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CrossMark

The tremors experienced in international relations since 1989 have significantly altered the
geopolitical landscape of various regions across the world. Following the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, Western countries, aiming to diversify their energy suppliers, signed multiple
agreements concerning the utilization of hydrocarbon resources in the Caspian region. The
United States actively sought to extend its influence over these areas by aligning disparate
systems within its strategic orbit. Thus, although the Caucasus occupies a relatively small
geographic area on the world map, the interest in this region far exceeds its physical size,
indicating why certain countries strive to redefine their national interests and policy priorities.
This region, due to its geopolitical and strategic importance, has consistently experienced
fluctuations in relevance relative to the foreign policy agendas of global powers. While the
Caucasus was previously on the periphery of international power rivalries, it has now become
significantly more important both to neighboring states and to influential extra-regional actors.
The crisis in the region has intensified following Russia's war against Ukraine, with the area
increasingly influenced by the dynamics of NATO and U.S. relations with Russia. Consequently,
a new "Great Game™ has emerged in this region, shaped by the legacy frameworks of traditional
power rivalries. The main lines of U.S. policy toward the region were formulated in the early
1990s. Following the discovery of substantial oil reserves and the success of agreements between
Western oil companies and regional governments, U.S. energy policy shifted toward greater
engagement. The Clinton administration designated the exploration and export of Caspian oil as
a foreign policy priority, developing strategies to assist and accelerate the rapid development
and export of oil to the United States and other Western markets. Over the past two decades,
substantial shifts have occurred in U.S. energy policy. Over time, these policies increasingly
leaned toward disengagement from energy projects. These significant changes are also evident
in the context of U.S. energy policy regarding the Caucasus.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The geopolitical transformation following the Cold War profoundly redefined the global power
structure and created fertile ground for the emergence of energy-centric diplomacy, particularly in
previously peripheral regions such as the Caucasus. Situated between energy-rich Central Asia and
energy-consuming Europe, the Caucasus rapidly became a focal point for strategic competition, especially
among the United States, Russia, and Iran. The dissolution of the Soviet Union presented the West with
an opportunity to reduce dependency on Persian Gulf energy and to sideline Russian dominance in energy
transit routes. American foreign policy, particularly from 2000 to 2024, viewed the Caucasus not merely
as a geographical bridge but as a pivotal node in the struggle for influence over global energy flows. As
the U.S. supported infrastructure projects such as the Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and the Southern Gas
Corridor, the region increasingly came under Western strategic and commercial purview. These
endeavors, rooted in geopolitical calculus rather than market logic alone, significantly impacted the
political economies of both Iran and Russia, two regional powers whose energy strategies were
compromised by America's assertive presence. This abstract, grounded in empirical interviews and
qualitative thematic analysis, elucidates how U.S. policy objectives—ranging from market diversification
and supply security to geostrategic containment—altered regional dynamics and prompted recalibrations
in Tehran and Moscow. The interplay between geopolitical rivalry and energy policy thus underscores the
broader American ambition to shape not only energy logistics but also regional political alignments,
diminishing the strategic latitude of its Eurasian adversaries (Cutler, 2003; Japaridze & Roubanis, 2013;
Karpenko & Tkach, 2020).

The study employed a qualitative design based on thematic analysis, drawing on 13 semi-
structured interviews with diplomats, policymakers, and subject-matter experts. The interviews were
transcribed, coded, and thematically analyzed through a structured multi-stage approach. Open and axial
coding was conducted to identify recurring patterns, which were subsequently clustered into higher-order
themes representing dimensions of the U.S. energy strategy in the Caucasus. Attention was paid to
intersubjective perceptions of American foreign policy objectives, regional energy infrastructure
development, and the interplay between security and economic interests. Data triangulation and repeated
review of transcripts ensured reliability and thematic saturation. Codes were organized into major
components including energy security, long-term strategy, political security, economic engagement,
diversification in energy exchange, and democracy promotion. These themes formed the analytical basis
for evaluating the strategic outcomes of U.S. policies and their reverberations in Iran and Russia.

