor-
tant because there are many schools in terrible condition, and this is something 
that is the topic of big social debate in Iraq.

6. New Projects
According to a report by Fudan University’s Shanghai Green Finance and Devel-
opment Center, Iraq was the main target of China’s BRI infrastructure initiative in 
2021, receiving USD 10.5 billion in funding for various projects (Reuters, 2022). 
Iraq has become China’s third largest energy partner after Russia and Pakistan. 
According to the report, Chinese investment in Arab countries and the Middle 
East increased by about 360% overall in 2021, while participation in construction 
increased by 116% compared to 2020. Iraq has been the third largest energy part-
ner under the BRI since 2013, after Pakistan and Russia (Reuters, 2022).

China and Iraq are working together to build the USD 5 billion Al-Khairat heavy 
oil power plant in Iraq’s Karbala province, and China’s Sinopec has won a contract 
to develop the Mansuriya gas field near the Iraqi border. The two countries are 
also cooperating on airport, solar and other projects.

6.1. AlKhairat
Chinese company CITIC Construction has been awarded the contract to develop 
the first and second phases of Iraq’s Al-Khairat heavy oil power plant (3,200 MW). 
In a statement published on the CITIC website, the Chinese company put the 

estimated value of each phase of the Khairat project to approximately USD 2.85 
billion (Al Jazeera, 2022; Energy & Utilities, 2021). The Khairat heavy oil power 
plant will be located next to the Karbala refinery in Karbala province, 100 km from 
Iraq’s capital, Baghdad. The project includes the installation of 8 power units, 
each capable of generating up to 400 MW of electricity. Four units will be built for 
each of the two phases. CITIC has been appointed EPC contractor for the project 
and will be responsible for the design, procurement, construction, installation, 
commissioning, operation and maintenance of the project for ten years (Energy 
& Utilities, 2021). According to CITIC’s announcement, the company will also 
participate in the financing of the project if the project’s ownership is guaranteed 
by the Iraqi government. CITIC has already completed the 840 MW Maisan Com-
bined Cycle Power Plant in Iraq, which was developed by the local Raban AlSafina 
for Energy Projects (Rasep) (Al Jazeera, 2022; Energy & Utilities, 2021).

6.2. Mansuriya Gas Field
Currently, one of the most important projects between the two countries is the 
development of the Mansuriya gas field in Iraq near the Iranian border. However, 
the Iraqi side has not initially entrusted the construction work to the Chinese 
(Anadolu Agency, 2022).

Iraq has signed more than a dozen agreements to develop oil and gas fields with 
international oil companies since the sector was opened in 2010. The Mansuriya 
gas field was awarded to a consortium of Turkish Petroleum (TPAO), Kuwait En-
ergy, and Kogas of South Korea in 2011. According to the original targets, the con-
sortium wanted to increase gas production to 32 million cubic feet per day. How-
ever, even after eight years, the consortium has failed to produce any gas from the 
field. Gas production operated by Turkish Petroleum, which holds a 37.5% stake 
in the contract, was suspended in 2014 due to the poor security conditions when 
Islamic State militants seized areas in northern and western Iraq. Privately held 
Kuwait Energy held 22.5%, Kogas 15%, and the stateowned Midland Oil Compa-
ny 25% (Meed, 2018).

In 2020, Iraq cancelled a contract with a group led by Turkish Petroleum Corp 
(TPAO) to develop the Mansuriya gas field near the Iranian border. Iraq submit-
ted a bid to international energy companies to develop the area. The best bid was 
submitted by Sinopec of China.

In a statement to the press at the signing ceremony of the project, Oil Minister  
Ihsan Abdul Jabbar Ismail said that the stateowned Basra Oil Company holds 51% 
and Sinopec 49% of the shares. Sinopec will help Iraq extract and process natural 
gas from the field and increase production to the targeted level of 300 million 
cubic feet of gas per day (mcf/d) (Shafaq, 2022). “The field will provide enough 
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gas to generate 1000 megawatts of electricity,” he said, “the company will provide 
financial, technical and technological support to the Chinese company. The Diyala 
governorate will create a safe environment for investment in the field... Over the 
past five years, Iraq has lost USD 15 billion from importing gas for power gener-
ation from Iran. It also lost 190 thousand barrels of oil for operating the [produc-
tion] facilities” he added (Shafaq, 2022). The head of the ministry’s contracts and 
licenses department said that Basra Oil Company holds 51% of the contract and 
will have the same share of the revenues. The payments range from 30% to 70%. 
So, if oil prices fall, the Iraqi state would not be in a difficult situation and could 
still provide 70% of its revenues” (Shafaq, 2022).

