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Introduction 

“It was not the Russians but the communist system 

that lost the Cold War. But it was the people who 

destroyed the system, not a foreign savior”.1 

 

Over the centuries events have been classified on the basis of the outcomes they have 

provoked. Many of these, such as the sign of an agreement, a declaration of war, a 

diplomatic visit of head of states, have marked the history of international relations and 

are still study today to comprehend certain dynamics. Without a doubt, in the last 30 years, 

the event per excellence that has completely changed the international system, has been 

the dissolution of the Soviet Union on December 25th, 1991. Scholars consider that date 

as the end of the bipolar world, the system that had ruled the world since World War II. 

While in April 2005, in his annual State of the Nation Address to Russia’s Duma, 

President Vladimir Putin, referred to the fact as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of 

the century”2; President George W. Bush in his Speech to the Nation described that day 

as “the end of the cold war and the victory of the western world and democracy over the 

threat of communism”3. It is noteworthy to examine the evolving perceptions of victory 

and defeat in comparison to those prevalent in 1945, an era when the victorious nations 

had significant power over the defeated ones. In contrast, the end of the Cold War 

witnessed a distinct shift, particularly evident in the dissolution of the Soviet Union and 

the emergence of the newly formed Russian Federation. Unlike the aftermath of World 

War II, the Unites States did not exercised influence over Russia, as the dissolution was 

not a result of military defeat by any specific nation4. Instead, it could be argued that the 

                                                           
1 KOZYRED, A. (1994). The Lagging Partnership, Foreign Affairs, vol.73, n.3, p.62. Available 

at: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1994-05-01/lagging-partnership  
2 PUTIN, V. (2005) on the Annual State of the Nation Address to Russia’s Duma. President of the 

Russian Federation 25th April. Available at: 

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/22931  
3 BUSH, G.W. (1995) on the Address to Nation on Gorbachev’s Resignation. Former President 

of the United States. 25th December. Available at: https://www.c-span.org/video/?23549-

1/address-gorbachev-resignation  
4 FRAPPI, C. (2017). “Trump, la Russia e le sfide regionali: il fallimento della strategia del 

congagement” in Effetto Trump? Gli Stati Uniti nel sistema internazionale fra continuità e 

mutamento. Quaderni di Scienze Politiche, vol.12, EDUCatt, Milano, pp.159-184, p.164. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1994-05-01/lagging-partnership
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/22931
https://www.c-span.org/video/?23549-1/address-gorbachev-resignation
https://www.c-span.org/video/?23549-1/address-gorbachev-resignation


 
 

implosion of the Soviet empire was caused by the disintegration of the communist 

systems itself. This internal breakdown inflicted even greater damage on the once 

formidable and influential Soviet Union, altering its global perception and legacy. 

The disintegration of the Soviet Union triggered a considerable reshaping of geographical 

boundaries, culminating in the formation of fifteen new states, divided into four distinct 

subregions. Firstly, the Baltic group emerged, comprising the three Baltic republics: 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania. Secondly, the three republics of the Caucasus region: Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Georgia. The Central Asian subregion with the five stan countries5: 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan. Finally, the three 

countries in Eastern Europe: Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine. The largest among them 

was the Russian Federation, that inherited from the Soviet Union most of the military 

capabilities.  

As a matter of fact, starting from this historical moment, and through the study and 

examination of the internal and external dynamics of the newly formed Russian 

Federation, the aim of the thesis if to examine the level of influence that the country 

exercises today on the region of Central Asia.  

Prior to exploring the crux of the matter, it should be noted that the region of Central Asia 

has been long at the centre of the strategic interests of foreign countries. As early as the 

19th century the United Kingdom and Russia Empire struggled for the control over Central 

Asia. This dispute took the name of “Great Game”6 and today it has made a resurgence 

with analysts referring to a “new Great Game” where global powers compete to secure 

increasingly solid and binding alliances with the region7. 

As it can be easily deduced, the collapse of the Soviet Union entailed the diminishing of 

the economic, financial, and military resources that has allowed the Soviet Empire to 

exert sovereignty over such a vast territory. However, the resources inherited by the 

                                                           
5 AMIGHINI, A. (2017). China’s Belt and Road: A game Changer? Istituto per gli Studi di 

Politica Internazionale. Milano. p.10 Available at: 

https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/china_belt_road_game_changer.pdf  
6 The term was coined by a British official and it referred to the strategic competition between the 

UK and Russian Empire for influence and control in Central Asia.  
7 PESCE, A. (2023). Il “nuovo grande gioco”. L’ambizione delle superpotenze sui paesi dell’Asia 

Centrale, Geopolitica.info. Available at: https://www.geopolitica.info/grande-gioco-asia-centrale/  
 

https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/china_belt_road_game_changer.pdf
https://www.geopolitica.info/grande-gioco-asia-centrale/


 
 

Russian Federation in the aftermath of 1991 have enabled the country to establish itself 

as great power in the near abroad.  

Through the study of the close relations which still today characterize Russia and Central 

Asia, particularly Kazakhstan, it will be explained which factors have allowed Russia to 

still exercise a certain degree of influence on the region.   

As a matter of fact, some scholars argue that the so-called Russian influence is an endless 

presence in the region of Central Asia as it represents a constant in the territory which has 

always been linked to Russian traditions. According to this idea, historical ties and 

cultural affinities that have been developed through the centuries by the Russian and 

Kazakh population, persist despite the actions of superpowers and great nations. Through 

the centuries many Russians travelled to Central Asia; at the same time, a large part of the 

population of Central Asia moved to Russia and stabilized there. This create a unique 

bond which cannot be broken. Nonetheless, many analysts foresee that other actor, 

particularly China, will replace the empty space left by the former Soviet government and 

will emerge as solid ally. Since 2013, when President Xi Jinping launched the Belt and 

Road Initiative, Chinese investments have been increasing in the region making it 

increasingly dependent on China. At the same time, Beijing needs natural resources to 

sustain its economy and the rich countries of Central Asia represent a valid alternative to 

the instable OPEC countries.  

Before delving into the core of the question of whether Russia is diminishing influence 

in Central Asia, it is crucial to analyse what influence means. This preliminary 

examination, covering political, economic, cultural, and strategic aspect, provides a 

foundation for evaluating Russia’s role and potential changed in its influence in the 

region. The definition of power and influence given by the realist scholars, the 

contribution provided by the constructivists and the concept of state society from the 

English School contribute to understanding the notion of a Regional Security Complex, 

coined by Barry Buzan and Ole Weaver. These frameworks are crucial to identify Central 

Asia as a unique region and comprehend the reasons it is regarded as such.    

As already described, if on the one hand some scholars defend the idea that Russia still 

plays a role of influential power in the region, on the other hand many claim that this 

influence is destined to decrease.  



 
 

This work is aimed at understanding the actual level of influence exercised by the Russian 

Federation through the study of the bilateral relations between the former and Kazakhstan. 

The choice of Kazakhstan as country of reference is twofold. Firstly, Russia has always 

shown particular attention to Kazakhstan which is the largest country of Central Asia and 

shares with it more than 6,500 km of border. As a matter of fact, the proximity with the 

Russian Federation allows to study the level of migration from and to the country, the 

reasons which push thousands of Kazakhs to move, the contribution of the remittances to 

the Kazakh GDP and the level of diffusion of the Russian institutions in the country. 

Secondly, despite the neighbouring Turkey, Iran, Russia and China, Kazakhstan is an 

example of country which tries to conduct a multi-vectoral policy, aimed at striking up 

relations with everyone. This gives the possibility to evaluate Russian capacity to exert 

influence in a country that benefits from good relationship with other actors too, and 

therefore that does not have Russia as the only partner. Undoubtedly, the enduring 

relationship with Russia has deeply impacted the population of Kazakhstan. However, it 

would be interesting to examine how the young generations are responding to the ongoing 

Russian presence.  

The analysis relies on primary sources, including treaties underpinning regional 

organizations such as the SCO, CSTO, and CIS. Speeches and statements by presidents, 

such as those of Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin, were utilized to offer a more authentic 

interpretation of the country. These primary sources provide valuable insights into the 

official positions, perspective, and intentions of the Russian leadership, enhancing the 

dept and the authenticity of the analyses. To study the migration flows, the statistics 

offered by the database of international organizations such as the International 

Organization for Migration have been consulted; while through the use of economic 

reports of the International Monetary Fund has been possible to reconstruct the major 

elements that have influenced the history of Russia. Among these there are the abandon 

of the ruble zone, the repercussion of the free-market policy oriented in the early 1990s, 

the 1998 economic crises, the outcomes of the Vladimir Putin’s economic reforms and so 

on. For the secondary sources the historical manuals explaining the theories of 

international relations have been consulted, and the use of research papers, think tank 

articles have been essential to analyse the trend of Russian influence in Kazakhstan and 

in Central Asia in the past 30 years. 



 
 

The elaborate is composed of four chapters. The first one is aimed at observing the 

changes of the Russian foreign policy in Central Asia. It firstly introduces the lector with 

the theories of international relations that conceptualize the notion of power, influence, 

and authority to comprehend under which basis Russian influence has been built. Once 

these three meanings are clarified, the study will progress to examine the notion of 

security and the theory of the Regional Security Complex. The exploration will further 

extend this concept to the Central Asian region, considering the key foreign players who 

sought to exert influence in the five Central Asian countries during the beginning of the 

1990s when Russia was not profoundly involved in the region, due to internal challenges 

arising from the dissolution of the USSR.   

The chapter will later reconstruct the past 30 years of Russian history, following three 

caesuras which have been chosen because of their consequences. The first one, from 1991 

to 1999, will debate the period of the two Yeltsin administrations; the second one, from 

2000 to 2014, will cover the period starting with the rise to power of Vladimir Putin until 

the 2014 annexation of Crimea. Finally, last phase will begin in 2015 with the came into 

force of the Eurasia Economic Union and will end in the present day. Given the strong 

importance that security has in the relations between Russia and Central Asia, this first 

historical reconstruction will explain in general the evolution of the Russian security 

policy in the region. The previous division will recur in the following chapters, that will 

deal specifically with the relations between Russia and Kazakhstan. Each chapter will 

analyze the economic, cultural, and security-related factors that characterize the relations 

between the two countries.  

Accordingly, the second chapter studies the interactions between the newly formed 

Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation in the period 1991-1999. First of all, the origins 

of Kazakhstan and how its present-day borders have been shaped through the years will 

be explained, since it is precisely the proximity with Russia that has fostered the relations 

between the two countries. As a matter of fact, Russia shares linguistic and cultural 

aspects with all five Central Asian countries, but these affinities are deeper with 

Kazakhstan. This also explains the reasons why Russia always had a special consideration 

for Kazakhstan and why it is so influential in the region. Another element that will be 

analysed is the difference that characterizes the independence processes of the former 

Soviet republics. For instance, unlike the Baltic countries, where people strongly stood 



 
 

up for their independence, according to many historians stan countries acted in a passive 

way, declaring independence only when the implosion of the Soviet Union was 

inevitable8. In particular, Kazakhstan was the last country to declare independence. The 

fact that these republics waited until it was strictly necessary says a lot about the level of 

dependence of the Central Asian region on Russia and provides insight into why Russia 

is so important in the region compared to other territories that were under the Soviet 

umbrella. During the last decade of the 20th century, Russia and Central Asian republics 

experienced a deep economic crisis due to the transition from a planned to a market 

economy. The outbreak of the economic crises in Russia in 1998 wiped out all the weak 

attempts at recovery made up to that time. The chapter shows why the 1990s were a 

moment of radical transformation for the republics of the former Soviet Union with the 

dismantlement of two fundamental institutions: the Rouble zone, and the Joint Military 

Forces, the successor of the Ministry of Defence of the Soviet Union9. The economic 

policy adopted by the Yeltsin administration and its repercussions in Central Asia will be 

discussed later. Regarding the concept of security, it will be made clear how the US 

commitment to denuclearisation helped initiate Kazakhstan's multi-vectoral policy. 

Chapter three deals with the period 2000-2014, that saw the rise to power of President 

Vladimir Putin. The section elucidates the trajectory of the new president’s foreign policy, 

initially marked by cooperation with the United States (thanks to the common goal of 

defeating terrorism in central Asia), eventually evolving into a significant rupture with 

the West in 2014. The examination of events in Georgia in 2008 and in Ukraine in 2014 

will be pivotal in comprehending the shift in Russian foreign policy. Besides, the reasons 

why Moscow and Beijing started their stable friendship will be explained. The analysis 

of important events, such as the 2001 war on terror, the birth of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, the color revolution and the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative project 

will be pivotal in the reconstruction of the relations between Russia and Central Asia. 

                                                           
8SMITH, J. (2016). The Transformation of Soviet Republic Borders to International Borders: 

competing concepts of the Kazakhstan-Russia Border. Journal of Borderlands Studies, p.4. 

Available at: 

https://www.academia.edu/30220151/Jeremy_Smith_2016_The_Transformation_of_Soviet_Re

public_Borders_to_International_Borders_competing_concepts_of_the_Kazakhstan_Russia_Bo

rder_Journal_of_Borderlands_Studies_DOI_10_1080_08865655_2016_1211958    
9 VINOKUROV, A. L. (2012). Holding-Together Regionalism: Twenty Years of Post-Soviet 

Integration. Basingtoke: Palgrave Macmillan, London, p.40. 



 
 

Finally, the last chapter begins with the year 2015, identified as a turning point in the 

foreign policy conducted by Moscow. Both the creation of the Eurasian Economic Union 

and the launch of the new Russian National Security Strategy made 2015 a year of drastic 

change in Russian-Western relations, marking Russia’s desire to regain the influence it 

had lost in Central Asia over the previous two decades. The analysis will extend to 

exploring the consequences of the 2022 war in Ukraine on Kazakhstan’s economy and 

society, such as the relocation of Russian firms and the huge increase in Kazakh 

population, offering insights into the current dynamics in Russia’s influence. The 

conclusion will help the reader to summarize the key events and trends that have 

contributed to shape Russian influence in Kazakhstan and in the region of Central Asia. 
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1. Power and security in Central Asia 

 

“A country will have authority and influence because of 

moral factors, not its military strength(...). And a 

nation without morality will soon lose its influence 

around the world.”10 

 

In recent times, there has been the persistent idea that Russia is losing influence in Central 

Asia. However, regardless of whether this is true or not, to claim such statement it is 

necessary to provide the definition of influence and explain on which basis Russian 

influence in Central Asia has been built on. In this way it is possible to understand which 

factors contribute to increase or reduce the so-called “Russian sphere of influence”11 in 

the region.  

 

1.1. The distinction between power, influence, and authority 

The comprehension of the theories of international relations is fundamental to understand 

certain dynamics. In this case, to study how Russian relations have changed towards 

Central Asian republics, it is necessary to understand the meaning of power. Realism and 

PTT will be useful for this purpose, while, further ahead, Constructivism and the English 

school will give support to introduce the concept of RSC.  

In the spoken language the terms authority, power and influence are often used as 

synonymous. However, although the last two words may have similar meanings, it is 

needed to identify properly the three concepts. According to the Cambridge definition, 

authority refers to “the moral or legal right or ability to exercise control”. Therefore, the 

definition implies that those who exercise control are legitimate by law, and those over 

whom control is exercised are aware of that. Similarly, in the context of international 

relations, the authority of the state is defined as the right of a state to act in a certain way 

in accordance with the law. Slightly more complex is defying and recognizing the   

                                                           
10 CARTER, J. (2005) Our Endangered Values: America's Moral Crisis, Simon and Schuster, 

New York, p.59 
11 ADOMEIT, H. (2011). Russia and its Near neighbourhood: Competition and Conflict Within 

the EU, College of Europe, Natolin Research Paper 04/May, Bruges. p.1.  
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difference between power and influence, which may have similar meaning when talking 

about relations. In the following lines, three different features of power will be explained, 

and it will be clear how one of these specifically can be blurred with the term influence.  

The notion of power can be conceived in different ways: power as attribute, relationship, 

or structural power. The first one is a very familiar concept in traditional accounts of 

international relations12. In this case several kinds of characteristics that a state can 

possess, named attributes, are identified to define how powerful a country is. According 

to the Realism Theory, that started to develop during the Second World War13, power is 

conceived as the “currency of global politics”14, the mean through which a state achieves 

its goals. At the root of this theory is the idea that society functions anarchically since 

there is no higher authority than states and states’ main goal is to guarantee their citizens 

protection and security. However, it is precisely because of this anarchic status, that 

countries do whatever they can to achieve as much power as possible, chasing the nation 

in front of them. Realists believes that only when balance of power, at least between two 

countries is reached, conflicts can be avoided. However, this theory contrasts with 

Constructivism, introduced by Nicholas G. Onuf in 198915, who argued that international 

relations are instead “socially constructed”16. Therefore, while realists believe that what 

matters in international relations structure is the “distribution of material capabilities”17 

to reach power, constructivists think that states also depend on social relationships. From 

Constructivism theory, the English school developed the idea that despite the climate of 

anarchy which characterized thy system of international relations, it is possible to talk 

about anarchical society. In other words, states still pursue their interests but within a 

system of law. This means that there are unwritten principles that states recognize and if 

                                                           
12 AINLEY, K., & BROWN, C. (2009). Understanding International Relations. Palgrave 

Macmillan, New York, p.92. 
13 Actually, primary assumptions date back to earlier times. Already in the 400 b.C the Grecian 

historic Thucydides developed the concept according to which between two emerging nations the 

probability that a war occur will be higher. 
14 MANSBACH, R. W., & PIRRO, E. (2023). Introduction to Global Politics. Routledge, London, 

p.254. 
15 Constructivist theory was developed in the late 1980s and early 1990s and it is commonly 

associated to Alexander Wendt. Nicholas Onuf gave a significant contribution to the theory in his 

book “The World of Our Making”, published in 2012.  
16 WENDT, A. (1995). Constructing International Politics, International Security, vol. 20, no. 1, 

pp.71-81, p.71. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/2539217. 
17 Ibidem. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2539217
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they violated them, they are called to pay for such violations18. Indeed, opponents to 

Realism argue that the theory confuses “capability that might contribute to power with 

power itself”19. To this regard, it is useful to cite the Power Transition Theory which have 

been conceptualized in 1958 by A.F.K. Organski20. In contrast to Realism, PTT believes 

that society is based on a hierarchic structure where states have different levels of 

cooperation and competition21, and the only way to avoid conflicts is the imbalance of 

power. As a matter of fact, Organski claimed that as long as two countries do not have the 

same capabilities, the war will not occur (since the difference in capabilities is well known 

and therefore one would already know who would win). These capabilities can be tangible 

and intangible and for what concerns the first category, Davide Singer created the 

Composite Index of National Capability (hereinafter CINC) in 1963. The CINC is a 

statistical measure which evaluates national power based on three dimensions: 

demography, economy, and military. 

On the contrary, countries base their power also on their grade of leadership, intelligence, 

reliability, and diplomacy22. These factors belong to the intangible sphere and are they 

are, without doubt, more difficult to evaluate. They will be particularly useful in the 

following chapters to observe how the level of power exerted by Russia over the region 

of Central Asia has changed over the years and whether is true that Russia is losing 

influence.   

Alternatively, power as relationship is linked to the concept of influence which values 

power not because of the resources (attributes and therefore capabilities) that states have 

at their disposal23, but on the ability to make threats or give rewards in the case of 

compliance or non-compliance by another state. To this end, the concepts of hard power 

and soft power need a clarification. The notion of hard power considers the capacity to 

influence another state using tools such as coercion and rewards -metaphorically “stick 

and carrots”24-; while the notion of soft power expects to have more lasting results since 

                                                           
18 AINLEY, K., & BROWN, C. (2009), p.51 
19 Ibidem. 
20 ORGANSKI, A.F.K. (1959). World Politics. Alfred A. Knopf, New York. 
21 MCGLINCHEY, S, (2022). Foundations of International Relations, Bloomsbury, London, p.77. 
22 MANSBACH, R. W., & PIRRO, E. (2023) p.260. 
23 AINLEY, K., & BROWN, C. (2009), p. 94. 
24 Ibi. p. 96. 
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it does not imply the use of force or threats to gain results, but rather the capacity to use 

“cultural and reputational factors”25 to influence another state.  

Finally, the third way to conceive the notion of power refers to the structural power. This 

concept is related to the capacity of a state to set the “rules of the game”26. In this case 

the state who detains power, establishes the guidelines of the international society, and 

influence other actors’ choices.  

To sum up, the definition of power is extremely important in the study of international 

relations. However, according to the different theories it can assume different meanings. 

In the Realism theory, the quest for power is at the basis of states’ behaviour and it is 

considered an attribute, therefore something which contributes to strengthen countries. 

The more attributes countries achieve, the stronger they are. The second definition 

involves the relations between states (very similar to the concept of influence), and it is 

based on the ability of a state to induce another country to behave as the first one desires. 

To do so, the country that acts as “influencer” 27 can use hard or soft power, depending on 

its leadership. Lastly, structural power is the situation where a nation can “shape 

frameworks within which states relate to each other (…)”28.  

  

1.2 The definition of securitization and Regional Security Complex 

Having clarified the several shades of the notion of power, it is possible to proceed with 

the analysis of security and Regional Security Complex (hereinafter RSC). As above 

mentioned, according to realists, states’ first goal is to reach the highest level of power to 

guarantee security. However, who determines when a country is not in a state of security? 

