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ABSTRACT 

 

 

POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CENTRAL ASIA’S REGIONALISM AND 

INTERREGIONALISM 

 

 

ISHNAZAROV, Davron 

Ph.D., The Department of Area Studies 

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Oktay Tanrisever 

 

 

 

January 2025, 235 pages 

 

 

This thesis aims to understand regionalism as a comprehensive process of region-

building, taking into account the economic and political structures, roles of key 

regional and global actors, and influential social dynamics affecting regionalism in 

Central Asia and interregionalism with it. Within constructivist political economy 

framework, a multilevel (encompassing social, state, and international levels) and 

multidimensional (economic, political, and cultural) analysis is employed to provide a 

holistic view of the region’s formation. This approach aims to offer a deeper 

understanding of complex regional issues through in-depth analytics and a replicable 

methodology that can yield robust conclusions about the current and future state of 

regional integration. A mixed-method approach is employed, beginning with 

qualitative data analysis, particularly discourse analysis, followed by rigorous 

quantitative data analysis. A structural economic analysis including Computable 

General Equilibrium (CGE) modelling and product space analysis, along with the 

study of national interests such as security and sovereignty, is expected to highlight 

the emergence of regionalism within Central Asia. Overall analysis show that, unity 

of the Kazakhstan-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan triad may extend further to encompass 
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stronger unity among CA states and then Organisation of Turkic States (OTS). 

However, the sustainability of this regionalism ultimately depends on the 

establishment of strong institutional frameworks. Additionally, Central Asian states 

are likely to enhance cooperation with powers such as Japan and South Korea, and 

develop interregional relations with other regions, positioning themselves as genuine 

Middle Powers. 

 

Keywords: Regionalism, regionalisation, area studies, regional integration 
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ÖZ 

 

 

MERKEZİ ASYA'DA BÖLGESELCİLİK VE BÖLGELERARASICILIĞIN 

POLİTİK EKONOMİSİ 

 

 

ISHNAZAROV, Davron 

Doktora, Bölge Çalışmaları Bölümü 

Tez Yöneticisi: Prof. Dr. Oktay Tanrisever 

 

 

 

Ocak 2025, 235 sayfa 

 

 

Bu çalışma, Orta Asya’da bölgeselciliği ve onunla bağlantılı bölgelerarası ilişkileri, 

ekonomik ve siyasi yapılar, kilit bölgesel ve küresel aktörlerin rolleri ile bölgeselciliği 

etkileyen sosyal etkenleri dikkate alarak kapsamlı bir bölge inşa süreci olarak anlamayı 

amaçlamaktadır. Yapılandırmacı politik ekonomi çerçevesinde, bölgenin oluşumuna 

bütüncül bir bakış sunmak amacıyla çok katmanlı (sosyal, devlet ve uluslararası 

düzeyde) ve çok boyutlu (iktisadi, siyasi ve kültürel) bir analiz yöntemi 

benimsenmiştir. Bu yaklaşım, derinlemesine analizler ve tekrar edilebilir bir 

metodolojiyle karmaşık bölgesel sorunlara dair derinlikli bir kavrayış sunarak, 

bölgesel entegrasyonun mevcut durumu ve geleceği hakkında sağlıklı ve güvenilirü 

çıkarımlar elde etmeyi hedeflemektedir. Çalışmada özellikle söylem analiziyle 

başlayan nitel veri analizi, ve ardından nicel veri analiziyle devam eden karma 

yöntemli bir yaklaşım kullanılmıştır. Hesaplanabilir Genel Denge (CGE) modellemesi 

ve ürün uzayı analizi gibi yapısal ekonomik analizler ile güvenlik ve egemenlik gibi 

ulusal çıkarların incelenmesi, Orta Asya’da bölgeselciliğin ortaya çıkışını 

vurgulamayı amaçlamaktadır. Araştırma genel manada Kazakistan-Kırgızistan-
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Özbekistan üçlü birliğinin Orta Asya ülkeleri arasında daha güçlü bir dayanışmaya ve 

nihayetinde Türk Devletleri Teşkilatı (TDT) üye devletleri arasında daha geniş bir 

birliğe yol açabileceğini göstermektedir. Ancak bu bölgeselciliğin sürdürülebilirliği, 

nihayetinde güçlü kurumsal çerçevelerin oluşturulmasına bağlıdır. Ayrıca, Orta Asya 

ülkelerinin Japonya ve Güney Kore gibi güçlerle iş birliğini artırması ve diğer 

bölgelerle ilişkilerini geliştirerek kendilerini özgün birer Orta Düzey Güç (Middle 

Power) olarak konumlandırmaları muhtemeldir. 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Bölgeselcilik, bölgeselleşme, bölge çalışmaları, bölgesel 

entegrasyon 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1. Scope and Objective 

The research explores broad and dynamic process of regional integration in Central 

Asia (CA) separately focusing at economic, political and security aspects of 

regionalism. The five CA states; Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and 

Turkmenistan are the primary focus covered in the thesis.  

Then the scope expands to cover CA integration with North Asia, East Asia and West 

Asia, particularly, through analysing regional organisations such as Eurasian 

Economic Union (EAEU), Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and 

Organisation of Turkic States (OTS).  

The scope then extends to interregionalism between CA and other regional groups in 

Asia, specifically, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Developed East Asia. Although 

important international political, security and economic events are analysed with the 

perspective of their impact on region formation in Asia, regional models outside Asian 

continent is not in the scope of the thesis.  

The primary objective of this thesis is to understand the complex process of regional 

integration by analysing the economic drivers of regionalism, with a particular focus 

on trade, investment, and infrastructure development. This analysis will consider the 

geopoliticisation of international relations and economic transformations to identify 

factors that either promote or hinder regionalism in Central Asia. An equally important 

objective is to examine the roles, effectiveness, and future prospects of regional 
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organisations such as the EAEU and OTS, as well as alliances within the region. A 

crucial part of this investigation is to assess the security infrastructure and challenges 

in and around the region—encompassing issues like terrorism, radicalisation, border 

disputes, and conflicts—while also evaluating the impact of global conflicts, such as 

the Russia-Ukraine War, on economic, energy, and water security, and their 

implications for regional integration.   

1.2. Main Research Question 

How can we explain the unique characteristics of regionalism in Central Asia? Global, 

regional, and national actors—such as states, regional organisations, and economic 

blocs—influence the geopolitical dynamics of regional and inter-regional relationships 

in Central Asia, based on certain factors, such as geopolitical interests, economic 

interdependence, and cultural ties. 

1.3. Literature Review 

Important geopolitical events have shaped theoretical concepts. Particularly, since the 

Treaty of Versailles and establishment of a League of Nations, academic debates on 

regionalism evolved from classical theories such as federalism, functionalism, and 

intergovernmentalism toward embracing specific concepts like cultural proximity, 

differentiated integration, omni-balancing, hedging regionalism, and balanced 

regionalism. EU is not considered as the only successful regional integration model 

anymore, although other regional mechanisms relatively lag far behind, in the era of 

the growth of Asian, African or non-EU centric regionalism discourse.  

According to De Lombaerde et al. (2010, 733), the 1970s were marked by a period of 

“Eurosclerosis,” with multiple regional organisations failing to achieve plausible 

regional integration. End of the bipolar world, the establishment of new security 

agreements, and trade arrangements lead to the rise of a new regionalism (Söderbaum, 

2015). Consequently, with the emergence of new regionalism approach and the 

distinction between regionalism and regionalisation, Europe has become a less central 

benchmark in analysing Asian and African integration models. Regional models 

across Asia or Africa no more compared with the EU, but scholars now tend to classify 
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them as distinct “Asian” or “African” ways of regionalism or refer them as 

regionalisation not regionalism.  

Regionalism as a social phenomenon has been theorised across the social science 

disciplines. Particularly, very systematic and structured attempts to theorise regional 

integration can be seen in international relations (IR) discipline. On the other hand, 

Area Studies as a discipline although is not against theorising the social phenomenon, 

it is against universalising or generalising the theories, or universal theories. To begin 

with, it is important to highlight that classical theories have established fundamental 

grounds for conceptualizing regionalism. Grand theories of regionalism—such as 

functionalism, neo-functionalism, intergovernmentalism, and liberal 

intergovernmentalism—have been instrumental in understanding international 

geopolitics by introducing essential concepts, such as balancing, that remain relevant 

today. The concept of balancing was first introduced to regionalism within Ernst 

Haas’s theory of functionalism (1955). Thus, even contemporary theorists draw on 

concepts developed by classical theories; for example, Buranelli and Tskhay (2020) 

adapted it as “balancing regionalism” to explain regional cooperation mechanisms 

currently observed in Central Asia. However, the classical theories were centred on 

the EU integration experience. Since no other regional organization has achieved the 

same level of integration as the EU, other regional integration projects were often 

considered failures.  

Contemporary scholarly works in the field frequently grouped as new regionalism 

approach or theory specifically Björn Hettne, Fredrik Söderbaum, and Philippe De 

Lombaerde produced the most influential studies that advocate advancing the 

theoretical understanding of regionalism beyond European models, emphasising the 

concepts such as regionalisation, regionness and overall emphasize the complexity and 

multidimensional nature of regionalism. Although while they are recognising 

institutional level inefficiencies in Asian regional institutions compared to EU, they 

argue that there is an Asian way of regionalism or African way or non EU-centric 

regionalism that does not have to replicate the integration model of the EU. New 

school of studies and debates made it possible to distinguish a Eurocentric concept of 

regionalism from the process of regionalisation observed around the world. One being 

state level formal top dawn integration from more complex process that includes the 
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informal non-state actors’ interaction and cooperation. It allowed to look at the process 

of cooperation around the world from different perspectives, consequently new ideas 

and subfields of regionalism have emerged. Emergence of new regionalism approach 

was expected to allow theorising and conceptualising different phenomena in the 

contemporary non-EU models of regionalism in political, social, and economic areas.  

However, the new regionalism approach falls short in conceptualizing specific 

contemporary regionalism models, particularly in Central Asia. While classical 

theories aimed for ultimate integration and outlined the process to achieve it, new 

regionalism focuses on describing regional initiatives at particular stages of 

cooperation, without the necessity of producing new theoretical or methodological 

breakthroughs. New scholarship ultimately falls short of being as comprehensive and 

inclusive as originally proposed. The limitations are evident in several ways, 

particularly in the reliance of most studies on realist, power-based analyses. These 

studies focus heavily on state-led initiatives with an emphasis on contemporary foreign 

policies, offering a constrained analysis of exogenous factors, such as global and 

regional power dynamics. They also lack a comprehensive incorporation of 

comparative regionalism and inadequately address endogenous factors and 

developments within the region.  

Kaczmarski (2017) criticizes the classical theories such as neo-functionalism, liberal 

intergovernmentalism, and multilevel governance approaches because they focus on 

domestic actors and regional endeavours. In the EU experience, regional integration is 

seen as driven by the efforts of the region’s countries, whereas in other regions, it is 

often perceived as being led by external powers. To overcome eurocentrism bias and 

incorporate comparative regionalism analysis, Kaczmarski compares China-led new 

Silk Road Initiative and Russian Eurasian Economic Union, following the suggestions 

of Tanja Boerzel and Thomas Risse that the powerful states’ regional endeavours 

matters. However, this approach downplays the significance of domestic actors’ 

regional efforts as well as the influence of middle powers, high powers and other 

regions in shaping regional integration.  

Another overlooked areas or gap in the literature has been to incorporate identity 

factors in regionalism which is central to a constructivist analysis to material 
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conditions and security concerns in Central Asia region. However, also contemporary 

constructivist studies are limited to analysing major powers interactions with the 

region in focus. Ajay Patnaik (2019) adopts a constructivist approach to analysing 

regionalism in Central Asia, viewing the region as a creation of Russian/Soviet 

influence. Patnaik focuses primarily on Russia’s role, alongside China’s growing 

influence, and more recently, the impact of the US policies, particularly following 

leadership changes in Uzbekistan. She argues that the region’s governance remains 

externally centred, primarily in Moscow. Despite positive developments in regional 

cooperation, Patnaik contends that Central Asia is unlikely to evolve into a formal 

regional organization in the near future.  

Similar conclusions were drawn by Moldashev and Qorabayev (2018), who reviewed 

the literature on regionalism in Central Asia and observed a shift in perspectives over 

time. They argue that efforts to establish formal regional organizations exclusively 

comprising Central Asian countries have failed, largely due to Russia’s significant 

economic influence and political interests in the region, particularly through the 

membership of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan in the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). 

In light of this, they introduced the term “soft regionalism” to describe the current 

regional foreign policy approach of Central Asian states, asserting that formal or 

“hard” regionalism is unlikely to materialize in the foreseeable future.  

In this retrospect, we suggest incorporating the influences of the non-major players 

such as middle powers and other regions to regionalism in Central Asia. Regionalism 

is concerned with describing political, economic, and military occurrences in various 

regions. To describe the interaction among the different regions in spheres including 

economy, politics and diplomacy, the so-called subfield of regionalism – an 

“interregionalism” has emerged. Interregionalism, analyses the interaction between 

two or more regions, primarily regional organisations and states but also non-state 

actors. A concept of interregionalism was overlooked by classical theories, described 

by Buranelli and Tskhay (2019) as a prospective subfield of regionalism for future 

studies as it emphasises different functions of regionalism.  
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1.4. Main Argument 

Academic literature on regional integration initiatives in Central Asia has primarily 

focused on the region’s main trade, economic, and security partnerships, largely 

centring on dominant powers like Russia and China. This focus tends to overshadow 

the role of other emerging partners and regions, as well as the influence of cultural and 

ideological factors in shaping regional dynamics. Moreover, the literature often 

evaluates the institutionalisation of regional organisations in Central Asia, typically 

characterising them as weak. Consequently, most academic studies, considering 

existing economic dependencies, the prevailing security architecture, and institutional 

weaknesses, conclude that regional integration in Central Asia is unlikely in the near 

future. This thesis challenges this prevailing view, arguing instead that 

regionalism in Central Asia is a dynamic process progressively moving towards 

integration. 

The regional integration in Central Asia is a complex process of interplay between 

material structures that includes economic interests, security concerns, and longer term 

geopolitical strategies and ideational factors such as political discourses, identities, 

cultural norms, and common regional history. This dynamic is also influenced by the 

region’s interactions with other regions, regional and global powers, leading to a form 

of integration that is both regional and interregional in nature. States national interests 

shape political decisions that are also influenced by common historical and cultural 

values and discourses that nurture a sense of regional identity. In this regard, CA’s 

cooperation with the regions or high powers that have more common cultural 

identities, converging national interested and strategies have positive impact on 

regional integration.  

1.5. Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

The thesis adopts constructivist analysis of international political economy of 

regionalism to explore the process of regional integration in Central Asia. 

Constructivism emphasises the mutually constitutive relationship between identity and 

institutions, suggesting that institutions are established because actors believe they will 

serve their interests (Prieto, 2020). In other words, according to Prieto (2020) a  
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regionalism initiative can succeed only when ideational structures of both regional 

identity and regional institutions, mutually constitute each other while shaping states’ 

interests. Through applying a constructive approach to IPE for analysing 

regionalism, we will assess interplay between the constructive function of 

ideational structures through discourse analysis and material factors such as 

states economic interests and material capabilities.  

Through adopting this approach, the research aims to consider both socially 

constructed nature of regional units in combination with material and security factors 

that shape the dynamics of integration. It is a comprehensive approach with nuanced 

understanding that allows bridging the gap between material and ideational factors 

affecting formation of the regional units.  

The core methodology of this research combines a critical literature review, discourse 

analysis, and economic model estimations, with a specific focus on the Global Trade 

Analysis Project (GTAP) model. Additionally, the research includes a review of 

regional infrastructure projects and an assessment of potential for industrial and trade 

cooperation, grounded in an analysis of trade structures, cooperation, and investment 

agreements in the region and other regional partners. The study begins by identifying 

key scholarly works, theories, and empirical studies on regional integration, inter-

regionalism, and Central Asian politics. The literature review critically assesses 

existing research on regionalism with a focus on Central Asia and comparative regions. 

It aims to identify theoretical frameworks and economic integration models used to 

analyse regional and inter-regional cooperation. This allows to explore gaps in the 

literature, particularly regarding the roles of major partners of the region, along with 

non-traditional players such as developed East Asian states (Japan and South Korea) 

and South and Southeast Asian countries, in shaping Central Asian countries’ regional 

integration and foreign policies. 

Discourse analysis is applied to examine political and academic narratives on regional 

integration politics in Central Asia, with a particular focus on Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan, the two leading countries in the region. This aspect of the methodology, 

which reviews speeches by leaders, key documents, and historical agreements in 

combination with material and economic development with a critical perspective, 
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helps to identify and frame regional integration and inter-regional cooperation policies, 

as well as assess changes and dynamics in the region. 

While GTAP model used in this thesis is a form of Computable General Equilibrium 

models which is not a regression model but a mathematically formulation of economic 

relationships, allowing to estimate the impact of policy measure on variables such as 

prices, output, and economic welfare. Our aim is to estimate the potential impact of 

regional integration on welfare, output, and bilateral trade to better understand the 

level of positive economic stimulation or discouragement for Central Asian states 

regarding regional integration and inter-regional cooperation.   

Overall, this comprehensive approach allows for contextualising the findings from 

discourse analysis, critical literature review, assessment of economic, trade and 

infrastructure sector development and empirical model estimations. It enables the 

research to contribute to theoretical debates in the field of regionalism while 

addressing under-explored areas in the study of inter-regionalism. 

1.6. Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is organised as follows: After the introduction, Chapter 2 establishes the 

theoretical framework, reviewing key studies from classical theories of old 

regionalism to the latest debates. By addressing gaps in the literature, this chapter 

forms the foundation for the thesis’s main argument. Chapter 3 presents the primary 

analysis of regionalism in Central Asia, with a focus on the political aspects regional 

integration through discourse analysis, while also considering relevant developments 

in North, West, and East Asia. 

Chapter 4 explores the role of interregionalism within Central Asian regionalism, 

examining the relations and growing influence of South Asia, Southeast Asia, West 

Asia, and other developed Asian states on the political economy of regional integration 

in Central Asia. Chapter 5 provides an in-depth analysis of regional challenges within 

an international political economy framework, emphasising the economic and 

structural obstacles to both regionalism and interregionalism, while also evaluating 

future prospects. Chapter 6 examines the interconnectedness of global and mega-

regional events in Asia, with a specific focus on their implications for Eurasian 
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regional developments, particularly in light of geopolitical trends in Asia and the 

Pacific.  

The concluding chapter summarizes the research, presents findings clearly, and 

synthesizes insights from all chapters, providing a coherent and comprehensive set of 

final remarks. Also, the thesis’s contributions to the literature, especially within Area 

Studies, are discussed in this chapter. 

Note: In this thesis, I deliberately used the term “West Asia” instead of the politically and ideologically 

charged “Middle East.” Similarly, it refers to “Central Asia” rather than the Russian term “Middle 

Asia” to emphasise the region’s centrality, as noted by UN Secretary-General António Guterres during 

his visit to CA states in June-July 2024. The term “Middle East” contributes to ideological biases, and 

the academic literature and political discourse should adopt “West Asia.” This shift is comparable to 

the replacement of “Far East” with “East Asia” since the 1980s, a change driven by extensive scholarly 

contributions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Regionalism studies explore various perspectives, with a primary focus on economic, 

political, institutional, and sociocultural factors. Old regionalism schools such as 

functionalism focused on the creation of institutions across different sectors that can 

operate transcending geographical borders. International Political Economy (IPE) and 

neofuntionalism focuses on expending interdependence between states, which is 

primarily economic interdependence. Constructivism, along with Area Studies, New 

Regionalism Approach and Anthropology, also addresses the social, historical, 

religious, linguistic, and cultural aspects of a region or area. 

Region as a theoretical concept has evolved over the history and characterised by the 

context, different meanings of this concept have been used. Proceeding from the 

purpose of the user, whether it is social, political, economic or cultural, regions can be 

demarcated differently. Upon the context, we can consider different groups of 

countries when speaking of the same regions, such as Europe, Eurasia, and Asia as a 

region. Furthermore, one can refer to Central Asia (CA) and Caucasus, for example, 

as one region based on their common soviet history and comparable political regimes 

today, or consider CA and Afghanistan as one region speaking of the security issues.  