7. Conclusion
We can say that the partnership between China and Iraq is developing rapidly. 
In the past year, Iraq has become one of the biggest beneficiaries of Chinese in-
vestment and has become an important link in Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. 
Nearly two decades after the Iraq war began, billions of Chinese yuans are being 
invested in projects ranging from green energy capacity and heavy oil facilities to 
road and school construction.

Experts are confident that Sino-Iraqi cooperation will continue to grow in 2022, 
even if the volume of investment is not as high. Some believe China’s involvement 
will help stabilize the situation in Iraq. Others believe that the Chinese presence 
could bring many positive changes to the Middle Eastern country. For now, it is 
clear that China is deliberately and gradually expanding its position in the Arab 
world, and this new development will clearly have an impact on the worldwide 
competition for global power. In order to secure China’s investment, the country 
must maintain a stable security situation that could prevent the occurrence of 
relatively frequent situations of instability in the Middle East.
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Women’s Representation in Politics:  
A Study Comparing Women’s Participation  

in Politics in Palestine and Hungary 

Sirin Abusalha

Abstract
Over the years, gender equality has drawn a lot of political attention, with its 
significance recognized globally. Promoting gender equality and women’s empow-
erment is one of the United Nations’ stated goals. Therefore, involving women in 
decision-making is a key indicator of success. However, some countries have made 
significant progress in this regard, while others still have insufficient representa-
tion of women in decision-making positions. Thus, it is crucial to highlight and 
understand the factors that impact women’s representation in local governments 
and decision-making positions, in order to overhaul the policies and practices lim-
iting the achievement of this aim. By comparing women’s representation in the 
governments of Hungary and Palestine, this research aims to highlight the history 
of women’s involvement throughout the last 20 years and to explain why the pro-
portion of women in power differs between these countries. The research explains 
the differences between these countries in terms of the proportion of women in 
local government, then addresses the primary and secondary research questions 
discussed, along with the study’s scientific goals and practical applicability. The 
goals of this research are best served by applying the comparative method, using 
a case study design to explain existing differences.

Keywords
Female politicians, gender, local government, gender equality, women’s rep-
resentation
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1. Introduction
1.1. Women in Politics in Hungary
The political engagement of women is a key goal for the European Union. The Eu-
ropean Parliament strongly supports women’s empowerment and gender equality 
in political decision-making. In 2017, they urged the EU leadership to prioritize 
gender equality (European Union, 2019). Some European Union member coun-
tries, such as Sweden and Finland, are doing exceptionally well in this regard. 
Some countries, however, do not meet the gender equality criteria. Hungary, in 
particular, is an EU member state that stands out (European Union, 2019). In 
Europe, Hungary has the lowest proportion of female legislators in both national 
legislatures and governments (Kafkadesk, 2019). When examining the history of 
women’s political engagement in Hungary, we can see that the path to women’s 
suffrage had a number of hurdles to overcome. Women gained the right to vote in 
1922 (Várnagy, 2013, p. 4). However, this right was subject to several restrictions, 
resulting in low female political engagement (Várnagy, 2013, p. 4). Women in Hun-
gary ultimately gained full suffrage in 1945, but because of the Communist polit-
ical structure, they were unable to benefit from this right (Várnagy, 2013, p. 4). 
Although Communism was eventually replaced by a democratic system, this did 
not lead to an increase in the number of women making political decisions (Vár-
nagy, 2013, p. 4). The political system’s traditions, morals, and language continue 
to be dominated by male standards; this must change to expand women’s political 
participation (Berger & Dorsch, 2010). Furthermore, many internal struggles and 
personal conflicts exist within Hungarian politics, making it even more difficult to 
achieve female political engagement. Since the democratic transition, female po-
litical involvement has remained low; women have been unable to engage and play 
an active role in the political arena (Ilonszki, 2006, p. 56). Furthermore, several 
additional hurdles to women’s political participation were identified at an interna-
tional event on women’s political empowerment, including their limited access to 
political networks and parties, and the media’s negative representation of female 
politicians (Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2018).