At the core of the security studies there is the Copenhagen School, developed through the 

90s, whose main scholars Barry Buzan and Ole Waver coined the terms of RSC and 

securitisation. The Copenhagen School identifies the “societal security” as the “the ability 

of a society to persist in its essential character under changing conditions and possible or 

                                                           
25MANSBACH, R. W., & PIRRO, E. (2023) p.255. 
26 Ibidem. 
27 Ibidem. 
28 PALAN, R. (1999). Susan Strange 1923-1998: A Great International Relations Theorist, Review 

of International Political Economy, vol. 6, no. 2, pp.121-132, p. 122. Available at: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4177305  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4177305
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actual threats”29, and it establishes that security involves only an “existential threat”30. To 

this regard, Weaver contributed to the conceptualization of the notion of securitization 

which was defined as the situation “where actors identify an existential threat that requires 

emergency executive powers, and, if the audience accepts the securitizing move, the issue 

is depoliticized and is considered a security issue outside the rules of normal politics”31. 

Given this definition, three assumptions of securitization can be deduced: the speech act, 

the logic of exception, and the actor-audience interaction32. The speech act represents the 

beginning of the process with whom the problem is presented. The second element 

involves who delivers the speech act. Usually, this assignment is conducted by politicians, 

governments, lobbies, and other actors who enjoy visibility. Besides, the Copenhagen 

School underlined the riskiness of the act of delivering the speech since the person in 

charge of that doesn’t know the reaction of the audience. Finally, the third element 

concerns the audience and its reaction. To ensure that securitisation takes place, the 

audience must recognize the existence of the threat. Undoubtedly, depending on the type 

of regime, the weight of the audience will be different, and it will be higher in democratic 

regimes than in autocratic systems. 

The definition of securitization has been necessary to understand what represents the 

RSC. As a matter of fact, the first definition provided by Buzan in 1983, defined that as 

“a group of states whose primary security concerns link together sufficiently closely that 

their national securities cannot reasonably be considered apart from one another”33. In 

other words, RSC can be defined as a group of states that shares the same concerns about 

national security. However, in 1998 the definition was reformulated in the following: “a 

set of units whose major processes of securitisation, (de)securitisation, or both are so 

                                                           
29 BUZAN, B., & HANSEN, L. (2009). The Evolution of International Security Studies, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.213. 
30 MONTELEONE, C. (2017). “Sicurezza e securitizzazione: Copenaghen e oltre”, in Ragion 

pratica, vol. 48, n. 1, 2017, pp. 9-24, p.12. Available at: 

https://iris.unipa.it/retrieve/handle/10447/234013/572921/Sicurezza%20e%20securitizzazione%

20RP%202017.pdf  
31 SALTER, M. (2008). Securitization and desecuritization: a dramaturgical analysis of the 

Canadian Air Transport Security Authority. Journal of International Relations and 

Development, vol. 11, n.4, pp. 321-349, p.321. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1057/jird.2008.20  
32 BALZACQ, T. (2022). The Copenhagen School and Beyond Closer Look at Securitisation 

Theory, In STEPKA, M., Identifying Security Logics in the EU Policy Discourse, Routledge, 

London, p.17 
33 BUZAN, B., & WAEVER, O. (2003). Regions and Powers: The Structure of International 

Relations. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.44.  

https://iris.unipa.it/retrieve/handle/10447/234013/572921/Sicurezza%20e%20securitizzazione%20RP%202017.pdf
https://iris.unipa.it/retrieve/handle/10447/234013/572921/Sicurezza%20e%20securitizzazione%20RP%202017.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1057/jird.2008.20


6 
 

interlinked that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved apart 

from one another”34. Notwithstanding the similar definitions, in the second one has been 

introduced the concept of (de)securitisation. Therefore, RSC can be defined as a group of 

states whose process of securitization is so connected that their security issues cannot be 

solved separately. In short, if the population of a particular nation, through a process of 

securitization, identifies an element as a threat to their national security, the other 

countries belonging to the same RSC will perceive the same risk.   

In their book Regions and Power, the structure of International Security, Buzan and 

Weaver identified the RSC as a group of states that possess a sufficient degree of security 

interdependence both to define them as a connected whole and to differentiate them from 

their surrounding security regions. Besides, the four following variables combines a RSC: 

boundary, to identify the geographical limits of the RSC; anarchic structure, “which 

means that the RSC must be composed of two or more autonomous units”35; polarity, 

which regards how power is distributed among the units; and social construction, which 

“covers the patterns of amity and enmity among the unit”36.   These factors will be useful 

on the analysis of Central Asia as RSC in the following chapter. 

Another feature when speaking of RSC is the distinction between countries with 

relevance at “regional and global level”. As a matter of fact, while regions are defined as 

“geographically clustered sets of units which must be embedded in a larger system, that 

has a structure of its own”37, countries with global relevance have a high degree of 

independence. Given this premise, how should Russia be considered? Before 1991, there 

are no doubts that the Soviet Union played a role of superpower together with the United 

States. Their supremacy was marked not only by their obvious military superiority but 

also by the tangible and intangible capabilities which were mentioned before. They were 

indeed both “leaders of two opposing groups of state”38. However, the end of the USSR, 

put an end to the bipolar order and allowed the rise of other great powers, first among all: 

China. For what concerns Russia, some scholars defined it as an “influential regional 

                                                           
34 BUZAN, B., & WAEVER, O. (2003). p. 44.  
35 Ibi. p.53 
36 Ibidem. 
37 BUZAN, B., & WAEVER, O. (2003). p.27. 
38 KOKOSHIN, A. (2002). What is Russia: A Superpower, a Great Power or a Regional Power, 

International Affairs: A Russian Journal, n.6. Available at: 

https://ciaotest.cc.columbia.edu/olj/iarj/iarj_02_06a.html  

https://ciaotest.cc.columbia.edu/olj/iarj/iarj_02_06a.html
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power”39 given the noticeable reduction of the GDP just as the reshaping of the national 

borders. However, according to others, the country can still be considered a great power 

since the enormous energy resources and the influence that exercise in the large 

geographical area of the post-Soviet countries40. 

The following chapter will exactly analyse the influential role played by Russia in the 

Central Asia Regional Security Complex.     

 

1.2.1. The RSC in Central Asia 

Having clarified the definition of RSC, it is possible to proceed with the case of Central 

Asia. The definition provided by Buzan takes into consideration the conflictual and 

cooperative factors just as the internal and external dynamics. Following the division 

provided by Lena Jonson and Roy Allison in their book Central Asia Security it is possible 

to identify four scenarios which can occur in the RSC. In these scenarios the factors are 

internal (the states which constitute the RSC) and external (international players) which 

can cooperate or act as rivalries. In the first case, where the external and internal actors 

act both in a conflictual way, the international players are induced to establish relations 

with the single states and not with the region as a whole. This can result in a fragmented 

region with deep divisions. The second scenario foresees that external actor act in a 

conflictual way, while single states cooperate among each other. In this case if the region 

is strong enough, it can balance a “diversified relationship with regional powers”41. On 

the contrary, in the third scenario single states do not cooperate, while external players 

do, and this results in the capability of foreign powers to exercise influence in the region. 

In the context of security, this can be translated in the capacity of foreign actors to limit 

and manage conflict in the region. Finally, in last case, where all the actors cooperate 

there is a higher probability that a “new multilateral security frameworks develop”42. The 

current situation of Central Asia can be associated to the first scenario. Neither external 

actors, nor the five countries, which are domestically vulnerable, cooperate. In 2002, 

countries’ interaction was defined low and where “nobody was looking to set up a system 

                                                           
39 KOKOSHIN, A. (2002). 
40 BUZAN, B., & WAEVER, O. (2003). p.408. 
41 JONSON, L. & ROY, A. (2001). Central Asian Security the New International Context. 

Brookings Institution. Press, Washington D.C., p.12. 
42 Ibidem. 
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of alliances”43. The lack of relations between these states has given foreign actors the 

opportunity to play an active role in the region.  As a matter of fact, still today it is possible 

to observe that single powers such as China, the US, and the European Union, visit the 

Central Asian single states in the effort to strengthen their relations with them. However, 

this is slightly different for Russia which exercises influence on the entire region also 

thanks to the several regional organizations, such as the Commonwealth of Independent 

States, of which all the Central Asia countries and Russia are members. Taking into 

consideration the Buzan definition of RSC and the importance of the security element, 

over the years Russia has stressed on this aspect to access the region. To give some data, 

in 200244, Russian troops patrolled most of the external border of the CIS and President 

Putin himself, has made the threat to terrorism the key item on the SCO’s agenda and 

within the CIS. 

In the end, if the -stan countries started to cooperate and act as a region as a whole and 

not individually, it would be more difficult for foreign players to exert power in the single 

states, and they would be forced to relate with the entire region of Central Asia. This 

would lead to a shift from the first to the second scenario, where the region would be 

strong enough to establish different relations with individual foreign actors from a 

stronger position.   

  

1.2.2. Internal and external factors of Central Asia RSC 

While the five -stan countries have been previously identified as internal factors of the 

Central Asia RSC, this paragraph is aimed at classifying the most relevant external factors 

that interact with the region. Excluding the Russian Federation, which will be deeply 

studied in the following chapters, two main countries can be considered as significantly 

important for the region not only for their territorial closeness but also for the cultural and 

religious traditions. Indeed, especially during the first years of the 1990s, these two 

countries competed to assume the role of model state for former Soviet republics taking 

advantage from the temporary Russian disengagement towards the region. The two 

countries in question are the Republic of Türkiye and the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

                                                           
43 JONSON, L. & ROY, A. (2001). p. 13. 
44 Voice of America. (2009). Russia Urges CIS Countries to Increase Anti-Terror Cooperation, 

VOA. October 30th. Available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-a-2002-11-20-34-

russia/392016.html  

https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-a-2002-11-20-34-russia/392016.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-a-2002-11-20-34-russia/392016.html
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However, with the arrival of the new Millenium also the United Sates and China have 

started to increase their interactions with the region. For this reason, they will be 

mentioned but better analysed further on following the chronological order of the historic 

events.  

To some extent, Central Asian republics shared with the Republic of Türkiye the same 

process of independence. After the end of the First World War and the following the 

collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic was formed in 1923. The first 

president Mustafa Kemal Ataturk introduced some principles of secularism which 

established the division between the religious and the social-political sphere. The Muslim 

law and the religious school were abandoned, and later other European-oriented reforms 

were adopted45. As a matter of fact, president’s desire was to renew not only the religious 

and political sphere of the Republic, but also the economic field and from 1923 to 193046 

several liberal economic policies were adopted. Like Turkey, former Soviet republics 

found themselves in a similar situation after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In this 

respect, having gone through the same economic process, Turkey could be an example of 

a model country to follow. The republics tried to deal with a process of transformation 

from a centrally controlled to a market economy which was not easy. Indeed, people were 

used to the Soviet system where everything was provided by the State and there were “no 

ambition to do anything suitable for a market economy”47.  It was exactly in this period 

that the “Turkish model”48 was presented and largely supported by European countries 

and the United States. Indeed, Western countries were afraid that new Central Asian 

republics could fall into the Iranian sphere of influence and the Islamic extremism, which 

undoubtedly represented a threat to the liberal order. On the contrary, they considered 

Turkey as a good example of nation which had successfully managed to reform its 

economic system. Therefore, the Turkish model, inspired by European principles, was 

largely supported from the period 1990-1993. Such a model found fertile land in Central 

Asia since most of the population of both the newborn republics and Turkey were Sunni 

                                                           
45 BAL, I. (1998). The Turkish Model and The Turkic Republics. PERCEPTIONS: Journal of 

International Affairs, vol. 3, n. 3. Available at: 

https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/perception/issue/49035/625542 
46 Ibidem. 
47 Ibidem. 
48 Ibidem. 

https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/perception/issue/49035/625542
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Muslim and Turkic speaking. Finally, this bond was even more reinforced because Central 

Asian countries always considered the Turkish as their relatives49.  

If for the first years of the 1990s, the Turkish model was perceived as a valid example for 

the formation of the Central Asian countries, largely supported by the Western world, the 

situation changed in 1993. Indeed, the fact that Russian Federation re-entered the scene 

as “big brother”, brought about the European Union and the US to support less and less 

the Turkish model. Even though Turkey remained an important ally of Central Asian 

countries which still today share with them several bonds, it would be exaggerated to 

speak about Turkish influence.  

As above mentioned, if the Turkish model was widely promoted, the Iranian one 

frightened Western countries that feared a rise of Islamic extremism. Like Turkey, Iran 

hoped to exploit the vacant position of control left by the Soviet Union to engage in the 

region and end the isolation that it was going through due to the human rights violations 

perpetrated by the regime at that time50. Iran’s ambitious put pressure on three factors51. 

The first one was related to the security issue. As a matter of fact, it was in the common 

interest of both Iran and Central Asia to ensure stability in Afghanistan52 with which they 

share borders (particularly Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan). The second 

element concerned the economy. Iran did try to emerge as main partner of Central Asia 

focusing on the construction of important networks of railway system from which 

benefited both Iran and Central Asian countries which could have access to the Gulf. Of 

particular importance was the Mashhad-Sarakhs-Tajan 180 km railway infrastructure53, 

whose construction was decided in 1989, and inaugurated in 1996. It crossed Iran and 

acted as connection between Turkmenistan and the Mediterranean (passing through 

Turkey)54.  This new southern route worked as alternative to the northern route in Russia, 

                                                           
49 BAL, I. (1998). 
50 Human Rights Watch. (1991) Human Rights Watch, Human Rights Watch World Report 1990 

– Iran. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/reference/annualreport/hrw/1991/en/16131   
51 FREIJ, H. Y. (1996). State Interests vs. the Umma: Iranian Policy in Central Asia, Middle East 

Journal, vol. 50, n. 1, pp. 71-83, p. 72. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328897  
52 LAL, R. (2006). “Iran”. In Central Asia and Its Asian Neighbors: Security and Commerce at 

the Crossroads, RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, p. 12. Available at: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg440af.10  
53 SALAMAI, E. G. (2020). Perspective and strategic importance of the Khaf-Herat railway, 

Institute for East Strategic Studies.  
54 Ibidem. 

https://www.refworld.org/reference/annualreport/hrw/1991/en/16131
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328897
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg440af.10
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which at that time, lacked necessary infrastructures. During the launch of the railway the 

Iranian President of that time, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, stated that the new railway 

network would have “enhance amity, confidence and trust among governments and lead 

to mutual understanding and greater solidarity”55, pointing out that Turkmenistan should 

not have allowed Western countries “to plunder and pillage its oil and gas resources”56. 

Lastly, the third element regarded the religious sphere since also Iran was a Muslim state. 

However, the huge difference between Sunni and Shiite Muslim, did not allow the country 

to stand as similar partner.  

In the first years of the 1990s, while Russian presence took a step backwards, Iran and 

Turkey competed for a major influence in Central Asia. While Turkey exploited the 

cultural and linguistic bonds with Central Asia, Iran focused mainly on the economic 

development of the region and the safeguard of the borders. However, while the Turkish 

model was initially supported by the United States and Europe, when they realised that 

Iran no longer posed a threat due to the religious difference, they began to sustain the 

Turkish effort less and less. This, together with the Russia’s increasingly intrusive entry 

into the region, made the efforts of the two countries futile. 

If Turkey and Iran’s attention has been focused on the Central Asian region since the early 

1990s, Chinese interest has considerably increased in the last years. The fact that China 

borders Central Asia has always made the two regions interact. However, Chinese interest 

has reached its peak in the last decade. With the 2013 launch of the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) by President Xi Jinping, China has indeed attempted its most ambitious 

plan in foreign policy57 and of the greatest in history58. The project, originally called One 

Belt One Road and currently involving 147 states including Central Asia republics, is 

aimed at creating a network of infrastructures that will connect China to the Western 

                                                           
55 CHUNG, C. (2023). Why Iran’s Development of Nuclear Energy Will Create Stability and 

Prosperity in the Middle East, part 3 of the series “Iran’s Century and a Half Fight for 

Sovereignty”. 10th April, TRANSCEND Media Service. Available at: 

https://www.transcend.org/tms/2023/04/follow-the-trail-of-blood-and-oil-part-3/  
56 FREIJ, H.Y. (1996).  
57 CAI, P. (2017). Understanding China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Lowy Institute for International 

Policy, p.1. Available at: https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/understanding-china-s-belt-

road-initiative  
58 HARNICK, P. (2019). China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the Global Chemical Industry, 

REACTION Magazine, KPMG International, December issue, p.16. Available at: 

https://kpmg.com/xx/en/home/insights/2019/12/china-belt-and-road-initiative-and-the-global-

chemical-industry.html  

TRANSCEND%20Media%20Service
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https://kpmg.com/xx/en/home/insights/2019/12/china-belt-and-road-initiative-and-the-global-chemical-industry.html
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world. Given its strategically important geographic position, the region of Central Asia, 

is indeed essential for the realization of the BRI which is aimed at integrating Eurasia 

through a network of “infrastructure and transport of good by land”. The project counts 

six routes, five of them by land (Silk Road Economic Belt)59 and one by sea (Maritime 

Silk Road)60. Regarding the land corridors, two of them pass through Central Asia and 

Caucasus61. These two routes are in turn subdivided into five corridors, and this gives an 

idea of the importance of the region. Not only does China consider the territory a link to 

Europe geographically, but also politically and culturally62 and keeping this linking bridge 

safe and stable is one of its main priorities. Another important factor which draws a 

relationship between China and Central Asia is the management of the Xinjiang region 

and the security aspect. The region, which borders eight countries (China, Mongolia, 

Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and India), is indeed aim of 

discussion since the protracted human rights violations perpetrated by the Chinese 

government against Muslim Turkic minorities63. Although in different way, China did 

also use the threat of terrorism to foster its power over the borders and within the main 

eastern security organization which is the SCO. In conclusion, the economic ambition of 

the BRI and the security issues with the neighbouring countries have increased Chinese 

influence over the region.  

The last country to be studied is the United States. Despite the US’ pressure of Central 

Asian countries towards a market-oriented economic policy and the support to the Turkish 

model in the early 1990s, its entrance to the region can be defined as fairly recent since it 

dates to 2001. Anyway, the American military involvement into the region following the 

09/11 attacks and the consequent War on Terrorism conducted by President George W. 

                                                           
59 CHEN, J. Y.W, & SOLEDAD, J.T. (2017). China in Central Asia: Local Perceptions from 

Future Elites, China Quarterly of International Strategic Studies, vol. 3, n. 3, pp.429-445, p. 

431. Available at: https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S2377740017500178 
60 World Bank. (2020). South Caucasus and Central Asia: The Belt and Road Initiative. 

Kazakhstan Country Case Study, Macroeconomics, Trade and Investment South Caucasus and 

Central Asia Equitable Growth, Finance and Institutions. World Bank. June. p.5. Available at: 

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/471731593499938164/pdf/South-Caucasus-and-

Central-Asia-The-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-Kazakhstan-Country-Case-Study.pdf  
61 Ibidem. 
62 JONSON, L.& ROY, A. (2001). p.153. 
63 KUMENOV, A. (2020). Kazakhstan keeps lid tight on Xinjiang activism in pursuit of trade 

boom, Eurasianet. March 29th.Available at: https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-keeps-lid-tight-on-

xinjiang-activism-in-pursuit-of-trade-boom  

https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S2377740017500178
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Bush, had been facilitated by the previous strictly economic interactions with the former 

Soviet republics. Indeed, the US supported the region in the dismantlement of the nuclear 

bases, particularly in Kazakhstan64 and kept an eye on the process of democratization of 

the countries. Moreover, its National Security Strategy, President Clinton stated that the 

US would have support the republics in the effort “to advance democracy, human rights 

and the rule of law, and to encourage them to support one another when instability, 

insecurity and human rights violations threaten peace in the region”65.  

However, as aforementioned, the major US involvement started in 2001 when President 

Bush started a huge military campaign which took the name of “Enduring freedom”66. In 

the region, the US accessed the airspace, used bases in Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan67, 

provided support and assistance for borders security and conducted other military 

operations. Besides, not only did the US settle military bases in Central Asia, but they 

also financed the countries’ military systems. For instance, in return for a regular report 

to Congress on the use of funds, Uzbekistan received USD 25 million to be used for 

foreign military financing68. While a cooperation system was pursued between the 

republics and the US, relations between the latter and Russia and Cina were quite seesaw. 

On the one hand, Russia and China were afraid of the increasing American involvement; 

on the other hand, the lack of assistance from these two states pushed the central Asia 

republics more and more towards the US. Afterall, Russia was ready to restabilize its 

control over the region after the disengagement showed in the aftermath of the dissolution 

of the USSR.  

 

                                                           
64 In 1990s the US financed a programme to close the entrances to the tunnels at Semipalatinsk, 

in Kazakhstan, to prevent the base for being used for nuclear testing. For reference: HARREL, E. 

& HOFFMAN, D. E. (2013). Kazakhstan: saving the world at Plutonium Mountain, The 

Washington Post. August 16th. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/saving-

the-world-at-plutonium-mountain/2013/08/16/1d43dd3a-0381-11e3-88d6-

d5795fab4637_story.html  
65 The White House. (1999). A National Security Strategy for a New Century. December. 

Available at: https://clintonwhitehouse4.archives.gov/media/pdf/nssr-1299.pdf  
66 WISHNICK, E. (2002) Growing Security Interests in Central Asia, Strategic Studies Institute, 

US Army War College, October 1st. p.1. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep11890.  
67 Ibidem. 
68 Ibidem. 
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In 2001, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization was created by Russia and China with 

the aim of combating “the three evils”: extremism, terrorism, and separatism69, but it was 

not a secret that both China and Russia hoped to limit US power. However, 

notwithstanding the Russian and Chinese scepticism towards the Americans, they were 

aware of the unstable situation in the region and the need for American help. 