The key arguments of the thesis stems from the fact that classical theories of IR on 

regional integration, including neofunctionalist (Hass 1955, 1956), 

intergovernmentalist (Hoffman 1966) among others are not accurately explaining 

current integration models, neither European nor Asian. The thesis puts forward the 

claim that, despite the institutional and other similarities, regional institutions across 
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Asia are not necessarily following the steps of the EU institutions. Variables used for 

the inter-regional comparison should not solely be based on the studies of the EU 

model. To put it in other words, if the grand and new IR theories cannot explain the 

new/current EU integration structure due to complexities emerged as a result of new 

member states and different geopolitical realities, it is more unlikely to explain Asian 

integration.  

Contemporary academicians are adopting concepts such as differentiated integration, 

multi-level integration, mixed integration etc. just to address very specific aspects of 

EU integration within a specified timeframe. This approach is more realistic and less 

subject for criticism but it has broad limitations. Even if one assumes hypothetically 

that researchers will develop a new theory or combination of theories for the 

contemporary EU integration model, it still will not be applicable to Asia. In this 

context, this study puts forward the idea that we should bring in broader conversations 

that address history, culture, and language along with social, economic and political 

aspects of integration while also pragmatically benefiting both from grand theories and 

mixed methods approaches. It will allow us to elaborate further on the regions; its 

components and comparative elements which at some point will allow making robust 

comparisons and/or it will contribute to structuring theoretical models of integration 

in Asia. 

2.2. Classical Theories of Regionalism: Grand Debates 

The current understanding of region or regionness has been developed based on the 

nation-state system in global politics. First it was geographers leading the discussions 

on the regions later social science scholars took up the role. Particularly, IR scholarship 

studies regionalism proposing that it emerged in the post-World War (WW) 2 era in 

Europe as a new phenomenon, consequently, regionalism theories in the field are 

based on European integration experience (Börzel 2011, 2016; Söderbaum 2015). 

Federalism, transactionalism, functionalism, intergovernmentalism, and later 

their neo/post and liberal forms, focus on European integration and are 

considered as the grand theories in IR for explaining regionalism. European 

integration dates back to the 1950 signing of the Schuman Declaration that proposed 

creation of a European Coal and Steel Community. Devastated by WW 1 and 2, 
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European countries were interested in eliminating the possibility of another war in the 

region as stated in the document to make war “not merely unthinkable, but materially 

impossible”.  

As the energy resources have frequently been the major cause of the wars, European 

states, even the winners of the WW2, agreed to sacrifice some economic benefits to 

limit the cause of war, particularly, France and Germany, historic rivalling powers in 

the region. Other important characteristics of the Declaration that indeed contributed 

to European integration were the proposition of solidarity between the member states, 

accepting the step-by-step nature of regional integration, and insisting on the need for 

making creative efforts in tackling any security danger.  

A region is essentially an entity that encompasses political, social, and economic 

aspects, existing between the global and national levels. Regionalism explains why 

and how states transfer or give up a part of their sovereignty to regional institutions 

for gaining a list of objectives such as security, peace, trade, and other economic and 

social benefits. Above all, regional as well as global organisations such as the EU and 

the UN were established by the nation states for providing regional/global peace and 

security. Thus regional/global institutions became the main guarantors of collective 

peace and security. In this regard, regionalism is about the delegation of power to 

regional or international institutions.  

Regional integration existed in different forms over human history. The contemporary 

concept of regionalism requires different theoretical frameworks and perspectives that 

may or may not be applied to other types of regional integration that existed in a priory. 

For instance, neofunctionalism as a classical theory of regionalism significantly has 

been shaped by the impacts of two world wars in the 20th century and sceptic attitude 

towards nation-states, Söderbaum (2016, p.17). Although, from the outset theories are 

expected to preserve their relevance, as the main quality of a theory is its 

universalisability. But scholars tend to overgeneralise the initial concept, diverging 

from a target, purpose and necessary socio-economic environment within which 

the specific theory is valid and functions perfectly. To address the issue, Söderbaum 

(2015), tried to categorise the theories of regionalism into periodic scopes such as 

early, old, new and comparative regionalism. Based on the chronological logic of 
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grouping by Söderbaum (2015), the starting point is the theories of early and then old 

regionalism. Though early regionalism experiences were not theorised to connect with 

the modern era practices which can be considered as one of the main failures of 

classical IR theories.  

From a historical perspective, federalism might be traced way back to Ancient Greece 

according to King (1982). We can look at Ancient Greece to refer to the first structural 

elements of federalism that have evolved but changed and revealed itself in different 

forms, over human history. In this regard, we can understand federalism as a process 

as regionalism is, however, structural elements of a federation remain relevant 

considering that some of these elements might have been strictly restricted for change 

either constitutionally or in other ways. While analysing European integration with an 

eye on more recent history, we can see that unification occurred several times, long 

before the formation of the EU but with significantly differentiable characteristics. 

Particularly, one can refer to the formation of so-called Holly League “Sacra Ligua” 

which existed in the period between 1683 and 1699 during the Great Turkish War. It 

can be categorised as the early regionalism, however, these unifications were for the 

purpose of fighting against the allegedly common enemy to European powers 

(Ottoman Empire). That makes it far different from Europeanization theories and 

practices today.  

Grand theories of regionalism belong to old regionalism, and the first and foremost 

theory is federalism. Certainly, it is one of the oldest, if not the oldest, grand theory of 

regionalism. Federalism, in contrast to other classical theories of regionalism, is 

actually an idea rather than a theoretical concept. Foremost, it is a philosophical 

idea and influential political motto that calls for action and activism. Idea of Europe 

as a federal state that is based on international norms was first suggested by German 

philosopher Immanuel Kant and later by French Writer Victor Hugo. Since then, and 

throughout the 20th century, establishing a modern federal government has become a 

prominent political and public agenda, motivating European states to integrate and 

later adopt an enlargement strategy to include the remaining European states in the 

EU. 
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Federalism assumptions and theories can be applied at all stages of regional 

integration, as a creation of some sort of federation or confederation is only an end 

result. Preston King, among the most cited early scholars, considers federalism as an 

institutional arrangement. Furthermore, in federalism, power is not centralised but 

rather distributed among the regional units with some federal decision making at the 

centre (King 1982, p. 89). He centred his ideas on the structural elements, law and 

institution but neglected ideological aspects and processes.  

Edward Freeman, in his essays first published in 1863, described the delegation of 

power and sovereignty in the perfect form of federal government. He suggests that all 

the internal issues of each member state such as laws of its criminal jurisprudence can 

be independently governed by the member state. However, matters concerning the 

whole union such as making peace and war, sending and receiving ambassadors to be 

reserved by relevant bodies of central government (Freeman 1893, p. 2-3). In a way 

the federal union represented as; a one state with one foreign policy but many states 

considering internal issues according to Freeman. However, so-called internal and 

general issues are very frequently intervened. Even in the EU today, it sometimes may 

be problematic to separate missions, responsibilities or authority of, for example, the 

European Commission and European Council. According to Freeman (1893, p.2) “It 

is hardly possible that the Federal Government can attain its perfect form except in a 

highly refined age, and among a people whose political education has already stretched 

over many.” Federal government suggested by Freeman is theoretic, perfect, artificial 

and even utopian compared to most of the historically existed states that realised 

federalist ideas. However, He considers that Achaean League, Confederation of the 

Swiss Cantons, Seven United Provinces of the Netherlands and the United States of 

America have almost realised the ideal federal government.  

Federalism inspired the earliest European integration scholars, it continues to be 

discussed even today, though it is considered as the extreme point and used largely for 

comparing, contrasting and understanding very specific aspects but not entirely 

explaining any case of regionalism. In the 21st century federalism has become a taboo 

word, particularly with the rise of the humanistic discourses that highlights the 

importance of societal, cultural and individual diversity. Unfortunately, many  
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economic and social problems were attributed to immigration and regional integration 

by some (largely right wing) political groups. Brexit – the withdrawal of the United 

Kingdom (UK) from the EU is a vivid example.  

Functionalism, the second oldest classical/grand theory of regionalism, was 

influenced by the works of David Mitrany (1943) who introduced the key ideas of 

regionalism based on functional perspective. Functionalism resembles liberalism as 

interdependence is at the core of both of these theories of international relations. With 

the collapse of the European empires in the 20th century, functionalism scholars at the 

forefront when the nation state system of international relations were emerging, have 

been free to express their expectations. Motivated by the positive discourse in the 

League of Nations, Western leaders’ intentions and actions to eliminate the 

possibilities of the wars, both federalists and functionalists have come up with 

idealistic global and regional politics. Mitrany addressed fundamental questions of 

ineffectiveness of League of Nations on the one hand and how it would be unrealistic 

to expect the establishment of a federation of states considering the realities of global 

politics. In this context, functionalism was put forward as the most effective and 

realistic solution. Functionalism primarily is an alternative idea or ideology that 

suggests dismantling power-based nation-state systems and to build in its place an 

international or regional society that is organised around functional, technocratic 

institutions considering that the world is becoming exceedingly interdependent, 

particularly in economic terms. 

It has been built around the concept of building peace, security and promoting common 

needs through establishing functionally oriented institutions that operate across the 

national borders. In this respect, national geographic borders become unimportant 

factors in international relations. In contrast, later theories including neo-

functionalism, liberal intergovernmentalism, and transactionalism do not neglect 

national borders as an important factor in region-building unlike Mirany (1943) who 

considered national borders as an obstacle for regional and international cooperation 

thus suggested to bypass any limitations set by the national borders. They focus 

discussions on domestic actors. 
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Following the functionalism perspective, the primary idea supported by Hass (1958, 

16) was about how the political power that had been centred in the nation states can 

shift towards the regional organisations. Local, national and transnational interest 

groups; lobby groups, business communities, societies and people, were considered to 

be the main actors calling for change, as the regional organisations are considered as 

more effective in solving issues and for bringing more productive cooperation across 

the borders in contrast to nation-states. In early literature on regionalism, economic 

goals were considered as means, not a primary goal of regionalism on its own (Haas 

1956, 238). Although today economic aspects are dominating in the regional blocs’ 

related discourse, the neo-functionalism concept of security still remains relevant and 

can be applied for better understanding the economic questions.  

In the security realm, the concepts such as “permissive enforcement” and 

“balancing” coined by Ernst Haas (1955) explain how regional and international 

institutions deal with security threats in contrast to sovereign state’s independent 

actions. Haas suggests that previous ideas and concepts such as universal moral values 

or norms are not sufficient to explain how states address security challenges and 

delegate power. In the UN Security Council, each of the five members has a right to 

veto Council’s decision, for example, to conduct a military intervention to stop a 

particular oppressor state by military force. Permissive enforcement implies the 

delegation of power to a member state or to a group of countries or regional 

organisations that want to use power, economic or military, to stop the aggressor 

regardless of the veto. As stated in Haas (1955, 48) “A major power operating under 

the concept of permissive enforcement may expect to be given permission by the 

United Nations to undertake military and economic measures against an aggressor and 

thus justify its national policy in terms of global symbols. The same possibility remains 

open to a regional system seeking authorisation to use force.” A particular example 

among many others is the conflict between South and North Korea when the US Far 

East Command served as an agent of the Security Council as UNs collective measure 

to combat North Korean aggression despite the veto and denouncement by the Soviet 

Union (Haas 1955, 49). Currently, UN Peacekeeping has operations in 12 conflict 

zones and has 90,000 peacekeepers seconded by 121 countries. Permissive 

enforcement explains the delegation of power for collective benefit in a situation when 
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the majority or all states agree on a certain point. It works well in the political arena, 

where antagonists and protagonists are established for the majority of players 

regarding any particular case. In contrast, the US invasion to Iraq in 2003 both against 

the UN Security Council veto as well as without permissive enforcement as the most 

US allies were against. Actions of global powers against international law, established 

tacit or written agreements and practices can create an unpredictable environment in 

the global political arena.  

In comparison, the concept of balancing for collective security considers both parts of 

the conflict, in the example of Haas (1955) US and Soviets, as the antagonists and the 

UN as an agency. By taking neutral positions, Arab, Asian and some European 

countries play a role of balancers that allow neither the US to dictate unilaterally 

everything nor let the Soviet Union grow stronger. These countries, with various 

national interests, push superpowers for a compromise and conciliation with each other 

that will benefit all and promote peace. It is still a more appropriate departing point for 

analysing contemporary regionalism or regionalisation, though it was introduced 

considering the political realities of the cold war era and the bipolar international 

system. In a multipolar world today, through joining into regional organisations, a 

group of states collectively balance global powers.  

Proceeding with the security realm also the concept of “security-community” by Karl 

Deutsch et al (1957, 1966) plays an important role in understanding regionalism. 

Security-community is a group of states, societies and nations within a particular 

area/region that have become integrated across the fields so that there is a sense of 

community or sameness. Problems within such communities are solved without major 

conflicts. They suggested two types of security-communities: amalgam and pluralistic. 

Deutsch does not support the claim, as was largely believed, that development of trade, 

transportation, and communication can lead to unification as well as fear from 

hegemony might cause small states to stick together. “Instead of being automatically 

united by a shared history, men at least under some conditions cannot share the 

historical events through which they live, unless they are already in some sense united” 

Deutsch et al (1966, 19). Regional unity is neither simple nor an automatic process, as 

there has to be that filling of sameness historically, socially, culturally, economically. 
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Deutsch puts it simply, by saying that the most essential for integration is common 

values or/and de-politicisation of conflicting values.  

Concepts of regionalism adjusted or replaced with new theories in line with 

practices and realities of the geopolitical arena. By the 1970s, countries were not 

integrated as much as functionalism and neofunctionalism suggested but rather 

become more nationalistic both in the EU and around the world. It marked the end of 

the era of old regionalism scholarship (Söderbaum 2015, 12). According to (De 

Lombaerde et al 2010, 733) as in the 1970s multiplicity of regional organisations 

failing to embark on plausible regional integration was marked as a period of so-called 

Eurosclerosis, but White paper in 1985 on the internal market and the Single European 

Act started the new phase of European integration. As a result, academic interest in 

the field revitalised and marked the 1980s-90s as a period of new regionalism. 

However, in late 1960s and early 1970s the real world became distinctly different from 

the neofunctional description of it (Söderbaum 2015, 22). Nation-state system and 

nationalism grew stronger. States were pursuing more independent foreign policies 

centred in their national interests, which lead humanity further away from beliefs, 

humanistic or spiritual values, and idealism.   

As a result, the new era of regionalism began pushing intergovernmentalism closer to 

a pedestal. Stanley Hoffmann (1966) is a key figure in advocating for the 

intergovernmentalist approach. Hoffmann dismissed the idea of integration in high 

politics - political and security aspects, as a result of economic interdependence, even 

if nationalism was minimal. According to him, states are willing to integrate as long 

as it coincides with their national interests. Hoffmann referring back to Auguste Comte 

suggests that for regional integration not only order is required but also some social 

organisation where all layers of society including all citizens and elites fill at home 

(Hoffmann 1966, 159). According to Hoffmann, states are willing to cooperate and 

integrate at low and non-strategic economic spheres. Intergovernmentalism, unlike 

functionalism, adopts the perspective of realism, where the states opt for 

integration for common benefit but directly or indirectly target some economic 

or strategic benefits in return. Particularly, small EU member states expect some 

economic and monetary support in return for their support or votes in strategic matters.  
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Besides, the concept of interdependence was not elaborated and discussed thoroughly 

by the functionalists. The degree of interdependence varies by field and sector; such 

as economic integration represents the formation of a transnational economic system, 

political integration is the formation of a transnational political system and similarly, 

social integration means the creation of transnational society (Nye, 1971).  

Andrew Moravcsik was the first liberal intergovernmentalist who systematically 

analysed the causes for European integration and came up with generalisable concepts 

that can be applied to understand regionalism around the world. As the EU ıntegratıon 

is a multistage process, Moravcsik analysed similarities of causes of integration at five 

main stages in EU history including the Treaty of Rome, Common Agricultural 

Policy, European Monetary System, Single European Act, and Maastricht Treaty 

on European Union. States first form their national policies or development strategies 

and accordingly decide on their foreign policies including integration with the EU or 

pursuing protectionism etc. Analysis of the policies and experiences of 3 countries; 

Germany, France and the UK being the main drivers of EU integration shed a light on 

the question. In pursuing integration policies states make decisions targeting economic 

interests in contrast to geopolitical or ideological visions. Also, national corporations 

and industries influence state policy formation (Moravcsik 2013, 473-475). Moravcsik 

(2013, p.20) suggests that based on the rationalist framework there are three separate 

consecutive stapes of international negotiation in regional integration as a process 

which are “national preference formation, interstate bargaining, and institutional 

choice.” Neofinctionalists recognised the importance of the multinational corporation 

and transnational economic groups but they suggest different theories on the practices 

of how corporations realise their interests through regional organisations. While, 

Moravcsik (1998, 2001, and 2013) suggests that corporations lobby their interests 

through national governments, consequently, states remain as a central power 

making foreign policies through using platforms of regional and international 

organisations. In contrast, neofunctionalism suggests that transnational corporations 

and other domestic groups overpass states and directly cooperate with regional and 

supranational institutions (Haas 1958; Sandholtz and Stone Sweet, 1958, Hooghe and 

Marks, 2001).  
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Old regionalism scholarship, represented by functionalism and neofunctionalism are 

idealistic, norm-based, and it had expected global integration motivated by significant 

positive cooperation especially among the western states following the end of WW 2. 

It was not only the governments’ and domestic economic actors’ will but the collective 

voice of multiple factors and actors at different levels that urged state leaders for such 

dramatic and effective cooperation. Therefore, according to intergovernmentalism, 

although states are becoming more interdependent economically, it does not have to 

lead to political and security integration. Rather, economic cooperation is about 

pursuing domestic interests. Corollary, more studies emerged discussing the cases of 

regional cooperation in Africa, Latin America and Asia that were considering the 

practices of European integration as a role model. Discussions in the literature became 

more practical and empirical in contrast to more idealistic and theoretical assumptions 

put forward by (neo)functionalism. The focus was on the regions, particularly their 

characteristics Cantori and Spiegel (1970, 6-7) and even though Europe was the 

primary model, cross-regional comparisons were introduced (Söderbaum 2015, 13).  

2.3. Contemporary Theories of Regionalism: Beyond the Theories of European 

Integration 

Classical theories of regionalism including federalism, (neo)functionalism, and 

(liberal) intergovernmentalism are subject to universal criticism as they were based on 

observation of primarily political processes in the international arena such as 

establishment of United Nations and the European Union and were describing their 

expectations. They complemented each other and moved the science forward along 

with the geopolitical realities. Particularly, over-simplistic nature and Eurocentric or 

EU centric framework of the (neo)functionalism is complimented with 

intergovernmentalism. However, state centric nature of the grand theories can be 

further resolved by introducing concepts such as constructivism that is not a grand 

theory of regionalism. 

Regionalism theories have evolved in response to regional initiatives. The success or 

failure of the regional projects, the political interactions and practices within regional 

groups has shaped the formation of conceptual frameworks. Theories of old 

regionalism emerged in the 1950s and were prominent until the 1970s. This was 
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followed by a period of relative silence in the field throughout the 1980s, after which 

the new regionalism school emerged Hettne and Söderbaum (2000). There is a still 

expectation in the IR discipline that there will be how Hettne and Soderbaum (2000) 

refer to it as new regionalism theory (NRT) that will explain not only emerging 

regionalism projects or initiatives but also consider world order and its transformation.  

New regionalism school distinguishes non-EU centric realities from EU integration 

experience, what allows to differentiate regionalism from regionalisation. Regionalism 

is a top down and state-led formal process that leads to the integration of sovereign 

nations through regional institutions. In other words, it is largely referred to as a state-

led enterprise for building regional institutions. Most successful example of regional 

integration under the international system of sovereign nation states that was built 

since the end of the second World War is the European Union (EU). In this regard, all 

the cases of regionalism are analysed in comparison with the model of integration put 

forward by the EU. This has led to universalisation of regionalism theories around the 

European experience of integration, so-called European-centric theorisation of 

regional integration.  