The political engagement of women is a key goal for the European Union. The Eu-
ropean Parliament actively supports women’s empowerment and gender equality 
in political decision-making. In 2017, they urged the EU leadership to prioritize 
gender equality (European Union, 2019). Some European Union member coun-
tries, such as Sweden and Finland, are doing exceptionally well in this regard. 
Some countries, however, do not meet the gender equality criteria. Hungary, in 
particular, is an EU member state that stands out (European Union, 2019). In 
Europe, Hungary has the lowest proportion of female legislators in both national 
legislatures and governments (Kafkadesk, 2019).

Furthermore, many internal struggles and personal rivalries exist within Hun-
garian politics, making it even more difficult to achieve female political engage-
ment. Since the democratic transition, female political involvement has remained 
low; women have been unable to engage and play an active role in the political 
arena (Ilonszki, 2006, p. 56). Furthermore, additional hurdles to women’s politi-
cal participation were noted at an international symposium on women’s political 
empowerment, including their limited access to political networks and parties, 
and the media’s unfavourable portrayal of female politicians (Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2018). The political participation of women 
is of critical importance and has a significant impact on the world. Female political 
participation is critical to achieving equality, sustainable development, peace, and 
democracy (Mlambo et al., 2019, p. 2). As Hungary is a member of the European 
Union, it is expected to adapt to the EU’s policies aimed at increasing women’s 
political involvement. Unfortunately, there is little research available on Hungary 
regarding this issue, and the publications that do focus on Hungary are frequently 
out of date. Our research therefore, does not build on one dataset, but rather uses 
several data sources, comparing their findings.

1.2. Women in Politics in Palestine
Women’s political engagement is critical to attaining the goals and objectives of 
the Palestinian political system. It confers legitimacy on the representative and 
executive institutions, reflecting democratic decision-making. As a result, the first 
step toward assuring women’s effective political participation would be recog-
nizing their rights in full, including citizenship and full equality before the law, 
without discrimination. This could be accomplished by involving women in deci-
sion-making and political processes, allowing them to formulate plans, develop-
ment programs, and policies, and overseeing the implementation of said plans, 
programs and policies for the benefit of Palestinian society and the establishment 
of a Palestinian state (The Political Participation of Palestinian Women in the 
Public and Private sectors, 2013).

In the first legislative elections in 1996, five women won, demonstrating Pales-
tinian women’s capacity to assume political leadership roles. Women took part in 
the drafting and voting of laws such as the Labour Law, the Maintenance Fund, 
and the Civil Service Act, and took an active role in uncovering corruption and 
participating in foreign policy-making. Furthermore, one of the most significant 
successes for Palestinian women was the 2002 Palestinian National Reform. Until 
late 2005, Palestinian women served in a number of different government roles. 
In 2006, however, a new era of Palestinian politics began. For the second time, 
Palestinian legislative elections were held, with the Islamic Resistance Movement 
Hamas winning a majority of seats in the Palestinian parliament. This was fol-
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lowed by the formation of Hamas, the tenth Palestinian government, and its as-
sociated institutions; this period lasted until 2014 when another foundational 
shift occurred in the Palestinian political system, characterized by the exercise of 
political action and active resistance against the ongoing Israeli occupation. This 
is an unusual set of circumstances in the history of countries with democratic 
political systems and elections and ended up leading to the establishment of the 
Palestinian Authority (Musleh, 2012).

1.3. Gender Equality 
The definition of gender is crucial, as it establishes the foundations of this re-
search. Scholars have been refining the definition of gender throughout the years: 
it is currently defined as the behavioural, social, and psychological characteristics 
of men and women (Archer & Lloyd, 1985; Nicholson, 1994; Unger, 1979; West 
& Zimmerman, 1991). However, the definition of gender may vary between in-
dividuals, based on their perception of individual roles within a group. Gender 
distinguishes between feminine and masculine, but the precise definition varies 
between different cultures and societies (United Nations, 2017).

The concept of gender is segmented into four elements, based on the definitions 
of the World Health Organization: relational, historical, contextual, and institu-
tional. The term “gender” was introduced by Gayle Rubin in 1960, in an effort to 
distinguish sex and gender, as well as to define gender as a social construction of 
sex. A different definition was proposed by Yvonne Hirdman, and is used by Unit-
ed Nations Women: according to this definition, gender is the difference between 
feminine and masculine. As noted, people from different societies and cultures 
perceive gender differently, especially between the different generations, religious 
groups, classes, and the male and female sexes. Two core principles form the 
gender system: male superiority, and the separation of gender. These principles 
indicate the tasks, positions, and roles of men and women in society. 