The analysis revealed five dominant strategic motivations underlying U.S. engagement in the
Caucasus: (1) ensuring energy security through bypassing traditional transit countries like Russia and Iran,
(2) fostering long-term geopolitical alignment by embedding regional states in Western energy and
security architectures, (3) constraining the geopolitical reach of Iran and Russia by curbing their energy
market leverage, (4) diversifying energy supply routes and partners for both the U.S. and its European
allies, and (5) promoting Western-oriented political reforms and economic liberalization. These objectives
were operationalized through support for high-profile projects like the BTC pipeline and the Southern Gas
Corridor, as well as bilateral engagements with Azerbaijan and Georgia. The interviews emphasized the
strategic rather than economic rationale behind American support for these ventures. Experts consistently
highlighted that the U.S. viewed the Caucasus as a critical buffer zone where energy security, democracy
promotion, and great power competition intersect. The study also found that the American presence
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contributed to increased regional instability by provoking countermeasures from Moscow and Tehran,
including energy-based retaliatory policies, military posturing, and expanded soft-power campaigns.

The findings of this study underscore that the U.S. approach to energy geopolitics in the Caucasus
from 2000 to 2024 was deeply rooted in strategic considerations aimed at altering the regional balance of
power. By leveraging energy infrastructure projects as geopolitical tools, the U.S. sought to weaken the
economic and strategic coherence of Russia and Iran in a region critical to both states. In the case of
Russia, the establishment of alternative energy corridors diluted Moscow’s transit monopoly and
weakened its bargaining position with European consumers. For Iran, American engagement in the
Caucasus constrained its role as an alternative supplier and isolated it from strategic infrastructure
development, further diminishing its geopolitical footprint. These shifts realigned regional energy
dynamics and redefined bilateral and multilateral interactions. U.S. energy diplomacy in the Caucasus was
not merely about securing barrels and pipelines; it was about codifying new spheres of influence and
engineering long-term strategic dependencies. The American emphasis on political reform and democratic
governance in partner states also served to consolidate Western-friendly regimes, thereby anchoring these
countries within the orbit of the Euro-Atlantic security complex. However, these gains were not without
backlash. The antagonistic responses from Russia and Iran, including intensified military presence, cyber
operations, and regional alliances, highlight the dual-edged nature of energy-driven geopolitics. The study
thus positions the Caucasus as a microcosm of broader geopolitical rivalries, where energy infrastructure
is both the terrain and the tool of strategic contestation.

The impact of U.S. engagement in the Caucasus on the political economy of Iran and Russia has
been profound, manifesting in both structural and tactical recalibrations. From an Iranian perspective,
American support for bypass routes like the BTC pipeline undermined Iran’s ambition to serve as a key
transit hub between East and West. This strategic exclusion, coupled with sanctions and regional isolation,
curtailed Tehran’s ability to monetize its energy assets effectively. In response, Iran pivoted toward
alternative partnerships, deepened its alignment with Russia and China, and invested in indigenous energy
projects that aimed to bypass Western-controlled routes. For Russia, American encroachment into what
Moscow considers its historical sphere of influence was perceived as a direct threat to its Eurasian strategy.
The result was a series of counter-moves, including the militarization of foreign policy, intensified energy
diplomacy with Europe and China, and assertive intervention in regional conflicts like Georgia and
Ukraine. These responses reflect the extent to which energy geopolitics has become a proxy for great
power rivalry, with the Caucasus serving as a strategic fault line. The study illustrates that while American
energy strategy in the region succeeded in reconfiguring transit dynamics and diminishing adversarial
leverage, it also escalated regional instability and entrenched geopolitical divisions.

In sum, the U.S. approach to energy geopolitics in the Caucasus between 2000 and 2024
exemplifies how infrastructure, ideology, and influence converge in contemporary international relations.
The strategic calculus behind America’s engagement reveals a long-term vision wherein control over
energy flows translates into broader geopolitical advantage. This vision reshaped not only the internal
dynamics of the Caucasus but also the external postures of Iran and Russia. While the U.S. succeeded in
embedding new patterns of cooperation and alignment, it also contributed to the polarization of regional
politics. Energy routes became more than supply lines; they became instruments of strategic realignment,
contestation, and control. Thus, the political economies of both Iran and Russia were not only disrupted




but transformed, as they adapted to a geopolitical landscape increasingly structured by Western-led energy
architectures. The findings reaffirm that energy geopolitics is not a discrete policy domain but a
foundational layer of global strategic competition, where pipelines and policies are two sides of the same

geopolitical coin.
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