To describe other practices of regional cooperation, formation of regions in other 

wards non-European models of regionalism the concept of regionalisation has 

emerged as a process of interaction of societies, peoples, interest groups and 

businesses across the states (Börzel 2016). Regionalisation is often viewed as regional 

cooperation among various non-state actors, potentially leading to or driving 

regionalism. However, regionalisation encompasses the economic, social, and cultural 

interactions of non-state and state actors, which can both drive and result from 

regionalism. Divergence of seemingly synonymous concepts from each other was 

motivated by the critiques of the mainstream IR theories, specifically; they condemn 

the group of early and old IR scholarship for disregarding the informal processes that 

evolve through people-to-people interactions over the years, by cultural, religious, and 

traditional ties that progress even without establishment of formal regional institutions. 

This criticism came mainly from the so-called new school of regionalism and area 

studies scholarship (Börzel 2016). From the above perspective then area studies study 

regionalisation. Then how area studies is different from the IR that uses mixed 
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methods and for example joins two or even three concepts to study the exact 

regionalism initiative.  

The emergence of new regionalism theory or approach can be characterised by the end 

of the bipolar world and institution of new security and trade agreements across the 

world, particularly since 1990’s (Söderbaum 2015). To put it simply, economic and 

real political changes brought general debates in IR, including to the field of 

regionalism. Broadly there are rationalist, objectivist and realist theories on the one 

hand against more reflectivist approaches on the other hand. Broadly speaking, 

rationalist perspective takes regions as more formal, static and institutional-based units 

where the main actors are state governments. Reflectivists consider region-building as 

a dynamic process with multiple actors. In this respect, non-state actors like businesses 

and other interest groups play an important role in building and reconstructing the 

regions. There is also a critical school, it goes even further and tries to refute all the 

rational theories, realist and liberalist assumptions as well as methods of studying 

regional integration.    

Recent works specifically differentiated integration as well as the schools of 

comparative regionalism and area studies display a better comprehension of the current 

European integration cases; nonetheless, when it comes to the case of Asia, literature 

does not effectively conceptualise regionalisation as a process. The majority of 

existing literature failed to connect the theories of regionalism with regionalisation. 

Therefore, studies were either limited to concepts of European integration—

Eurocentric approaches that are widely criticised—or tended to be more historical and 

anthropological, lacking sufficient theorisation and connection to contemporary 

geopolitics.  

Theoretical debates are not the primary focus of contemporary scholarship on 

regionalism. Researchers are not trying to prove or invent neo or post versions of the 

grand theories any longer. Studies are focusing on case-specific analysis where theory 

or group of theories are applied to understand a particular phenomenon. To put it 

simply, most academics are sided with constructivism or other similar mixed 

approaches. Consequently, also critical theorists are rarely trying to discredit 

theoretical approaches altogether or dedicated realists are trying to universalise and 
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rationalise regional integration based on solely power assumptions. Neither Europe is 

the primary focus of regionalism nor it is as homogeneous as it was when the grand 

theories of regionalism were being engraved.  

As regional integration is practically heterogeneous, academia tries to capture the 

differentiated nature of regional integration across the world. The practical difference 

of the differentiated approach in contrast to grand theories, neofunctionalism and 

intergovernmentalism, was to treat integration not as a whole and systematic process 

but to address its specific areas independently, for example, Leuffen et al. (2013) and 

Frank Schimmelfennig and Thomas Winzen (2019). From differentiated integration 

perspective, grand theories are complementary and compatible to each other when 

different policy areas of an integration addressed by different theories to give a more 

complete picture, as stated in Frank Schimmelfennig and Thomas Winzen (2019) “a 

synthetic model composed of all factors outperforms any individual grand theory.”  

Differentiated integration is what has been happening in the EU’s history of 

enlargement. In general, with strong and competitive industries and advantages in 

many sectors of the economy, wealthier states prefer integration to expand their 

markets and find more consumers for their products and services. As compared to the 

poorer states who have a lower level of competitiveness, quality standards, and 

technological rigour they tend to seek protection for domestic companies through more 

protectionist policies and preconditions. In this retrospect, where homogeneous 

integration is not possible the differentiated integration approach that treats member 

states differently is laid on the table for discussions and compromises. States enter into 

bargaining to gain more economic and political benefits, meaning that they defend 

their national interests.  

Neofunctionalism accepts wealth and economic interest-based assumptions of 

integration put forward by liberal intergovernmentalism (Schimmelfennig and Thomas 

Winzen 2019, 1178). Liberal intergovernmentalism addresses differentiated 

integration from a market and economic perspective where the wealth of the member 

states in the region is considered as the determining factor of the states’ positions 

towards integration (Frank Schimmelfennig and Thomas Winzen 2019). In the long 

term, it is the preference of both wealthier and poorer states to promote differentiated 
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integration. Although, neofunctionalism lacks to acknowledge properly the influences 

of domestic interest groups on integration. Accepting differentiated integration allows 

the member states to opt for further integration despite heterogeneity though it also 

causes a wider integration gap between the integrationist or wealthier states and less 

wealthy or protectionist member states. In other words, economic heterogeneity is a 

positive factor for integration. In contrast, postfunctionalism rather puts forward the 

heterogeneity in national identities as a driver of differentiated integration. 

Furthermore, postfunctionalism brings up domestic factors. The polarisation of 

preferences among domestic actors is put above the international and foreign factors 

as a more important feature of integration.  

Important drawback of classical regionalism theories such as federalism, 

functionalism, and neofunctionalism was their incapacity for application in other parts 

of the world other than Europe. When discussing variations in regional integration, the 

colonial past should also be considered. The processes involved in the integration of 

European colonizers cannot be the same as those in their former colonies, such as 

regions in Asia and Africa. Although WW1 and WW2 affected everyone and 

everywhere, both great wars were basically confrontation of European powers. 

Regional integration across the other parts of the world emerged under different 

circumstances, during different periods of the history and accordingly were 

influenced by different motives than the EU. Regionalism in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America are better explained by the IPE approach in contrast to IR and political 

science.  

2.4. International Political Economy Approach 

The neoclassical model of economic growth, development or economic output was 

developed in 1956 by American economist Robert Solow (1956) and it became one of 

the central models in the field, firstly because it could explain economic growth with 

a simple mathematical representation of factors affecting the economy. Robert Solow 

was awarded a Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 1987 for this contribution. Even 

till now majority of the models studying economic growth in one or other way are 

extensions of neoclassical growth model first introduced by Solow and then extended 

to Solow-Swan model. So how do we connect the model of economy to regionalism? 
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In other words, how the model of economic growth could possibly influence 

regionalism strategies around the world.  

In a few words, Solow puts aggregate production as a function of; labour and capital 

where capital is accumulating at a constant rate of savings and labour supply grows at 

an exogenous rate of population growth. In this model, the production function has 

constant returns to scale and diminishing returns to labour and capital. To put it simply, 

output from labour and capital is decreasing over time until it reaches a certain level 

of what he denoted as a “steady state” where investment to capital is enough only to 

sustain the depreciation of capital. In this model, we can understand the reason why 

developing countries have much higher rates of economic growth in contrast to 

developed countries. But why do advanced economies have economic growth at all if 

they reached a steady-state? Solow incorporated ideas or technological know-how into 

his initial model which also motivates countries for integration and cooperation. 

Because technological progress, innovations and scientific know-how can be achieved 

through investing into education, research and development but also technology and 

innovations can be acquired through trade and improving cooperation between the 

states. 

The mathematical formulation of the growth equation with technological growth, 

commonly known as the Cobb-Douglas production function, is shown below. 

Y = Kα (AL) 1- α    (1.1) 

where Y is the total output, K represents capital, A represents technological growth, L 

represents labour and α is the elasticity of output with respect to capital (a number 

between 0 and 1). By dividing both sides by 𝐿, we obtain income per labour as a 

function of capital and technological growth. 

y = A1-α k α     (1.2) 

This simple mathematical formulation of economic growth by Solow was one of the 

strongest academic theories of social science that significantly contributed to the 

transformation of the world. Solow growth model has been central in economics, 

international political economy, and politics. In the capitalist international system, this 
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model advocates for openness for trade and investment. Openness primarily through 

integration to global financial and trade markets, regional integration, and trade 

liberalisation by removing tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade.  

The development of the new regionalism approach has been in line with the so-called 

process of globalisation (Hettne, 2005) or has been influenced by the intensification 

of multilateral and bilateral trade, social and economic cooperation across the globe. 

Regionalism and globalism represent different aspects of world transformation, and 

they may have different impacts at different points in time (Hettne 2005, 548). 

Globalisation and regionalism is a continuous process with vicissitudes and that may 

go in parallel as well as in contradiction to each other. Prior to the emergence of new 

regionalism approach, globalisation and regionalism were considered as a political 

process that is top-down and security-centric, which coordinated the academic 

discussions accordingly.  

Although economic interdependence has been believed to lead to regionalism, it has 

not been possible to empirically test and observe regionalism and globalism as a 

process going from economic cooperation to political integration. With a visible 

increase in the number of free trade agreements (FTA) and customs unions and as an 

indicator of regional and even global integration, it allowed conducting empirical 

studies. Thus, the place of core, systematic and philosophical debates has become 

significantly occupied by empirical and data-based analysis conducted by 

international political economy (IPE) scholars. IPE scholars along with the 

economists are largely in line with the neorealist, neoliberalist and similar 

rationalist perspectives and assumptions at the core of their theoretical proposals. 

Regionalism in the IPE context can be specified as economic regionalism, however, 

IPE, unlike neoliberals, considers regionalism as a more complex process that 

considers political, economic, trade, security environment and many other areas 

(Hettne, 2005, 549). Furthermore, Hettne (2005, 548) suggest dividing the discussions 

on regionness into five stages or categories ““ regional space, a translocal social 

system, an international society, a regional community and a regionally 

institutionalised polity.””He further elaborates on the idea of considering regionalism 

as a complex process with a group of both endogenous and exogenous factors and  
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suggests that ““he new regionalism must be seen as a new political landscape in the 

making, characterised by several interrelated dimensions, many actors (including the 

region itself) and several interacting levels of society” Hettne (2005, 550).  

The global initiative General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) later transformed to the World Trade 

Organisation also motivated the establishment of regional trade agreements (RTAs) 

and free trade areas and economic zones. Incentivised by the number of skyrocketing 

agreements, the academic literature across the social sciences was overwhelmed with 

papers on globalisation, regionalism as a part of globalism, universalism, and 

multilateralism. Later, this work started to be criticised as most of these agreements 

and unions were practically ineffective. It followed with a shift from sole quantitative 

theorisation of regionalism through the incorporation of some qualitative discussions.   

The most conventional or simplest approach of the mainstream IPE scholars was to 

apply the least refutable classic IR theories that allow a rationalist stance with 

empirical estimations. In particular, neo-realism takes a power-based approach, that 

the regional or global power mitigates cooperation and integration between the states 

in the region (Börzel 2016, 44). Constructing regional relations in anarchy, in an 

absence of a hegemonic regulator, is considered dangerous. Hegemonic powers are 

interested in region-building to pursue their economic and geopolitical interests 

(Börzel 2016, 45). Particularly the US promoted the establishment of the NATO to 

combat security threats coming from the Soviet Union in Eurasia as a buffer zone 

before it can potentially reach the Americas. While the EU initially as an economic 

alliance that has developed into the monetary and political union was according to the 

neo-realism a project to create stable market access for the US products as well as 

access to labour and natural resources. Following the logic, WTO was established to 

extend the US influence across the globe through promoting economic dependence to 

trade with the US. The US has been a main import and export partner of all, for the 

EU and China. China joined the WTO on December 11, 2001, with significant support 

from the US as it was supposed to preserve and extend the US leadership in a 

multipolar world. Similarly, from a neo-realism perspective, Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP) between China and the Asia Pacific nations, including,  
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ASEAN is portrayed as one of the most important regional partnership agreements that 

will ultimately take along and realise China as the hegemonic power in the Asia Pacific 

region. In this retrospect, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that involves almost 

all countries in the Eurasian and African continents is referred to by the overwhelming 

majority of the IR scholars, as the Chinese geostrategic project that is challenging the 

US global hegemonic position. 

However, IR, both ontologically and epistemologically, is closer to history and 

philosophy, compared to IPE and economics, which align more with mathematics 

and statistics. In IR, both the knower and the known are social and historical entities, 

which, according to Yurdusev (2003), limits the possibility of achieving Kuhnian 

normalcy. While comparative regionalism literature from an ontological perspective 

is significantly influenced by area studies debates while methodologically also 

borrows comparative politics approaches. IR scholarship substantially distinguishes 

regionalisation and regionalism. Regionalism is simply defined as the integration of 

more than two nation-states based on the agreements and legal procedures led by the 

states. From the beginning and over the process of regionalism, states are supposed to 

transfer part of their sovereignty to the regional organisations. The more the power of 

the regional institutions the stronger is the integration. In contrast to the above narrow 

concept of regionalism area studies puts forward a comprehensive understanding of 

regional integration and the term regionalisation has been preferred to convey a 

broader concept. Regionalisation is rather a process with multiple actors, with different 

impacts across the different periods and various factors each playing a part, along with 

the state-led initiatives and actions. Area studies further elaborate that, envisioning a 

bounded space with a respective bounded nation, space and culture is far from being 

scientifically sound.  

2.5. Constructivist International Political Economy 

Researchers of regionalism tend to focus on macro-level regional units and continue 

to view regionalism as a state-led enterprise. This tends to underemphasise the 

heterogeneity of the integration and importance of non-state actors (De Lombaerde et 

al 2010, 738). In contrast, area studies focus on the region-building, formation of 

regional societies and cultures even suggests not to address any region by predefining 
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the borders of the region. While, comparative regionalism approach and IR, in general, 

are limited within defined contours of organized social groups such as family, tribe, 

city and state, area studies take areas as a unit of social, political and economic 

organization of human lives that does have clear bounded contours neither in time nor 

in space. From this perspective, domestic, national, regional, and even continental 

boundaries are not considered stable and static facts. In this retrospect, one should 

regard social, cultural, religious, historic components among many other components 

of the regional units that are making and remaking the regional borders. It is not just 

governments, but as has been stated above, many topics and issues to be addressed 

when talking about any regional or area units. It is more a modern phenomenon to 

identify oneself as bounded within the borders of nation-states, regions and associated 

geographical boundaries and cultures. As the nations, cultures, tribes and even 

civilisations were in contact, conflict and cooperation with each other. In this regard, 

some scholars including Arnold Toynbee promoted using the civilizational approach 

as a focus of the study what leads to studying broad geographical and cultural areas to 

see a more comprehensive and complete idea of historical as well as contemporary 

events. This point is not just in contrast to mainstream IR theories but also to 

anthropologists, who focus on studying customs, documents etc. that is internal to a 

closed unit of society. According to Kroeber (1953, 265), such a comprehensive 

approach will help us to see the broader picture as the “principles of continuity or 

gradation and of unity of interconnection hold for civilizations much as they do for 

historic flows.” The idea is the interconnectedness doesn’t come from some 

independent spontaneous similarities in cultures and customs but rather it comes from 

the fact of human migration, trade, cooperation and exchange of ideas and practices 

across the regions and societies that were observed even in most ancient civilisations. 

It is necessary to map, find the origins for the elements of cultures that travelled and 

most importantly there is a need for demarcating the human societies in order to have 

specific regional and periodically defined units for comparison and analysis. However, 

it will not be possible to bound an area with the culture even considering the broad 

units in terms of both time and space such as civilisations. 

Many similar customs and traditions can be observed across the cultures. While some 

of these traditions were parallel developments, it was documented and can be traced 



30 

that, many others transferred from one to another culture or civilisation and then 

gradually evolved and changed, according to (Kroeber, 1953: 266) “for instance, there 

is the alphabet, invented once only, on the western edge of Asia, but spread, by 1500, 

from Ireland and Morocco to Korea and Luzon, in a hundred styles and scripts, but all 

connected in origin and traceable derivation-and by 1951 extended over the globe.” In 

this regard, one should refer to any human culture not as a legacy of a separate 

homogeneous group or even as a product of human psychology but as a social 

phenomenon that is historically constructed and reconstructed. Most of the so-called 

civilization whether it is Chinese, European or other, it is only partly original to that 

society and largely borrowed from outside. Particularly, parts or elements of 

civilization that travel and corollary are borrowed, for example, myths, stories and 

tales, money, scientific knowledge, technologies and ideas, fine arts, language and 

literature. Furthermore, there is no clear borders between even the primary historical 

periods such as Ancient, Medieval and Modern (Kroeber 1953: 268). These 

conditional periods serve only to more simplistically dividing and broadly explaining 

history. Even the most comprehensive and inclusive research cannot be entirely 

objective; however, the goal should be to develop methods and approaches that 

uncover the phenomenon in a way that provides what Yurdusev (2003) describes as 

intersubjective but certifiable answers.  

Concerning the world regions demarcated during the cold war such as Russia and 

Eastern Europe, Latin America, Middle East and North Africa and others are no longer 

stable units (Niel Smith 2007: 5). Even at that time, such regional classifications were 

not fully valid but there was an utmost urgent need for dividing the world into regional 

blocks particularly for the US government to devise its foreign policy based on the 

fundamental area knowledge. Furthermore, two world wars during the 20th century 

lead to prioritizing security and rebuilding the whole industries of the European 

countries above all other issues. Political will, economic needs and public attitude by 

and large supported such policies.  

Today in a non-emergency environment one can observe making and/or remaking the 

world areas following a more comprehensive approach. Social flows play an essential 

role in making geographical spaces, consequently different social flows and relations  
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make different geographical areas what calls for more in-depth analysis of social 

flows, for example, consider the road and rail infrastructure connectivity map of the 

advanced economies in juxtaposition to Sub-Saharan African countries (Niel Smith 

2010: 30). While rail and road routes have been built to connect different parts of the 

country and city for easy and comfortable movement of people in advanced countries, 

transportation infrastructure is built and used for the purpose of exporting countries 

commodities in the Least Developing Countries (LDCs). To put it simply, while 

humans need is a strong social flow in developed countries, demand for commodities 

in the global markets are the main forces of social flows in LDCs. In democratic 

societies with fair and transparent elections, decision-makers are motivated to serve 

the citizens needs above others. On the other hand, it is not the sole determiner as 

peoples’ capacity to pay adequate prices for transportation services, developed nations 

tendency for frequent travel and tourism, relatively much lower share of commodities 

sector in comparison to tourism are also not less important social factors to consider 

in developed regions.  

The importance of geographical scales also should be recognized. It can be observed 

by looking at the creation of international organizations such as the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) and regional organization like the Eurasian Economic Union 

(EAEU), European Union (EU), African Union (AU) to name a few among many 

others. The creation of regional organizations, economic and customs unions facilitate 

cooperation and the trans-border movement of the people and goods through 

abolishing tariffs, non-tariff barriers to trade and visas. It has been very much referred 

to as part of globalisation where the global economic and cultural forces shape the 

individual national economies, although, area scholars revealed much more 

complexity of the situation. In particular, Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) will not bring significant reductions in the tariffs that would 

facilitate economic or cultural reformation. The experts are referring to the merely 

economic, geographic and demographic size of the trading bloc comprised of 

Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea and 10 Southeast Asian countries 

and just the idea of ever-increasing China’s influence has the potential to affect 

political, economic and even geographical landscape of the region.  
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If one wants to accept geographical region bounded to a particular culture, nation and 

ethnicity, the geographies and cultures should have been static phenomena. In this 

context, the area studies work might be falsely considered as the field level data 

providers for a more important theoretical and universalist scholarship by disciplines 

such as economics or sociology. Because it is rather disciplinary fields attitude to 

neglect dynamic and social nature of areas. While considering the regional level or 

studies on specific areas by social science disciplines and area studies, there is a wide 

difference. Specifically, demarcation of area or regional boundaries considered as the 

expressions of the complex and dynamic social field by area studies scholars in 

contrast to the static concept of space or area used by other social science disciplines. 

Area scholars don’t separate social and cultural from biological or natural while 

economists for example focus primarily on material as a determining factor while 

cultural aspects merely considered (Werner. J. Cahnman, 1948).  This concept helps 

to defend the unique nature of area studies that cannot be limited as the branches of 

different social sciences at local, regional or national levels but it is divisions of the 

earth surface at a specific time for in-depth studying of both general and particular 

social phenomena defined both geographically and historically. 