The definition of gender is important when referring to gender equality, as it 
implies a similarity between women and men in their responsibilities, rights, re-
sources, roles, and opportunities. However, this does not suggest that women and 
men are the same, or should be the same. 

The United Nations has defined gender equality as ensuring that individuals re-
ceive the same rights and opportunities, without gender being a consideration. 
When discussing the issue of gender equality, people often bring up the objection 
of women and men becoming the same. On the contrary, gender equality does 
not mean women and men being identical, but rather involves granting equal 
weight to both men’s and women’s perspectives, interests, and opportunities in 
decision-making. 

Gender equality is reflected in granting equal value and equal opportunities to 
both men and women. It is possible to influence attitudes and behaviours by pro-
viding laws and policies to ensure gender equality. In contrast, gender inequality 
arises when there is a difference in gender relations, with men being dominant 
over women, and women being treated as inferiors, solely due to their sex. These 
hierarchical gender relations have affected women in the workplace, the house-
hold, and within religious and cultural intuitions. Gender inequality impacts the 
opportunities available to women in all areas, including education, health, work 
opportunities, and development. 

In 1979, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly and by 
174 countries. Gender inequality was defined as “any distinction, exclusion or 
restriction made based on sex (...) in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil 
or any other field” (United Nations, 2017).

Another organization from United Nations – UNHCR (2016) – defines gender 
equality as “an equal visibility, empowerment and participation of both sexes in 
all spheres of public and private life.” The article also discusses how Europe-
an countries define gender equality: “giving girls and boys, women and men, de 
jure equal rights, equal opportunities, equal conditions and equal treatment in all 
fields of life and all spheres of society.”

2. Discussion of research problems
2.1.  Women’s representation and decision-making in the government of 

Hungary
A total of ten cabinets served in Hungary from 1990 until the spring of 2014. 
During the period in question, the Hungarian government had 7 prime ministers, 
140 ministries, 195 political state secretaries, 100 administrative state secretaries, 
and 453 deputy state secretaries (Ványi, 2015).

According to Eurostat – the EU’s statistical office – Hungary has the lowest pro-
portion of female lawmakers in Europe’s national legislatures and administra-
tions in 2019.

Women held 30% of seats in national parliaments in the EU in 2018, an increase 
compared to 2003 when they made up only a little more than one-fifth of MPs 
(21%). Hungary had the lowest proportion, with only 13% of national parliament 
members being women, followed by Malta (15%), Cyprus (18%), and Greece 
(18%) (Eurostat, 2019).
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Hungarian cabinet gender makeup is also similar to that of the Hungarian Par-
liament. Women hold a low proportion of government roles. During the ana-
lysed period, only 12.9% of government appointments were women. A distinction 
should be made between political and administrative leadership positions.

The number of women in political leadership positions and administrative state 
secretary cabinet positions is proportionally the same as the number of women 
among Members of Parliament. Between 1990 and 2006, the ratio of women in 
the Hungarian parliament was 9.5% (B. Kelemen, 2008, p. 69), with approxi-
mately the same proportion of women elected to Parliament seats in 2014. Except 
for the Medgyessy ministry, Hungary has never had a female Prime Minister, and 
women have more often held the second, rather than the top posts in government. 
Female ministers served in all governments, with the exception of the Boross and 
Bajnai governments, but their representation in crucial decision-making positions 
was minimal – only 17 women total (8.21%).

The issue of increased female participation in political decision-making has been 
brought up many times by various political parties since the regime change but to 
no effect. The bill introduced by liberal MPs regarding mandatory gender equality 
quotas in 2007 was not approved by parliament.