From the analysis of the external factors influencing Central Asia, it can be deduced that 

the region can continue to be qualified as a Regional Security Complex if three conditions 

remain valid. Firstly, the conflict of interests between China, Russia and the United States 

remains present in Central Asia. Secondly, the interest of these states remains focused on 

the stability of security in the region.  Finally, the issues of separatism, religious 

extremism, terrorism, and drug trafficking are still present in the region (as these are the 

elements that represent major security problems and are closely intertwined within the 

region)70.  

This is also linked to the perception that these issues pose a threat to regional security in 

Central Asia, both by the Central Asian states themselves and by Russia and China, which 

perceive their importance to regional security. 

 

1.3. The evolution of Russian foreign policy and how it has affected relations with 

the Central Asian republics 

The next section will analyse the last 30 years of the Russian Federation foreign policy. 

Particularly, starting from the Yeltsin administration to the present day, a significant 

change of direction can be observed. To proceed with the following analysis, the historical 

period from 1991 to 2022 has been split into 3 sub-periods: the first one from 1991 to 

1999 which includes the two Yeltsin administrations; the second one, starting in 2000, 

with the arrival of the Putin administration, ends in 2014 with the Ukrainian crisis; and 

the last one which goes from 2015, when the Eurasian Economic Union was founded, 

until the invasion of Ukraine in 2022.  

                                                           
69 PRATAMA, C. (2013). Central Asia as a Regional Security Complex from the Perspectives of 

Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism, Global: Jurnal Politik Internasional, vol. 15, n. 1, Art. 

6, pp. 84-94, p. 90. May. Available at: 

https://scholarhub.ui.ac.id/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1167&context=global  
70 Ibidem. 
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Particular attention was given to the concept of security which played a major role in 

shaping Russian foreign policy especially at the beginning of the 2000s with the threat of 

terrorism from Afghanistan. However, in the last years with the launch of the BRI the 

region has become essential for trade and economic reasons. Through the analysis of the 

National Security Concepts, it will be possible to observe how Russia’s direction has 

changed towards foreign partners. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, President 

Yeltsin adopted a policy oriented to strengthen the relations with Western Countries, while 

in recent times Russia is become much more engaged in the region of Central Asia and 

Eastwards oriented, especially towards China. Nonetheless, given the geographical 

position of the Central Asian republics, which makes them a large landlocked region, the 

stan countries are striving to pursue a multi-vectoral policy, aimed at establishing relations 

not only with Russia but also with other countries.  

 

1.3.1. The 1990s and the Russian disengagement  

During the period 1991-1999 two different approaches of Russian foreign policy could 

be observed. As aforementioned, in the first years of the 1990s, Russia stepped back from 

its post-soviet space, both because of domestic issues such as the economic crisis, and 

because Boris Yeltsin’ foreign policy was aimed at strengthening relations with Western 

countries rather than focusing on Central Asia.  However, by 199571 there was a shift in 

the trend and Russia began to be re-oriented over former Soviet territories, although the 

biggest steps have been made in the new millennium with the Putin administration. As a 

matter of fact, in 1993 the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Andrei Kozyrev, highlighted the 

risk that other countries, such as Turkey and Iran, could enter the scene to fill the void left 

by Russia72. Not only was the fear of letting too much power to other foreign countries to 

induce Russia to come back to the region, but also some regional events which required 

its intervention, first and foremost the Tajikistan civil war from 1992 to 1997.  

The factor which played a crucial role in Russian decision to re-enter the region, was the 

threat of terrorism and the creation of the Commonwealth of Independent States. The 
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dissolution of the Soviet Union and the consequent creation of the fifteen new countries 

were decided unilaterally by the delegations of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus73 on 

December 8th, 1991, with the Belovezha Agreements. After that, on 21st December 1991, 

the CIS was established with the aim of sustaining economic, political, and cultural 

cooperation among state parties, as well as providing security over the region74. Besides, 

the creation of a union of former Soviet states would have rendered the separation from 

the Soviet Union easier and more gradual. The Baltic republics were the first to declare 

their independence, in August and September 1991, followed by all the other states and 

finally Kazakhstan which was the last one to declare it, on December 16th, 1991. Indeed, 

it is not by chance that relations between the latter and Russia have always been stronger. 

What is interesting is that while in the other regions there have been some revolutionary 

movements which pushed people to gain independence, in Central Asia, despite the strong 

cultural bonds that these countries share, the process of independence occurred in a 

peaceful way with not relevant protests. Indeed, Central Asian republics were those that 

most relied on former Soviet Union. However, in Tajikistan, the civil war broke out in 

1992 due to a separatist minority who insurged against pro-Russian government. The 

conflict involved several actors such as Iran and Pakistan and international organizations 

like the UN and the OSCE75. Because Central Asian republics have always been under 

the aegis of the Tsar before and the Soviet Union later, when they gained independence, 

they found themselves exercising an autonomy never seen before76. For this reason, it 

was difficult for them to emerge individually in that situation, where many actors tried to 

exercise influence over them. 

One of the key elements that pushed Russia to intervene in the Tajik conflict was the fear 

of seeing the emerging terrorism from Afghanistan spreading in Central Asia. In fact, the 

Taliban also took part in the conflict and, since the former Soviet republics did not have 

the appropriate capabilities to defend their borders, the Yeltsin administration decided to 

                                                           
73 For the Russian Federation there was the President Boris Yeltsin and Vice President Burbulis; 
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Press, New York, p.498. 
75 Ibi. p. 113.  
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intervene both to avoid losing their buffer zones and to prevent the spread of international 

terrorism, drug trafficking and illegal immigration, which would have occurred if the 

Taliban had won77.  To this regard it is useful to specify that it was exactly in those years 

that the Taliban group started to grow. Indeed, one of the consequences of the 1979 

invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviets, was the formation of the terrorist group which 

took the command of the country in 1996. In this context, the Taliban also strengthened 

their relations with the terrorist group of Al-Qaeda. These events made the country the 

“heroin factory of the world and a base for international terrorist organizations”78. This 

event and, more generally, the threat of terrorism in Central Asia provides a better 

understanding of why the region can be defined as a Regional Security Complex. As a 

matter of fact, the borders between these states and Afghanistan, are only geographical 

limits. These countries are inter-connected by the sharing of cultural, linguistic, religious, 

and historic backgrounds. Therefore, although the five republics became independent in 

1991, the sharing of these cultural and ethnic bonds continued to exist and emerged in the 

aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union, finding fertile ground in these weak states.  

Regarding the concept of security borders, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

and China met in Shanghai in 1996 to discuss and solve issues concerning boundaries 

with China. The five countries established fix rules to “promote confidence and security 

in the military sphere” 79. While the first and second “Shanghai five” were strictly related 

to the military sphere and the management of the borders; during the third Summit in 

1998, the five countries agreed on combating together international terrorism, drugs-
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trafficking, religious fundamentalism, separatism, and other cross border crimes80. This 

created the basis for the formation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization some years 

later when Uzbekistan joined the group81. 

All these events and circumstances (the War in Tajikistan, the threat of terrorism, the 

border issues with China, and the risk to become too weak if compared to other countries), 

prompted Russia to revise its foreign policy strategy. Besides, there was also the question 

related to the transfer of nuclear weapons from former Soviet territories to Russia. When 

the Soviet Union imploded, Russia inherited the greatest stockpile of nuclear weapons 

and delivery systems in the world. However, there were still many weapons that were part 

of the neighbouring Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan and the United States played an 

important role of mediator in the disarmament process of these countries, especially in 

Kazakhstan.   

The US involvement in the region was frowned upon by the Russian government and in 

1996 the Minister of Foreign Affairs Yevgeny Primakov announced his homonymous 

doctrine that represented a fundamental change of course. Primakov was Minister of 

Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation from 1996 to 1998 and then he was appointed 

Prime Minister until 1999. His doctrine was aimed at counterbalancing NATO and the 

US in Eurasia, while strengthening relations with China and India, often referred to as 

“the strategic triangle”82. Besides, in Central Asia the doctrine was aimed at developing 

bilateral relations with the single states, rather than promoting their integration in the 

CIS83. Finally, Primakov wanted to restore Russian image of “indispensable actor with 

and independent foreign policy”84. In 1996 he made “polarity” a milestone of official 

Russian foreign policy thinking, reinforcing the notion of Great power even though in 

that moment the country was weak and “lost its superpower status”85.  
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Notwithstanding the major foreign policy achievements were reached under the Putin 

administration, in 2014 Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergey Lavrov, underlined how the 

Primakov doctrine represented a turning point in Russian policy. He also referred to his 

predecessor as the first one who have come out with the idea to promote cooperation 

between Russia, India, and China (RIC), which would have later evolved into BRICS 

when Brazil and South Africa joined the organization. Moreover, Lavrov described 

Primakov not only as a phenomenon in Russian foreign policy, “but in the Russian state 

too”86 since, while he was Prime Minister, he contributed to the overcoming of the 1998 

crisis bringing stability to the country.  

In 1997 the National Security Concept was issued by President Yeltsin who identified the 

international threats that undermined Russian national security. According to the Concept, 

the attempts by single states and inter-state associations to weaken the existing systems 

of ensuring international security and the enlargement of political and military blocs such 

as the enlargement of NATO towards east, threatened Russian borders and the integration 

process in the CIS87. To this end, Yeltsin administration’s goal was to strengthen the image 

of Russia, starting from its economic situation, and ensure territorial integrity. In the 

following section, it will be observed that Putin administration shared this vision and how 

he acted to solve these issues.  

 

1.3.2. Challenges of the new millennium 

When Vladimir Putin was elected President of the Russian Federation on March 26th, 

2000, the situation that he inherited was catastrophic from several points of view. Russia 

was still suffering from the 1998 economic crisis, the influence exercised in former Soviet 

territories was deteriorating88,  the image of the country was awful, the level of corruption 

was very high given the fact that the Yeltisn Administration had favoured the 

establishment of the famous “Russian oligarchs”, and national and international security 

was persistently undermined.  As a matter of fact, in his first Foreign Policy Concept, 
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approved in June 2000, Putin administration recognized all these issues and identified 

five priorities of the future Russian agenda. In particular, the formation of a new world 

order, the strengthening of international security, the empowering of international 

economic relations, the protection of human rights, and the information support for 

foreign policy activities89. To reach these achievements, Russia committed itself to 

fostering friendly relations with various regions and international organisations. In the 

regional dimension, the main focus was on the CIS area, while in the international sphere 

Putin echoed Primakov's concept of the strategic triangle and emphasised the obvious 

importance of strengthening relations with China and India. To this regard, in July 2001 

the “Treaty for Good Neighbourliness, Friendship and Cooperation”90 with China was 

signed to consolidate the relations between the two states. Concerning Russian domestic 

policy, to reinforce the image of the country, it was indispensable to build again the 

economy through a market-oriented economy.  

Given all these premises in foreign policy Putin focused on Central Asia. Indeed, he 

considered the region a top priority both for its strategic position which provided access 

to the energy resources of the Caspian Sea and to combat terrorism that could threat not 

only former Soviet republics, but also Russia. For what concerns the energy sector, in 

May 2000, he declared “a policy of strengthening Russia’s influence and countering 

foreign influence with regard to energy issues in the Caspian region”91, while in the 

security sphere he gained many consents given his “struggle against international 

terrorism and extremism”92 following the Uzbek Islamist attack against Uzbek 

government and incursion into southern Kyrgyzstan at the end of the 1990s93. As a matter 

of fact, until those years, Uzbekistan had always been described in the media of the 

Federation as a leader of a coalition anti Russia. However, Putin’s visit to Uzbekistan on 

the eve of his nomination to President, and the several agreements between the two 
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countries, reversed this perception. Therefore, it was possible to observe how Putin was 

able to establish again Russian influence in Central Asia, carrying on his anti-terrorism 

policy in those territories that had been often forget by the Yeltsin administration in the 

previous decade.   

Together with Iran and China, Russia feared of separatism which was extremely frequent 

in the region given its borders with Afghanistan and due to the large diasporas. Primakov 

himself, in 1994, evidenced the threat of political forces that wanted to separate from 

Afghanistan to merge into a new state entity with Tajikistan94 since many Tajiks lived in 

Afghanistan. 

The threat of terrorism became even more relevant in the aftermath of the 09/11 terrorist 

attack in New York. Notwithstanding, the relations between Russia and the US were quite 

frozen until that moment, President Putin was the first one to call Bush demonstrating his 

solidarity to the US President. Concerning the war on terrorism of Bush, Putin supported 

the US, allowing it to deploy American troops on Central Asia countries. For instance, on 

November 2001Tajikistan and the US signed an agreement which allowed the US to use 

three military bases in Khujad, Kurgan-Tyube and Kulyab95. With Uzbekistan, the US 

concluded an accord which granted American troops to operate out of the Khanabad 

airbase “to target training camps in Afghanistan”96, known to host the Islamic Movement 

of Uzbekistan.  

Putin’s decision to allow the US to establish troops in the region was driven not only by 

the fact that terrorism was in Russian agenda as well, but also because Putin expected 

some concessions in return, particularly with the ongoing war in Chechnya (1999-2009). 

As a matter of fact, the conflict was long criticized by Western countries97, and now Putin 

could rely on them to give him carte blanche.  

However, Russian sustain to the US did not last long. Both Russia and China feared the 

increasing involvement of the US in the region of Central Asia, especially after the 2004 

enlargement of NATO which saw the Baltic republics, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia joined the Alliance98. Besides, in those years there was the wave of the so-called 
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“colour revolutions”99. The name was given after the “rose Revolution” in Georgia, the 

“orange revolution” in Ukraine, and the “tulip revolution” in Kyrgyzstan. These protests 

arose from pro-Western revolutionary movements, which wanted to separate from 

Russian influence and were largely supported by the US and its allies. However, these 

protests had opposite result in Central Asia where leaders reacted by consolidating around 

Russia and China100. In 2008 when Dimitri Medvedev was elected president of the 

Russian Federation, NATO Summit took place in Bucharest. During the meeting the 

Alliance announced the future entrance of both Georgia and Ukraine, underlining the 

democratic reforms which took place in the countries in the previous years. On that 

occasion, Russia sent signals of firm disagreement with the Alliance's enlargement policy 

to the countries of the former Soviet space, signals that also gained new weight following 

the recognition of Kosovo's independence.101 The unilateral change of Serbia's borders 

exempted the Russian Federation from continuing to strictly adhere to the “principle of 

the intangibility”102 of the borders which were defined in the aftermath of WWII. For this 

reason, since 2008 Russia has considered itself more than free to exploit the internal 

contradictions of the former Soviet states. This was the case of Georgia in 2008, when 

Russian troops intervened to support Russian minorities and eventually recognized the 

independence from the country of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In Ukraine something 

similar happened in the region of Crimea which was annexed to Russia in 2014 where 

pro-Russian movements wanted to be part of Russia. Starting from these events, many 

observers argued that since 2008 Russia had returned to the status of great power which 

it had lost with the end of the USSR103. Finally, while relations with the United States 

were deteriorating, those with China were becoming increasingly strong. In 2013, 

President of China Xi Jinping, launched in Almaty, Kazakhstan, the One Belt One Road, 

now Belt and Road Initiative. The project, aimed at developing a network of 

infrastructures that could connect China to Europe, played a major role in Central Asian 
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countries. Chapters 3 and 4 will deeply analyse how BRI influenced Central Asian 

countries and their relations both with Russia and China. 

 

1.3.3. 2015 as the new turning point 

In December 2016 the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation was published. 

The present document was useful to comprehend the direction of the Russian agenda in 

terms of new alliances and relations with other states. Given the deteriorating of the 

relationships with Western countries, it was interesting to observe how Putin already 

talked about a multipolar world. Globalisation has made the world much more 

interconnected, and it was clear from the Concept that Russia intended to establish 

relations with as many states as possible. President Putin reserved large space to the 

relations with NATO. In particular, he declared himself in favoured to collaborate with 

the Alliance in order to provide economic cooperation and security among the region of 

Eurasian. At the same time, he had never hidden its aversion to NATO expansion 

eastwards. Putin also underlined how the containment policy carried on by the US and its 

allies was aimed at undermining not only regional but also global stability104.To this 

regard, he focused on establishing agreements with those strategic stats which, given their 

geographical positions, were located among the two continents. For instance, in January 

2015 the Eurasian Economic Union was established between Armenia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia. The project came to life after “two false starts”105. 

As a matter of fact, already in 1994 President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev who 

perceived its county as “the Eurasian bridge”106 proposed the idea of creating a Eurasian 

Union based on the experience of the EU’s integration. The project was indeed aimed at 

creating a free area of circulation of goods, services, labour, and capital within Ruble 

countries107. However, the project was put aside, and one year later the Troika -Belarus, 
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Kazakhstan, and Russia- signed the Customs Union treaty108. The agreement was 

developed to remove trade barriers and facilitate free exchange of goods assuring “good-

faithing competition” between the three states109. In 2003 the Single Economic Space was 

signed between Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russia, and Ukraine but it failed after the orange 

revolution two years later. The Customs Union Treaty (which included only three states) 

and the Single Economic Space represented the two useful efforts of creating the Eurasian 

Economic Union. Eventually, in 2007 the Custom Union was established, and it finally 

developed in the Eurasian Economic Union in 2015. The EAEU today includes the Troika 

states plus Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. In 2015 the Russian National Security Strategy was 

issued and referring to the crisis in Georgia and Ukraine, President Putin underlined 

Russian capability to “safeguard sovereignty, independence and state and territorial 

integrity and to protect the rights of compatriots abroad”110. In the 2021 National security 

Concept, Putin long criticized Western countries that, while they were attempting to 

preserve their hegemony, they increased social inequalities and disparities deteriorating 

the development process of other states111. This is a theme that has frequently recurred in 

Russian rhetoric in the last years, in particular Russian politicians blame Western 

countries to “export their liberal democratic dogma”112 to the detriment of especially 

Global South countries.  

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 significantly worsened the relations 

between the Moscow and Western states. The interesting aspect of this conflict is the way 

it affected the Central Asian republics. On 2nd March 2022113, Central Asian republics 

abstained to vote from the resolution condemning the Russian military intervention. 
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However, on 7th April 2022 the UN General Assembly voted to suspend Russia from the 

Human Rights Council and on that occasion, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 

Uzbekistan voted against the resolution114. The war in Ukraine has changed the five 

republics' support for Russia. While they have never explicitly supported UN resolutions, 

abstentions have a different weight and do not fully support Moscow. The republics have 

found themselves stuck in the middle of a conflict from which they derive no benefit. 

Moreover, their multi-vector policy prevents them from openly taking sides. In recent 

years, the republics have made efforts to ensure dialogue not only with Russia, but also 

with other trading partners. In particular, Chinese influence in the region is becoming 

increasingly evident through the Belt and Road Initiative.  

From this analysis it can be observed how Russian foreign policy towards Central Asia 

has changed in the 30 years period after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. During the 

first decade, the Yeltsin administration disengaged from the region, basing his agenda on 

creating relations mainly with Western Countries. However, by the mid-1990s the 

situation was reverted with the Primakov doctrine aimed at re-establishing Russian 

influence in former Soviet territories. However, few results have been reached in this 

sense in that decade. The real change of course came with the advent of the new 

leadership, which is much more oriented towards the Central Asian region, considered by 

Putin himself as essential. In the first years of the 2000s Russia cooperated also with the 

US given the war on terror. However, it continued to pay attention to former Soviet 

territories and Russian minorities living in those countries. In Georgia and Ukraine, 

Russia justified its military interventions to safeguard the rights of Russian people living 

there. These interventions resulted in conflicts that were very often supported by Western 

countries. In 2015, with the Eurasian Economic Union, Russia strengthened its relations 

with the countries of the former Soviet Union based on cooperation, free trade and free 

migration of workers. In recent years, Russian policy resulted more aggressive towards 

the US and its allies, empowering relations with the Eastern world. This can be explained 

by the extension of NATO eastwards, which Russia has always opposed and Putin himself 

showed discontent to this regard.  
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The war in Ukraine in 2022 brought relations between Russia and the US and the EU to 

historic lows after years of cooperation. On the eastern front, on the contrary, it brought 

Russia even closer to the Eastern countries. Although the Central Asian region has not 

been directly involved in the conflict, the war has affected these states, which on the one 

hand want to conduct a multi-party policy, in particular Kazakhstan, while on the other 

hand continue to show solidarity with the former motherland. Over these 30 years, 

security has always been the key element on which Russia has based its foreign policy, 

declaring itself to be the “guarantor of security”115.  
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2. The last decade of the 1990s 

 

“We are stuck half-way, having left the old shore; we 

keep floundering in a stream of problems which 

engulf us and prevent us from reaching a new 

shore”116 

2.1. Borders, population, and Kazakh independence 

Kazakhstan is a landlocked country that borders with Russia to the North, with China to 

the East, with Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan to the South and with the 

Caspian Sean to the West117. Current borders date back to 1920 when Iosef Stalin 

delineated them118. In the past, the Kazakh population, influenced by the Turkish 

presence, lived in nomadic tribes famous for their riding skills. Between the 8th and 19th 

centuries, the Arabs began to occupy the steppes of southern Kazakhstan and spread Islam 

in the region119. Despite Arab influence, the nomadic lifestyle of the Kazakhs made it 

impractical to establish certain Islamic customs and institutions, such as mosques, which 

were lacking in the country; and the use of the veil for women, which was never 

adopted120. Between the 9th and 11th centuries, the country was subject to Turkish 

influence, and in the 13th century, the Mongols penetrated it, incorporating most of 

today's Kazakh territory into the Golden Horde, the hereditary khanate of the descendants 

of Genghis Khan121. The first Russian occupation dates to the reign of Tzar Peter I (1696-

1725)122, who referred to the Kazakh land as a “key to Asia”123 and it was exactly during 
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his empire that first Russian Cossack settlements began. As a matter of fact, during the 

first half of the 18th century the first fortresses were built in the North and North-East of 

current Kazakhstan. This was in response to the Mongols' threat towards the Russians. 