Area studies scholarship focuses on studying the regions in particular space and culture 

and during a specific period in time. Above, we have discussed how spaces and scales 

are changing and the importance of social flows in this regard. Even broad historical 

units such as ancient civilisations in very distant geographical locations were 

influenced by each other through trade, travel and exchange of knowledge. This kind 

of exchanges are ongoing contemporarily thanks to global and regional integration 

initiatives and largely referred to as globalisation and regionalisation but the concept 

is not limited to that as different local factors should also be considered. Therefore, 

due to the constant rescaling and fluidity of flows, contemporary research should be 

more focused on the spaces of flows rather than spaces of places (Niel Smith 2010: 

36-37). In this context, area studies ontologically cannot be a static but shifting 

phenomenon. Besides, it is the unique characteristic of the area studies not to be 

bounded to a specific fixed geographical region, unlike other social science disciplines. 

For instance, while Eurasia has been considered as comprised of post-soviet states, 
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depending on the subject and context of inquiry also Tukey, Iran, China and even 

European Union can be studied as a part of the Eurasian area. 

Consequently, as regions are socially constructed so when studying specific regional 

units such as Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia and Western Asia, which are 

the specific focus of the thesis, the following points have to be considered: How do 

the different actors including the states, leaders, people, lobby groups and businesses 

perceive a particular region, state or the other state leader, are the perceptions 

changing, what aspect of the identity should be prioritised over others, what are the 

primary factors affecting the decisions of leaders and people, and many others. In brief, 

a discursive element is very important for the analysis. Furthermore, as the regions are 

reformed over time with distinguishable characteristics in each of the phases, so not 

the whole region as a static unit but different phases of the region in formation can be 

compared with others (De Lombaerde et al 2010, 739). In this context, one can observe 

different phases in European integration and compare it with the integration models 

across Asia including ASEAN and EAEU. Although all regional institutions do 

resemble or in a way copy the European model of integration, they have substantial 

differences. Because the periods or phases of the formation of the EU has had different 

powerful exogenous and endogenous factors than today or during the other periods. 

When we take any specific period of EU as a common customs union since 1968 until 

1992 before it became a monetary union and common market for all EU member 

states, it is very plausible to compare it with the ASEAN today, particularly, from an 

economic integration perspective. In contrast, it would be vague and unscientific to 

claim that the EAEU will be as integrated as the EU, based on the administrative and 

institutional resemblance and similarities in cooperation among member states across 

some economic sectors. In a similar vein, some aspects of ASEAN in a specific phase 

of its integration can be compared with some aspects of SAARC. However, the 

comparison should be done without falling into Eurocentric bias widely criticised by 

area studies and partially by new and comparative schools of regionalism. In this 

context, the most common mistake is to try to generalise, in other words, trying to 

bring the study within the borders of established concepts and terminologies of 

European integration. Today, still a large number of variations of 

realist/intergovernmental and liberalist/institutional scholarship prefer Europe-centred 
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theories (De Lombaerde et al. 2010, 743). There is an assumption that in a modern 

nation-state system of global realpolitik’s, the only conceivable way for regional 

integration is the EU experience. This false universalism of EU integration practices 

is not only an academic phenomenon but also strongly established in political 

discourse. All more recent regional projects are copying the European institutional 

structures, administrative documents, rules and regulations of the EU institutions.  It’s 

not just that a modern theorist has to realise the differences between the global 

geopolitics of today and the post-World War 2 era when EU countries had to embark 

upon integration for preserving peace, security and promoting rapid economic growth, 

but the EU integration process by itself has become one of the forces impacting the 

integration path of the more recent regional projects.  

2.6. Contributions to Exploring Regionalism in Area Studies Discipline 

The prospects and overall process of regionalism in Central Asia, as well as its 

interregional dynamics, represent a broad and complex phenomenon that cannot be 

fully explained by a single IR theory. Today, IR scholars often adopt a more 

comprehensive approach, either by using mixed methods within a flexible theoretical 

framework, selecting a theory that aligns with their chosen method—such as focusing 

on structure and power or on people-to-people relations—or even combining multiple 

theories. Under the umbrella of major IR ‘isms,’ scholars can employ a range of 

concepts and may even develop new ones to explain specific aspects of regional 

processes.  

This research has a broad objective of making a contribution to both conceptual 

debates and to provide applied analysis and recommendations towards promoting 

regionalism in Central Asia. This research attempted to contribute to the formation of 

methodological approach and systematise the conceptual framework towards studying 

regionalism in Area Studies discipline focusing on the case of Central Asian 

regionalism model. This research seeks to advance methodological approaches in 

regionalism studies by developing robust and replicable methods that address both 

broad and specific questions comprehensively. By integrating theory-based analysis 

with descriptive political analysis and in-depth empirical estimates, this study aimed 

to provide a thorough and nuanced understanding. It strived to avoid the pitfalls of IR 
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theories when used in isolation, or when attempts to describe entire regionalism 

process. 

Drawing on core concepts from constructivist international political economy and 

Area Studies, the research emphasises the significance of local, national, and regional 

factors, alongside global influences. This study considers both structural and agency 

factors, highlighting the interplay between low politics—such as economic and 

cultural aspects—and high politics, including security concerns. This comprehensive 

analysis enables a pragmatic weighting of factors based on their impact on 

regionalism.  

While many studies post-Cold War have highlighted the dominance of economic 

factors over security concerns in global political relations, recent events like the 

Russia-Ukraine war and other global conflicts have shifted the focus back to security 

concerns. The prioritisation of these factors can vary, especially in decision-making 

processes where security concerns may significantly drive regionalism, as seen in the 

case of EU integration. How to categorise, study, evaluate the success of the other state 

led regional initiatives that have similar objectives like EU but doesn’t have that level 

of institutionalism. Numerous regional institutions across in and around Central Asia 

have been established to foster social and economic cooperation, with a primary focus 

on enhancing regional political cooperation, promotion of trade and tourism. These 

include the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the Organisation of Turkic States 

(OTS), the South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Less commonly, there are security 

or geopolitical organisations like Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 

and Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). Additionally, there are institutions 

dedicated to strengthening cultural cooperation, such as the International Organisation 

of Turkic Culture (TURKSOY) and Confucius Institute for promoting specifically 

Chinese culture and language, humanitarian support organisations such as Turkish 

Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA). In this retrospect, this study researches 

regionalism in Central Asia and around it by asking why and how questions. Multilevel 

analysis (at the regional, state and international level) is employed to draw a 

comprehensive picture covering all aspects of the integration. This approach of 
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multivalve and comprehensive analysis allows better evaluation and positioning of 

regional institutions.  

From a methodological perspective, this research aimed to enhance approaches in 

regionalism studies by adopting robust and replicable methods that address both broad 

and specific questions comprehensively. By integrating theory-based analysis with 

descriptive political analysis and in-depth empirical estimates, the study sought to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the regional integration process in Central 

Asia. It also aimed to avoid the shortcomings inherent in these methodologies when 

applied separately. The research applied core concepts from Area Studies, 

emphasizing the importance of local, national, and regional factors alongside global 

influences. Moreover, historical ties, cultural unity, and identity, guided by positive 

political discourse, need to be supported by material and economic factors to be 

successfully realized. Thus by adopting a constructivist political economy approach, 

the study considered both structural and agency factors, highlighting the interplay 

between low politics—such as economic and cultural aspects—and high politics, 

including security concerns.  

Such a thorough analysis allows for a pragmatic weighting of the factors based on their 

impact on regionalism. While many studies discuss global political relations today as 

geopoliticized, with economic factors outweighing security concerns since the end of 

the Cold War, the Russia-Ukraine war and other conflicts around the world have re-

prioritized security. The importance of certain factors may shift when making 

decisions; for example, security concerns can significantly drive regionalism, as seen 

in the case of European Union integration. However, in today’s interdependent world, 

economic factors are central to long-term integration. Rather than adopting a 

neoliberal view where economic interdependence leads to formal integration, this 

research suggests that integration led by political will and security concerns will be 

more sustainable and achievable when accompanied by economic interdependence. 

In this study, political and security aspects were analysed using methods aligned with 

International Political Economy, realist constructivism, including discourse analysis. 

Concepts such as balancing—commonly associated with neofunctionalism and 

realism—along with ideas like differentiated integration, which describes the 
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expansion of the EU, and terms such as revisionism and reformism, which characterize 

the behaviour of rising powers, can all be applied to explain the political and security 

dimensions of regionalism in Central Asia.   

However, truly interdisciplinary approach is necessary unless IR scholars can come up 

with comprehensive new regionalism theory described by Hettne and Soderbaum 

(2000). Interdisciplinary approach is reflected in methodology rather than in the 

attempts to fit the complex social, political and economic process into theory. By 

dividing the process of regional integration into political, security, socio-cultural, 

historical, and economic spheres, and addressing these spheres’ distinct influences on 

regionalism.  

We are now at another significant turning point in the history of theorising regionalism 

and possibly social science as a whole, akin to the end of the Cold War. Changes in 

the global order, including the rise of China, Russia’s aggressive military stance, the 

emergence of middle powers as active players in the global political arena, and 

developments specific to each regional bloc in Asia—namely Central Asia, South 

Asia, Southeast Asia, and West Asia—along with important reforms within nation-

states, are driving this transformation. The focus of the research is Central Asia and its 

integration mechanisms, along with North and/or West Asia. It contributes to the 

theory and literature through addressing the impact of interregional cooperation to 

regionalism in CA. It addresses the security, legal, political, economic, and cultural 

aspects of regional interactions separately to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of regionalism. This approach allows to robustly distinguish the narrower conceptual 

framework of regionalism from the broader process of regionalisation. Additionally, 

the research employs multilevel analysis at regional, national, and international levels.  

This interdisciplinary research integrated quantitative analysis with qualitative 

approaches and theoretical discussions. A mixed-method approach was employed, 

starting with qualitative data analysis, particularly discourse analysis, followed by 

rigorous quantitative data analysis. To cover political, international relations, and 

theoretical aspects, this research utilizes balancing, interregionalism, and 

differentiated integration concepts within the regionalism perspective. This framework 

defines the stages, actors, and drivers of the integration process across Asia.  
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This research investigated why and how the geopoliticization of international relations 

has led to prioritizing economic considerations over security in the Asia-Pacific 

megaregion, with a particular focus on Central Asia. The Computable General 

Equilibrium model, developed by the Global Trade Analysis Project (GTAP), explored 

the impacts of trade regionalism and the reduction of trade costs on welfare, potential 

output, and other economic variables. Intra-Central Asian trade potential, product 

diversification, and technological complexities are analysed to understand the 

potential for Central Asian countries to develop more integrated, interdependent, and 

efficient economic regionalism. Particularly, the product space, economic complexity 

index and other instruments of Harvard’s Growth Lab are used to identify potential 

economic development strategies of the CA countries.  

Furthermore, the research examined how cultural, ethnic, and historical factors shape 

political decisions related to regionalism. Regionalism is influenced not only by 

regional players and external powers but also by other important actors, including 

other regional units. In this context, the concept of interregionalism has recently 

emerged. The impacts of other Asian sub-regions, including Developed East Asian 

states, West Asia, North Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia, on regional integration 

in Central Asia are also analysed, and vice versa. 

With the rise of the new regionalism school and the emergence of alternative 

approaches, scholars have tended to avoid risks by shifting their focus away from 

primary questions, such as the level of integration and the future of regional initiatives. 

Unlike grand theories like federalism and functionalism, which sought to diminish or 

even eliminate the importance of nation-states, shift towards new regionalism 

approach has resulted in a divergence in research priorities.  

We form our arguments through evaluating and applying concepts from several 

theoretical schools and fields, including area studies and comparative regionalism 

without escaping the primary question – whether regional integration model is 

successful. There are different stages of the process of regionalism and regionalisation 

while there are several aspects of regionness what makes it unrealistic for any single 

concept to be sufficient to clarify the process with its all complexities and considering 

interconnectedness of a region.  
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Besides, some aspects prevail over others, for example, interdependency and other 

geo-economic factors have been more detrimental over the last several decades while 

security aspects were more important during the first half of the 20th century. However, 

conflicts involving superpowers, such as the Russia-Ukraine war, have brought the 

security factor back to the forefront at the global and regional levels. In this context, 

the methodological framework of the thesis is that the concepts should be applied and 

validated along with robust prioritisation, ranking and/or weighting the factors and 

actors. 

In this retrospect, we put forward the argument that the process of formation of a 

regional union incorporates interactions; both among the countries of the region in 

focus, and interactions with other regions. We also argue that regions can be 

significantly shaped by the proceedings, already occurred and/or in the process, 

between the region in focus and a partner region/country/superpower directly such as 

trade, investment, politics, tourism among others but also indirectly. Proceedings with 

no direct implications towards the region can have indirect effects; overtime, 

cumulatively or immediately. Indirect (inter)regionalism factor – an event that might 

have happened any time in the history until now, in this or any other region of the 

world – can contribute positively or negatively to the formation of a regional unit.   

The most effective factor of indirect regionalism is example setting. As Mark Twain 

says, “There is no such thing as a new idea. It is impossible. We simply take a lot of 

old ideas and put them into a sort of mental kaleidoscope. We give them a turn and 

they make new and curious combinations. We keep on turning and making new 

combinations indefinitely; but they are the same old pieces of coloured glass that have 

been in use through all the ages.” Existence of the EU or establishment of the EU as a 

regional and international organisation positively influences to the creation of the 

regional organisations in Asia and around the world. However, the expansion of the 

EU to include Eastern European countries significantly undermined the future 

prospects of the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union and Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS).  

While the EU is a positive example for CA countries among themselves, the history 

of the USSR, political and social memories of it, and recent Russia-Ukraine war serve 
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as a negative factor for forming a regional union with Russia. Similarly, Chinese trade 

and economic partners around the world see China’s economic growth as a success 

story, which motivates them to learn the Confucian philosophy, ideologies, and 

Chinese way of doing business. In this context, Superpowers can be considered as 

regions by various regions.   

It has been happening across the world, for instance, success of the Southeast Asia 

nations through ASEAN in political, economic and military spheres can serve as an 

indirect regionalism factor in setting a successful case, a positive example for regional 

integration for CA, South Asia and Western Asian nations. According to Hettne et al 

(1999) EU affected the regionalisation globally at least in two ways; promoting 

regionalism – through providing a model of regionalism and provoking regionalism - 

by constituting a protectionist threat.  

Indirect regionalism can be fostered with direct interregional cooperation referred as 

interregionalism. Eastern European countries joining the EU, regional partners of the 

EU under the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and EU observer states are all 

stimulated to adopt the EU integration path, norms, and values. The further 

geographically distanced from the EU and the lesser the economic ties, the lesser is 

the EU’s positive influence on that region’s integration. It leads us to another important 

argument to mention which is the importance of the geography and market/economic 

size. Gravity theory of trade, well know theory among economist, derived from the 

Newton’s gravity model where planets gravitate to each other based on their masses 

and distances between them. Jan Tinbergen in 1962, inspired by the Newton’s gravity 

model, proposed applying gravity equation to estimate trade attractions between the 

countries’ considering the sizes of the economy and geographical distance or trade 

cost. Researchers often rely on the gravity model of trade to explain and estimate 

bilateral trade, utilising the gravity equation that takes into account the sizes of the 

economy and geographical distances between countries.  

Interesting aspect of the region’s geographic characteristics is that it is not endogenous 

to other factors. For instance, impact of trade integration, open economic policies to 

income or standards of living is difficult to estimate robustly as it is difficult to separate 

the effect of trade on income from other factors’ impact on income. Frankel and Romer 
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(1999) conducted the most recognised work in the area, where the authors used size of 

the economy, and geographic characteristics of the countries, more precisely distance 

between the countries to estimate the relationship between trade and income. As the 

geographical characteristics of the countries are not affected by trade openness or other 

policies, or by income or factors affecting income, this study allowed making a robust 

estimate of the trade’s impact on an income.   

The geography and market size are indeed among the most important determinants of 

the trade cooperation, cooperation in other areas and corollary the integration. The 

economists primarily focus on the cost of the trade as further the distance the higher is 

the cost of trade, but also there are many other factors coming along with geography. 

In this context, regional integration brings the trade cost down through employing 

measures such as better customs management, digitalisation of customs and other 

relevant government services among others.  Furthermore, regions and superpowers 

that are geographically closer to the region in focus and with larger economies and 

trade turnover have stronger influences. Their actions towards the region and globally 

may have both positive and negative impact on the region’s integration.  

The US having a united strategy for the CA5 instead of implementing district strategies 

for each country of the region can be a unifying factor. The same is true for the EU 

and other powers’ strategies. The point here their trade values with region and the size 

of their economy, as a potential for future of the trade, along with distances from the 

region will be determining factors in how direct and indirect impact would they have 

towards regional integration. In this respect, economic size of Russian and Chinese 

markets and bilateral trade volumes with the CA5, and their geographical proximity to 

the region have made them more influential in shaping regional policies of the 

countries of the region. Although other variables are changing, new regional partners 

are emerging and the region is trying to build more sovereign foreign policy that would 

allow them benefiting from global economic partnerships.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

3. POLITICAL ECONOMY OF REGIONALISM IN CENTRAL ASIA 

 

 

3.1. Introduction 

The process of regionalism in Central Asia, from a political economy perspective, is 

shaped by material or structural factors, including economic dependencies, hard 

infrastructure, and security concerns, as well as socially constructed identities and 

norms. Through discourse analysis—encompassing strategic agreements, regional 

treaties, and state leaders’ initiatives—this chapter demonstrates the value of a 

constructivist political economy approach to understanding regionalism in Central 

Asia. Besides, it should be noted that research in this field should take into account 

that each Central Asian state has been developing a unique identity since gaining 

independence. Additionally, each state faces different material capabilities and needs, 

which leads to varying degrees of cooperation—and at times, even conflicts.  

Considering the discussion in the chapter 6 on the global challenges on CA’s 

regionalism, regional power dynamics and their influence on regional cooperation, the 

question arises: is the regional order still predominantly shaped by historical and 

geographical factors, or has the increasing interconnectedness in the realms of 

economy, finance, trade, and transportation, alongside political interdependence and 

growing multilateralism, diminished the significance of geographical factors today? 

As there are multiple ways other than geographic grouping countries, World Bank, for 

example, groups the countries into categories such as high income, upper middle 

income, lower middle income, low income and least developed countries based on the 

value of the GDP per capita. IMF commonly uses categories such as advanced 

economies, developing countries and emerging economies. Is widely accepted 
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geographical units, also used in this thesis; East Asia, Central Asia, North Asia, West 

Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia are equally historic, logical and valid divisions.  

Regions are not static units that can be determined through material factors. Economic 

cooperation, trade and cultural similarities are indeed important but regionalism is a 

flow thus we try to catch this flow of factors and actors to draft a meaningful 

explanation of the currents and future of integration processes in Central Asia. In this 

regard, historical, social and cultural aspects cannot be neglected in the favour of 

current economic or geopolitical factors. Particularly, throughout the last two 

centuries, the Asian continent has been the battlefield for different European powers. 

Even after the end of monarchies, many Asian states similar to Africa and Oceania 

have remained immensely influenced by main EU powers and the US following many 

years of wars, contestations and conquests.  

Central Asian states have common ethnic origins, history, culture, religion, colonial 

past, interconnected trade, transportation and energy infrastructure. Geographically 

located in Aral and Caspian Sea Basin, all of these countries’ agriculture and human 

lives depend on the same source of two rivers: Amu Darya and Syr Darya. Despite 

having such complete circle of commonalties or even sameness way more than any 

other more integrated regions, CA states considered lacking the economic, political 

and security unitedness thus regionalism in CA has been described as balancing 

regionalism (Tskhay and Buranelli, 2019) or soft regionalism (Moldashev and 

Qoraboyev, 2018). Their analysis and perspectives covering political and international 

relations approaches predicts stable or slowly increasing regional cooperation for 

coming decades with only vague or no chance for regional integration. Considering 

the current geopolitical realities such as trade and investment volumes between the CA 

states and their partners, over dependence on Russia and China, their conclusions are 

valid although insufficient. Regionalism trends and prospects today should incorporate 

additional components and more in-depth analysis of economic as well as security 

objectives such as security threat perceptions, economic development strategies 

considering the global markets conjecture and Global and Regional Value Chains. Our 

findings guide us through the entire processes, interactions of national and foreign 

policies. Stripping away complexities, the regional integration of the CA cannot be  
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regarded as a separate entity but goes along with other foreign policy objectives that 

call for inter-regionalism while having intra-regionalism at the core of the integration 

strategy before embarking upon wider regional integration. Following this concept, 

regionalism trajectory draws two probabilistic scenarios that we conclude based on 

our analysis.  