As a result, political parties retain the authority to determine the proportion of 
women in key positions (Ilonszki & Várnagy, 2007; Ilonszki, 2009). The Hungari-
an Socialist Party has a voluntary gender quota of 20% female MP candidates. Two 
new parties, “Politics Can Be Different” and “Dialogue for Hungary” both adopt 
the parity norm in their party leadership, with one woman and one man each in 
top leadership roles. The Medgyessy and the second Orbán cabinet appointed the 
highest proportion of women, exceeding the 10% ratio found among the political 
elite. When comparing this to the data listed in Table 2, it is evident that the high-
er proportion of women in government is caused by a larger number of women in 
deputy state secretary positions. The proportion of political leaders in ministries 
after regime changes corresponds to the proportion of women among MPs. Only 
the Medgyessy cabinet between 2002 and 2004 had a significantly higher number 
of female ministers (5 female ministers, 20%), due to Hungary’s imminent acces-
sion to the European Union during this period.

Equal opportunity requirements and expectations influenced government struc-
ture and cabinet makeup (Ilonszki, 2013). There were also uniquely EU-focused 
cabinet seats, such as the minister without portfolio for EU Affairs and the min-
ister without portfolio for Equal Opportunity, which were filled by women. Even 
though the rate of representation of women in this period was determined by the 
state Communist party and the corresponding ideology, the proportion of women 
in the last parliament from 1985 to 1990 was nearly 20%, and there was only one 
female minister in the last cabinet immediately before the regime change. The 

available data clearly shows that politics was not – and is not – welcoming to a 
large number of women.

I believe this can be attributed to two reasons: Hungarian political culture and 
tradition, as well as the function of parties as gatekeepers for the recruitment of 
prominent cabinet positions. Hungarian society’s attitudes about women’s role 
in public life are less encouraging than the attitudes found in Western Europe. 
This stems from the country’s traditionally agricultural foundations, as well as 
society’s child- and family-oriented norms (Pongrácz, 2005), which reflect an un-
written expectation that women should be more active in private, rather than 
public life.

Hungarian political parties are unable or unwilling to break through these social 
expectations. Cabinet seats are granted by appointment, meaning that political 
parties have a significant influence on the recruiting process. Although existing 
regulations mandate retaining bureaucratic ministry officials through government 
changes, the regime change nevertheless saw large-scale turnover among those 
holding these positions (Ványi, 2015). 

As evidenced by the data above, women can reach second-tier leadership roles in 
cabinets, both at the political and bureaucratic levels. And these roles were, in 
fact, less important positions. In cabinets, women represented woman-specific 
policy domains such as social affairs, family and child affairs, and equal oppor-
tunity. This is the reason for greater female representation at the deputy state 
secretary level.

This is one of the higher-level leadership posts in ministries that can be obtained 
through a bureaucratic career path. Administrative roles are dominated by wom-
en in modern culture, and rising through the ranks of the bureaucracy is a viable 
career option for women in ministries. The majority of women serving as deputy 
state secretaries had previously served as ministers.

Only the Medgyessy cabinet had a higher share of women in decision-making 
positions in government. This cabinet served during Hungary’s accession to the 
European Union, which had an impact on the makeup of the government.

In Hungary, women are underrepresented in government decision-making. The 
number of women in woman-specific roles does meet international requirements 
but the proportion of women engaged in political decision-making falls short.

2.2. Political Participation of Palestinian Women
Palestinian women have been involved in political and social activities since the 
early twentieth century. The main focus of their effective participation has been 
women’s charitable organizations, including orphanages and homes for the elder-
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ly, helping to integrate Palestinian women into the social fabric of the Palestinian 
community. However, the political realities in Palestine, from the British mandate 
to the Israeli occupation, have contributed to the normalization of Palestinian 
women’s participation in rallies, marches, sit-ins, and protest petitions.

Between 1948 and 1967, Palestinian society experienced the Nakba (Catastrophe) 
and its devastating political, economic, and social impacts. Women’s organiza-
tions played a significant part in improving social life through social care services 
at orphanages, as well as providing humanitarian and aid relief efforts, such as 
food, water, shelter, and clothing, to suffering families (Ismail, 2004).

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was founded in 1964, and Pales-
tinian women were granted a “quota” in the National Assembly, ranging from 
2% in 1964 to 7.5% in the 1996 Council session in Gaza. The “General Union of 
Palestinian Women” was established in Jerusalem and Nablus in 1965, serving as 
the official representation of Palestinian women inside the Palestine Liberation 
Organization. (Letter to the Administrator, O.E.T.A, from Arab Women in the 
North, 23 March 1920).