The development of these strongholds created a network of roads along which Russian 

fishermen and peasants settled. Over time, although both the populations continued to 

live separately respecting the division of Orthodox Christian Russians and Muslim 

Kazakhs, they began to establish trade relations among each other. Just as Cossacks learnt 

Kazakh also Kazaks desired to learn Russian to be major involved in society to improve 

their social status. Starting from the first half of the 19th century, the migration campaign 

supported by the Russian government, which pushed thousands of Russian citizens to 

move to the territories of eastern Kazakhstan, led to the rapid creation of developed cities 

inhabited mainly by Russian citizens124. By 1897 the percentage of Russians and other 

Slav populations was about 16% of the population of Kazakhstan125. Notwithstanding the 

initial division between the local population and Cossacks, Russians began to adapt their 

lifestyle to that of Kazakhs and Russian colonies continued to spread for all the second 

half of the 19th century. This trend particularly increased after the abolition of the slavery 

in 1861 since the shortage of land to cultivate in the Russian Empire pushed Russians to 

move also to the inner part of the steppes to find new lands to cultivate126. As a matter of 

fact, at the beginning of the 20th century, the Russian government issued a colonization 

law127 allowing free migration of farmers in Asian Russia and giving requesters select 

lands. The villages of the Russian migrants were not distant from each other, and they 

used to build Orthodox Churches, schools and medical structures used also by the local 

population. Over time also shops and markets showed up and from rural villages, real 

cities developed. Notwithstanding the Russian government did not allow its citizens to 

have strong contacts with natives and Russian military forces patrolled the villages, “life 

was stronger than regulations”128 and interactions between the two populations were 

inevitable. In the southern regions of Kazakhstan, for instance, Russians learnt from 

Kazakhs how irrigation techniques, and in the colonized lands, systems of joint 
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management between Russians and Kazakhs were created. However, with the rise of the 

Soviet era and Communism, the systems of independent development of Russian 

settlements in Kazakhstan were not allowed anymore since the landowners had to give 

up on their privileges129. The country also became the place of exile for dispossessed 

farmers and political dissidents, while entire ethnic groups were deported there during the 

Second World War. During the Khruschev Administration, the Virgin Lands Campaign 

aimed at making Kazakhstan a major grain-growing area, led to a large-scale immigration 

of Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians to the point that Russians outnumbered Kazakhs 

in Kazakhstan from the 1960s through the 1980s. This led to an enormous increase in 

population, also due to the expansion of the industrial sector through the exploitation of 

large deposits of mineral resources that stimulated the metallurgical, chemical, and 

nuclear industries. In the second half of the 20th century, Russians were the most 

urbanized ethnic group, representing 77% of the citizens130. Only Almaty was populated 

by 10% of the Kazakhstan Russians131. In 1979, the predominance of Russians over 

Kazakhs was 39% against 37%. In 1989, however, the percentage was reversed: Kazakhs 

rose to 39.7 % of the population while Russians to 37.8 %132. Besides, the combination 

of Kazakhs returning their home country, Russians leaving Kazakhstan, and increase in 

the birth rate among locals, fostered the ethnic Kazakh population133.  Although the 

exodus of Russians was partly compensated by the flow of Kazakhs from neighbouring 

countries, in the period 1989-1999 the country experienced a reduction of the population 

of almost 8%134 made up almost entirely of well-educated Russians and Germans who 

decided to return their home countries. Consequently, Kazakhstan experienced a 

reduction on its advanced human capital and an increase in the division between the two 

largest ethnic groups (Russians and Kazakhs). All things considered, Kazakhstan gained 

independence in a peaceful manner if compared to other countries where violent protests 

or out-and-out civil wars broke out, as in Tajikistan. However, relations between the 
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Russian and Kazakh populations began to be increasingly tense from the end of the 1980s 

when the feeling of Kazakh nationalism grew deeper among the local citizens and 

Russians began to be perceived as foreigners. In December 1986, the Kazakh First 

Secretary of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan (CPK) was accused of corruption and 

then replaced by Gennadi Kolbin135, a Soviet politician who held the position until 1989. 

This triggered a wave of protests from the local population who could not accept that the 

Soviet leadership held command of the CPK136. The result of the protests, during which 

four people died, was that Kolbin was transferred to Moscow and the position of First 

Secretary was reassigned to former Kazakh Prime Minister Nursultan Nazarbayev. 

Similar protests occurred in the south-west of the country, where the local population 

protested in defence of the right to work of Kazakh people. In fact, according to them, the 

Russian population was taking jobs away from the locals. What made the internal 

situation worse was the enactment of the law recognising the Kazakh language as the 

official language of the country by the Kazakh Supreme Soviet in September 1989. 

Despite Russian remained an inter-ethnic communication spoken language137, this law 

was perceived by Russians as a violation of their rights and pushed some Russian citizens 

in the North of the country to protest in favour to the annexation of Norther Kazakhstan 

to Russia. The region, in fact, still todays shares more social and historical ties with the 

Russian Federation138 than the rest of the country. In October 1990, the Kazakh Supreme 

Soviet declared the sovereignty of the republic over natural resources and the economy139, 

because of the explosion that occurred near the nuclear fuel plant in Ust Kamenogorsk 

where radioactive waste was released, harming more than 100,000 people140. The 

accident, four years later the Chernobyl disaster, provoked protests with people 

                                                           
135 AA.VV. (2004). Chronology for Russians in Kazakhstan, Minorities at Risk Project. Available 

at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/469f38ab1e.html  
136 Despite the fact occurred several years before the official collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

situation was already deteriorating, and independent movements were developing in the country. 
137 Europa Publications. (2004). The Europa World Year: Kazakhstan – Zimbabwe, Taylor & 

Francis Group, London, vol.2, p.2411 
138 DIENER, A.C. (2015). p.479.  
139 Supreme Council of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic. (1990). Declaration KSSR on the 

state sovereignty of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic, October 25th. Available at: https://cis-

legislation.com/document.fwx?rgn=6402  
140 REMNICK, D. (1990). Kazakhs Protest After A- Plant Blast Looses Gases, The Washington 

Post, September 29th. Available at:  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1990/09/30/kazakhs-protest-after-a-plant-

blast-looses-gases/318a1e9a-f870-4aaf-8272-9ebf46671544/. 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/469f38ab1e.html
https://cis-legislation.com/document.fwx?rgn=6402
https://cis-legislation.com/document.fwx?rgn=6402


31 
 

demanding that the competency of that sources was transferred to Kazakhstan. This 

considerable presence of Russians in Kazakhstan explains why the country was the last 

one to declare independence on 16th December 1991. As a matter of fact, President 

Nursultan Nazarbayev feared that the already present disagreements between Russians 

and Kazakhs could result in an out-and-out civil war once that independence would have 

been announced141. In 1993 the first Kazakh Constitution142 was issued, replacing the 

Soviet one in force since 1978. It guaranteed secularism as a milestone of the newly 

independent country and it invoked the law of 1989 which recognized Kazakh as the state 

language. After that, in 1995, a Constitutional reform was approved and President 

Nursultan Nazarbayev, former First Secretary of the CPK, was given the right to run the 

country by decree. To prevent the deterioration of relations between Kazakhs and 

Russians, Article 7 of the new constitution established that in state institutions and other 

administrative bodies the Russian language would still be recognised and used on equal 

terms with the Kazakh language. If in 1995 Nazarbayev showed concerns about the 

departure of skilled Russians and the “brain drain” which left entire sectors empty; in the 

same way, Russian government was not interested in welcoming these people since it had 

no financial capabilities to support them due to the economic crises which was 

experiencing. For these reasons, those Russians moving from Kazakhstan, were not 

welcomed neither in Russia nor in Kazakhstan, where discriminations by the nationalist 

groups were more and more frequent. The problem was particularly high in the Norther 

Kazakhstan where many Kazakh Russians felt abandoned by their home country.  

By the beginning of 1996, about a tenth of Russians has left Kazakhstan and this trend 

continued to grow till the beginning of the 21st century when the figure was about 30%. 

Since the 9th century the territories of today’s Kazakhstan have been influenced by many 

different cultures. Firstly, the Arabs, then the Turkish, later the Mongols and finally the 

Russians, have contributed to make Kazakhstan a multicultural country where different 

cultures, languages, and religions mixed each other. These foreign influences are still 

present today in Kazakhstan which indeed is focused on keeping relations with all its 
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neighbours. As is has been explained in the previous chapter, some of these countries 

attempted to exploit their past to maintain control over Kazakhstan after the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union. The several occupations of the territories have contributed to the 

definition of current Kazakhstan’s borders, making it the largest country in Central Asian 

and the ninth in the world. The country is rich in natural and energy resources that have 

made it and still make it highly coveted in the eyes of neighbouring powers. As it can be 

seen, from the first Russian settlements onwards, the Kazakh and Russian populations 

influenced each other through the share of the language and culture.  

 

2.1.1. The question of the citizenship 

When the Soviet Union collapsed, one of the questions to be taken into consideration was 

how to consider all those people who had lived in Kazakhstan up to that time but were 

not officially Kazakhs. The government showed interests and tolerance towards those 

individuals and to the general complex ethnic situation of the country143. The 

demographic situation of Kazakhstan in 1991 showed that 43,1% of the total population 

was Kazakhs, 37,3% Russians, 5,3% Ukrainians, 5,1% Germans, 2,1% Uzbeks, 2% 

Tatars, and 1,1% Uighurs144. For this reason, Nazarbayev found himself in front of a very 

fragmentated country and the question of the citizenship played a crucial role in the 

management of the country. As soon after it reached independence, Kazakhstan granted 

citizenship to anyone who had lived in the country until December 1991, regardless of 

language spoken or ethnicity145. However, Nazarbayev banned dual citizenship (still 

today in the country it is not allowed) and therefor people had to choose which citizenship 

they preferred to mantain. The concept of the dual citizenship was instead demanded by 

Russian government. As a matter of fact, Yuri Bukanov, head of the Russian Society of 

Republic of Kazakhstan, argued that if Russians in Kazakhstan were not put in a safe 
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position, the country would have experienced internal disputes146. On the other hand, the 

Kazakh government argued that dual citizenship would have obastacolated the process of 

cohesion and national identity that Kazakhstan was experiencing due to its recent 

independence. The country was trying to consolidate its sovereignty and stabilise its 

political and economic situation after independence, and dual citizenship would have 

slowed down this process as well as made it difficult to manage the migration 

phenomenon. It could also have been a problem, since if Russians had obtained dual 

citizenship, other ethnic groups would have demanded the same. Eventually, an 

agreement between the two parties, establishing the simplified procedure to acquire the 

citizenship of one party by citizens of the other party, was reached in January 1995147. In 

the same year, Russia and Kazakhstan signed several agreements establishing cooperation 

in various fields including military, economic, and transports. Furthermore, the following 

year, relations between these two were even enhanced by negotiations on joint air 

defences, military equipment, and naval bases in the Caspian Sea.  

Since independence, the relations between the two countries have always been fluctuating 

although very close. President Nursultan Nazarbayev demonstrated flexibility towards 

the Russian government while defending the rights of his people.  

 

2.2.  The new economic reforms in Russia and their consequences in Central Asia 

The attempted coup in August 1991 put an end to Gorbachev’s career and his efforts to 

reform the outdated structure of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev himself would later 

acknowledge that he had not realised in time that the idea of overthrowing socialism 

garnered much more support than the objective of reforming it148. The reforms of the 

second half of the 1980s, such as the perestroika (reform), did not give the desired results 

and brought to light the deep division between Gorbachev and the members of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), who opposed Gorbachev’s proposals to 

grant more autonomy to the individual republics. If the proposals had passed, the CPSU 

leaders would have suffered a reduction in their powers, which they wished to keep. 
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However, in the two years from 1989-1991, almost fifteen economic reforms were 

adopted but the results were hardly seen, and the economic crisis evolved into a political 

one. Therefore, the months before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, were characterized 

by political and economic turmoil and the failed coup represented the straw that broke the 

camel's back. On that occasion former elite tried to maintain the Soviet regime 

reintroducing the old political, economic, and financial mechanisms. However, it had the 

opposite effect and favored Boris Yeltsin’s rise to power. The Communists' hostility 

towards Gorbachev persisted even against Yeltsin, who wanted to renew the Soviet 

economy and transform it into a market economy.  

One of the mistakes made by Yeltsin was the maintenance of the Soviet constitution in 

the years immediately following 1991, as the constitution did not indicate clearly what 

power the president had, whether legislative or executive. For this reason, when the 

presidential office was added to the political structure of the Russian Soviet Federated 

Socialist Republic, there was a persistent clash between the parliament and the president 

and between the legislative and executive branches  On the one hand, Yeltsin sustained 

that ultimate power rested with the president, while parliament stated that the legislature 

was sovereign. At this point, it became impossible for the Yeltsin administration to 

conduct its policies while maintaining the social and political institutions founded in the 

Soviet era. In addition, the legislative apparatus, composed of former Soviet 

parliamentarians, continued to oppose any kind of reform.  

Yeltsin came to power in a moment of deep crisis for the Soviet Union where people were 

suffering from starvation and shortage149. In particular, the economic situation started to 

worsen from 1987 onwards, when financial stability broke down, and the budget deficit 

increased from 1% of GDP to almost 7%, as well as inflation150. To revive the economic 

situation, Yeltsin took the example of Western countries that were based on a market 

economy, using price liberalization mechanisms, and initiating two phases of 

privatization. Yegor Gaidar, who served as Russian prime minister in 1992, was appointed 

to counter the economic crises, while Anatoly Chubais151 to manage the privatization 
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system. Given the obsolete structure of the economic system of that time, it would have 

been necessary to dismantle the centralized system before adopting gradual reforms to 

open the market, otherwise, people would have been in the middle of hyperinflation, 

which was eventually what occurred. In fact, in a 1996 document, Gaidar explained that 

the failure of gradual reforms, which had already occurred during the Gorbachev 

administration, would not have made economic recovery possible, and that the only viable 

option for Russia was “shock therapy”152. The challenge that the Russian leadership faced 

was twofold. First of all, there were difficulties between the republics to cooperate and 

negotiate joint economic reform since the starting point of the several republics was 

different. For instance, for the Baltic one, that have been living in close contact with 

Western countries, it was easier to abandon the Soviet economy to adopt the free market 

system. On the contrary, for countries such as the republics in Central Asia, which until 

that moment had only traded with the Soviet Union, it was more difficult to emerge 

autonomously. Besides, they were more inclined to keep substantial subsidies from 

Russia. The second obstacle was related to the common use of Rubles between former 

Soviet countries.  

In December 1991 the removal price controls led to the immediate collapse of the 

economy and a situation of hyperinflation. Even though the government liberalized 

prices, “the stereotypical characteristics of the shortage economy” prevailed since people 

were not able to buy goods and began to use barter due to lack of money153 and the Ruble 

lost more and more value. When the Soviet Union imploded, the new republics created 

their own national banks. Before that moment, indeed, all the banks referred to the Soviet 

Gosbank. In 1993 these banks continued to issue credits in Rubles even though Rubles 

were only printed in Moscow. These created a vicious cycle where national banks issued 

credits to cover their deficit while creating inflationary costs on foreign countries and 

increasing inflation. The vicious cycle eventually broke out, and in that year, republics 

understood that either the Ruble zone154 was reformed, or individual countries issued their 
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own national currencies155. To this end, Kyrgyzstan was the first country among the five 

to abandon the Rubles in May 1993 when it adopted the som. In October Turkmenistan 

created the manat, and in November Kazakhstan issued the tenge. In July 1994 

Uzbekistan introduced the sum, and in May 1995 the Tajik Ruble was introduced in 

Tajikistan156. The adoption of national currencies by Central Asian countries was one of 

the first processes that led to a downsizing of Russian influence in the Central Asian 

region. For what concerns the process of privatization, as above mentioned, in consisted 

in two phases. The first one was in 1992, and it was known as “privatization which 

vouchers”, while the second occurred in 1994-1995, and led to the establishment of the 

so-called Russian oligarchs. In August 1992 Yeltsin issued the decree on the introduction 

of the privatization processes157 that established that each citizen of the Russian 

Federation received a privatization check with a nominal value of 10,000 roubles through 

which he could purchase companies’ shares. While the delivery of vouchers initially 

excited citizens and increased Yeltsin’s consensus, over time people became increasingly 

sceptical about this type of system, which they were not used to using and which proved 

to be a failure after only a few months. Auctions, where vouchers were exchanged, were 

often poorly publicized and difficult to reach, and the only people who could afford to 

buy them were already wealthy. If the poorest preferred to exchange vouchers, since they 

were not nominal, for cash to buy food; Russian directors of firms and those few people 

who understood the great opportunity that holding shares would have meant, started to 

buy more and more vouchers. This created huge income inequalities158 and corruption 

problems that have had repercussions well into the future. This situation occurred not only 

in Russia but also in those republics most closely linked to the former Soviet planned 

economy. For instance, in Kazakhstan, where those who benefited from vouchers became 
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future members of the presential families159. The critical economic situation preceded the 

political one characterized by continuous conflicts between president and parliament. The 

escalation occurred in September 1993 when Yeltsin issued several presidential decrees 

that relieved the parliament from its activity until the referendum on the new constitution 

which would have taken place in December. Parliament’s response was not long in 

coming, declaring Yeltsin’s action illegal, impeaching him for violating the constitution, 

and appointing his vice president as head of state. On September 25, troops loyal to the 

President sorrounded the parliamentary building, also known as the “Russian White 

House” and a few days later fire was opened. The Parliament was officially defeated and 

this paved the way to new parliamentary elections. With the drafting of the new 

constitution the president was given the power to issue decrees, as long as they did not 

oppose the constitution, and to appoint the prime minister. However, the former had to be 

approved by the Duma, the lower house of the legislature, which could be dismissed by 

the president who could call for new parliamentary elections. In 1994 Yeltsin appointed 

Viktor Stepanovich Chernomyrdin as prime minister, who served depending on Yeltsin 

rather than the parliament. 

In 1994 and 1995 the second phase of privatization, called “loans for shares” took place. 

It consisted in giving loans in exchange for shares of Russian richest firms. Also in this 

case the system concealed a scam. If officially these loans served to cover State debits, 

they allowed several Russian banking institutions, and thus their owners, to become 

holders of rich and profitable enterprises. The system, which was largely supported by 

the spread of crime and corruption, favored the rise of tycoons, better known as the 

Russian oligarchs160. The economic situation seemed to improve in 1995 when Russia got 

access to loans from the International Monetary Fund. However, it was only a temporary 

solution since in 1998 Russian economy definitely collapsed.  

The persistent financial instability, internal conflicts between presidents and parliament, 

the abandonment of the Ruble, and the war in Chechnya were all factors that led Russia 

to disengage from the Central Asian region in the first half of the 1990s.  
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2.2.1. The case of Kazakhstan 

The first years of the 1990s were characterized by a decline in Russia’s interest in the 

region of Central Asia. As a matter of fact, Yeltsin’s focus on Western countries together 

with the internal disagreements with the parliament, made it difficult to develop a specific 

strategy toward the five former Central Asian republics. The situation was eventually 

reversed in 1995 with the presidential decree stating that the CIS area was of vital interest 

and a top priority in the Russian foreign policy agenda161. This behaviour of 

disengagement was in part intentional since Russia lacked the necessary capabilities of 

the former Soviet Union and thus preferred to focus on its domestic policy. From former 

Soviet republics’ point of view, this temporary disengagement allowed Presidents of the 

new states to expand their relationships that, until 1991 were limited exclusively to 

Russia. The Russian temporary retirement from the region could be observed in four 

macro areas: commercial, military-security, cultural, and natural resources162. 

From the Kazakh perspective, the widespread disorder in Russia exacerbated the 

challenges of transitioning to a new economic system. According to a report from the 

OECD, in the early 1990s, the global economy was undergoing significant 

transformations marked by the intensification of globalization and the establishment of 

global value chains. While the physical disintegration impacted Kazakhstan, especially 

due to its close ties with the Soviet Union's economy, the privatization system 

implemented in 1995-1996 clarified ownership rights for Kazakh refineries. 

Nevertheless, the situation in Kazakhstan differed somewhat from that of other republics. 

Even though some scholars claimed that the close relations with Russia, made Kazakhstan 

much more exposed to financial crises when this occurred in 1998163, many others shared 

the idea that the huge disposal of energy resources gave the country an advantage since it 

could rely on huge exports. 
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The economy in Kazakhstan followed almost entirely the trend of the Russian one. From 

1991 to 1995 GDP oscillated between -13 and -5 percentage points164, in 1996-1997 it 

experienced a brief recovery and in 1998 it collapsed again. The country indeed, imitated 

Russian reforms of price liberalization and privatisation systems. Despite the different 

economic reforms, the maintenance of the Rubles until the end of 1993 made all these 

efforts useless165.   

Besides, the same problem occurring in Russia happened in Kazakhstan where reforms 

were introduced but the institutions for a market economy were still lacking. An important 

role played in the recovery of the Kazakh economy was the exports of hydrocarbons and 

minerals. As a matter of fact, oil production rose from 589 000 barrels a day at the 

beginning of the 1990s to more than 1.7 million per day after 2010166 and it was exactly 

this sector that supported and improved the living standards of Kazakh people. 

Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, five stan countries mostly contributed to the 

economy of the Union with the production of raw materials and they all came from a 

similar economic situation, with the exemption of Kazakhstan which had a higher per 

capita GNP167. In 1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed, this system of international 

supply chains collapsed with it168 and even though Kazakhstan could rely on higher 

resources, such as huge grain exports, and mineral and energy resources169, it found itself 

totally unprepared. Just like the other republics, the country had to face the triple 

challenge of hyperinflation, economic system reform, and dissolution of the Union. 