Central Asian states have two pragmatic prospects for regionalism; integration with 

North Asia vs. integration with West Asia, and several options for regionalisation and 

opportunities for interregionalism (Chapter 4). Integration with West Asia refers to 

Organisation of Turkic States (OTS) that along with four of the five CA states also 

includes Azerbaijan, Hungary and Türkiye encompassing economic and political 

regionalism. Cultural aspect of regionalism of Turkic states represented by 

International Organization of Turkic Culture (TURKSOY). Turkic integration in this 

respect also would create opportunities for CA countries to enter Western markets, 

advance production possibilities through adopting technological innovations.  

Mechanism for CA economic and political integration with North Asia refers to 

Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and security regionalism through Collective 

Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). Due to the interconnected trade and 

transportation infrastructure established during the Soviet Union period, similar 

customs and administrative systems, geographical proximity to Russia and major 

Russian security interests, it has significant advantage over West Asian alternative in 

these spheres. However, West Asian cooperation with the Central Asia in all these 

spheres has been increasing over the last years. In this retrospect, this chapter makes 

detailed analysis of the Central Asian states cooperation dynamics with both these 

regions in economy, politics and security spheres. It analyses and compares the 

prospects for possible integration.   

3.2. Constructing Central Asia as a Region 

Given the enduring presence of colonial legacies, integration in Asia differs 

significantly from the European experience. European integration, often used as a 

model for classical regionalism theories, was achieved through the deliberate decisions 

of EU member states. In contrast, in Asia, regionalism has also been dependent on  
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former colonisers’ influences, regional challenges and global dynamics. In this regard, 

we need to reference at least as back as the periods of decolonisation. In addition, it is 

much necessary to go further back into history when analysing regional groups: 

Central Asia, West Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia. Asian countries have deep 

historical and cultural connections that should be taken into account, alongside 

economic, political, and security considerations, which is also applicable to other 

regions. It has long been acknowledged by prominent scholarly works such as 

Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974) Modern World System Theory, and Imagined 

Communities of Benedict Anderson (1983) along with many other historical and 

anthropological studies that most nation-states neither culturally nor historically are 

robust units of analysis. On the other hand, the civilizational approach of Arnold 

Toynbee (1948), Alfred Kroeber (1953), or the Afro-Eurasian approach by Marshal 

Hodgson (1974) are indeed comprehensive although too large units for analysis.  

Therefore, regional divisions are most preferred due to both academic and practical 

reasons. For Asia, also broad regional units of history such as Inner Eurasia and Outer 

Eurasia by David Christian (1994) are among the most popular units in historical 

studies. More specifically, former Soviet Union Republics and Mongolia make up 

Inner Eurasia. Xinjiang Autonomous Republic of China, Poland, Hungary, and 

Manchuria can also be considered the parts of Inner Eurasia but with much less 

certainty. Outer Eurasia includes Southeast Asia, Southwest Asia, South Asia and 

Europe (Christian 1994, 175). According to the Christian (1994, 176) political, 

ecological and geographical factors allow to make a distinction between Inner and 

Outer Eurasia as a broad historical unit of analysis, “Paleolithic of Inner Eurasia was 

dominated by hunting rather than gathering, its Neolithic by pastoralism rather than 

farming, the era of state formation by pastoral nomadism rather than irrigation 

agriculture. These ancient contrasts can help us explain the twentieth-century division 

between a largely capitalist Outer Eurasia and the command economies that dominated 

Inner Eurasia.” It is worth mentioning that, Russian Empire and later the Soviet Union 

were the third and fourth Empires that inherited Inner Eurasia. Turks in the late 6th 

century established the first empire and ruled over Inner Eurasia followed by Mongols’ 

conquest in the early 13th century (Christian 1994, 176-177).  
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Interestingly, already in the 14-15th centuries, Ibn Khaldun in his book “Muqaddimah” 

- An Introduction to History discussed in detail the division of the civilised World into 

seven broad geographical regions based on the climatic, geographic, geological and 

cultural characteristics. He used the map drawn by cartographer al-Idrisi in the year 

1154 for the Norman King Roger II of Sicily, thus this map generally became known 

as “Tabula Rogeriana” which means Rogers book. While the map of al-Idris divides 

the world into seven climatic regions from the hottest to the coldest, Ibn Khaldun 

extends the discussion and connects the climate with peoples’ personalities. 

Geographies and associated weather and climate shape the personalities of the people 

according to Ibn Khaldun’s observations along with his conclusions based on the other 

scholarly works of that time. Consequently, it is also affecting the social structure, 

culture and formation of the states, empires and regions.  

In addition, Ibn Khaldun divided each region into many sub-regions. It is much more 

comprehensive compared to Christian’s (1994) Inner and Outer Eurasia as well as 

historically and geographically more valid divisions than nation-states. For instance, 

parts of Central Asia, parts of Historic India, Afghanistan, and most of western China 

belong to the 7-9th sub-regions of the 3rd region inhabited by Turkic tribes while parts 

of modern Türkiye, parts of the Caucasus region, and parts of Central Asia also ruled 

by Turks were categorised to 4th and 5th regions. Indeed, geographical characteristics 

such as mountains, rivers, forests, weather, duration of the day, and climate, served as 

bases for such regional and sub-regional divisions and were prioritised over the 

ethnicity of the people inhabited or Empires that ruled that territory. At the same time, 

he divided the civilised world into geographic regions based on the level of socio-

economic and cultural development of the societies considering the wide range of 

political and economic factors as well as ethics, religion and other cultural values.  

Recent studies on Central Asia region are not sufficiently comprehensive and in-depth 

with regard to introducing geographic, climatic, cultural, ethical, political, and 

economic characteristics compared to Ibn Khaldun’s works. Academic studies on 

socio-political and economic issues, including regional cooperation in Central and 

North Asia generally start with discussing these states’ independence from the Soviet 

Union in 1991 and focus on Russia and its central role. They concentrate on the  
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economic and political legacy, administrative structure and social footprints left since 

the Soviet Union to understand modern problems. Here the idea is that post-Soviet 

states have been in a transition period since gaining independence in 1991, from soviet 

style governance as determined based on the state leaders and political elites’ choices. 

 

Figure 3.1. Tabula Regeriana (Rogers Book) 

Source: Wikipedia contributors. (n.d.). Tabula Rogeriana. In Wikipedia. Retrieved January 21, 2025, from 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Tabula_Rogeriana 

Indeed, Soviet legacy is important in political and economic currents of Central Asia 

and other post-Soviet states, although, centralising analysis on Soviet and post-Soviet 

history neglects state building past of these states before the invasion of imperial 

Russia or the establishment of the Soviet Union following the October revolution of 

1918. A deeper historical understanding is essential for evaluating the current ethnic 

and cultural dynamics within the region, as well as its interactions with other regions.  

It is indeed possible to define the region ethnically and culturally. Definition of ethnic 

community “ethnie” means a community of people who share common ancestral 

myths, history, and cultural traditions, linked to a particular geographical area and  

; 
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bound by a strong sense of unity. In Eurasia, this definition of ethnic community was 

fulfilled within the Türk Qaganate/Khaganate and with little different characteristics 

also within the Chinggizid realm (Golden, 1992). Chinggizid empire emerged to 

replace the Türk Khaganate that collapsed into many tribes like oğuz and kipchak, and 

somehow reunited them under the Chinggizid rule centered in Golden Horde. 

Chingissids’ were succeeded by Temurids’ and Shaybanids mostly referred as Türk-

Mongol empires.   

The Türk-Mongol Empires fragmented into smaller Khaganates, weakening over time. 

They were ultimately conquered by the emerging Russian Empire and eventually 

became part of the Soviet Union. The Mongols and Türkic tribes were culturally 

united, while Russian conquest resulted in a colonial form of integration in Central 

and North Asia. Imperial Russia, more appropriately should be referred to as one of 

the European empires while the Soviet Union were distanced from Europe and became 

more of an Asian power. In contrast, Central Asian nations have always belonged to 

Asia, in terms of cultural values and identity, although, they have interacted with 

different cultures that influenced their national identity. The term Central Asia or 

Middle Asia was introduced by Russia. Central Asia can be historically referred as 

Turkistan. There is also another term “Turan” but it is more a legendary terminology 

referring to the vast geographical areas where Turkic people lived in ancient times. 

Turkistan in Persian means land of Türks and it is not a legendary terminology. The 

term Turkistan is a widely used term over the different periods of history. 

The Russian military conquest of Central Asia, then referred to as Turkistan, began in 

the late 18th and early 19th centuries. At that time, both Eastern Turkistan (Xinjiang - 

western region of China) and Central Asia/Western Turkistan being one region were 

the targets of the Russian Empire. Wars continued for decades even after the defeat of 

main Khanates such as Khiva Khanate, Kokand/Hokand Khanate, Emirate of Bukhara 

and establishing of Governorate-General of Turkistan, with Tashkent as its capital and 

in 1868 the Governorate-General of the Kazak-Steppe, with Orenburg being its capital. 

Although, territories were officially annexed as a provinces to the Russian Empire 

nomadic people of steppes and deserts of Turkistan never agreed to it, and rebellions 

continued even during the Soviet era (Karasar, 2002).   
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Overall, Türk ethnicity similar to all other ethnic communities is a political entity that 

was influenced by the assimilation of people from other ethnic tribes and communities. 

In this context, worth to mention that it is as much important as what people believe 

to be the history of the region as a real recorded history of the region. In other words, 

legends and myths, what people believe and stories they retell to their children for 

generations is a very influential factor in the formation of a region and a nation. Such 

stories can be based on or partially carry historical event and leaders have used them 

for their political agenda. Besides, identity can vary across time but also within social 

groups such as between ordinary people versus elites, peasants, farmers, landlords, 

merchants, and close circles to ruling elites or party members. For a regional 

integration project to be successful, economic and political unity are not sufficient; 

cultural and historical identities are equally important, according to Kolasi, 

Akdevelioğlu, and Özen (2023). 

Today, in the Eurasian historical narrative, the push for a Eurasian identity advocated 

by Russia is being significantly challenged by the cohesive Turkic sense of community 

and unity. Türkiye’s Ministry of Higher Education has recently announced that 

Turkish school textbooks will henceforth use the term Turkistan to refer to the region 

of Central Asia, highlighting the cultural unity of Turkic peoples, as the terms “Central 

Asia” or “Middle Asia” came into use after the Russian invasion of the region.  

Additionally, the 34-letter Latin-based Common Turkic Alphabet was adopted during 

the third meeting of the Turkic World Common Alphabet Commission, held from 

September 9 to 11, 2024, in Baku.  

Overall, historically, different discourses have accompanied the formation and 

transformation of Khaganates, Khanates, and Empires in Central Asia and Eurasia. 

The same can be said for the contemporary history of the Central Asian region’s 

formation. However, according to constructivist theory, discourse does not merely 

follow or accompany political transformations—it actively shapes and influences 

these changes. The following section analyses the discourse surrounding Central 

Asia’s regionalism and its impact on the formation and disintegration of regional 

institutions. However, the analyses in the following sections show that discourse is 

only transformative when supported by underlying material and structural conditions, 
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in other words, critical constructivism approach, constructivism and realism together 

is more robust to explain the case of regionalism in CA.  

3.3. Political Regionalism in Central Asia: Forces and Actors Propelling 

Regional Integration 

Central Asian (CA) states - Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan - were willing to establish a CA regional union after the collapse of the 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1992. Interconnectedness in economy, 

trade, transportation, energy infrastructure, water and environment on the one side, 

sameness in cultural, ethnic and religious identity on the other side created all 

necessary preconditions. There have been several initiatives, particularly, Central 

Asian Union (CAU) was established in 1994, and it was renamed first into Central 

Asian Economic Cooperation (CAEC) and in 2002 transformed into Central Asian 

Cooperation Organisation (CACO). However, the attempts of unification was 

ultimately intercepted by Russia.  

Recent improvements in bilateral relations and regional leader summits have fostered 

hope for a new regionalism based on internal cooperative dynamics within the region. 

Although these summits may not completely replace the existing regional institutions, 

the region may benefit from this to remain free from the external geopolitical rivalries 

(Patnaik, 2019). Furthermore, to advance regional security and prosperity, CA nations 

should be more assertive in creating regional organisations, unions, and meetings 

without the involvement of other states, like Russia and China. They should also 

develop cooperative agreements. There have been several initiatives to create regional 

organisations that will promote regional integration, however, so far such initiatives 

have been ultimately intercepted by Russian involvement. However, there were also 

endogenous factors to CA that constrained region’s integration which are not less 

important than exogenous ones. According to some scholars, political factors 

endogenous to the region played a more pivotal role in hindering unification efforts 

compared to exogenous ones. They argue that Central Asian states were primarily 

focused on solidifying their national identities, leading to deteriorating ties between 

nations and, in some cases, even hostility (Patnaik, 2019). There also was a 

competition between the two locomotives of the region, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 
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George Krol, who served consecutively as the US Ambassador to Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan, published a memoir in June 2024 titled A Tale of Two First Presidents: 

Islam Karimov and Nursultan Nazarbayev. President Karimov’s jokes and rhetoric 

about Nazarbayev revealed the underlying tension between the two leaders. He was 

clearly dissatisfied with some aspects of Nazarbayev’s foreign policies. Islam 

Karimov (president of Uzbekistan 1991-2016) demonstrated a strong will to promote 

intraregional integration in the beginning of the 1990’s when the leadership of 

Uzbekistan in the region was not contested Laruelle (2018, p.397).  

Two leaders had different ideas for regional integration. Karimov used to favour the 

regional unity and reviving the historical Turkistan and promoted Turkic and Muslim 

identity of the CA region. Nazarbyev on the other hand considered Kazakhstan to be 

at the crossroads of Europe and Asia Laruelle (2018, p.397). He is the ideological 

father of Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). It was president Nazarbayev who voiced 

the idea of the Eurasian Union of States for the first time at the Lomonosov Moscow 

State University, during his first official visit to Russia on March 29, 1994. In the same 

year as the CAU was established. Kazakhstan pursued Eurasianst foreign policy that 

grew up to even globalist strategy while the intraregional integration within the CA 

could bring comparatively trivial economic benefits. Indeed open economic policy of 

Kazakhstan brought immense western investments towards energy sector and rapid 

economic growth to Kazakhstan what significantly surpassed other countries in the 

CA and CIS.  

In 2009, as a solution to global financial economic crisis, Nazarbayev proposed 

creation of a single world currency under the aegis of the United Nations to be called 

“acmetal” – a combination of “acme,” a Greek word meaning the peak or the best, and 

“capital”. Interestingly, “acmetal” also sounds like a combination of Turkic word “ak” 

or “aq” or “ac” that means white and word metal. Nazarbayev expressed this idea even 

earlier, specifically, in his book entitled “The Kazakhstan Way” published in 2008, 

although the idea is claimed to be borrowed from Genghis Khan. He has continued to 

bring up this idea in the relevant international and regional fora, particularly, in tenth 

Astana Economic Forum in 2017, he suggested establishing a single global currency 

as a solution to environmental issues. In line with his global or Eurasianist aspirations,  
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he also was vocal about the Central Asian integration. In this retrospect, lets also 

consider what he said when he was proposing the creation of CAU in his annual speech 

addressed to the both houses of the parliament of Kazakhstan in 1994 at their joint 

session. 

“Treaty of eternal friendship between Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan 

can serve as a solid foundation for such union. Other countries of the region 

(Tajikistan and Turkmenistan) can join the new union. In the region, we share 

economic interest, cultural heritage, language, religion, and environmental 

challenges, and face common external threats. The founding fathers of the European 

Union could only wish they had so much in common. We should direct our efforts 

towards a closer economic integration, a common market and a single currency. The 

global economy demands larger markets. We are again witnessing superpower rivalry 

for economic dominance in our region. We have to address correctly this new global 

and geo-economics challenge. We have a choice between remaining the supplier of 

raw materials to the global markets and wait patiently for the emergence of the next 

imperial master or to pursue genuine economic integration of the central Asian region. 

I choose the latter. Further regional integration will lead to stability, regional 

progress, and economic, military and political independence. This is the only way for 

our region to earn respect in the world. This is the only way to achieve security, and 

to fight effectively against terrorism and extremism. Regional integration will advance 

the interests of all the common folk that live in Central Asia.” 

Based on this speech we may assume that Nazarbayev believed in the necessity to CA 

integration, however, wider Eurasian cooperation was much more important for 

realising economic potential as well as political ambitions of Kazakhstan. In his speech 

on March 29, 1994 at the Moscow State University, Nazarbayev highlighted that 

economies of Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) are deeply interdependent 

and in this regard there is a need for improving cooperation, removing all customs and 

other barriers to trade and travel. He said that Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan removed 

such barriers for each other and the rest of the CIS countries should also follow the 

example. Kyrgyzstan joined them later that year.  
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Close to the end of his speech Nazarbayev said that cooperation with other CA 

countries is important for Kazakhstan but partnership with Russia is more important. 

However in the collection of the Nazarbayev’s speeches for the period 1994-1995 

published in 576 pages, the text is little different. It says cooperation with western 

partners is important but partnership with Russia is more important. If it was done 

intentionally, probably it was an attempt to limit the criticism of Nazabayev’s overly 

Eurasianist policies and his limited willingness or efforts towards CA integration. 

From a practical perspective, it is hard to guess which speech truly belongs to the 

president Nazarbayev. Although, both of them are correct, as Russia was a more 

important partner than the west and the CA states to Kazakhstan at that period, two 

different versions of his speech obviously carry different messages.  

Laruelle (2018) fairly confined Kazakhstan’s Eurasianist foreign policy to 

Nazarbayev’s personal attitude like nostalgia to the Soviet Union. Although it was also 

a pragmatic decision based on economic interdependence, personal factors and 

ambitions played a part. When the other CIS states were distancing themselves from 

Russia and political discourse negatively referred to Soviet history, Nazabayev 

practically and at a discourse level kept strengthening ties with Russia. He even 

commissioned Alexander Dugin, writer and politician famous with neo-fascist 

inspirations to write a book promoting Nazarbayev’s Eurasianist vision Laruelle 

(2018, p. 398).  

Criticism towards Kazakhstan’s foreign policy and Eurasianism as a vision has been 

abundant both from academia and from civil society. The Central Asia states have 

been firm in their opposition to the notion of such unity. Critics point out that 

Nursultan Nazarbayev tried to build a “Neo-Soviet” identity through his Eurasian 

unification agenda. This may have put other former Soviet Republics’ independence, 

sovereignty, and territorial integrity at jeopardy, ultimately escalating conflict in the 

area. A EAEU will also erode the economic autonomy of CA republics and increase 

their reliance on Russia. The capacity of other CA republics to strengthen their 

economic relations with other nations, according to critics, may be constrained by this 

economic integration, which might eventually increase Russian domination over the 

region. 
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The president of Uzbekistan at the time Islam Karimov put forward an idea of building 

regional unity between the countries of CA. He wholeheartedly believed that 

politically and economically united countries of CA could develop more favourable 

and stronger foreign policies as well as use regional resources and address regional 

issues more effectively. A period from CA countries independence in 1992 towards 

the beginning of 2000’s was the most favourable for launching regional integration 

from a political perspective. As Russia hadn’t yet commenced its revisionist globalist 

and regional hegemonic politics backed by rising energy prices. Similarly, China was 

not yet admitted to the WTO and it was modest regional power and was not assertive 

at the global stage. Although these two states were influential in the region in terms of 

politics, security and economy - especially Russia - the CA countries still had that 

widow of opportunity to act jointly and pursue more sovereign economic and political 

policies. As people, elites and leaders of CA countries valued their independence from 

Soviet Union and communism and before the mid 2000’s Russia has not yet been able 

to build an image that is distinct from the USSR. 