The Women’s Union sought to establish a democratic platform for all Palestinian 
women by achieving several objectives: involving women in all spheres of politi-
cal, social, and judicial life; equality of women in all rights and duties; and raising 
women’s awareness of their legitimate rights, granted by the First and Second 
Palestinian National Conferences. This shows that the political awareness of the 
women’s movement evolved within Palestinian national-oriented and communi-
ty-based organizations (Union, 1965).

The UNDP Women’s Task Force formed a coalition of four women’s committees, 
four research and advocacy centres, two legal assistance groups, and dozens of 
grassroots organizations and voluntary associations in 1991 (Rabab, 1998).

In addition, the Task Force hosted three workshops, in which hundreds of Pal-
estinian women debated and created the Women’s Agenda as a strategic vision 
statement for Palestinian women’s empowerment.

Nonetheless, the operations of those groups were still limited to social services. It 
should be noted that such women’s committees, formed in response to the need 
for social services, gained the attention of political parties, who used them to mo-
bilize women for political action.

Following the Oslo accord, the Palestinian National Authority was established in 
1993 as the official representative of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
As a result, the Palestinian situation underwent significant change both externally 
and internally, as the Palestinian Authority developed institutions, passed laws, 
held elections, and established civil society institutions regarding women’s rights. 

Despite the importance of the role performed by women through groups and un-
ions, and despite the sacrifices made by Palestinian women, the success indicators 
of women’s political involvement and representation in political life remain poor 
(Nizal, 2004). 

In recent years, Palestinian feminist and human rights movements have made sig-
nificant progress in eliminating legal and structural discrimination and establish-
ing equality among various social groups, which is a key principle of democracy. 
These accomplishments include changing the Palestinian Election Law, gaining a 
20% quota representation in local councils and the Legislative Council, and rati-
fying the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women without reservation (CEDAW). Despite these gains, gender inequities 
persist in many areas of society, including political engagement and access to de-
cision-making positions. As a result, women face discrimination when it comes 
to equal opportunities in politics. In the public sector, for example, the number of 
women in decision-making positions is limited to 11.7%, with females accounting 
for only 16% of deputy ministers, 3% of assistant undersecretaries, and 12% of 
general directors. This number rises to 22.7% when looking at the proportion of 
women holding ministerial positions, with 5 out of a total of 22 ministers being 
women. Out of 16 governors, only one is a woman. These figures do not show 
substantial improvement in the judiciary either with women constituting only 
17.2% of the judiciary, and 16.7% of public prosecution positions (Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

The engagement of Palestinian women in legislative elections held on January 
20th, 1996 is regarded as the most modern type of political participation; it can 
be interpreted as an indicator of greater political activity and the improved social 
position of Palestinian women. The Women’s Affairs Assembly tagline, “Women’s 
Participation Makes the Event” was used to confirm and emphasize the impor-
tance of women’s participation in political decision-making (Palestinian Central 
Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

A total of 495,839 female voters registered for the elections, compared to 517,396 
male voters out of 1,013,235 (49% women versus 51% males as of 27 December 
1995), whereas the total number of female Legislative Council candidates was 25 
women out of 672 candidates (3.7%). Sixteen women ran as independent candi-
dates, four for Fatah, two for the Fida Party, two for the Palestinian People Party, 
and one for the Arab Liberation Front. Only five women were victorious. (Pales-
tinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

Only the proportional representation component of the Palestinian Legislative 
Council is subject to a 20% representation requirement. This quota resulted 
in the election of 17 women out of a total of 132 council and municipal seats 
(12.9%); both the 2012 and 2017 elections resulted in a 21% representation of 
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women, with over 55% of those women winning by acclamation. (Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

Furthermore, the disruption and subsequent ineffectiveness of the Palestinian 
Legislative Council made legal reforms difficult to accomplish. Given the im-
possibility of amending legislation through democratic channels, the women’s 
movement and stakeholders are faced with the difficult task of promoting and 
improving women’s rights through a presidential decree, in the absence of de-
mocracy and a lack of separation between the three branches of government: the 
legislative, the executive, and the judicial.

The proportion of female Palestinian ambassadors in diplomacy has remained 
low, with only 5.8% being women in 2016, and 94.2% being men. In August 1993, 
Mrs Leila Shahid was the first Palestinian woman to be appointed as Ambassador 
to France. (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

In the 1970s, she was the first student to lead the France chapter of the General 
Union of Palestinian Students; in 1989, the PLO Executive Committee nominated 
her to represent the Palestinian Authority in Ireland, the Netherlands, and Den-
mark. Currently, nine Palestinian women serve as ambassadors. 