Precisely like in Russia, where the transition from centralized system created economic 

instability, also in Kazakhstan people suffered from output reduction170. As clearly stated 

before, the problem of nationality in Kazakhstan was deeply intrinsic in the society where 
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there were Russians who did not belong to Kazakhstan and Kazakhs who, from morning 

to night, lost their Soviet citizenship. This issue related to nationhood was even deepened 

by the need to create institutions for each new state, and before abandoning the Rubles 

the five republics tried to save their economy through the maintenance of the current 

currency171. As a matter of fact, despite governments being advised by international 

bodies172 such as the International Monetary Fund, the situation remained critical and 

most of the attention was focused on other issues173. Indeed, as stated by the economist 

Richard Pomfret, if Central Asian republics had abandoned the Rubles immediately, 

instead of trying to keep the same currency, they would not have suffered that much, and 

the economic sector would have raised soon after. The issue of changing the currency 

became essential after that Kyrgyzstan adandoned Rubles in April 1993.  

Another problem was the one related to the public opinion. It has already been clarified 

how in Baltic republics there were popular movements who fought for independence and 

how, for this reason, people were ready to change the economic system. On the contrary, 

in Central Asia, the lack of a large middle class in favour of independence was an obstacle 

to the establishment of democratic institutions and market-based system. Most of the 

population had a low income and this exaggerated differences between upper and lower 

classes, benefiting only those people who were already rich174. 

In conclusion, for Kazakhstan, whose economy was closely tied to that of the former 

Soviet Union, the early 1990s posed significant economic and social challenges. All the 

issues that plagued Russia were mirrored in Kazakhstan, which, could rely on the large 

energy resource at its disposal. However, given that in those years Kazakhstan lacked 

adequate infrastructure and had no experience in conducting its own foreign policy, the 

following will describe how the export of energy resources became instrumental in 

overcoming the crises of 1998. Indeed, over the years, the country developed the capacity 

to engage in trade with other nations, with essential support from the United States in this 

process. 
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2.3.  The 1998 economic crisis: how energy resources helped Kazakhstan to overcome 

the crises  

The vicious cycle characterizing the Russian economy erupted on August 17, 1998175. Its 

consequences also hit the economies of those countries that were most dependent on 

Russia, in other words: Central Asian republics. This resulted from the fact that these were 

all small economies reliant on the export of primary commodities. In the aftermath of 

1991, both their production and living standards experienced a decline, and each of them 

had weak and underdeveloped private and financial sectors. In particular, the strategy 

adopted by the Kazakh government to overcome the crises was the same adopted in 

Russia. The tenge was devaluated to increase the exports, since it was exactly the decline 

in exports that exacerbated Kazakh’s economic situation. In his article176, Richard 

Pomfret cited a report from the International Monetary Fund issued in 2003 that showed 

that oil exports shifted from 20.4 mmt in 1998 to 39.5 in 2002 meaning from 1,650 to 

5,157$million.  

The privatization system implemented by President Nazarbayev brought along challenges 

associated with the surge in corruption and a decline in "standards of governance." Most 

of the corruption was concentrated within the energy resources sector177. As a matter of 

fact, until 1998, railways, oil and gas pipelines remained in the hands of the state and then 

passed to members of Balgimbayev (Prime Minister of Kazakhstan from 1997 to 1999) 

and Nazarbayev’s family. Therefore, the widespread privatization approach and 

allocation of oil and mineral rights in Kazakhstan weakened the economy's institutional 

integrity, leading to a decline in rankings related to good governance and freedom from 

corruption178. 

The Kazakh government also adopted a restrictive monetary policy by increasing interest 

rates, introducing temporary trade barriers against Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Uzbekistan, 

and increasing controls over illegal imports179. What actually gave huge support to 
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Kazakhstan’s recovery was the exploitation of the energy resources available to the 

country.  

The following map shows how resources are distributed in the country. Coal mines which 

are present in the north-central part of the country on the basis of Ekibastuz and 

Karaganda. The three most important oil fields are located in Tengiz, Karachaganak 

(where also the biggest oil condensate field is located), and Kashagan in the Caspian Sea. 

At the beginning of 2000, around 6 mmt gas exports were destined for Gazprom, a leading 

Russian company in the gas sector founded in 1989, and for European markets180. The oil 

industry experienced considerable expansion following the discovery of the offshore 

Caspian field of Kashagan in 2000.  

 

Figure 1: Allocation of basic coal, uranium, and renewable energy infrastructure in 

Kazakhstan 

 

Sources: U.S. Energy Information Administration (Dec 2021); BP Statistical Review of 

World Energy 2021; Central Intelligence Agency; OPEC; A Barrel Full; Wikipedia. 

 

If on the one hand the country’s richness of natural sources contributed to Kazakhstan’s 

economic recovery, on the other hand it represented an obstacle to the process of 

diversification of the economy. As a matter of fact, Promfret explained why it is 

unsustainable for a country's economy to rely solely on energy resources sector, especially 

in the case of a non-democratic country. According to Promfret, the abundance of 
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resources can have a negative effect if associated with economic growth in cross-country 

regression. If a country deeply depends on exporting resources, like Kazakhstan, the 

increasing demand for these resources can lead to an appreciation of the Kazakh currency. 

This means that for those industries selling other goods, exporting products becomes 

more expensive and therefore they will export less. In the long term, this reduces the 

economic growth of the state which could be very expensive to restore in the future. This 

problem is intensified in those countries characterized by a low degree of democracy.  

 

2.4.  Development of the military apparatus in Kazakhstan  

The thesis is going to valuate Russian sphere of influence in Kazakhstan focusing on three 

main categories, which are economy, culture, and military sphere. This latter indeed, 

became very important in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union both because 

the previous Soviet army was dismantled and because with the discovery of the oil region 

in the Caspian Sea, the country assumed an overseas relevance especially with the United 

States181. Before 1991 the Soviet Army was under the control of the General Secretary of 

the CPSU and it included ground forces, air forces, air defence forces, strategic rocket 

forces and the navy. Besides, there were also two main security agencies: the Committee 

for State Security (KGB) and the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) that possessed 

respectively 250,000 and 350,000 members. When the Soviet Union imploded, the Soviet 

Army was divided among the newly independent states and the Russian Federation 

inherited most of the Soviet capacity. Furthermore, Russia kept full rights and duties of 

the former Union under the Charter of the United Nations. This meant obtaining the status 

of permanent observer of the UN Security Council.  

When delegation of Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia met on December 1991, not only did 

they establish the CSI, but also, they decided to maintain the strategic military space under 

shared command. In May 1992 in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, the Collective Security Treaty 

Organization (CSTO) was signed by Armenia, Belarus, Russia and the five republics of 

Central Asia 182. 
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Since the independence of Kazakhstan till 2002, four ministers of defence sharing the 

same old Soviet ideology succeeded. Due to the already largely described economic 

crises, the military sector was one of the fields which suffered the most from budget cuts. 

The only expenses were indeed made to buy old Soviet weapons and pay salaries. 

Situation started to change with the arrival of the new millennium when the economic 

and financial situation of the state got better. Besides, terrorist attacks of 09/11 pushed 

not only Kazakh governments but also the ones from the other Central Asian countries to 

increase much more their military spending. As already cited, while Russia stepped back 

from Kazakhstan, the United States intervened by financing and sustaining the country. 

For instance, in 1994 the International Military Education and Training (IMET) program 

was signed.  

Not only the United States but also Turkey committed to train Kazakh officers in their 

territories183. In the same year, the US worked actively to the production of the Agreement 

for the safeguard of the NPT184. The agreement was signed between Kazakhstan and the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and it established that the former Soviet 

republic should not use nuclear material in its territories to produce any other weapons or 

for military purposes. In her recent book Atomic Steppe: How Kazakhstan Gave Up the 

Bomb, Kassenova Togzhan retraced the history of her country with regards to nuclear 

power. She explained how, from 1949 to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Soviet 

leadership exploited a territory in Northeast Kazakhstan, named Polygon, to test nuclear 

weapons. The site was inhabited by more than 100.000 people who, for more than 40 

years, had been contaminated by radiation. Moscow always denied these activities and 

the situation changed only after 1991, when the Polygon was abandoned by Soviet 

militaries and the American government intervened fearing that the nuclear materials fell 

into wrong hands185. That explains why in 1994 Kazakhstan joined the Non-proliferation 
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treaty and gave up to all its nuclear weapons and in 1995 “ballistic and cruise missile 

warheads were returned to Russia”186. As a matter of fact, as Togzham stated, Kazakhstan 

never wanted to have anything to do with nuclear weapons. 

In the period 1996-1998 the US made a huge step in the region of Central Asia187 by 

increasing fundings for the International Military Education and Training (IMET) and 

creating new bodies such as the International Comparison Program (ICP) and the Foreign 

Military Financing (FMF). Besides, at the end of the 1990s, the United States Central 

Command (USCENTCOM) took responsibility for military relationship in the region. 

The involvement of the US in the region was twofold. First, they want to denuclearize the 

region and then promote democratization within the military forces. It is important to 

notice that both these goals were based on a reduction of Russian influence. Indeed, when 

the abundance of energy at Central Asian countries’ disposal was discovered, the 

involvement of the US was not only limited to the cooperation and the safeguard of 

security, but also to reduce Russian monopoly over the energy infrastructure in Central 

Asia188. During the 1990s all the existing gas and oil pipelines crossed Russia, allowing 

Moscow to have the monopoly of the energy sector. If on the one hand, countries such as 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were willing to take on their military cooperation with 

Russia; on the other hand, by mid 1990s, Russia had little to offer, since the war in 

Chechnya and the operations in the Tajik civil war exhausted most of the Russian army’s 

resources. Uzbekistan instead strengthened its relations with the US from 1995 when the 

Memorandum of Understanding between the two parties was signed. During the second 

half of 1990s many other initiatives were developed to promote cooperation between the 

US and Central Asian countries and the training of troops of former Soviet republics, such 

as the Central Asian Battalion (CENTRASBAT). This group was aimed at allowing the 

five republics to respond to regional crises by their own and without Russian interference. 

Obviously, the initiative that was supported by NATO through the Partnership for peace 
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(PfP) programme, was deeply criticized by Moscow that claimed that it would have 

intensified regional conflicts. 

Despite the huge efforts made by the US to democratize Kazakh army, their programmes 

were not entirely successfully. Indeed, it is necessary to bear the more than 40 years of 

Soviet influence in Kazakh troops. Many officers were still trained in Russian military 

academies. Besides, it has already been largely described the importance of the language 

and even though Kazakh was recognized as state official language, Russian was still used 

in the military field.  Finally, the geographical position of Russia and Kazakhstan made it 

easier to conduct joint military operations. In particular, this also made difficult for the 

US to elaborate long-term plans189. 

In 1994 Russia and Kazakhstan signed the Treaty on Military Cooperation, testifying the 

willingness to carry on a multi-vectoral policy. From a military point of view, 1990s in 

Kazakhstan were characterized by deep changes and new relations with Western 

countries, particularly the US. From the support in the processes of country’s 

denuclearization, to the joint military operations, the US was able to engage itself 

intensely in the region. However, despite the initial Russian withdrawal, relationships 

between Kazakhstan and Russia have roots that are too deep to let another country replace 

the former Soviet Union, especially so few years after Kazakhstan’s independence.  
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3. From Putin to Putin (through Medvedev) 

 

“Mr President: many people ask who is really 

running the country – you or Mr Putin?”190 

 

At the end of 1999 Vladimir Putin was appointed interim President of the Russian 

Federation, only to be reconfirmed through the election on March 26th, 2000. Putin ruled 

the country for two terms until 2008. In that year, Dimitry Medvedev was elected 

President and Putin was appointed Prime Minister. In December 2011, before Medvedev 

ended his first mandate, the constitutional reform was approved and the presidential and 

Duma terms of office were extended from four to six and five years respectively, with 

non-retroactive validity. This allowed President Putin to be re-elected and remain in office 

until 2024. The changes that occurred during the first Putin administrations have shaped 

the identity of contemporary Russia, influencing not only its national dynamics, but also 

its role and relations with other global actors. 

 

3.1. The economic situation inherited by Putin and his reforms 

On 31st December 1999, after Yeltsin’s resignation as President of the Russian Federation, 

Vladimir Putin received the Cheget’s nuclear briefcase and was elected President ad-

interim until the next elections191. As already known, the arrival of Vladimir Putin has 

represented a new era of changes for the country. In both foreign and domestic policy, the 

Putin administration has introduced numerous changes that, over the years, have become 

increasingly characteristic of the Russian geopolitical and socio-economic landscape. 

However, before becoming one of the most controversial people in the history, it is 

necessary to know what made the election of Putin possible, since until early 2000s he 

was a rather anonymous and unknown person in the eyes of the Russians, and other 

candidates had broad consensus. The first factor which must be taken into consideration 
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was the Second Chechen war192. People in Russia felt unsafe from the situation in 

Chechnya and Putin’s determination in annexing the contested territory reflected an 

image of a leader capable to provide security to the nation and its citizens. The Russians 

considered it a self-defence conflict and they supported it from the very beginning193. 

Moreover, the government was able to exert larger control over media coverage of the 

war and all major media supported the Kremlin. The second factor that facilitated Putin’s 

election was exactly his anonymity. As a matter of fact, the figure of a new and young 

President, in contrast to the old and ailing predecessor, gave confidence to Russians who 

believed that a new man with no political scandals to hide would restore Russia's 

strength194. Finally, due to Yeltsin’s early resignation, the 2000 elections were held three 

months early and this gave an incredible boost to Putin who, according to the polls, 

reached his peak in January 2000. Probably if the elections had been held in June, as 

agreed, Putin would not have become president195.  

When Vladimir Putin was elected President of the Russian Federation, the socio-

economic structure of the country was at the verge of collapse due to the lack of proper 

reforms that derived from the Yeltsin administration. Most fundamental reforms were 

bank reform, reforms of the system of housing and municipal subsidies, tax reforms and 

monopolies reforms196. This need to change course opened an unprecedented “window of 

opportunity”197 that made possible the implementation of those reforms that had failed in 

the 1990s. The most important thing for Putin was to make Russia a stronger state through 

structural reform. As a matter of fact, while price liberalization policies could be 

implemented by weak states, carrying out reforms at the micro level demanded a strong 

and efficient state. However, the implementation of these reforms encountered obstacles 

due to the emergence of the “informal tax system” in the 1990s, which should not be 

confused with the phenomenon of corruption, although it is more likely to occur when 
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corruption is widespread. The informal tax system refers to those strategies, often illegal, 

adopted by government authorities to compensate for administrative limitations and meet 

the immediate needs of the treasury, rather than following clear and consistent rules. This 

contributed to slow down tax reform198. The weakness of the state could be also seen in 

the management of the free riders. As a matter of fact, in Russia, the free-riding 

phenomenon was highly developed since authorities were not properly equipped to 

punish free riders. These were just some of the many obstacles that prevented the 

improvement of Russia’s fiscal and economic system. Corruption and the increasingly 

radical infiltration of the oligarchs born in the 1990s into the system, made the realization 

of Putin’s desired system very difficult. Not only had the President to introduce new 

reforms, but he had to create institutions capable of implementing them.  

The crise was not only economic but also military. The destruction of the Soviet Army 

that for decades had been the biggest in the world, at least from a quantitative point of 

view, was a danger not only for Russia. Soldiers and colonels could not count on stable 

salaries anymore, many soldiers were called back without knowing where to go or what 

to do, military infrastructure became obsolete and were not used anymore and chaos and 

anarchy redeveloping arsenals into potential prey for terrorists. Most dangerous, nuclear 

weapons lacked proper security199. Putin needed major power to exercise control regions 

and have a broader management of the country. To this end, he reduced both the power 

of the regional governors and that of the oligarchs. He strengthened the centre’s control 

over the regions to the detriment of the governors and decided to eliminate direct elections 

of governors (who will be appointed by the Kremlin) and this, together with the branches 

of his part, United Russia, spread throughout the territory, allowed him to have eyes and 

ears in the peripheries as well. This new structure took the name of “power vertical”200, 

referring to the fact that every institute reported to the Kremlin. Moreover, in May 2000, 

through a presidential decree, Putin grouped the 89 federal subjects into 7 large federal 
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districts201, which will later become 9202, thus re-establishing federal authority. For what 

concerns the oligarchs, many of them had bodyguards recruited from the KGB, others 

exercised control over the Russian media and newspapers, and this made their 

dismantling from the system even more difficult. Of paramount importance were those in 

charge of strategic sectors such as the media and mining. However, acting in an 

unorthodox manner, Putin managed to remove some of them. 

The adjustment of the domestic economic and financial situation went hand in hand with 

the improvement of the country’s image abroad. To this end, it is extremely important to 

cite the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation approved by Putin in June 

2000, where the President presented the goals that the country aimed to achieve in both 

domestic and foreign policy. As a matter of fact, once that the internal situation of the 

country had improved, the relations with foreign partners would have consequently 

strengthened. For example, one of Putin’s goals was to “ensure favourable external 

conditions for forming a market-oriented economy” and “attract foreign investments” 203. 

It is obvious that there would not been any states investing in Russian economy, if the 

country did not emerge from the economic stagnation that characterized Russia in the 

1990s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
201 Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Rostov, Ekaterinburg, Novgorod, Novosibirsk, and Khabarovsk. 

For reference: SANGIULIANO, G. (2015). p. 173. 
202 By decision of Medvedev, two more districts were added to the previous seven: Krasnodar, 

and Crimea. 
203 PUTIN, V. (2000), The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, President of the 

Russian Federation, June 28th. Available at: https://www.bits.de/EURA/russia052800.pdf.  

https://www.bits.de/EURA/russia052800.pdf


51 
 

3.2. 9/11 and the consequent involvement of the United States in the region 

When in the morning of 11th September 2001, in New York, the twin towers collapsed 

after the terrorist attacks by Al-Qaeda204, president Putin was the first one to call President 

Bush. Al-Qaeda was estimated to have 3,500-5,000 members organized in cell structures 

dislocated in more than 20 states, among which Afghanistan, Cechnya, Pakistan, and 

Uzbekistan205. For this reason, Central Asia became a top priority in US agenda and the 

America foreign policy towards the region changed dramatically. Even though the US 

were already engaged in the region in the 1990s: first with the Freedom Support Act in 

1992, when the US committed itself to safeguarding democracy and promoting peace and 

security in Afghanistan, then in 1993-1994 when it provided support for the dismantling 

of Soviet nuclear weapons stationed in Kazakhstan, and then with the NATO-backed 

Partnership for Peace programme (PfP); in the aftermath of 09/11 the American 

engagement in the region became deeper. To this end, Putin demonstrated respect for the 

American involvement in Central Asia, at least at first. Particularly Russian President 

agreed to provide airspace for humanitarian flights crossing Russian space and landing in 

the region to cooperate in search-and-rescue operation, and if necessary, to supply arms 

to the Afghan government206, also called Norther Alliance. Moreover, Putin allowed 

American forces to enter Central Asia to launch counter-terrorist attacks in 

Afghanistan207. There are several theses explaining why Putin showed so much tolerance 

towards President Bush, since the Russian President had manifested his intention to 

regain influence in former Soviet territories from the very beginning of his mandate. On 

the one hand, Russian willingness to agree to any US request, predicted American green 
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light to the war in Chechnya. Indeed, the US and Western countries showed discontent 

with the first Chechen war, but if it wanted to continue to enjoy full Russian support in 

the Operation Enduring Freedom, Washington could only refrain from putting words into 

Russian decisions about its territories. Besides, Putin was able to exploit the international 

contempt against terrorism to legitimize his intervention in the disputed territories of 

Chechnya.  On the other hand, the support provided by Moscow allowed Putin to push 

the European Union “to accelerate preparatory work on Russian entry to the World Trade 

Organization (WTO)”208.  

While during the 1990s the American focus was most accentuated in Kazakhstan and in 

the denuclearization project, with the new Millenium Uzbekistan played a major role in 

the US “war on terror”209. As a matter of fact, in northern Afghanistan there were basis of 

the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, a group of Uzbek terrorists strongly linked to Al-

Qaeda and the Taliban210. Uzbekistan was the country that received most funding 

following 09/11, about $172 million, ten times more than funds allocated to other 

countries between 2001 and 2003211. Uzbekistan, for its part, allowed US experts to 

access to the Vozrozhdenya Island in the Aral Sea, despite Astana’s opposition212.  

Despite the cooperation with Uzbekistan, the full integration in the region was not easy 

for the US government. Due to the authoritarian regimes in all the five Central Asian 

countries, and the widespread corruption, it was difficult to distribute the money with 

transparency and very often money that needed to improve security in the state, fell into 

criminal groups’ hands.  The other problem was related to the public opinion since people 

started to think that the US government supported and financed the repressive regimes of 

Central Asia. As a matter of fact, Uzbekistan and the other stan countries proved to be 

strong negotiators and the only cooperation in an anti-terrorist context, was not enough 

to integrate these states in Western institutions. To do so, the US would have needed long-

term plans not only aimed at countering terrorism, but also dealing with all the other 

issues that concerned the region (such as poverty, human and drug trafficking, 
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environmental problems and many other). The report by Elizabeth Wishnick, Growing 

U.S. Security interests in Central Asia, listed some data useful to understand the overall 

opinion in Central Asia about US interference in the region. The data were collected in 

the fall-winter 2001-2002 therefore few months after the beginning of the Enduring 

Freedom operation. For convenience, only data from Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan will be 

shown. Kazakhstan had the highest percentage of population against permanent US 

military presence in the region, 77%, while only 8% in favour. In Uzbekistan 61% was in 

favour and 21% against. In Kazakhstan 86% sustained the position of the government “to 

refuse basing rights to US and coalition forces”213, in Uzbekistan more than 82% of the 

population was in favour to allow the use of Khanabad by the US. In Kazakhstan 45% of 

the population justified the US military intervention in Afghanistan, while in Uzbekistan 

this percentage rose till 71%. These statistics can be partly explained by the preferences 

expressed by the countries’ media, controlled by their respective government. As a matter 

of fact, in Uzbekistan the government largely supported the US presence and its 

intervention in Afghanistan, while in Kazakhstan the government was much more 

sceptical.  However, when the countries were asked to rank in order of preference the 

actors they preferred to deal with their region’s problems, all five countries chose Russia. 