Karimov’s ideology was to endorse CA integration on the contrary to the foreign 

policy of Nazarbayey which was a broader Eurasian integration. Karasar and 

Kuskumbayev (2002) reviewed the regional initiatives in CA during 1991-2001, 

which shows that President Karimov strongly promoted and exerted significant efforts 

in establishing regional integration through different platforms. Uzbekistan being a 

regional infrastructure hub and locomotive of CA economies was successful in 

promoting the idea of CA integration during the first decade of their independence. 

Karimov understood the importance of Turkic integration for the regions political, 

economic and cultural prosperity. CA countries have been more homogeneous 

politically, economically and culturally compared to the rest of the Turkic states and 

the CIS. In this regard, in comparison to Pan-Turkism or Turanism versions of Turkic 

integration that has been very popular outside of CA region, Karimov’s idea of tukic 

integration has been pragmatic and referred to the integration within the CA region. 

This would also increase the regional and global political power of Uzbekistan.  

Karimov wanted to start the integration project through establishing Uzbek-Kazakh 

union of the most important countries in the region that would be later joined by others.  
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Mostly this initiative was realised through multiple official and unofficial meetings of 

trio - Uzbekistan-Kazakhstan-Kyrgyzstan (commonly referred to as the ‘troika’ in 

Russian) where Karimov openly and straightforwardly criticized Nazarbayev’s 

Eurasianist ideas. He equalized Eurasianism to recreation of USSR. He said that it 

would make the CA states dependent to Russia what would threaten their most 

important achievement which is independence and sovereignty. One intriguing point 

he made was that achieving integration within Eurasia (referring to the CIS) akin to 

the European Union is feasible and indeed very good initiative but first people and 

societies in CA should integrate with each other, develop stronger ties and learn to live 

with each other Karasar and Kuskumbayev (2002).  However, along with rising oil 

and natural gas prices influence of Russia and Kazakhstan considerably increased and 

the initiative led by them -  a EAEU has become a primary initiative in the region.  

Therefore, instead of united regional integration approach, each of the CA states had 

to adopt independent and varying strategies to transform the political structures along 

with their economic transition policies from socialistic towards market orientation. 

Despite this, the ‘troika’ has successfully achieved important regional cooperation 

goals, and these achievements remain effective. Other states Tajikistan and 

Turkmenistan were not the immediate members of CA integration. Turkmenistan 

followed aggressive neutrality policy and even was recognised as a permanently 

neutral state by the resolution of the UN General Assembly held on 12th December 

1995, by the vote of 185 member states. Actually, it is an only state with permanent 

neutrality status recognised by the UN, and President Saparmurat Niyazov (ruled 

Turkmenistan from 1985 to 2006) was not interested in joining Central Asian or any 

other regional union. Tajikistan hesitated to join due to the political and security chaos 

stemming from the civil war in the country until 1997. Nevertheless, shortly after the 

end of the civil unrest already in 1998, Tajikistan was finally accepted to Central Asian 

customs union. 

To list only a few key achievements and dates in the history of the meetings of the trio 

or Triade of CA states are - establishment of Central Asian Union (CAU) in 1994 by 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. Tajikistan was accepted to the union in 1998 

and organisation was renamed into Central Asian Economic Cooperation (CAEC).  
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Cooperation between the states of CA region further developed and in 2002 it was 

transformed into internationally recognised format and renamed as Central Asian 

Cooperation Organisation (CACO).  

As the union of Central Asia obviously was not in line with Russian political interests 

in the region. Russia with the support from Kazakhstan has always been counteracting, 

particularly, through creation of customs union between Belorussia, Kazakhstan and 

Russia in 1995. Finally, Eurasian Economic Community (EAEC) was established on 

October 10, 2000 between Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan to 

promote formation of the Customs Union and Single Economic Space. However, it 

was not sufficient to cease CA integration, thus Russian managed to join the CACO in 

2005. At the October 2005 meeting of the CACO held in St. Petersburg, the decision 

was made to merge the EAEC and CACO, ultimately leading to the dissolution of the 

CACO. Even Uzbekistan became a member of the EAEC but left in 2008 as it was 

being transformed into full fledge customs union. It was not the end of the CA 

integration project. Today, recent political development particularly since 2016 in 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan showed signs of a revival of regional cooperation 

initiatives.   

Let’s begin by contextualising regional politics within the framework of multilateral 

relations and market dynamics to gain a clearer understanding of the political struggle 

discussed above. Wang and Liu (2020) conducted social network analysis to measure 

the level of each CA states’ integration with foreign partners using bilateral and 

multilateral platforms and importance of economic, political, cultural, and 

geographical factors in building geo-relation networks in Central Asia. The results 

show that political and cultural factors were most important before 1995, while 

relations with neighbouring countries became a more important driving force, from 

1996 to 2001, and economic power and cultural and religious proximity became the 

most important factor since 2002. This research revealed that drivers of foreign 

cooperation in CA changed over time and, due to higher integration into global 

markets, the economic factors ultimately became more predominant. Kazakhstan 

followed by Uzbekistan had the highest geo-network; through developing diplomatic, 

multilateral and political relations as their economic strength and resources allowed  
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that. Particularly, Nazarbayev’s globalist ambitions indeed steamed from its economic 

ties with the Western countries while strong economic ties of Uzbekistan with CIS 

countries in comparison to its economic partnership with countries outside of the 

Eurasia fed its regionalist ideology.  

Although the level of integration towards global and regional markets determined the 

level of political cooperation with regional and global partners in the case of 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan after 2002, how one can explain almost complete 

disintegration in the case of Turkmenistan. Unlike Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, 

Turkmenistan is among the richest countries in the world in terms of natural gas and 

oil reserves. Despite the significant benefits Turkmenistan gets from the exports of 

these commodities, its dependency on the global markets for these commodities, it has 

chosen almost complete isolation and disintegration from both its neighbours and 

others. Therefore, geo-network, foreign relations and policies of Turkmenistan have 

been the sole political decision unlike other countries in the region.  

Turkmenistan maintains a foreign policy of non-alignment or neutrality. This policy 

seeks to ensure its neutrality and maintain stability by avoiding involvement in major 

conflicts and disputes between other nations. Despite maintaining a neutral stance, 

Turkmenistan has participated in some regional initiatives and joined organisations 

like the Commonwealth of Independent States, the Economic Cooperation 

Organisation, and the United Nations, setting it apart from closed regimes like North 

Korea. Relatively small military power and economic size, proximity to Russia, along 

with political neutrality and absence of ambitions in global geopolitical structure 

prevented the country from being subject to US lead global sanctions. This foreign 

policy allows the Turkmenistan to benefit from mutually beneficial economic 

cooperation to some extent without compromising the regimes domestic politics. 

Turkmenistan established strong economic ties in natural resources trade with the EU 

countries despite its notorious political regime style. 

Neutrality in Turkmenistan combined with autocracy and dictatorship, created an 

oppressive environment for its people that has been criticised for its human rights 

record, restrictions on civil society, and restrictions on freedom of expression. The 

country’s authoritarian leader, Saparmurat Niyazov, who ruled from 1990 until his 



58 

death in 2006, created a state with a highly oppressive political climate and severely 

limited civil liberties. He imposed a wide variety of restrictions, such as bans on certain 

newspapers and books, on religious practices, and on international travel. His 

government also severely curtailed the rights of political parties, labour unions, and 

opposition movements. It has continued in a more severe form during the presidency 

of Kurbankulu Berdimuhammedov between 2006-2022 and his son Serdar 

Berdimuhammedov since March 2022. To put it simply, Turkmenistan’s neutrality has 

resulted in major human rights violations and oppression of its citizens, although this 

policy helped the country remain independent from regional and global powers. 

Despite the country’s economic growth, the majority of its citizens nevertheless endure 

horrific realities.  

Turkmenistan’s neutrality hinders regional partnership, cooperation, and integration 

in the region. More specifically, by adopting the policy of neutrality, Turkmenistan 

limits the opportunities for trade and economic development with its CA neighbours, 

reduces the potential for economic integration, and complicates the process of regional 

integration. Turkmenistan’s religiously and ethnically homogenous population and 

bordering with Iran and Afghanistan also contributed to isolationist policies of the 

regime. 

Turkmenistan’s neutrality has also a negative political impact in Central Asia. By 

avoiding commitment to regional organisations and initiatives, Turkmenistan’s policy 

of non-alignment weakens regional political cooperation among the CA states. By 

reducing the ability for regional states to respond to shared security challenges, it 

specifically lessens the chances for regional security and stability. As a result, this lack 

of alignment limits the chances for regional collaboration and unification. 

Turkmenistan must therefore abandon its policy of neutrality and aggressively engage 

in cooperation with its CA neighbours in order for those states to benefit from regional 

opportunities and to raise security, stability, and prosperity for the area.  

Due to economic and security considerations, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan’s politics 

continue to be inextricably linked to Russia. Remittances from Kyrgyz and Tajik 

migrants living in Russia are primarily responsible for this economic dependency. 

These countries initially opposed joining the EAEU, because doing so would have 
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increased their reliance on Russia, but they eventually joined under the heavy influence 

of Russia. To maintain Russian influence and promote pro-Russian policies in these 

nations, similar to Moldova, Libman and Obydenkova (2018) argue that attempts are 

made to support authoritarian governments throughout the post-Soviet republics. 

However, it’s important to note that this is not always the case. When Russia’s 

economic influence is strong enough, as is the case in Armenia, not much effort is 

needed. Similar to Armenia, Russia views CA countries as peripheral and non-

strategic, meaning even fewer economic sacrifices must be made in exchange for their 

political allegiance, according to Libman and Obydenkova (2018),.  

This explains why, in contrast to its western post-soviet neighbours, the CA has been 

an outpost for Russia. Since the early 2000s, the EU within the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) framework has offered Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 

Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine a feasible and alluring option to the EAEU, and in 

some cases, membership in the EU is even conceivable. Unlike CA states, where this 

has never been the case. As a key global market and economic power, the EU plays an 

important role in shaping countries’ foreign policies. The EU is indeed among the 

primary external factors influencing foreign policies, including regional integration 

initiatives of Central Asian states and other Asian regional groups. In this regard, we 

should review the EU’s engagement with Central Asian countries since their 

independence.  

Exploring the EU’s Post-1991 Engagement with Central Asia 

The EU’s engagement with Central Asia has been limited due to a lack of significant 

economic, political, and security interests in the region. Relations have primarily been 

established on a bilateral basis rather than at an EU-Central Asia level since the 

countries’ independence, which has diminished the motivation for fostering Central 

Asian unity. CA countries are not potential candidate countries for membership to EU 

as well as due to geographical far distance from the EU borders, are not a part of the 

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) – joined by EU’s closest Eastern and Southern 

Neighbours. In this regard, CA countries were less prioritised compared to ENP 

beneficiary countries. EU-CA relations were established through partnership and 

cooperation agreements (PCAs). PCA came to force since 1999 in Uzbekistan, 
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Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan and in 2010 in Tajikistan. Turkmenistan has not yet 

ratified the PCA.  

Overall, EU cooperation with CA had been modest from 1991 until 2007. Particularly, 

in the ‘90s EU had the most opportunity to influence the domestic and foreign policies 

of the CA states when they were most open, willing to cooperate and ready to 

transform. However, the EU was mostly focused on the integration of eastern 

European states to the EU and reforms in Russia. In other words, the EU was still 

considering the CA as a part of Russia. Overall, the EU-CA cooperation since 1991 

progressed only thanks to some EU countries’ efforts that have economic and strategic 

interests, and CA states efforts to integrate into global markets. Particularly, while, 

most of the European countries abstained from developing cooperation, Germany, in 

contrast, acted as the most important player in the region. Germany is the first EU 

country that opened its Embassies in all five CA countries, when the other European 

states preferred to strengthen diplomatic cooperation through regional centres like 

Moscow and Ankara, according to Melvin (2008). Furthermore, Germany established 

its country offices for its development organisation Deutsche Gesellschaft für 

Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) as early as in 1992 in Uzbekistan and in 

Kyrgyzstan, and in 1996 in Kazakhstan and in Tajikistan.  

It shows that the EU devoted only a small role to the region in their foreign policy 

strategy seeing the CA only as far and unimportant region in Eurasia in general. 

However, CA states needed strong support both financially and for institutional 

transformation as these states embarked upon shifting their economies and entire 

states’ government structure from state-centred into marked oriented economies. With 

very limited support from outside, each independent state started to draft its own and 

sometimes markedly different from each other national development strategies. 

During the period from 1991 until 2007, the EU-CA cooperation was shaped by the 

CA countries’ goals and endeavours for international cooperation rather than EU 

strategic goals in the region. EU’s approach started to change during the presidency of 

Germany in the EU with the launch of a process of rethinking the involvement of the 

EU in Central Asia. It resulted in issuing a strategy document by the Council of EU 

entitled EU and Central Asia: Strategy for a New Partnership as of May 31, 2007.  



61 

The EU and CA strategy for a new partnership – 2007 was too broad and didn’t take 

into account geopolitical realities in the region. Promotion of normative values of the 

EU such as good governance, democratisation, human rights, rule of law among others 

were expected to be achieved through supporting their membership to existing 

international institutions such as United Nations Institutions, Organisation for Security 

and Cooperation in Europe, EBRD, World Trade Organization among others and the 

ratification of these organisations various conventions and CA countries commitment 

to achieve the goals enlisted in the vision and missions of these organisations. This 

cooperative approach was insufficient to spur reforms in the region because 

Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan had already made significant economic 

development, and Emomali Rahmon’s dictatorship was strengthening in Tajikistan. In 

the shadows of the autocracies that surround it, Kyrgyzstan has served as a beacon of 

democracy.  

In this context, in line with EU common strategy to CA, it’s very important to review 

EU bilateral relations with each state in the region. Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and 

Kazakhstan have economically outperformed all post-Soviet Union countries on 

average over the past 25 years, (Newman, 2018). It is thanks to their natural resources. 

Turkmenistan has consistently implemented complete isolation and one of the harshest 

authoritarian policies in the world comparable to North Korea since independence with 

ignorable signs of improvement. Turkmenistan has been able to persist on this policy 

as long as the hydrocarbon revenues would allow subsidising social projects and plans 

of the ruling elite. It is the only CA country where EU delegation has no country office 

and cooperation so far has been limited.  

EU-Uzbek relations were the most fluctuant. We can so far highlight 3 periods in the 

history of that lead to dramatic changes in the governance of the state. First, between 

1991 and 1996, Uzbekistan has shown one of the most impressive economic progress 

not just in the region but also among all Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), 

with the signs of becoming a liberal economy. However, due to the fall of the gold and 

cotton prices in 1996, and Russian economic crisis in 1998 the state introduced a full 

control on the exchange rate as well as to all foreign exchange activities in order to 

keep balance of payments positive, according to the Pomfret (2000) and Tsareteli 
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(2018). Henceforth, Uzbekistan commenced import substitution economic policy 

through introducing restrictions on foreign currency outflow.  

Following the introduction of economic protectionist policies, the year 1999 became 

a start of the violations of human rights, rule of law and freedom in general. This was 

a result of the radical terrorist attacks on February 16, 1999, that targeted 6 government 

buildings and attempted to overthrow the acting government. This was indeed a 

turning point in the history of the state and can be marked as a start of the closed and 

oppressive social, political and economic policies and measures. With a limited 

economic role and weak political ties, the EU could have no significant impact as a 

normative power. The next period of significant reforms, this time from closed to more 

open and democratic side, occurred in 2016 with the election of Shavkat Mirziyoyev 

as a president of the republic after the death of Islam Karimov. 

Most intense cooperation occurred between the EU and Kazakhstan. EU is the top 

trade partner of Kazakhstan as well as the largest investor to the region. Although the 

trade and investment mainly go to the hydrocarbons sector, it raises the 

interdependency and promoted strong cooperation. These strong ties allowed 

Kazakhstan to gain Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 

Chairmanship in 2010 after Greece. Former President Nazarbayev paid strong 

importance to improve the prestige and status. He was a strong advocate of 

international integration and globalisation. For example, both in the UN and in other 

high-level meetings he proposed the introduction of a single global monetary currency 

that can replace the US Dollar. In addition, he many times referred Kazakhstan as a 

European state and very much highlighted the importance of integration with the EU. 

Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan are well-endowed with natural resources 

that allowed them to protect and continue on their national and foreign policies. 

Especially increasing commodity prices allowed political stability and did not 

encourage any reforms. Regional powers also slowly gained their upper hand over the 

CA. Particularly Russia, between 2000 and 2004 during the first term of Presidency of 

Vladimir Putin, with rising prices of natural resources country, overcome the economic 

crises. As the energy transport infrastructures were already in place to export CA 
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natural gas and oil, it did not require extra effort by Russia to become the key economic 

and political player and dictate the rules of the game.  

This has continued until around 2008, when China became a game-changer in the 

region. It is a very interesting and unique example in the history of how China became 

a key energy importer and economic power bypassing Russia without serious conflicts 

and even further intensified strategic partnership with Russia. In order to reduce its 

vulnerability to the energy imports from the Middle East through the Malacca Straits 

and further diversify energy supply sources, China secured its CA gas imports at the 

level of 85 billion cubic meters (bcm) per year (Turkmenistan 65 bcm, Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan 10 bcm each).  

Neither Russia nor China was interested or even capable of promoting 

democratisation, rule of law or economic liberalisation. With limited economic 

presence EU had no power to promote its normative objectives. In contrast, China 

became a successful example of state-led capitalism, particularly for Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan. According to Neuman et al (2018) “China and other so-called East Asian 

developmental states have recently become role models for rulers, especially in 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, due to their economic success and because they have 

shown that sustained economic growth, social coherence, and political stability could 

be achieved within authoritarian regimes that protected ruling elites’ privileges.” 

Therefore, the EU model of development became unattractive for CA.  

According to Neuman, et al (2018), “A brief window of opportunity opened in the 

early 1990s in Kyrgyzstan, when European, particularly German, experts and advisors 

helped to reform and restructure the country’s economy and political system.”  

Consequently, Kyrgyzstan slowly started reforms on market liberalisation and 

democratisation of government structure. “After one decade, however, only limited 

progress led to backlash; after two decades, Kyrgyzstan was, at best, a defunct 

democracy burdened with red tape and at a low level of economic development”, 

according to Neuman et al (2018). During the period from 1991 and 1997, Tajikistan 

suffered from severe civil war, with the bloodiest year being 1992 causing 50,000 

deaths and around half a million people displaced. In this regard, Tajikistan has been 

treated as post-conflict state what is reflected in the EU, Russia and other powers’ 
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foreign policies towards the state. The security and stability of Tajikistan have been 

under serious concern due to its lack of security capacity and inefficiency of formal 

institutions. Coupled with an inefficient economy that primarily relied on the revenue 

from remittances of Tajik migrants, international aid and trafficking narcotics, the state 

could have become a “narcostate”. In order to, tackling this threat that could hurt whole 

Eurasian continent, both Russia supported control of the Tajik-Afghan border and EU 

since 2000, tried to tackle the issue through mainly two programmes, namely; Central 

Asia Drug Action Programme (CADAP) and the Border Management Programmes for 

Central Asia (BOMCA).  

Analysis of EU’s New Strategy on Central Asia: Continuities and Changes   

As of June 17, 2019, EU Council of Foreign Affairs adopted a new strategy on Central 

Asia. Political and economic analyses show why the EU approach towards 

strengthening the rule of law, human rights, democratisation, liberalisation, and other 

types of socio-political approach towards CA has evolved and changed. EU countries 

tend to insist on implementation of their norms and values, nevertheless, many CA 

countries failed to adopt those norms and standards mostly because of the rising 

authoritarian culture in the region which mostly related to the Chinese and Russian 

authoritarian cultures that have been dominating and shaping the foreign and 

development policy orientations of the countries in the region.  