Regarding women’s representation in political parties, women make up approx-
imately 25% of the Fatah Movement’s Central Committee, 33% of its Revolu-
tionary Council, and 40% of its Supreme Movement Committee. Palestinian Aca-
demic Society for the Study of International Affairs, Palestinian Women’s Bulletin 
(PASSIA, 2015).

Furthermore, women make up 10% of the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (PFLP) Central Committee, roughly 19.5% of the Democratic Front 
(DFLP) Central Committee in the West Bank and 16.5% in the Gaza Strip.

Women make up 30% of Fida’s Executive Office, and 19% of its Central Commit-
tee. Hamas has no defined quotas for women in its various bodies, and the PLO 
Executive Committee only has one woman among its 18 members. It should be 
noted that proportionally, the Fida party has the highest number of votes. Despite 
its small size, the number of women participating is comparable to the other par-
ties.  Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs, Palestin-
ian Women’s Bulletin (PASSIA, 2015, p. 10).

The Palestinian constitution places no specific restrictions on women’s rights to 
political involvement, granting them complete political and electoral rights. There 
are also no restrictions in Palestinian laws and legislation preventing Palestini-
an women from participating in politics or serving in decision-making positions. 
However, the main issue lies in the practical application of these laws, due to the 
dominant male political system dominating Palestinian political life, as well as in 

the internal rules and regulations of Palestinian political parties preventing wom-
en from exercising their rights.

The most challenging impediments to allowing Palestinian women access to de-
cision-making centres in public organizations are related to cultural expectations 
and social mores that Palestinian society as a whole has not overcome.

The most significant barriers for women are the traditional ideas and social restric-
tions limiting women’s freedom and involvement in political work, men’s control 
of decisions within ministries, Palestinian women’s lack of political awareness, 
and the inability of the education system to encourage women to work in politics, 
exacerbated by Palestine’s weak economy and rising unemployment rates. All of 
these hurdles have resulted in a decrease in political participation by Palestinian 
women (Jehad, 2020).

The international community’s policy of refusing to fund the Palestinian gov-
ernment budget and, in particular, women’s activities and programs in the Gaza 
Strip, as well as its complicity in the Gaza Strip’s siege and its unfair view of the 
Islamic women who were active politics and women’s issues after the legislative 
elections in 2006, represented a significant difficulty and complication in the po-
litical role of women in the Gaza Strip (Jehad, 2020).

3. Conclusion
It is necessary to create a political environment in which men and women have 
equal citizenship, both in the context of a democratic Palestinian society and for 
Hungary, based on freedom, equality, justice, and growth. Institutions and civil 
society organizations must implement a plan affecting all levels of society, over-
hauling laws and legislation that conflict with the ideas of gender equality.

Hungarian society is less supportive of women’s roles in public life than the atti-
tudes found in Western Europe. This stems from the country’s primarily agricul-
tural foundations, as well as society’s child- and family-oriented ideals (Pongrácz, 
2005), which reflect an unwritten expectation that women should be more active 
in private, rather than public life.

Hungarian political parties are unable or unwilling to break through these social 
expectations. Cabinet seats are granted by appointment, meaning that political 
parties have a significant influence on the recruiting process. Although existing 
regulations mandate retaining bureaucratic ministry officials through government 
changes, the regime change nevertheless saw large-scale turnover among those 
holding these positions (Ványi, 2015). In Hungary, women are underrepresent-
ed in government decision-making. There is a large number of women in wom-
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an-specific roles, but the proportion of women engaged in political decision-mak-
ing remains low.

The participation of Palestinian women in political life is critical to ensuring full 
women’s rights, including citizenship.

This could be accomplished by making gender equality a prerequisite condition 
for establishing a democratic Palestinian state. Nonetheless, the legal status of 
Palestinian women in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip demonstrates the dis-
parity between egalitarian legislation and the actual situation faced by Palestinian 
women in reality.

As a result of the social, economic, and political situation in Palestine, women 
are unable to reach top decision-making positions in government institutions, 
affecting Palestinian women’s integration in the development process and limit-
ing their ability to influence policy-makers to change existing legislation (Jehad, 
2020).
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