Then they put the UN and only in third place, the US. The stan countries were afraid that 

a major interference of other states or organizations would have lowered Russian 

influence in the region, and this would have damaged them. Indeed, the relations with 

Russia and Central Asia were much deeper than the ones with the US and as much as the 

US committed in the region between the 1990s and early 2000s, the history which tied 

Russia with the five republics of Central Asia could not be cancelled in few years. The 

former Soviet republics felt much more comfortable under the Russian influence, that 

knew the region and its problems much better, not to mention the kinds of regimes that 

all these countries had in common, far removed from the western system. As above 

mentioned, terrorism was only one of the many problems which affected the region (and 

according to many, not even the worst). For instance, for Russia and other Central Asia 

countries, drug trafficking represented a bigger issue since large supplies of drugs were 

produced in Afghanistan by the Taliban and then, through Central Asian countries, were 
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smuggled to Russia and sent to Europe214. Therefore, if the US wanted to become more 

involved in the region, it should have idealized a longer-term plan addressing not only the 

issue of terrorism but also the many other problems that plagued Central Asia. Instead, 

when the Enduring Freedom operation was completed, the US government considered 

the issue resolved. However, as we all saw in August 2021, at the exact moment the US 

withdrew from Afghanistan, everything went back 20 years.   

Soon after the terrorist attacks of 2001, relations between Russia and United States 

considerably improved and Russia demonstrated great support to the US given the 

common goal of the two countries to combat terrorism. However, the initial Russian 

efforts towards the US became weaker and weaker through the years. Even because the 

American presence in Central Asia was addressing the five countries towards the Western 

system, highly different from the Russian one and Vladimir Putin ad the beginning of his 

mandate, clearly stated Russian intentions to put more focus on Central Asia countries. 

Undoubtedly, this was in contrast with the increasing American and NATO forces 

presence and interference in the region. Moreover, if on the one hand Moscow did almost 

everything the US asked for, the determination of take actions against those countries 

identified as the “axil of evil”215 -Iran, Iraq, and North Korea-, did not enthusiasm Putin. 

On the one hand, the US government was concerned about those countries that intended 

to acquire weapons of mass destruction (WMD) which were to be considered as a threat 

to the international security216. This was also used by the Bush administration in 

December 2001 to withdraw from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and design a 

modern missile defence system217.  On the other hand, despite Russian intention to fight 

terrorism, keeping stable relations and defending economic interests with the 

neighbouring countries such as Iraq and Iran, was an essential factor for Putin. This 

pushed Russia to find other allies. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization played a major 

role in intensifying Russian relations, not only with Central Asian countries, but also 
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eastwards with the state that will become, 20 years later, the US’s rival per excellence: 

China. 

 

3.2.1. New alliances: the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

Terrorism always been a constant threat to the Central Asian region, especially since the 

Taliban came to power in Afghanistan in the mid-1990s. The situation concerned both 

China that feared the threat of separatists in the region of the Xinjiang, and Russia that 

was engaged in the Chechnya war218. Therefor in 1996 Russia, China, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan met in Shanghai to sign the Agreement on Confidence 

Building in the Military Field in the Border Area. In Western countries the meeting took 

the name of the Shanghai Five. From that moment on, the five countries decided to meet 

once a year to discuss the threat of terrorism in the region. In 2001 Uzbekistan joined the 

group and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (hereinafter SCO) was established and 

the Shanghai Five transformed from a forum into an organization219 with the aim of 

contrasting separatism, extremism, and terrorism220 in the Central Asian region. As seen 

before, the presence of NATO and American troops in Afghanistan and Central Asia 

annoyed both Russia and China who feared seeing their influence in the region reduced. 

For Russia it was essential to gain the power lost during the 1990s while China had 

potential disputes about the borders to solve in the region of the Xinjiang, located in the 

western part of China, and bordering Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India. The region has always been, and still is, at 

the centre of the Chinese agenda due to the threat of the Uighur Muslim minority and the 

rise of Islamic extremism. Despite the disapproval from Russia and China regarding the 

increased presence of the US and NATO in Central Asia, it should be noted that, at that 

time, NATO represented a valid ally compared to Russia. For the first years of 2000s 

Russia did not benefit from adequate military and technical power and this made it losing 

its status of “guarantor of security” in the region. Therefore, at least for the early 2000s, 
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Central Asia countries were almost forced to cooperate with NATO, as it was the only 

feasible system capable of providing military support. The CSTO ad CIS did little in the 

aftermath of 09/11 and this allowed Russia to emerge by itself221. According to some 

analysts, the adhesion of Uzbekistan to the SCO in 2001 was a point in favour for both 

Russia and China that were able to take Uzbekistan away from the US and take it within 

the eastern coalition. According to some scholars, the organization was created in an anti-

Western way to contrast the expansion of NATO and the European Union in the 2000s222. 

The organization, composed of the Heads of State Council, the highest body of the 

organization, and the Heads of Government Council that discusses strategies for 

cooperation, meets once a year with the purpose to counteract the “three evils” and 

provide border security among the CIS countries. In his paper, Security building in 

Central Asia and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, Zhao Huasheng identified the 

main reasons which pushed the six countries to fund the SCO. For Russia, it is easy to 

understand the reason of its choice. During the Yeltsin administration, Russia and China 

tied their relations and being together the powerful leaders of the same organization would 

have strengthened their strategic partnership. The country was aimed at gaining the 

influence which had gradually lost over the 1990s223. This was also clearly stated by 

President Putin in his first National Security Concept in 2000 where he declared that 

Western countries were trying to create a new trend based on their domination over the 

international community and the US was attempting unilateral solution to regulate 

international law224. According to Putin some of the fundamental threats to the Russian 

national security were NATO expansion eastward, “the weakening of integral processes 

in the CIS”, and “the outbreak (…) of conflicts near the state border of Russia and external 

borders of CIS member states”225. To this end, it is easier to understand what drove Russia 

to adhere the SCO, whose main goal is to guarantee security among state parties. It was 

essential for Putin to limit the strengthening of NATO in former Soviet republics and 

                                                           
221ZHAO, H. (2006). p. 305. 
222 In 2004 the three Baltic republics joined the EU and together with Slovakia, Romania, 

Bulgaria, and Slovenia, they joined the NATO.   
223 It is important to keep in mind that despite the reduction of presence which characterized 

Russia engagement in Central Asia during the 1990s, the country remained the main political, 

economic and security partner for the region.  
224 PUTIN, V. (2000). National Security Concept of the Russian Federation. January 10th. 

Available at: https://www.bits.de/EURA/natsecconc.pdf.  
225 Ibidem. 

https://www.bits.de/EURA/natsecconc.pdf


57 
 

guarantee safety and security not only in Russia but also in the CIS countries. Besides, 

the President clearly affirmed that attempts by foreign countries to oppose to Russia as 

influential centre in the new multipolar world and especially in Central Asia, were to be 

considered a threat for the security of the Russian Federation. For Russia joining the SCO 

was also an opportunity to be more engaged in Asian affairs. 

For Kazakhstan, the participation to the SCO had a different meaning. As a matter of fact, 

the country feared the so-called China threat. China had some border issues with 

Kazakhstan since it was forced by the Tsarist empire to cede part of its territories during 

the 19th century and those territories belong todays to the current Kazakhstan. For this 

reason, the bigger of the five Central Asian countries was concerned about potential 

revindications by China and the joining to the SCO was aimed at establishing peaceful 

relations with the country which shares 1,700 km with. Besides, Kazakhstan desired to 

affirm itself as the most influential among the other Central Asian countries, especially 

vis-à-vis Uzbekistan. For what concern the threat of terrorism, since the country does not 

directly border with Afghanistan, the risk is less pronounced than in other countries. 

However, as already seen, Kazakhstan is a multi-ethnic country, therefor ethnic 

separatism and religious extremist represent a threat for the national stability226. 

Uzbekistan joined the organization in 2001 after attending the 2000 Summit as an 

observer. The reason which pushed the country to adhere the SCO were strictly related to 

the national security. Uzbekistan always had stronger relations with the US, compared to 

the other Central Asian countries that preferred staying under the Soviet influence and 

relying on Russian control. However, the 1999 attempt to kill the then President Karimov, 

the presence of the IMU in the neighbouring countries, and the Taliban in Afghanistan, 

jeopardized country’s security227. To this hand, Uzbekistan decided to become a 

permanent member of the organization. For what concerns, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, 

they are both small countries and economically backwards. The reason which pushed 

them to join the SCO were twofold: combat terrorism and improve their economic 

situation. Even though Tajikistan shares border with Afghanistan and thus terrorism plays 

a much more relevant issue, also Kyrgyzstan is constantly under threat and it was not by 
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chance that Bishkek demanded that the Joint-Counter-Terrorism Centre was located in 

the capitol. Since they were the weaker members of the SCO (they did not enjoy larger 

reserves of natural resources), they hoped to be engaged in a broader economic system. 

Finally, China had more than one reason to engage in such organization. First of all, it 

shares borders with three out of five Central Asian countries, and this make it difficult for 

the country to say out from the region. Therefore, the threat of terrorism, religious 

extremism, and separatism as well as drug trafficking represent a top priority on Chinese 

agenda. The other reason which drove China to establish the organization was the region’s 

wealth on oil and other natural resources. As a matter of fact, China will become an 

important importer of oil. If until 1991, it was only possible to purchase resources from 

Central Asia by dealing with the Soviet Union, by the 2000s, China had a vested interest 

in establishing direct relations with oil- producing countries. For China, SCO represented 

the possibility to be more engaged into the region’s affairs and stand as a new potential 

leader and ally for the five former Soviet republics. Speaking of which, it will be deeply 

analysed in the following chapter, how Russia and China’s roles are extremely fragile 

within the SCO. On the one hand, many sustain that the organization is a tool for the two 

countries to exert their influence in the region and keeping external actors outside Central 

Asia. On the other hand, some analysts believe that China and Russia are both trying to 

limit each other’s power. That is why in chapter 4, it will be discussed about the division 

of powers within the SCO. In conclusion, the initial six countries formed the SCO for 

various reasons, although the common thread underlying decision was the imperative to 

safeguard the security of their respective nations. President Putin aimed to protect Russia 

and the region of Central Asia from the threat of Western influence. Kazakhstan sought 

to safeguard its borders from potential Chinese claims and combat drug trafficking, 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan aimed to defend themselves against the threat of terrorism, 

similar to Uzbekistan, and sought to avoid complete economic isolation. Lastly, China 

aimed to protect the Xinjiang region from the Uighur minority threat and sought increased 

involvement in regional affairs.   
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3.3. 2008 and 2014: the military activities and their consequences in Kazakhstan 

During his first mandate, President Vladimir Putin dealt with the “colour revolutions”228 

which spread in former Soviet states and were largely supported by Western countries. As 

a matter of fact, after the defeat of Saddam Hussein in Iraq in 2003, the Bush 

administration showed disbelief in multilateralism and considered that a direct control of 

former Soviet republics would have been preferable. This explained the American support 

to the Rose Revolution in Georgia in 2003, followed by the Orange Revolution in Ukraine 

in 2004, and finally the Tulip revolution in Kyrgyzstan in 2005. Besides, President Bush 

deeply committed to accelerate the entrance of Georgia and Ukraine into NATO229. It can 

be inferred that the Kremlin strongly opposed to these revolutions and in 2005 during a 

speech, Defence Minister Sergei Ivanov stated that since CIS was a priority of Russia’s 

agenda, Russia would have reacted to the exports of revolutions to the CIS states, 

although they recognized that Russia did not have monopoly on CIS countries230. Despite 

the US’ willingness to bring the two countries into the Alliance, Germany and France 

feared the Russian reaction and consequent repercussions on Russian energy supplies to 

Europe231. In those years indeed, Russia strongly opposed to the enlargement of NATO 

and if for the first years of the 2000s relations between the US and Russia were quite good 

and countries were ready to cooperate, the revolutions in CIS countries and the 2008 

independence of Kosovo, completely deteriorated them.  

3.3.1. The Five-Day War 

To better comprehend the scenario in which the war in Georgia took place it is necessary 

to was in Kosovo. The dispute began months before the war in Georgia, with the 

declaration of independence of Kosovo in February 2008. Kosovo’s independence was 

supported by the US, the UK, and G7 members, while Russia and Servia did not recognize 

it232.  In 1974 Kosovo was gained the status of a Socialist Autonomous Province within 
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Serbia. In this period the demand for independence by the Albanian community in 

Kosovo, which accounted for 90% of the population, became more and more pressing. 

However, the Serbian government was against the autonomy of Kosovo and applied 

increasingly discriminatory policies towards the Albanian population until autonomy was 

revoked in 1988 by the Serbian President, Slobodan Miloševic. The situation deteriorated 

10 years later, in 1998, with the Kosovo war, involving Yugoslavia on one side (supported 

by Russia) and the Republic of Kosovo on the other. In 1999, NATO troops intervened to 

remove Serbian troops, and an international protectorate was established under the control 

of the United Nations-United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo 

(UNMIK). UNMIK was aimed at facilitating the development of substantial autonomy 

and self-government. After 1999 there were several proposals about the future of Kosovo 

and during the 2000s, Kosovo faced significant challenges in the post-war reconstruction 

process. The goal was to establish democratic institutions and promote ethnic coexistence. 

Eventually, in 2008, Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence with the support of 

Western countries, while Serbia and Russia continued to withhold recognition. The 

question of Kosovo was carefully followed by Moscow that feared that its independence 

could set a precedent for similar situation in other parts of the word, particularly in regions 

with separatist populations in post-Soviet countries. Just goes to show, in the same year 

Georgian war broke out. In March 2008 Dimitri Medvedev was elected President of the 

Russian Federation and in August, the new President found himself to deal with an 

unprecedented event: for the first time after 1979 invasion of Afghanistan, the Russian 

military crossed the borders to attack another sovereign state233. The attack derived from 

the escalation of the critical relations between Russia and Georgia, that was sustained by 

Western countries. Some scholars defined the conflict as the “most significant crises in 

European security in a decade”234. Georgia is one of the three Caucasian republics that 

declared its independence after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Likewise, in 1991 and 

in 1992 the region of Abkhazia and South Ossetia proclaimed their independence from 

Tbilisi. 
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Figure 2: Administrative map of Georgia, indicating the breakaway territories of 

Abkhazia and Sout Ossetia 

Sources: BOYLE, E. (2017). Borderization in Georgia: Sovereignty Materialized, Eurasia 

Border Review 

The two regions were indeed located in Georgian territories but inhabited by Russian 

majority and therefor loyal to the Russian government. In 1992 with the Sochi Agreement 

on the Principles of the Settlement of the Georgian-Ossetian Conflict between Georgia 

and Russia, a peacekeeper contingent composed of Russians, Georgians and Ossetian, 

was dislocated in Ossetia. All things considered; situation remained under control until 

2003 when the Rose revolution broke out in Georgia. The new president of Georgia, 

Mikhail Saakashvili, wanted to restore the territorial integrity of the country, while Putin 

tied his relations with the two independent regions235. Through the years the relations 

between Russia and Georgia worsened, reaching a critical point in the summer of 2008, 

when the situation escalated significantly.  By early August, the two countries were both 

preparing for a military action which eventually gave the name to the “Five-Day War”. 

Russian troops intervened on August 7th to defend the rights of Russian citizens in 

Georgia, affirming that what was happening in South Ossetia was a genocide towards 
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Russian passports holders236. The conflict continued until August 11th when Georgian 

troops withdrew completely from the region and the day after, through the mediation of 

Frech President Sarkozy, the ceasefire agreement between the two sides was signed. On 

August 26th President Medvedev officially recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia’s 

independence despite the negative reaction from some Western countries, such as Britain, 

Germany, Sweden, and France237. During an interview with the BBC television, President 

Medvedev was asked about Russia’s criticism of western countries for recognizing 

Kosovo’s independence, citing it as a violation of international law. The interviewer 

questioned the apparent inconsistency when Russia itself recognized the independence of 

Georgia’s republics. President Medvedev responded by stating that, just as Western 

countries had deemed Kosovo a special case, the recognition of South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia was “also a special case”238. He explained that Russia did not find sufficient 

reasons to recognize Kosovo’s independence, but in case of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, 

it was deemed necessary “in order to prevent the killing of people and a humanitarian 

catastrophe”239. Medvedev also highlighted Russia’s disapproval of NATO’s approach 

near its borders during the interview.  

 

3.3.2. The Maidan Revolution 

The current crisis in Ukraine has complex and deep-rooted origins that date back to a 

series of historical and political factors. First of all, it must be noticed that the contested 

territory of Crimea, the peninsula located in southern Ukraine, along with Sevastopol, 

was ceased to Ukraine in 1954 due to the will of then-President of the USSR Nikita 

Khrushchev240. The decision of giving up on Crimea was long debated even because most 
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of the population living there was of Russian ethnicity.  In 1992, two years after Ukraine 

declared independence, the Russian government declared the secession of the peninsula 

as illegal. From its independence on, the country became closer to the European Union. 

As a matter of fact, in 2004 there were the country’s third presidential election that saw 

the pro-Eurasian Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovych on one side, and the pro-European 

Viktor Yushchenko on the other. The outgoing President, Leonid Kuchma (elected in 

1994), appointed Yanukovich as Prime Minister in 2002 to avoid being prosecuted after 

being implicated in a series of illegal activities. He also tried to approve a constitutional 

reform that would have diminished the executive’s powers, and proposed to create a 

Senate where former presidents could sit, enjoying influence and immunity. However, the 

proposal failed, and next President of Ukraine would have enjoyed President’s full 

powers. The elections were highly debated due to the fraud that took place mainly in the 

regions of Lugansk and Donetsk, in eastern Ukraine, where 2.8 million votes were 

unlawfully included in Yanukovich’s total241. Furthermore, during the final months of the 

campaign, the Ukrainian government-controlled media consistently portrayed 

Yanukovich in a positive light. In contrast, his opponent had long been criticised. 

However, despite these attempts to boycott Yushchenko’s campaign, pro-Russian 

authorities undermined both the domestic and international reaction. As a matter fact, the 

Orange Revolution brought more than 1 million people to protest in Kiev from November 

2004 to January 2005. The consequence of these protests was the victory of Yanukovych 

who became the new President of Ukraine. This was also possible thanks to the 

international support of the US, that denounced electoral fraud. Indeed, Ukrainian 

government thought that Americans would have not interfered since the huge support that 

Ukraine gave the US during the Iraq war in 2003.  

The events in Georgia and Ukraine, highlighted the weaknesses of the authoritarian 

systems that established in the aftermath of 1991. They undermined the power and the 

cohesion of the CIS countries, and inevitably showed a reduction in the Russian sphere 

of influence in the former Soviet countries.  
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The short Medvedev administration was necessary to allow Putin to be re-elected 

president. Vladimir Putin won the elections with 63,30%, slightly less than 79,9% victory 

predicted by the exit polls242. Gennady Zyuganov came in second (again) with 17,18%243.  

In Ukraine the Orange revolution laid the foundation for the larger conflict which took 

place in February 2014 with the name of Maidan Revolution. In 2013 President 

Yanukovych (elected in 2010) refused to sign an association agreement with the EU after 

several years of negotiation, opting for closer ties with Russia. Despite the Kremlin’s 

harsh repression of protests in Maidan square in Kiev, in February 2014, President 

Yanukovych fled from power. An interim government was formed until May 2014, when 

the new President Poroshenko was elected244. On 27 February 2014, in the Crimean 

Peninsula appeared groups of soldiers with green uniforms and balaclavas covering their 

faces who surrounded the Ukrainian military infrastructures to defend the Russian 

population living there. Although there were no insignias showing where they came from, 

it did not take long to realise that they were Russian soldiers (despite Putin’s denial that 

he had any contact with the soldiers245). After the soldiers took the control of the entire 

peninsula, on March 16th a referendum was held (many countries and the United Nations 

declared it as illegal), and later the annexation of Crimea to Russia was officialised. At 

the same time, Russian government financed some pro-Russian military groups in 

Lugansk and Donetsk who took control of the regions and declared their independence 

from Kiev. From that moment on, a civil war broke out, with Ukrainian soldiers fighting 

for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine, while on the other hand, the 

Russian population was supported by Moscow. This prompted the EU and the US to 

impose economic sanctions against the Russian Federation, intensifying internal 

contradictions within the country. The conflict was not resolved and remained a frozen 

conflict for years, despite the signing of agreements known as the Minsk Protocol in 
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September 2014 and Minsk II Protocol in February 2015246. The conflict further escalated 

in February 2021. 

As was the case for Kazakhstan, the linguistic question played a crucial role in Ukraine 

as well. In 2012, the Parliament of Ukraine proposed to repeal the law that allowed the 

official use of Russian in those Ukrainian territories where Russian was spoken by more 

than 10% of the population247. This led to the adaptation of Russian as official language 

in many regions of Ukraine with high number of Russians. President Turchynov, to avoid 

further escalation, vetoed the motion to abrogate the law as a “conciliatory gesture”248. 