However, recently EU countries have adapted new policy objectives. Indeed, they did 

not leave to implement their core values to the CA countries but they prioritized 

economic policies over socio-economic ones. In the new FP axis, the EU continues to 

promote its values in a cosmetic and tentative way. In a pragmatic way, as a response 

to the EU FP, some CA countries have launched a number of tentative political 

reforms. First, it is political and economic reforms in Uzbekistan since 2016 after the 

election of new president Shavkat Mirziyoyev. Uzbekistan tries to demonstrate that 

the country has achieved very promising results through political reforms in 

democratisation and market liberalisation. According to the European Parliamentary 

Research Service briefings, “The emergence from isolation of Central Asia’s most 

populous nation is a major boost for regional connectivity.” Another important change 

is the resignation of Nursultan Nazarbayev and the election of Kassym-Jomart 

Tokayev as the president of Kazakhstan.  
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EU offered a new and higher level of partnership in return for reforms as well as to 

improve its influence through so-called mutually non-exclusive partnership. 

Particularly, the PCA is going to be replaced with the new generation of bilateral 

Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (EPCAs). “The EU has signed an 

EPCA with Kazakhstan. EPCA negotiations are underway with Kyrgyzstan and 

Uzbekistan. Tajikistan has expressed interest in engaging in EPCA negotiations. 

EPCAs create a framework which is not exclusive to participation in other existing 

cooperation initiatives, such as Free Trade Agreements and the Eurasian Economic 

Union, of which Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are members.”   

In order to give an economic incentive for cooperation in the fora of human rights and 

democratisation, particularly the UN Human Rights Council and Third Committee of 

the UN General Assembly, EU provides new Special Incentive Arrangement for 

Sustainable Development and Good Governance (GSP+). While GSP+ stimulates 

economic diversification and improve the quality of labour and living standards in CA, 

countries in the region would have to qualify for GSP+ arrangement by the adequate 

implementation of normative requirements.  

In the new strategy, the EU expressed its willingness to continue to encourage and 

support CA countries for membership to World Trade Organisation (WTO) and other 

international organisations, conventions and agreements, and participation in their 

respective projects and initiatives. This includes promotion of “the usage and 

development of Geographical Indications by Central Asian countries, which can help 

them to diversify their agricultural production towards higher added value,” and 

“compliance with international customs standards of the EU, the World Customs 

Organisation and the WTO” among many others. 

However, the social norms and values were shadowed by the economic concerns of 

the EU. One of the key differences of the EU’s new strategy for cooperation with CA 

is that it tries to accommodate and benefit from the important regional developments 

and cooperate with main actors. At first glance, it would seem that the EU had lost the 

game against Russia and China. However, acknowledging own limited capacity allows 

the EU to benefit from the cooperation rather than trying to pursue an independent 

strategy.  
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The main project that will definitely play an important role in shaping the future of the 

region and even the whole world is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) of China. BRI 

comprised of multiple infrastructure projects, inland and on the sea, that are aimed at 

decreasing transportation costs and time between China in the east and EU in the west, 

and many of these inland projects crossing through CA. EU criticizes the Chinese BRI 

for lack of transparency and pursuing Chinese interests, particularly, BRI related 

projects can become a debt trap for economically weaker states such as Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan who already own 50% and 40% of their total foreign debt respectively to 

China.  

On the other hand, the EU acknowledges the benefits the BRI can bring in improving 

the interconnectedness of Europe with Asia. Promoting sustainable connectivity is an 

important article of the new EU strategy. It highlights promoting people-to-people 

connections, digital, transport and energy infrastructure while acknowledging transit 

country status of the CA in the BRI. It shows how EU has incorporated its connectivity 

goals to BRI projects. As stated in the Joint Communication to the European 

Parliament and Council document, “Renewed international efforts in this field, 

including the extension of the Trans-European Networks-Transport (TEN-T) to the 

EU’s neighbouring countries, China’s Belt and Road Initiative and other initiatives, 

can create significant opportunities to address the major needs of Central Asia.”  TEN-

T of the EU cannot be compared to BRI which is a global infrastructure venture with 

multi-billion investments and credit lines toward building and developing hard 

infrastructure projects such as rail line, roads, seaports and, oil and gas pipelines. As 

stated at the EU-China Connectivity Platform Short-Term Action Plan, both parties 

agrees on the following specific actions, “Strengthen the synergies between China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative and the EU’s Trans-European Transport Network’s policy. 

Further promote EU-China connectivity strategic cooperation; support the 

implementation of infrastructure corridor development in the relevant countries and 

regions along the route,” among some other articles of the action plan.  

In addition, European Parliamentary Research Service in its briefing to European 

Parliament “Connectivity in Central Asia Reconnecting the Silk Road” mainly focused 

on the changes brought by China and its BRI. EU’s TEN-T unlike BRI does not plan  
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to make an investment in developing hard infrastructure, “Given that EU money is 

limited and spread across a wide range of priorities, the EU does not generally fund 

major infrastructure projects in the region. The main exception to this rule is the 

World-Bank-led CASA-1000 power line, which as mentioned above will enable 

Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to export hydroelectricity to Afghanistan and Pakistan; the 

European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development (EBRD) are contributing US$170 million.”  

However, the EU has very significant potential for promoting people-to-people 

contacts and digital connections aspects of the EU-CA cooperation process thanks to 

EU enlargement experience, particularly the integration of eastern European states to 

the EU. In this regard, the Erasmus + Project of EU has made a significant impact, 

“Erasmus+ promotes people-to-people contacts through educational exchanges (€115 

million allocated to Central Asia for 2014-2020). In 2017, 815 Central Asian 

university students and staff spent up to a year in Europe, mostly from Kazakhstan, 

while 277 Europeans travelled to Central Asia,” this is in addition to capacity building 

projects funded by EU. EU initiated projects have been developed systematically on 

the ground of commonly agrees intergovernmental principles.  

Particularly, the Transport Corridor Europe Caucasus Asia (TRACECA) programme 

launched by EU in 1993 did not involve large investments and has not promised 

immediate economic returns; so far, only €50,900,000 have been invested for 11 

projects under TRACECA. Nevertheless, it brought together 13 participating states; 

Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Romania, 

Tajikistan, Türkiye, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan to discuss the integration of 

transportation systems, customs regulations and to promote intra-regional trade 

cooperation. The EU provided a Technical Assistance to prepare a TRACECA Master 

Plan to foster the development across Europe-the Caucasus-Asia international 

corridor. TRACECA lost interest under the shadow of BRI. However, it can survive 

under the umbrella of BRI; particularly Tükiye’s Middle corridor transportation 

project under the BRI can revive an interest in TRACECA.  

Besides, the EU has committed to allocate €15.4 billion for the period 2014-2020 for 

ENP projects through its European Neighbourhood Instrument. In comparison, “The 
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EU has allocated €1.1 billion to development cooperation with Central Asia for 2014-

2020, including over €454 million for regional programmes, of which €115 million is 

for Erasmus+. These regional programmes promote cooperation in the areas of 

sustainable development and regional security.” While in CA, there are five countries, 

under ENP there are ten countries in Southern Neighbourhood region, namely; 

Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia, 

and six countries in Eastern Neighbourhood region, namely; Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. ENP countries have very diverse economic 

political and security situations, thus have varying needs. However, EU’s supports 

towards other none ENP regions is much lower compared to CA. In this retrospect, 

EU demonstrated significant devotion for developing partnerships and promoting 

prosperity in the region.  

But all these policies have not become a part of real democratisation instead provide 

limited and selected political liberalisation. EU gave up pushing CA countries to adapt 

to EU political norms and values. Instead, EU prioritises economy and economic 

relations have been located at the centre of the EU-CA foreign relations. 

CA between North and West: Revitalising Turkic Integration as a Viable 

Strategy 

Marxist philosophy gave a rise to the term “revisionism,” which is used to characterise 

concepts, behaviours, and viewpoints that question the accepted standards of a certain 

social group or academic field Tskhay and Buranelli (2020). Russian foreign policy of 

challenging the US primacy indeed is a revisionist, based on the definition, while 

Tskhay and Buranelli (2020) refer to CA countries’ foreign policy towards Russia as 

“balancing regionalism”. 

It is, however, interesting why Russia’s foreign policy is considered as revisionist and 

CA countries’ foreign policy as balancing while both are doing the same thing: 

challenging the status quo power. Revisionism is not only a global phenomenon but 

also regional one, besides, status quo powers globally can be reformists regionally 

(Slobodchikoff 2014; Ohayan 2018; Cooley 2019; Tskhay and Buranelli 2020). For 

instance, Russia can be referred as revisionist power in global arena and status quo 

power in the CA region. While, China is challenging the Russian primacy in Central 
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Asia and US primacy globally. The EU and the US have effectively challenged 

Russia’s dominance in Eastern Europe. 

However, Cooley et al. (2019) criticized the division of actors into only status quo and 

revisionist categories as too simplistic to accurately reflect the reality as multiple 

regional and global actors are involved. In this regard, Cooley et al. (2019) extended 

the classification of actors into four groups: status quo actors, reformist actors, 

positionalist actors, and revolutionary actors. Reformist actors are content with the 

distribution of power but seek to change some elements of the international order, 

unlike revolutionary actors who question both the distribution of power and the order 

itself. Positionalist actors, on the other hand, aim to maintain the existing order but 

want to change the distribution of power. Having included two additional categories; 

reformist and positionalist by Cooley et al (2019), can we claim now that Russia as a 

revisionist power calls for changing the international order while at the regional level 

tries to keep the status quo order? No, at this point, Russia falls into positionalist actor 

category. Here and generally, it becomes more complicated, as more categories require 

additional concepts to explain reality. However, this approach helps to better 

understand and reflect the situation.    

This categorisation of external or exogenous actors’ strategies, including global and 

regional powers, may not adequately describe the foreign policies’ of endogenous 

actors. Foreign policies of CA countries in both global and regional geopolitical arena 

fits well into the concept of “balancing”. It is one of the oldest and reliable concepts 

since the establishment of contemporary international order. Balancing worked 

perfectly well during the bipolar world order. Asian and African states collectively 

used to balance both the USSR and the US from getting a hegemonic position in any 

issue Haas (1955). Although, it didn’t work well during the US hegemony or unipolar 

world order. It is working well today during the multipolar world order or it is better 

to call current world geopolitics as transitional world order where there is ongoing 

intense economic, political and military competition.   

At first, similar to most theories, “revisionism” is primarily limited to discussions 

around the international order, not regional. However, the problem is not in the 

geographic scale of an event, CA-Russia competition vs. Russia-US, but it’s the scale 
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of the impact and purpose. CA states are not challenging the international or regional 

institutional order, rules or arrangements that define and guide inter-state relations as 

indicated by (Goddard 2018, p. 3) but they are challenging the Russian primacy for 

defending their national interests; sovereignty, economy, security and political 

existence. In other words, CA countries’ purpose is not to increase their influence 

somewhere but to decrease the hegemony of Russia, get more political independence 

and economic gains from partnership with multiple regional and global players.  

The strategy of “balancing regionalism” requires CA states to participate in multiple 

regional organizations and platforms simultaneously while still maintaining their 

sovereignty, unlike “omnibalancing” and “multivectoralism” that addressed only 

bilateral foreign policies of states, Tskhay and Buranelli (2020). This foreign policy 

approach is allowing CA states to benefit from the resources and opportunities 

provided by each regional partner, without having to compromise their independence. 

By engaging in this way, CA states are able to diversify their regional partners and 

avoid becoming too dependent on any single power.  

Similarly, Moldashev and Qoraboyev (2018) defined CA integration model as soft 

regionalism. Authors listed a number of obstacles such as varying trade policies and 

interests, informality of relations between the heads of states, neutrality status of 

Turkmenistan, membership of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to EAEU and 

existence of various forms of interstate agreements within the region that prevents CA 

states from pursuing formal regional integration process. The main claim they are 

putting forward is the above listed obstacles will not let CA states to establish regional 

supranational institutions, thus, they suggest soft regionalism/institutionalism to 

strengthen cooperation in Central Asia.  However, there have always been conflicts of 

interests within the region as well as external obstacles in the formation of any 

regionalism initiative including the EU and ASEAN. As states, generally act based on 

their national interests whether economic or political, the question is, will creating hard 

regionalism based on institutions bring more benefits to CA countries?  

In the context, it is worth to mention that it still would have been in CA states long-

term interest to challenge the Russian and Chinese hegemony in the region even if 

Russian revisionism in the global arena did not directly involve CA states. CA states 
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would always seek an alternative against Russia even being a part of the regional 

organisation such as EAEU led by it (Cooley 2012, p. 68; Tskhay and Buranelli 2020, 

p. 1039). Besides. Russia’s war and subsequent failure to achieve its initial objectives 

have limited its geopolitical influence in the region, creating a unique opportunity to 

form a strong regional union among the Central Asian states and strengthening the 

alliance among NATO countries. 

However, absence of support from the US and the EU, along with the lack of regional 

political will, what abstained CA regional integration project so far. CA is a small and 

not self-sufficient, as many claim. As we have seen, EU-CA cooperation has been 

weak. The US strategy towards the region was absent. The US strategy document for 

CA has emerged only in 2020 “United States Strategy for Central Asia 2019-2025: 

Advancing Sovereignty and Economic Prosperity.” It is a brief 5-6 page document that 

makes clear that the US foreign policy towards the region so far has not been strategic 

nor to the US and neither to CA. The core principle can be summarised with the 

following citation form the document “The United States needs to emphasise 

cooperation in those areas where it has a comparative advantage, particularly to 

promote private-sector engagement and transparent government policies and 

regulations that foster adherence to international standards, including environmental 

safeguards.” The US, like the EU, prefers C5+1 format for diplomatic engagement 

while its direct assistance ($9.2 billion) was towards supporting peace and security, 

democratic reform, and humanitarian assistance while state level partnership with the 

region were mostly limited to Afghanistan.  

The western approach to Russian near abroad also is changing along with Russia’s 

failure in Ukraine. On February, 2023 Secretary Blinken visited Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan. The main practical reason of the visit was to make sure that CA states 

will not help Russian to evade sanctions, particularly, for buying western technologies 

for Russia’s military industry. As CA countries are not part of sanctions, they can be 

intermediaries; through importing from the western states and re-exporting such goods 

to Russia. Besides that, it was a good demonstration of the US support for sovereignty 

of CA states especially during these periods when CA states, particularly, Uzbekistan, 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have been making significant efforts for promoting 
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regional integration, partnerships with Europe and western states and showing support 

to Ukraine despite Russian political pressure.  

In September 19, 2023 the president of the United States had first ever meeting at the 

level of heads of states in CA5+1 format at the UN headquarters in New York. As 

previously there were only infrequent bilateral meetings between the US presidents 

and the presidents of CA countries or CA5+1 format summits were attended by the 

US State Secretary or by a lower level US state officials, it shows increasing 

importance of the region to western partners. Besides, President Biden did not mention 

issues on the human rights, accountability and political repressions as the Human 

Rights Watch has urged to make it the central topic of the discussion. President Biden 

rather emphasised facilitating private sector investments and trading with the US 

companies, which is the main objective of the CA states. This is a sign of shift in the 

US foreign policy similar to the shift in the EU new foreign policy towards CA 

discussed earlier. It is also worth noting that, the first CA5+1 meeting was hold with 

the Japan in 2004, followed by South Korea and European Union.   This format of 

summits with United States was launched at the sidelines of the UN General Assembly 

(UNGA) in 2015 and the first summit was held in November 2015 in Uzbekistan - 

Secretary of State John Kerry headed the US delegation. The region has risen in 

importance and summits with the regional leaders has grown out of being just brief 

meetings in the sidelines of the UNGA.   

CA states became more attractive to global partners since they started to make their 

own regionally united and independent from Russia foreign policies. It is not fully 

independent from Russia though since the Russian invasion to Ukraine, CA countries 

cannot be considered as Russia’s backyard anymore. Currently, CA states are 

practicing policies of balancing regionalism advocated by Tskhay and Buranelli 

(2020) in their relations with regional and global powers, what can be considered as a 

ground rule in today’s interconnected and multipolar world. However, it is not only an 

alternative but also can be a part of the process towards achieving formal regionalism. 

As more integrated CA, can really balance between the powers and establish equal and 

favourable relations and agreements.  
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Today we can see that the CA states have improved significantly interregional 

cooperation as well as have established often a united front towards global and regional 

geopolitical matters. Consultative Meetings of the Central Asian leaders initiated by 

President of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyoyev in 2018 who succeeded Karimov (first 

president of Uzbekistan) in 2016, serves as a platform for CA states to agree on a 

united regional stance towards both regional and global matters. As was discussed 

earlier Karimov often used format of “Troika” group of three CA leaders, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, and He was promoting strong formal and institutions 

based integration what lead to creation of CAU in CA while Mirziyoyev seems ok 

with semi-institutionalised format of cooperation. Consultative meetings have been 

held in a yearly basis since 2018 and the 5th meeting took place in Dushanbe, Tajikistan 

on September 14-15, 2023. The consultative meetings have semi-institutional format 

and it gives a platform for leaders to consult each other informally. While agreements 

signed are bringing significant improvements on economic cooperation, the informal 

platform of communication allows CA states to agree with each other and stay on the 

same page against global and regional issues without establishing formal institutions. 

What is clear is that CA states have decided that it is better to have the same response 

toward geopolitical issues, in other words the same foreign policies for all five CA 

states what makes them more resilient against political pressure by any single power.  

However, at this point, the future of these consultative meetings is an unknown or 

enigmatic. It may grow stronger into a regional integration platform for CA states as a 

possible scenario. Another possibility is Russia can intercept it as once CAU has seized 

to exist as Russia joined it to EAEU in 2005. It is a possibility because already during 

the 4th consultative meeting President Tokayev suggested that Russia and China can 

be invited as guest participants to the meetings. The 6th consultative meeting will be 

held in Kazakhstan considering the circumstances President Putin can be invited. 

Another scenario is increased Turkic cooperation. In the context, worth to mention that 

the President of Azerbaijan, Ilkham Aliyev, attended the 5th consultative meeting as a 

guest of honour and Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General, making 

history as the first non-Central Asian country leader to join the regional conference. 

Potential for economic cooperation among the Turkic states is progressively 

increasing. Ilkham Aliyev highlighted CA and Azerbaijan as a single geographic, 
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historic, cultural and economic region in his speech during the meeting. More 

specifically, he referred to the infrastructure development and modernisation projects 

among the OTS, along with expressing his keenness to integrate considering the 

cultural and civilizational unity perspective.  

Indeed, increased intraregional cooperation in CA also expanded towards and reflected 

in cooperation among the members of the OTS. Considering the ethnic, cultural, 

linguistic, religious and historic unity among the OTS member countries current 

geopolitical development has created a necessary environment for integration among 

these countries. It is a viable option for CA countries and Azerbaijan as an alternative 

to integration with North Asia, while it offers unique strategic advantageous position 

for Türkiye and Hungary in their geopolitical relations with other partners. 

Cooperation with CA is offering another dimension for Turkic states in the geopolitical 

arena. Particularly, two-level game theory of Robert Putnam (2009) practiced by 

Türkiye and Hungary can become further intricate allowing them to play between EU, 

unification with Turkic states, and their domestic electorate calling for Turkic 

unification. Contrary to accusations of Pan-Turanism or Pan-Osmanism, Türkiye’s 

foreign policy towards Central Asia, particularly through the OTS, has been pragmatic 

and mutually beneficial. As Purtas and Dosbolov (2021) argue, cooperation among 

OTS members has always been comprehensive, encompassing economic, political, 

and cultural sectors, ultimately fostering win-win outcomes for all parties involved. 

OTS is not an economic alternative to Russia and EU neither for CA, nor for Hungary 

and Türkiye, while the EU’s influence as a group in the CA region increases while 

reducing the Russian political dominance. Russia being wealthy for natural resources, 

having large economy, longest border with the Kazakhstan, deep economic 

interdependence will remain as an important partner for the region. Interdependence 

in the energy sector between Türkiye, Russia, and the EU, despite significant 

differences and conflicts in foreign policy, has allowed Türkiye to balance and 

cooperate with both partners Mikhelidze, Sartori, Tanrisever, and Tsakiris (2017). 