Despite the attempt, the situation in eastern Ukraine remained very critical. The language 

issue was also used by President Putin in his speech on March 18th, 2014. In particular, 

the president denounced the transfer of Crimea by Khrushchev which was done “in clear 

violation of the constitutional normal that were in place even then”249. The decision was 

made behind the scenes, and Russians and Russian speakers living in Crimea and 

Sevastopol “went to bed in one country and awoke in a different one”, (…) becoming an 

ethnic minority in another republic. From a linguistic point of view, the situation was even 

exacerbated after the dissolution of the Soviet Unions. 

These revolutions and disputes inevitably influenced each other, and it is interesting to 

observe that while the former Soviet republics to the left of Russia were more prone to 

these independence and pro-Western movements, on the other hand, in the other republics 

such as the ones located in Central Asia, they had the opposite effect, pushing them further 

and further into the arms of the Kremlin. The primary reason Central Asian countries did 

not pursue the same path as other republics was due to their geographical position which 

prevented them from having direct contact with Europe. Unlike the Baltic republics, 

which, in 1991, voted for independence and transitioned smoothly toward a market 

economy with their established European connections, Central Asian nations encountered 

complexities during their transition. Despite the absence of major conflicts, the 
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population faced challenges, exacerbated by complete isolation on all fronts. The 

interconnected impact of the Rose revolution in Georgia and the Orange revolution in 

Ukraine, influencing neighbouring countries, sharply contrasts with the relatively minor 

effect seen in Central Asia. This contrast is evident in the case of the Tulip revolution in 

Kyrgyzstan in 2005, where Moscow’s influence prevailed following an initial 

democratization attempt.  

This analysis unveils the complex dynamics shaping the post-Soviet space, emphasizing 

the interplay of geography, historical context, and geopolitical forces in shaping the 

trajectories of these nations.  

 

3.4. The launch of the Belt and Road Initiative 

Central Asian countries are gaining increasing significance due to their abundant energy 

resources. Nevertheless, a critical challenge facing this region is its geographical isolation 

– lacking access to the sea – and its social isolation, as the area has historically been under 

the control of various empire, limiting the development of an independent foreign policy. 

While for the Baltic republics obtaining independence was easier since they already 

experienced autonomy before, when Central Asian countries became independent, they 

had to start everything from the beginning. The first obstacle was to become economically 

independent and if until 1991 they only traded with the Soviet Union; after that they 

started to manage their economic by their selves. Without any doubts, it was not easy. 

Firstly, because with the Putin administration President’s desire was to enter again the 

region, and secondly because other powers were aimed at establishing relations with 

Central Asia. The region is one of the largest in the world in terms of energy resources, 

making it a key global exporter of energy250.  

The region became relevant for China in its pursuit of sustaining the relentless pace of its 

growing economy251. In 2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping launched his most ambitious 

project – an initiative aimed at creating an infrastructure network that kinks China to the 

European continent via Central Asia. The project, firstly called One Belt One Road and 
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then renamed Belt and Road Initiative (hereinafter BRI), celebrated its 10th anniversary 

last year. Just like the SCO, which served to China to be more engaged in the region, the 

BRI is useful to buy energy sources directly from Central Asian countries without passing 

through Russia. This is indeed one of the things that worries Moscow the most: being left 

out from the new international schemes. The project is composed of two roads, one via 

land and one via sea. Here below it is possible to see the map representing the two 

corridors.  

 

Figure 3: The schematic of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the Maritime Silk 

Road  

Sources: WANG, L. at al. (2021). Potential impact of 'belt and road' initiative on trade of 

Euro-Mediterranean countries with China, International Journal of Diplomacy and 

Economy.  

 

For China this represented a huge plan involving nearly every province in the country and 

major banks. Scholars stated that the initiative is both economic and geopolitical since 
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the aim is to give prestige to the country252. As a matter of fact, in October 2013 President 

Xi Jinping organized the Peripheral Diplomacy Work Conference where he stated that 

China’s neighbouring countries had an extremely important value and that one of the 

Chinese foreign policy’s goals should be to improve and strengthen the economic 

relations. In particular, he claimed that:  

“Maintaining stability in China’s diplomacy neighbourhood is the key objective of 

peripheral diplomacy. We must encounter and participate in the process of regional 

economic integration, speed up the process of building up infrastructure and connectivity. 

We must build the silk road Economic Belt and 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, creating 

a new regional economic order”253. 

For analysts, this statement signed a turning point in the evolution of the Chinese foreign 

policy. The initiative is huge from the economic point of view because it would support 

poorer countries to be more involved and better connected with major economically 

developed countries. While it is strategically relevant because it allows China to build and 

consolidate the relations with the countries involved in the project and when it was 

developed, the initiative was also aimed at countering the US influence in the Asian 

continent254. To this end, the election of Donald Trump in 2016 provided support to the 

Chinese government to sell BRI more effectively255. 

Regarding Central Asia, reserves of coal, uranium and hydrocarbons are widespread in 

the region, which can also rely on wind and solar energy. This richness in energy reserves 

made Central Asia one of the most attractive regions in the world. While Kazakhstan, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan are rich in oil and natural gas, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan 

can rely on hydropower resources. For Kazakhstan, oil is the most productive sector and 

after years of foreign investments, the country has become the economic leader of the 

region. In 2007 it exported almost 80% of its oil outcome256. For what concerns natural 

gas, it is even more spread in the region and in 2005 Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and 
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Uzbekistan were among the top 20 countries for gas exports. The challenge for the region 

lies in efficiently transporting its abundant resources, particularly considering that, in the 

early 2000s, many of the gas and oil pipelines dated back to the Soviet era. In this context, 

the BRI takes on fundamental importance, since it prioritizes infrastructure connectivity, 

making it a crucial avenue for addressing the transportation challenges faced by the 

region257. 
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4. From cooperation to confrontation: Russia’s foreign policy shift in recent 

years 

 

“The common history, mutual economic attraction, 

close interconnection of cultures and closeness of 

human aspirations give our peoples a chance to 

build a new type of multilateral interstate 

relations.”258 

4.1.The creation of the Eurasian Economic Union 

In his speech at the Lomonosov Moscow State University, on February 15th, 2015, former 

President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev, remembered the first time he proposed 

the “Eurasian idea”259 in 1994. The project, drawing inspiration from the EU model, 

envisaged the creation of a common economic space in which member countries would 

have adopted the same currency. Besides, it proposed the formation of a single area of 

defence and the establishment of supranational bodies with the authority to take binding 

decisions on all participating members260. The so called Eurasian Economic Union 

(hereinafter EAEU) was indeed firstly developed by the President of Kazakhstan when 

he mentioned that the reconstruction of the post-Soviet space would have been possible 

throughout two systems: “the nation-building and the (economic) integration”261. 

However, it will be analysed how the road towards the creation of the EAEU was long 

and characterized by many failures due to the lack of preparation and coordination among 

the CIS countries. In 1994, the proposal of such organization met resistance from most 

CIS members and the project was put aside. One year later, in 1995, Belarus, Kazakhstan 

and Russia signed the (first) Custom Union Treaty. The agreement established the 
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elimination of trade barriers to boost the economic interaction between the three countries 

and allowed the free circulation of goods. However, the Customs Union was considered 

the first “false start” to the creation of the EAEU since it was never introduced due to the 

absence of political will and countries’ internal economic problems262. As a matter of fact, 

political and economic integration in the 1990s was a catastrophe. Single states were 

already struggling with the challenges of independence processes and the creation of a 

collaborative organization among them was even more complex, not least because of the 

inherent difficulty of establishing credibility and commitment among the parties 

involved263. The only system which survived from the beginning was the CIS, even 

though some scholars referred to it as just a “civilised divorce”264 rather than a real 

“integration”. Several agreements were signed within the CIS with the aim of establishing 

an Economic Union, a Free Trade Area, and a Payment Union265. However, they all 

revealed disastrous and even though state members of the CIS shared the common desire 

to create a regional organization inspired to the EU model, especially from the economic 

point of view, the general weakness and preparation of former Soviet republics made them 

collect a series of defeats in this area. However, some states more than others, were able 

to cooperate becoming strong proponents of the integration system, while others, 

remained sceptical266. Nevertheless, a limited number of individuals involved in the 

integration procedure did not solve the problem of commitment: smaller groups were 

unsuccessful in achieving their goals267. The first Customs Union also failed due to the 

1998 Russian economic crises.  

Another attempt to create a single economic space was made in 1994 when Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan created the Central Asian Union (CAU), which was later 

joined by Tajikistan in 1998. The Organization eventually was renamed Central Asian 
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Cooperation Organization (CACO), and its goal did not remain exclusively economic, 

but it was also aimed at combating terrorism and safeguarding the countries268. 

Unfortunately, as the other organizations, in 2005 CACO failed because of the 

divergences between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, both aimed at affirming themselves as 

major leading countries in the region.  

In 2000 the troika countries, plus Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan founded the Eurasian 

Economic Community (hereinafter EurAsEC, considered the predecessor of the EAEU) 

in Astana269. Like the previous integrative process, EurAsEC also had to face some 

shortcomings. The evident imbalance of bilateral cooperation between Russian and 

Kazakhstan, and Russia and Belarus, which favoured trade relations between Moscow, 

Minsk, and Astana, disadvantaged those of the other member states and upset the balance 

within the organization. In 2003, another agreement was signed by Belarus, Kazakhstan, 

Russia, and Ukraine, establishing the Single Economic Space (SES). However, the 

Orange Revolution in 2004 and the tensions between Russia and Ukraine put and end to 

the SES. This was considered the second false start270.  In the second half of the 2000s, 

dynamics started to shift thanks to the substantial surge in oil prices that provided Russia 

and Kazakhstan with the means for economic development. Mutual trade, foreign 

investments, and labour migration started experiencing explosive growth and the 

increasing wealth had a positive effect also in the economies of the neighbouring 

countries through the various channels, such as remittances, credits, investments, and 

trade271. This increase in economic activity required the support of institutions. Therefore, 

in 2006, Russia and Kazakhstan founded the Eurasian Development Bank (EDB) with 

the headquarters in Almaty aimed at supporting the integration system with an initial 

capital of $1.5 billion272. Unfortunately, the general economic situation collapsed in 2008 

and the economies of the Eurasian countries suffered considerably. Nevertheless, it must 

be considered that in of the one hand the economic crise pushed countries to close their 

economies, on the other hand it was exactly this climate of general difficulty that brought 
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former Soviet states to cooperate. Indeed, two main decisions were taken in the aftermath 

of the crises. Firstly, the creation of another Custom Union, and secondly the formation 

of the EurAsEC Anti-Crisis Fund (ACF). In December 2009 in Almaty, presidents of 

Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia, signed the Joint Declaration of the Formation of a new 

CU273 and on January 1st, 2010, the Common Customs Tariff (CCT) entered into force, 

pushing the countries towards integration274. With the CCT, countries modified their 

tariffs, in particular Russia reduced its tariffs by 14% and increase them 4%. Kazakhstan 

increased 45% and reduced 10%275. Following the CU, the Common Economic Space 

was formed in 2012, and many agreements were signed to foster the development of a 

common market based on the same four freedoms as the EU: the free circulation of goods, 

service, capital, and labour.  

Finally, after several vein attempts, on 29th May 2014 Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia 

signed in Astana the treaty establishing the creation of the EAEU which officially entered 

into force on 1st January 2015. On that day, the delegations of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan 

attended the event as Observer members only to join the EAEU shortly afterwards. 

Armenia joined the EAEU with the hope of establishing stable relations with Russia, 

given its longstanding territorial conflicts with Azerbaijan, and securing itself from 

neighbouring countries such as Turkey and Azerbaijan. Kyrgyzstan decided to join the 

EAEU for the same reasons it joined the SCO: to safeguard its borders and be more 

involved in the region’s economy and trade276. 

Finally, the EAEU was created in the full respect of the principle of the UN and 

international law “as assignee of the Customs Union”277. 
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The road to the establishment to the Eurasian Economic Union, has been long and 

characterized by many difficulties. The EurAsEC even though had a longer life, weakened 

through the years, allowing the establishment of the EAEU that counted 170 million 

people when it came into force.   

 

4.1.1. Russian and Kazakhstan in the EAEU 

For Russia, the benefits of economic integration were manifold. Firstly, by removing trade 

barriers between countries, Moscow would have become an even more competitive 

trading partner, as states would not have incurred additional costs to import Russian 

goods. Secondly, as a founding country, Russia would have enjoyed great success by 

increasing its influence in the CIS countries. However, while the EAEU ensured free flow 

of goods, Russia’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2012 ensured 

that the country complied with the rules imposed by the Organization.  

As the largest country of the EAEU, Russia plays a dominant role within the Union’s 

economy. In 2018 nearly 86% of total GDP went from Russia, while 10% from 

Kazakhstan278, and the remaining 4% from Armenia, Belarus, and Kyrgyzstan. The same 

applies to the population, indeed about 80% of the population of the comes from Russia, 

10% from Kazakhstan and the other three countries represent the remaining 10% of the 

population. Kazakhstan, the largest economy in Central Asia, can count on the exports of 

oil which represent 35% of total exports. Unfortunately, the economic crises of 2008 

affected the country, whose GDP fell from 10% in the pre-crisis period to 7,5% in 2010, 

and then declined to around 4,5% in 2014279.  Even though Russia and Kazakhstan are 

the most powerful countries in the EAEU and Russia is one of the major Kazakhstan’s 

trading partner, China is assuming an increasingly important role in the Kazakh economy. 

As seen in the previous chapter, the BRI has allowed China to be increasingly active in 

the Kazakh economy. 
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4.1.2. The use of sanctions: good or bad for the EAEU? 

The war in Ukraine and the consequent reaction by Western countries, have undoubtedly 

changed the balance within the EAEU. Just as in 2014, when the EU sanctioned Russian 

for violating Ukraine’s territorial integrity, the day before the invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, the EU applied the first package of sanctions on the Russian Federation 

in response to Russian recognition of the Ukrainian regions of Donetsk and Lugansk as 

independent entities280. Since then, the EU has authorized a series of sanctions packages, 

the most recent approved in December 2023, bringing the total number to 12. These 

sanctions are not only directed at the Russian Federation, but they also target key 

individuals, such as President Vladimir Putin and the Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey 

Lavrov. Additionally, Belarus was sanctioned due to its perceived support for Russia. 

While sanctions affect the integration of Russia within the EAEU, they also foster 

bilateral integration with countries such as Armenia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan.281 As a 

matter of fact, founding themselves sanctioned by Western countries, Belarus and Russia 

are more incentivized to cooperate between each other, fostering their trade relations. The 

two countries decided to reject the dollar in every transaction and in 2022 agreed on fixing 

“price for natural gas over a three-year period”282. By the end of 2022, the combined 

turnover of goods and services between the two countries was about $50 billion and the 

Russian share to Belarus’s overall trade turnover has grown to 60%. Since Belarus exports 

of goods to the Russian market have grown significantly, the country has reduced its 

deficit. For what concern Armenia and Kazakhstan, they both benefited from the 

dislocation of Russian companies in Armenia and Kazakh territories. Armenia has 

welcomed more than 50,000 information technology specialists coming from Russia. 

Besides, about 350 individual entrepreneurs have established their firms in Armenia, even 

while continuing to work for the Russian market283. The same goes for Kazakhstan that 
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had benefited from the relocation of Russian international companies. However, it is 

crucial to acknowledge that for Kazakhstan, aimed at carrying on a multi-vectoral policy 

involving Russia, China, the EU, and the US in the same way, the conflict in Ukraine has 

presented challenges to achieving this objective. The country collaborates with both the 

parties of the dispute and if on the one hand it has ceased to export sanctioned goods to 

Russia and has abandoned all the projects which potentially violated sanctions against 

Russia284, on the other hand it has continued to demonstrate support for Moscow.  

Although Western sanctions have fostered bilateral cooperation between Russia and 

Armenia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, they did not benefit the whole economic integration 

of the five countries. Statistics reveal that prior to the war, the growth of the EAEU was 

primarily driven by Russian bilateral relations with Kazakhstan and Armenia. However, 

in 2022, there was a substantial 25% increase in bilateral trade between Belarus and 

Russia. Meanwhile, the growth rates for other “intra-regional directions” remained 

relatively consistent285. Moreover, the impact of sanctions on trade in the Eurasian region 

trade represented an unprecedented opportunity for these countries, as the open borders 

between Russia and the EAEU members allow the latter to use the Russian market as an 

“entrepot” for international trade subject to sanctions286. This is most applicable to those 

companies that decided to leave Russian market not because of the sanctions but rather 

for the risk of image-related considerations. While Russian entities can leverage EAEU 

banking systems to avoid the restrictions imposed on Russia, there is a risk that the US 

will impose secondary sanctions against those entities supporting Russia in these 

circumstances. 

There are several debates about the Russian economic situation after February 2022. 

Those supporting the idea that Russia is facing a period of economic recession because 

of the sanctions, and those stating the Russian government has been able to respond to 

such restrictions. As a matter of fact, if the trend of the Rouble is observed, it is possible 

to see that it lost considerably in value in the aftermath of the invasion, only to appreciate 
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sharply in May 2022 thanks to the monetary policies adopted by the Russian government. 

Todays, two years after the invasion, it has almost returned to its pre-war levels, and this 

can give the idea that sanctions are not working as Western countries whished. However, 

it is difficult to provide a clear response to this topic since on many occasion the 

government adopted monetary policies with the aim of revaluing the Rouble, without 

these reflecting the real financial situation of the country.  What is certain is that the war 

in Ukraine did not only affect the Eurasian region, but it had consequences all over in the 

world, and the wheat crisis is a prime example of this. As a matter of fact, one of the 

sectors which was damaged the most from the war has been the logistic. Since the transit 

of goods to Russia has been banned, countries that previously exported goods that passed 

through Russian territory, now find themselves incurring much higher transportation 

costs. This is particularly true for Kazakhstan.  

The problem of the higher transport costs is not the only one impacting Kazakhstan. As a 

matter of fact, to protect its own market, Russian government announced on March 8th, 

2022, the suspension of the exports of certain goods from Russia to EAEU countries. This 

resulted in a lack of products in Kazakhstan’s shops and an exponential increase in prices. 

At the end of the year, inflation increased to 20.3% reaching the highest inflation rate 

since March 2000287. This shows that the war in Ukraine deeply affected the economic 

situation of the EAEU. However, the situation is intricate and assessing the precise impact 

of sanctions on the Kazakh economy proves challenging. While these have negatively 

affected the integration process, they have also had positive effects on the country. For 

instance, the export from Kazakhstan to Russia increased in the first months of 2002, 

bringing into question Kazakhstan’s promise not to bypass Western sanctions288. 
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4.2.The Russian National Security Strategy 

In December 2015, President Putin approved the new Russian National Security Strategy 

(NSS), composed of five main sections: Russia in the Modern World; National Interest 

and Strategic National Priorities; Ensuring National Security; Organizational, 

Regulatory-legal, and Informational Foundation for Implementing this Strategy; and the 

Main Indicators of the State of National Security. In the first section the document 

recalled the country’s capacity to safeguard the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 

Russia, as well as to protect the rights of Russian citizens living abroad, a clear reference 

to the conflict with Ukraine the previous year. Moreover, the President underlined the 

ability of the country to resist to the restrictive economic measures introduced by Western 

countries as a consequence of the conflict in Ukraine in 2014. The 2015 version of the 

NSS differed from the one in 2009 in many different aspects. First of all, while in 2009 

the goal was to transform the country into “one of the leading powers judging by the level 

of technological progress, the quality of life of the population, and influence on global 

process”289, in order to become “one of the leaders in world economy through effective 

participation in the global division of labour (…)”290; in the 2015 version there were no 

clear objectives other than granting stability and protection to the country. The main threat 

to the national security remained the eastwards expansion of NATO, which even though 

it was stressed in the 2009 version, it was much more explicit in 20015 after the war in 

Ukraine291. This aspect will become even more emphasised in the National Security 

Strategy of 2021 where Putin will describe the US and its allies as “unfriendly 

countries”292.  

The second and third section of the NSS identified the long-term interests and priorities 

of the Russian Federation, such as national defence, economic growth, healthcare, 

improvement of the quality of life of Russian citizens, and much more. With regard to 
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national defence, Article 43 of the 2015 NSS referred to the “colour revolution” as aimed 

at damaging traditional Russian values. The fourth section established which organs were 

committed in ensuring national security, while the fifth section identified the indicators 

to be taken into consideration to evaluate the level of national security. Some of which 

were: the level of life expectancy, GDP per capita, the decile coefficient, inflation, 

unemployment, citizens’ satisfaction with the protection of their rights and freedoms, and 

the modernity of the equipment of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.  

Another important element was that the document stated that the recognition of Russia as 

a “leading power” was a status that the country would have to obtain. However, the status 

of leading world power has been much debated. In his paper Russian National Security 

Strategy: Regime Security and Elite’s Struggle for “Great Power” Status 293, Pavel 

Shchelin, recalled the constructivist theory stating that the social world can be perceived 

as merely driven by ideas, and the concept of status is a crucial element for a “great 

power”. In Volgy, Corbetta, Grant, and Baird’s article Major Powers and the Wuest for 

Status in International Politics, the authors explain how countries can be granted the 

“high status” when they pursue three characteristics: they enjoy a relevant role in 

international conflicts, they are deeply involved in foreign agendas, and they can use such 

status to hold office. However, according to Volgy et al, Russia identifies itself as a great 

power, without possessing such characteristics. According to the author, Pavel Shchelin, 

Russia also has reduced soft power capabilities, since the only results have been achieved 

through coercion and military operation (In Ukraine in 2014 and in Georgia in 2008). To 

this end, according to the Centre for Public Diplomacy (CPD), Russia dropped from 26th 

to 30th place, from 2017 to 2019, in the ranking of the 30 countries best positioned for 

their use of soft power.   

The 2015 NSS represented a change of direction from its predecessor. As a matter of fact, 

the 2009 version should have remained valid until 2020, but the war in Ukraine made it 

necessary to revise the Russian strategic objectives. If until 2009, threats were to be 
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Struggle for “Great Power” Status, SLOVO Russian, Eastern European and Central Asian Affairs, 

vol.28, n.2, pp.85-105, p. 87, September 10th. Available at: 

https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1514595/1/Pavel%20Shchelin%20-

%20National%20Security%20Strategy.pdf  

https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1514595/1/Pavel%20Shchelin%20-%20National%20Security%20Strategy.pdf
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1514595/1/Pavel%20Shchelin%20-%20National%20Security%20Strategy.pdf
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considered merely military, the new version focused also on non-military threats (such as 

the economic sanctions largely adopted by the UE). As above-mentioned, Putin 

underlined the desire to give Russia prestige again, making it a leading world power. In 

conclusion, with the National Security Strategy of 2015, President Putin wanted to give 

a strong and clear signal to the international community: his country was not willing to 

compromise to protects its borders and citizens. While Western countries were 

increasingly perceived as a threat to the security of the country, Russia renewed its 

commitment to cooperate more and more with other regional organization such as BRICS 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), RIC, and SCO. To this end, exactly in 

2015, countries members of the SCO started to discuss about the enlargement of the 

Organization.  

 

4.3.The expansion of the SCO: internal divergencies  

The war in Ukraine in 2014 was a watershed in Russian foreign policy. While before that 

moment Russia and Western countries maintained a sort of dialogue (which, however, 

worsened with the war in Georgia), since 2014 relations between the two sides have 

considerably deteriorated, breaking completely in February 2022. Since 2014, President 

Vladimir Putin has been much more oriented towards eastern countries and to improve 

regional organization. To this end, the already largely described, Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, assumed greater significance and from the original five members it now 

consists of nine countries294.  However, if at the beginning the Organization was necessary 

to limit the American interference in Central Asia295, through the years conflicts of 

interests have risen between the two leaders of the SCO: Russia and China. For China, 

the military interventions in Georgia and Ukraine have raised concerns about potential 

internal secessionist claims within the region of Central Asia. On the other hand, 

especially after the development of the BRI, Russia became increasingly worried that 

Chinese power could increase not only in the region but within the SCO itself. Concerning 

the five republics, the SCO was the only way to be involved both in Russian and Chinese 

                                                           
294 China, India, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan 
295 At the beginning of the 21st century the Organization was renamed an “axis of convenience” 

referring to the initial need of Russia and China to join together with the share goal to limit the 

American presence in the region. 
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agenda simultaneously296. As a matter of fact, the five stan countries have more 

possibilities to reach their goals within the Organization rather than by negotiating 

autonomously.  

The equilibrium between the SCO was questioned when in 2014 India submitted its 

application to become member of the Organization297. One year later, during the Summit 

in Russia, SCO countries eventually decided to grant the membership to India and 

Pakistan, which both officially joined the Organization in 2017. However, the procedure 

to the enlargement of the SCO was largely debated. Russia broadly supported the 

adhesion of India since it feared an expansion of the Chinese influence in the so-called 

Russia “near abroad”. On the contrary, the entrance of India, would have limited Chinese 

power in the region since China would have to deal with another major oil importer from 

Central Asia. Besides, India could also weaken the Chinese BRI298. For this reason, China 

sustained the adhesion of Pakistan, traditionally considered a rival by India due to border 

disputes in the Kashir region, in an effort to “rebalance” the equilibrium within the SCO 

and especially between Russia and China.  

The most recent addition is Iran, which joined the SCO in July 2023, after more than 

fifteen years as Observer member. As a matter of fact, the country’s membership was 

announced in 2021 and, as for India and Pakistan, the recognition of permanent member 

was not immediate. In 2010, at the Tashkent Summit, member countries introduced the 

law under which those countries sanctioned by the UN could not obtain the status of 

permanent members of the Organization. Undoubtedly, this considerably slowed Iran’s 

adhesion process299. Besides, although sanctions were lifted on the country following the 

                                                           
296 CARTENY, A. & PIZZOLO, P. (2022). The “New Great Game” in Central Asia: From a Sino-

Russian Axis of Convenience to Chinese Primacy? The International Spectator, vol. 57, n.2, 

pp.85-102, p. 95. Available at: The “New Great Game” in Central Asia: From a Sino-Russian 

Axis of Convenience to Chinese Primacy?: The International Spectator: Vol 57 , No 2 - Get Access 

(tandfonline.com)  
297 India, Iran, and Pakistan were Observer members since 2005.  
298 CARTENY, A. & PIZZOLO, P. (2022). p. 95. 
299 TAFAZZOLI, B. (2021). OPINION-Iran poised to become a full member of the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization, Anadolu Ajansi, September 24th. Available at: 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/analysis/opinion-iran-poised-to-become-a-full-member-of-the-

shanghai-cooperation-organization/2373602.  
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2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPA)300, there were other issues such as few 

problems with Tajikistan301 and China’s wavering, that further delayed the process.  In 

particular, China feared to be involved in a larger dispute due to the debatable position of 

the country in the international arena and the very weak relations with the US. Besides, it 

also perceived Iran’s membership an interference to its BRI302. To this end, in 2006 the 

former US defence Secretary clearly showed his perplexity regarding the SCO, “an 

organization that says it is against terrorism” that decides to “to bring into the organization 

(…) one of the leading terrorist nations in the world: Iran”. 

However, after some hesitation and thanks to Russian support, the country joined the SCO 

as full member. According to some analysts, Iran’s entry into the organization provides 

the country with increased leverage when engaging in negotiations with Western nations, 

as they may be more inclined to engage in dialogue now that Iran is part of an organization 

alongside Russia and China. 

The enlargement of the SCO represents an important step in the history of the 

international relations, even because 5 out of the 9 member countries are nuclear powers. 

For this reason, the organization has been renamed “an OPEC with a bomb”303. 

Today the SCO have three Observer countries: Afghanistan, Mongolia, and Belarus. The 

latter submitted the application to join the Organization as full member at the Samarkand 

Summit in 2022.  

 

 

                                                           
300 Also known as Iran nuclear deal, it established a series of restrictions on Iran’s nuclear program 

and the acceptance of by the Iranian government of regular inspections of the country’s nuclear 

sites.  
301 In 2015, Muhiddin Kabiri, Leader of the Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan (IRPT) was invited 

to attend the International Islamic Unity Conference in Theran where he met the Iran’s leader, 

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Since in September 2015 the leader of the IRPT was accused of 

organizing a coup, the meeting was highly criticised by Dushanbe that suspended all the 

cooperation programmes between the two countries. In 2019, the situation improved following 

the official visit of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Tajikistan in Theran.  
302 Notwithstanding, neither Russia nor China were in close relations with the Western countries, 

China wanted to avoid direct confrontation with the US. For reference: TAFAZZOLI, B. (2021). 
303 TAFAZZOLI, B. (2021). 
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4.3.1. Division or roles: Kazakhstan perception of Russia as guarantor of 

security 

The initial “axis of convenience”304 which gave birth to the SCO (aimed at contrasting 

the “three evils” but also containing the American influence in Central Asia), was later 

replaced by a Sino-Russian competition. As a matter of fact, in the past as today, 

neighbouring countries as well as those far away, had interest in maintaining relations 

with the region due to its strategic geographical position. For this reason, after the US 

troops withdrew from the region in 2014, the two countries began to look at each other 

differently. Prior to that moment, they had a common interest, but now their new goal is 

to prevent the other from gaining excessive influence in the region. However, both sides 

are attempting to conceal this intention. As a matter of fact, Russian President and his 

Chinese counterpart are strong allies, and no one can deny it. For instance, since the 

International Criminal Court issued the arrest warrant against President Putin, in March 

2023, the President’s foreign trips have been drastically reduced. However, he did not   

renounce to reach Beijing, in October 2023, for the 10th anniversary of the BRI. Besides, 

to underscore the close relationship between the two countries, the first president to speak 

after the opening speech of President Xi, was indeed Vladimir Putin305. This apparent 

unbreakable friendship may endure unless one of the two countries assumes a dominant 

role over the other in the Central Asian region. According to many scholars, nowadays 

China is overcoming Russia in many different fields. Firstly, in the economic aspect. 

Despite the foundation of the EAEU, China is much more involved in the region in terms 

of investments, not to mention the Chinese GDP. The second aspect involves the 

demography. The Russian community living in northern Kazakhstan and the dispersion 

of Russians throughout Central Asia in the aftermath of 1991 have been previously 

addressed. However, this demographic has been steadily declining, posing a new 

challenge for Russia to exercise influence in territories where the Russian population has 

been decreased and has been replaced by the local population.  The third reason concerns 

the geo-economic aspect since China is one of the major importers of natural resources 

                                                           
304 LO, B. (2008). Axis of Convenience: Moscow, Beijing, and the New Geopolitics, Brookings 

Institution Press, Washington D.C. 
305 PESCE, A. (2023). Reading between the lines of the Belt and Road Initiative Summit, Instituto 

Analisi Relazioni Internazionali, November 13th. Available at: 

https://iari.site/2023/11/13/reading-between-the-lines-of-the-belt-and-road-initiative-summit/  
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from Central Asia, and therefor is highly incentivized to keep stable relations with the 

region. Therefore, for Russia the only feasible option not to lose its grip over the region 

is a “division of roles”. In this sense Russia would become the security guarantor of the 

region, through the CSTO, while China would provide trade and infrastructures306. 

Nevertheless, while before the war in Ukraine Russia could be defined as the “only 

powerful guarantor of regional stability and security in the region”307, situation changed 

after February 2022. In particular, Kazakhstan, which has always been one of the Russian 

strongest allies, refused to send its troops in Ukraine and abstained to the UN Security 

Council Resolution to condemn the invasion (rather than voting against as Belarus). 

Another severe break in Kazakhstan’s support for Kremlin was in June 2022, during the 

St Petersburg International Economic Forum, when President of Kazakhstan, Qasym-

Jomart Kamelevich Tokayev, claimed that he did not support the right of self-

determination in any case, neither Taiwan, nor Kosovo, nor South Ossetia and Abkhazia 

and therefore, nor in Lugansk and Donetsk. According to the President, if this principle 

should be applied, there would raise so many other states in the worlds and this would 

end up in a complete chaos.  

The lack of support from Kazakhstan towards the Russian Federation has consequently 

jeopardize the perception of Russia’s role as a “guarantor of security” in Central Asia. 

Additionally, Astana is concerned about the potential emergence of Russian nationalist 

sentiments that could rise in the northern of the country, leading to a situation very similar 

to the one in Crimea. During the International Economic Forum, President Tokaev 

reminded the role played by China in Kazakh economy, in particular he stated that “China 

has already become Kazakhstan’s main economic and foreign trade partner and (…) 

deepening multilateral cooperation with China is an extremely important task for our 

country”308. This behaviour perfectly fits with Kazakhstan’s multi-vectoral policy, a 

strategy the country is committed to implementing309. However, Marie Dumoulin, in her 

                                                           
306 CARTENY, A. & PIZZOLO, P. (2022). p. 98. 
307 CHUFRIN, G.I. (1999). p. 198. 
308 TOKAYEV, K-J. (2022) Speech by the President of Kazakhstan during the plenary session of 

the 25th edition of the Saint Petersburg International Economic Forum, June 17th. Available at: 

https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/mfa/press/news/details/390248?lang=en  
309 Besides, regarding the war in Ukraine President Tokayev showed his support to Ukrainian 

refugees and underlined his commitment to find a diplomatic solution to the conflict.  

https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/mfa/press/news/details/390248?lang=en
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article Steppe change: how Russia’s war on Ukraine is reshaping Kazakhstan310, 

described how this policy’s meaning has evolved. While before the war it referred to the 

ability to engage with all countries, after that, it emphasizes Kazakhstan’s capacity to 

reduce its dependence on Russia.  

 

4.4. Russians in Kazakhstan after 24th February 2022 

On September 21st, 2022, President Vladimir Putin declared the partial mobilisation in 

his country. This triggered waves of indignation and fear in Russia, and many citizens 

fled abroad to avoid being conscripted. One month after, Minister of Defence, Sergey 

Shoigu, announced the recruitment of 300,000 reservists311 from all over Russia. 

However, independent researchers showed that the highest percentages of reservists came 

from the remote regions of Russia, which recorded mobilisation rates between 3.5% and 

5.5%, while in the cities of Saint Petersburg and Moscow, the percentage fell to 0.85% 

and 0.76% respectively312. This difference was due to the fact that the Kremlin feared 

uprisings in the streets of the main cities that could influence public opinion about the 

war. 

 

                                                           
310 DUMOULIN, M. (2023).  
311 Reuters. (2022). Russia's partial mobilisation is complete, Shoigu says, October 28th. Available 

at: https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russias-shoigu-says-partial-mobilisation-complete-

82000-recruits-conflict-zone-2022-10-
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312 BESSONOV, A. (2023). Escape to uncertainty, CBC News, November 26th. Available at: 
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Figure 4: Percentage of mobilized reservists per region 

Sources: Conflict Intelligence Team  

One of the major destinations was Kazakhstan, which after Putin’s announcement, hosted 

more than 930,000 Russians, of whom more than half left for other countries313. 

According to the Kazakh Interior Ministry, about 146,000 Russians remained there. Some 

of them received temporary residency permits, while more than 3,500 people applied for 

permanent residency. In January 2023, Kazakh government claimed that about 300,000 

Russians lived in the country.  

This huge flow of migrants occurred in more than one wave. The first one was in the 

aftermath of the invasion of Ukraine, the second one and most considerable in September 

2022, and other small flows of Russian citizens are still ongoing. As a matter of fact, 

people fear that the government might call for the conscription again, while other believe 

that even though the war should end, sanctions would continue, and life would become 

too difficult in Russia.  

                                                           
313 FARANGIS, N. (2023). Living In Fear of The Draft, Russian Emigres in Kazakhstan Have No 

Plans to Go Home, RFE/RL, January 22nd. Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-

russian-emigres-ukraine-war/32234453.html  

https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-russian-emigres-ukraine-war/32234453.html
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For the government of Kazakhstan, the problem was not only about the management of 

such a large group of migrants, but also about the question of ethnicity. As described in 

the second chapter, Russians and Kazakhs have a lengthy history marked by disputes over 

ethnicity and language. Many Russians sought refuge in Kazakhstan, citing the prevalent 

use of the Russian language in the country. However, ethnic Kazakhs considered this as 

a violation of their cultural identity. Besides, just like in the past, Kazakhs feared that 

waves of migrations could lead to issues such as unemployment for local citizens. Another 

consequence of these significant migration flows was the sudden increase in rental prices, 

with instance of prices even tripling in some cases314.  
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Conclusion 

 

Through the span of the three decades since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the thesis 

has proposed a comprehensive analysis of the major economic, cultural, and military 

events that have shaped the current Russo-Kazah relations. The primary objective was to 

examine whether and how the Russian Federation has lost influence in Kazakhstan, 

subsequently extrapolating these findings to the broader Central Asian region, comprising 

the five stan countries: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 

Uzbekistan.  

The choice of Kazakhstan as the reference country for the study was twofold.  On the one 

hand, being the largest country of the region and abundant in energy resources, makes 

Kazakhstan an attractive ally for many nations. Primarily, for Russia, given the extensive 

shared border; for China, which relies on gas and oil to sustain its rapid growth; for the 

EU, because after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine in 2022, it strives for independence 

from Russian oil; and finally for the US, aiming at containing Russian influence in Central 

Asian. Kazakhstan is a strong support of a multi-vectoral policy. This means that the 

country adopts diplomatic strategies, seeking to maintain bilateral relation with the 

different states and regional blocs, avoiding overdependence on a single actor or power. 

This has become increasingly evident after the invasion of Ukraine since the country has 

partly distanced itself from its historical Russian ally. Therefore, it has been possible to 

examine Russia’s ability to assert influence in a country that maintains and promotes 

relations with many other countries. The second reason why Kazakhstan has been chosen 

as case-study, is the strong historical and cultural ties that it shares with Russia. This gave 

the opportunity to analyse the level of migration and interactions between the two 

countries.  

For a more in-depth analysis, the following thesis has followed a temporal division 

defined by three historical moments which have been pivotal in Russia’s foreign policy. 

In the first chapter it was noteworthy the division made by Lena Jonson and Roy Allison 

who identified four feasible scenarios which can be applied to the so-called Regional 

Security Complex. One of these described the situation in which the internal and the 

external actors which interact with the region, act in a conflictual way. This renders the 
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region weak and fragmented; and difficult for its members to emerge as a solid group. 

This issue recurs in other chapters, and it is the first consideration that needs to be done 

when talking about Central Asia. As a matter of fact, the region faces challenges nor only 

from internal disunity but also from externa actor who that do not cooperate with the 

region as a whole but engage with individual states. Thise behaviour significantly 

undermines regional strength.315 

Through the lecture of the second chapter, it can be argued that circumstances appeared 

disadvantageous for Russia of the 1900s. Events such as the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

the abandonment of Rubles, the interference of the US regarding the dismantlement of 

the nuclear arsenals, and the economic crises which essentially characterized the entire 

decade, deeply diminished the influence of Russia over Central Asian countries. 

However, despite the sever mistakes made by the Yeltsin administrations in restoring the 

economy of the region and the unsuccessful attempts to establish a common market (as 

discussed in Chapter 4), the five former republics remained heavily dependent on Russia 

due to their inadequate infrastructures and limit capacity to manage their own affairs (as 

in the case of Tajikistan and the outbreak of the civil war). Essentially, faced with 

formidable challenges, Central Asian countries found themselves compelled to turn to 

Russia during turbulent times. This reliance stemmed not only from geopolitical 

necessity, but also from the deep bonds binding Russia, Kazakhstan, and their respective 

citizens. As a matter of fact, the historical ties between the two countries will become 

pivotal in the present day to understand the reasons for the mass migrations from Russia 

to Kazakhstan in the aftermath of the war in Ukraine.  

The third chapter showed the radical change in Russia’s foreign policy. In the months 

following the terrorist attack on September 11, Russia and the US temporarily set aside 

their rivalries, united by the common goals of defeating terrorism. The initial phase of 

collaboration had bothered President Putin, as the countries in the region had shown 

strong willingness to cooperate with the US. The presence of the American troops on 

Central Asian soil undermined Russia’s already weak influence in the region. Therefore, 

                                                           
315 Notably, Central Asia is one of the very few geographical areas not to create a regional 

organization.  
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this prompted Moscow to increasingly align with Beijing, leading to the formation of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization.  

Although the official purpose of the SCO was to fight terrorism in the region, the 

organization has provided Russia and China, as its leaders, the means to control the 

economic and security aspect in the region. The friendship between the two countries, 

initially described as an alliance “of convenience” (Chapter 4), will eventually evolve in 

the most controversial coalitions that still today shapes the dynamics of global politics.  

Finally, with the formation of the Eurasian Economic Union and the issue of the 2015 

National Security Strategy, it became clear the current position of the Russian Federation 

towards foreign actors. The focus that Putin put since day one on the Russia’s near abroad 

became essential for the country, just like the ensuring relations with the eastern world 

and the regional organizations. On the one hand, the war in Ukraine has altered the status 

that Russia was attaining in Central Asia, creating new instabilities and fears for the 

Central Asian states. On the other hand, it brough economic benefits to Kazakhstan, bus 

has excluded the other stan from the regional economic integration processes.  

This concluding chapter serves as a culmination of the research. Before the war in Ukraine 

in February 2022, it could be stated that, all in all, Russia was not losing influence in 

Central Asia. However, this does not mean that the country held the same level of 

influence as the former Soviet Union. Despite, their independence more than 30 years 

ago, the five stan countries were dependent on Russia for three main reasons. The first 

one is strictly geographical. As a matter of fact, their lack of access to open seas and 

considerable distance from countries with a high degree of democracy, which could 

empower them to make autonomous decisions, rendered these countries incapable of 

emerging independently without seeking assistance from their neighbours. Secondly, for 

the whole period after 1991, they have not been able to create a stable regional 

organization where they played a leading role. The only organizations they are part of are 

consistently led by Russia and/or China, preventing them from having their own direction. 

Finally, Kazakhstan represents the only country in the region with a certain level of 

authority. To this end, advocating for a shared Central Asia identity could potentially 

provide the region with the opportunity to be recognized as an autonomous entity, rather 

than being reliant on Russia or China. Nevertheless, at present, despite Kazakhstan’s 
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multi-vector policy, the country’s primary objective is to enhance standing in the eyes of 

both Russia and China (for instance within the SCO or the BRI). 

However, the event of February 2022 has changed the situation. As a matter of fact, while 

before that day, Russia’s influence in Central Asia was also based on the country’s status 

of guarantor of security in the region, the war has changed this perception. The conflict 

has made Russia no longer a reliable ally for the defence of the region, pushing Central 

Asia in the hands of China. Besides, from a cultural point of view, if until some years ago, 

Russia could rely on Russian population in northern Kazakhstan who supported the 

Russian cause; nowadays, younger generations are increasingly against the Russian 

government. For this reason, if the situation does not change in the future, we can really 

assist to a reduction of influence of the Russian Federation in Central Asia. 

Even though, to some extent, the war favoured the relations between Russia and 

Kazakhstan, the only feasible option for the Russian government is to restore the status 

of guarantor of security in the region, focusing mainly in defending the stan countries, 

particularly Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan which are the weakest among the 

five. The division of roles between Russia, focusing on defence, and China, taking the 

lead in the economic sector, would allow the coexistence of the two countries in the 

region, without a reduction in their respective powers.  
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