Similarly, Central Asian states can pursue integration within OTS while maintaining 

cooperation with Russia, even in the face of objections from Moscow.  
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Furthermore, UN involvement in the region, UN diplomacy of appointing Ilkham 

Aliyev is also a positive signal of supporting CA states ability or maneuverability in 

balancing among powers. It is a recognition of the potential of the OTS and the need 

for fostering regional cooperation and stability. Under the middle power partner 

framework, also some CA countries will be more inclined to integrate for perceived 

safety from a potential pressure from Russia. For instance, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

and Uzbekistan signed the Agreement on Friendship, Good-Neighbourliness and 

Cooperation for Development of Central Asia in the 21st century during the 4th 

consultative meeting, but Turkmenistan and Tajikistan chose not to sign due to 

political reasons: Turkmenistan continues to maintain its neutral status, while 

Tajikistan remains heavily reliant on the Russian economy and military. 

There are also bilateral, trilateral and different other mechanism of relations among 

the member of the OTS that is developing and contributing to the integration within 

the OTS that shaping the future of the CA. Overall, the political environment has 

changed in the region along with economic, security and social factors, which have 

significantly influenced the domestic and foreign policies of CA states. Today in CA, 

it is most effective to promote multi-vectored foreign policy, promoting CA-Turkish 

integration, along with improving cooperation with the western partners, and other 

Asian regions including East Asia, South and Southeast Asian countries and West 

Asia. It is noteworthy to mention that another wave of political change in the region, 

particularly, transformation of political establishments in Tajikistan and 

Turkmenistan, can bring CA integration to a next level.  

3.4. Security Regionalism 

For the Central Asian region, a variety of regional cooperation mechanisms have been 

put forth. Development of a strong security architecture with the goals of upholding 

peace, fostering stability, and supplying security to the region is one of the important 

initiatives for regional cooperation. This might be accomplished by creating an 

institutional structure that permits collaboration between Central Asian republics on 

security-related matters. In order to discuss and develop solutions to security issues, 

this may entail the establishment of a Central Asian security body that would bring 

together governments and civil organisations. This section discusses the definition of 
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security for Central Asian states, and, consequently, how their security discourse 

differs significantly from that of Russia and China. This divergence stems from their 

unique security concerns, such as radicalism and separatism, which are not entirely 

similar to those of Russia or China, and, most importantly, from their limited military 

infrastructure and capabilities. Despite advancements in military industries and 

security architecture in Central Asian states, they are likely to maintain a cautious 

distance from Russia, or even seek to distance themselves further. This would limit 

Central Asia–North Asia security regionalism, but could also open the door to 

alternative security regionalisms and arrangements.   

Conceptually, existing security architectures of the region can be described both as 

Inner Eurasia region institutionally organised under CSTO led by Russia and 

Greater/Outer Eurasia as members of the SCO. Other concepts such as Greater Central 

Asia or Turkistan - discussed earlier in the chapter that includes parts of Afghanistan, 

China’s Xinjiang, Mongolia, and Russia – can be applied in terms of security 

regionalism as well, however, there is no institutional establishments to back these 

concepts. So far, SCO and CSTO are the main security organisations in Central, 

Northern and Eastern Asia. We have discussed the SCO with respect to its role in 

providing security in the and its broad importance, especially from East Asian security 

perspective in chapter 6.  

CA states are participating in SCO, CSTO and are cooperating with Russia in the 

security realm with many objectives including combating terrorism. While, EU and 

the USA have been supporting the regional security in a limited manner. Both 

ideologically and practically western partnerships are different than China-Russia led 

security mechanisms. In order to understand the differences better, we need to define 

security for Central Asia, the West and North and East Asia regions. EU-CA 

partnership most insistently continues in the security sphere, particularly combating 

organised crime and terrorism, drug and human trafficking, and the spread of extremist 

and radical ideologies. EU continues cooperation in BOMCA projects that previously 

focused on the threats coming from Afghanistan and now a new field of cooperation 

includes Syria. The concern is that since 2011, over the period of war in Syria, many 

citizens of CA countries joined the terroristic groups fighting in Syria who after they  
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return back to home countries may create instability in the region and even migrate to 

the EU for terroristic purposes. In addition, EU-CA High-level Political and Security 

Dialogue was initiated and a new post - EU security and counterterrorism expert with 

regional competence was established.  

Other important ventures in the region that EU considers in formulating its strategy on 

CA are Russia led security initiative, Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) 

and Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). As the CA region is Russia’s closest 

neighbourhood, it wants to retain the economic and political influence. EU believes 

that EAEU will promote regional integration that will pave a way forward to intra-

regional cooperation with the EU. However, the EU’s previous strategy was about to 

promote CA regional cooperation without the participation of Russia or China. In other 

words, China and Russia prefer bilateral cooperation that leads to increased 

dependency on them but the EU has attempted to increase intra-regional integration 

and CA-EU cooperation mechanisms hence to reduce the dependency of the region to 

Russia and China.  

There are different theoretical frameworks to describe regionalism in CA, including 

security regionalism. Common approach is to base the analysis on the historic, cultural 

and language commonalities but put the emphasis on a colonial past, as was suggested 

by David Lewis (2018) as these are determining factors in CA region. Indeed, current 

situation in the region is largely determined by its colonial past, while common culture, 

language, history, religion are also undeniably important factors. Besides, the CA as a 

term, only emerged in the 20th century put forth by the Russian Empire and particularly 

in security realm, there is no institutional regional body for CA without participation 

of Russia. Establishment of the regional body in CA alone that includes security 

aspects of regionalism or solely security body is the least likely, in comparison with 

political, economic and cultural regionalism; however, it is possible. Indeed, the region 

is going through the process of reshaping, particularly in recent years, as suggested by 

constructivist concept.  

The security regionalism refers to collective security. The concept of collective 

security by Immanuel Kant (1795) titled “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch” 

frequently cited as one of the earliest in the domain, where the author suggests 
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establishing League of Nations - today the UN, as a solution for preventing conflicts, 

as the competition in the security realm among the democratic and liberal nations can 

be eliminated or limited. However, the security competition between the nations and 

military blocks have been increasing. In this regard, classical realist explanation by 

Morgenthau (1967) remains valid and strong, particularly, authors claim that nations 

attempts to grow their military power, which is an essential part of international 

politics that leads to maintaining a balance, peace and conflict prevention. Indeed, both 

at a discourse level and practically, especially the ones with developed military 

industrial complex grow their military strength in order to withhold potential 

aggressor. Besides concept of balance in regional security coined by Haas (1955) - 

reviewed in the chapter 1 of this thesis - also further elaborated in Morgenthau (1967) 

is the most explanatory theory for formation of military block and their expansion, 

particularly the NATO. 

In contrast, formation of CSTO and SCO, particularly current developments, cannot 

be explained using the above theories. It has to be considered that, the SCO is 

significantly large organisation with conflicting security goals and geopolitical 

interests among the members. Not to mention persisting competition and even 

conflicts, particularly on the border between China, India, and Pakistan. However, 

SCO should be considered as a successful organisation considering the objectives set 

and achieved over time. As well as SCO has transformed since its establishment and 

evolved into an organisation with multidimensional structure and objectives. 

Based on the global and regional geopolitical environment, objectives and national 

interests of the countries of the region, the regional organizations emerged and 

restructured. Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) can be considered as a 

structure that replaced the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) or more 

specifically as an institutional body the Supreme Soviet and Politburo of the USSR. 

The Agreement on the Establishment of the Commonwealth of Independent States 

dates back as early as 8 December 1991 – just after the dissolution of the USSR only 

a few months after all the former Soviet Republics established independent states. 

They even had not yet drafted their own national constitutions, e.g., the earliest one 

among the CA states – the Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan was adopted  
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exactly 1 year after the CIS agreement on 8 December 1992 and other CA countries in 

later years. While the Constitution of Republic of Kazakhstan was adopted on August 

30, 1995.  

At the time of signing of agreement on the establishment of CIS, on the one hand, CA 

and other former USSR states acknowledged the need for such institution, a 

coordination mechanism, as these states were strongly interconnected in all areas, 

including, economy, politics, and security. On the other hand, both the public and the 

elites were worried about losing independence, as the CIS might became new USSR. 

Therefore, the Agreement starts with a statement that - the USSR as a subject of 

international law and a geopolitical reality ceases to exist and highlights that all parties 

have to respect independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of the other states 

signing the agreement. It also indicates that all parties should refrain from interference 

in internal affairs, use of force, economic or any other methods of pressure but rather 

embark on settlement of disputes through dialog and use of universally recognised 

principles and norms of international law. Overall, 14 Articles of the Agreement on 

establishment of the CIS covers almost all areas, from coordinating their foreign 

policies to establishing economic zones, coordination on the issues of migration and 

environment, and others.  

The articles 6 calls for cooperation for peace and security, cutting states military 

spending and denuclearisation, “The Commonwealth Member States shall co-operate 

in safeguarding international peace and security, implementing effective arms 

reduction measures and military expenditure. They shall endeavour to achieve the 

elimination of all nuclear weapons and general and complete disarmament under strict 

international control.” While the Article 7, calls for coordination in the foreign 

policies, establishing free economic zones and customs unions, coordination of the 

migration, and cooperation for the protection of environment. 

There has been productive cooperation in the different sectors of the security realm 

among the CIS member states. Trade customs and economic agreements serve to 

promote economic cooperation. For more NATO style security sector cooperation, 

Russia and its closest allies; Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and 

Tajikistan decided to establish Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) in 
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2002 that ideally would expand and include other CIS members’ overtime – according 

to Eurasianist beliefs. In comparison, economic integration or reintegration among 

Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia started earlier through the establishment of Common 

Customs Union in 1995 between these countries that step by step developed into 

EAEU and expanding membership to Kyrgyzstan and Armenia.  

Considering the above discussed, the CSTO was developed on the CIS’s foundations 

and targets to become a multilateral defence alliance like NATO and expand through 

membership of some other CIS. Before 2000s Russia seems did not have an objective 

of forming alliances and integration in defence sector. According to Articles of the 

Agreement on establishment of the CIS, particularly, Article 6 mentioned above rather 

calls for cutting military spending. In overall, CIS has become more broad platform 

for cooperation in Eurasia while CSTO represents defence sector cooperation. 

While there is another multilateral organisation in the regional, SCO that has an 

interesting history of formation as a military cooperation organisation but also become 

a platform for discussion and cooperation in all sectors with no or vague defence sector 

ambitions. There are practical and theoretical explanations to that. To begin with, both 

of these organisations and maybe none in Asian continent can be explained through 

applying any single western regionalism theory. There are elements of realism, 

liberalism, and constructivism. From the neo-realist conceptual framework of power 

structures and balancing, in the beginning of 2000’s military presence of the US was 

balancing the Russian dominance, while since the second half of the 2000’s China 

successfully played a second security sector hegemon in the region Alison (2018).  

Furthermore, the concept of hegemonic regionalism also applicable in the CA region 

in security realm, as although Russia is no more a hegemon in economic and political 

sector, military sector cooperation this part of the Asia remains a backyard of Russia 

as no country substantially challenged it yet.  

Robust and interesting explanation for the lack of European model security integration 

or regionalism in Asia and Latin America can be found in Acharya and Johnston 

(2007). They identified similarities in domestic politics in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America that prevents formal integration. According to Jeffrey Herbst (2007) suggests 

that African states have a set of commonalities in their domestic politics, more 
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specifically need for regime survival. Because the regimes in Africa are weak and 

insecure, African states leaders prefer limited cooperation in the region to strengthen 

their legitimacy while preserving their sovereignty. There have been ques in Africa 

that overthrew the democratically elected states, particularly, in Madagascar there 

were two regime changes since 1990’s. Governments with limited authority and 

influence over military and citizens, coupled with the low per capita income and 

fluctuating prices, are looking at regional and international organisations as a source 

of legitimisation of their domestic power Herbst (2007).  

The African states doesn’t have a concern of external threat - a power that can threaten 

their sovereignty or territorial integrity. But the threat persists inside the countries e.g. 

some ethnic groups, minorities and guerrillas. Thus integration and institutions in 

Africa are not NATO Herbst (2007). In comparison, in Asia, particularly in Central 

and North Asia domestic politics is indeed import factor that affects foreign policy of 

the states, however, regime survival was important during the first decade of their 

independence. Indeed, during 1991-2000 period, CA states joined to different 

international and regional organisations to get international recognition and 

domestically legitimise their position. Besides, international recognition was 

necessary not only for regime survival but more importantly to establish economic and 

political relations with the rest of the world. As previously being the parts of the Soviet 

Union these states didn’t have a direct trade, tourism or other economic exchange with 

the rest of the world. In this regard, CA and or CIS members were quick to establish 

regional institutions to continue existing political, security and economic relations, 

otherwise it would cause instability and insecurity, and at the same time they joined 

different UN institutions and agencies to establish new more perspective cooperation 

with the west and the rest of the world.  

In security realm, particularly, military security, we again stuck in the question 

whether the regionalism in Asia is different from EU and NATO style, is it 

regionalisation rather than regionalism. In other words, the question is in Asia will 

regional groupings such South East Asia, West Asia, South Asia, Central Asia or in 

any other regional format achieve the level of integration in military security and or 

other sector similar to EU and NATO at some point or integration projects in Asia will  
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remain unique and different to Eurocentric models. Although, the new regionalism 

concept describes that today regional integration is a rather complex process, it doesn’t 

give a straightforward answer. Specifically, in Central and North Asia, CSTO is the 

only existing counterpart to NATO. Chapter 3: Lines of Activity Article 7 of the CSTO 

Charter, clearly states that in case of threat to safety, stability, territorial integrity and 

sovereignty the members of the CSTO will use collective forces and cooperate in 

technical, military and economic spheres. It resembles the NATO Article 5: principles 

of collective defence - military attack on one signatory considered as an attack against 

all allies.  

If the rest of the CA states will join the CSTO it will become the security institution 

for Central and North Asia what would corollary lead to all CA states also joining the 

EAEU. In this scenario, there will be no CA region but Central and North Asia region. 

What can be called a partial restoration of the Soviet Union. However, in the absence 

of threat from US, China and other western states, rather in presence of their support 

it is unlikely to happen. Referring to Ernst Haas (2004) common threat leads to the 

unification as in the case of NATO. With regard to the CSTO, Russia clearly perceives 

the expansion of the NATO as a threat maybe also Belarus, while for the rest of the 

members there are different threats.  

Instability in Afghanistan has been the primary security concern for the all of the CA 

states, more recently government takeover by Taliban regime. Reasons for 

membership of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan along with Afghan issues, are conflicts in 

the Kyrgyz-Tajik border, internal unrests, separatism, attempts to regime change, their 

economic dependence from Russia as well as conflicts between ethnic groups. With 

regard to Armenia, it has been the conflict with Azerbaijan in Nagorno-Karabakh 

region, Armenia several times tried to get CSTO support with regard to conflict (Roy, 

2018). Another attractive element of the CSTO to CA states is the creation of the 

Collective Rapid Reactive Force (CRRF) in February of 2009 which is designed to 

conduct anti-terrorism, anti-drug trafficking operations considering the proximity to 

Afghanistan and existence of different militaristic opposition groups (Roy, 2018).  

CSTO despite difficulties and concerns was moving towards wider reintegration in 

North and Central Asia region. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan have been opposing any 
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kind of Russian military involvement, however, this also leads to questioning the 

relevance of the CSTO. CSTO remained passive during the overthrow of Kurmanbek 

Bakiyev in Kyrgyzstan in April 2010, although all the member states considered it as 

unlawful and unconstitutional regime change and even Lukashenko strongly criticised 

passive reaction of the CSTO (Roy, 2018). There are other examples where the CSTO, 

in other wards Russia remained passive to tackle the security threats in its member 

states.  

During the civil unrest on July 2012 in Tajik Autonomous Province of Gorno-

Badakhshan, authorities of Tajikistan decided to settle the issue using their internal 

forces without requesting support from CSTO (Roy, 2018). According to Bruce 

Pannier over the history of 30 years of existence of CSTO, Russia only once deployed 

some 2,500 troops to guard key facilities in Kazakhstan during the civil unrest in 

January 2022. Although, previously Kyrgyzstan and Armenia requested similar 

support, it was rejected as it was not considered to be the mandate of the CSTO.  Russia 

seems to be making cautious and long-term security strategy towards CA countries as 

very frequently quoted by Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov and President 

Putin “The East is a Delicate Matter”. Kazakhstan has been strongly supporting the 

increasing the fighting capacity of the CRRF and Uzbekistan was ready to participate 

and deploy its troops (Rasool, 2018) 

However, confrontations emerged after the change in Russia’s politics, Uzbekistan 

opposed the Russian efforts to revise the Charter of the CSTO, particularly proposed 

changes in Chapter 12 that would allow CSTO intervention in inter-state conflicts 

(Roy, 2018). Other states being economically too dependent on Russia didn’t oppose 

the change, ultimately Uzbekistan left the CSTO in 2012 (Roy, 2018). Uzbekistan 

always highly valued its sovereignty and was cautious towards Russia as discussed in 

the previous section on political regionalism president of Uzbekistan at that time 

Karimov has initiated and consistently pursued CA integration without Russian 

participation since its independence until 2005 when pro-Eurasianist policy of 

Kazakhstan and Russia succeeded and finally seized CA level integration initiatives 

led by President Karimov. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan being overly dependent on 

Russia have not much to say but to follow.  
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First president of Uzbekistan Karimov’s condemned multiple times the presence of 

Russian military base’s in Tajikistan and in Armenia and questioned true independence 

of these states. He perceived it as a threat to the security of the region and particularly 

to Uzbekistan. During his visit to Turkmenistan in 1999, he openly criticized that in 

the absence of threat coming from Afghanistan presence of military base of Russia in 

the territory of Tajikistan only serves as a threat to the region he says that “Tajikistan’s 

neighbors may well ask: Against whom are those bases really aimed? What countries 

are being targeted? The militarization of the region is being increased, instead of being 

decreased. New military bases could worsen the situation in Central Asia.” 

Despite Russia’s delicate stance towards CA security, its concept of security, what is 

being translated into its contemporary objectives and foreign policy is in strict contrast 

against all CA countries’ and China’s concept of regional and global security. 

Separatism very frequently refereed in SCO documents especially in early ones along 

with territorial integrity what has been violated by Russia in August of 2008 when it 

backed separatists – South Ossetian forces – a self-proclaimed Republic of South 

Ossetia against Georgia. Russia’s image further exacerbated after Russian annexation 

of Crimea from Ukraine and support of separatists in the East Ukraine and finally 

Russia’s war against Ukraine that started with its special military operation in 2022 

what completely ruined Russian security sector foreign policy towards CA states.  

Overall, at this point, there are some reasonable factors that may lead to establishment 

of another security alliance without participation of Russia and China. Today’s 

political discourse along with social, economic and political interactions are enough 

strong to deviate the regional security structure from so-called predetermined factors 

including colonial past. Besides, Russian aggression towards Ukraine is encouraging 

the CA states to distance themselves from Russia. 

On March 17, 2022, at the regular plenary session of the Senate and Oliy Majlis 

(Parliament) Minister of Foreign Affairs of Uzbekistan Abdulaziz Kamilov 

highlighted that Uzbekistan recognizes the independence, sovereignty and territorial 

integrity of Ukraine. He also said that Uzbekistan doesn’t recognize Donetsk and 

Lugansk as independent republics (Eastern Ukrainian territories). Kamilov had to 

resign from his post due to such criticism towards Russia, as could have been expected 
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from the history of CA-Russia relations.  President of Kazakhstan Tokayev at the 

plenary session of the 25th St Petersburg International Economic Forum in June 17, 

2022, which he attended along with President Putin, directly expressed his opposition 

to annexation of Donetsk and Lugansk. He says “…we recognize neither Taiwan, nor 

Kosovo, nor South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In all likelihood, this principle will be 

applied to quasi-state entities, which, in our opinion, are Luhansk and Donetsk.”  

Two economic locomotives and military powers in the CA region have already 

embarked on slowly building a military defence alliance. Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of Kazakhstan prepared draft “Treaty on Allied Relations between Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan” and published it on November 27, 2022. Uzbekistan ratified the 

agreement in November 2023, followed by Kazakhstan in May 2024. Article 2 of the 

Treaty on allied relations states that “Allied relations between the Republic of 

Kazakhstan and the Republic of Uzbekistan are built on the basis of comprehensive 

cooperation, trust, equality and mutual consideration of national interests, mutual 

respect for independence, sovereignty, territorial integrity and inviolability of state 

borders, as well as conscientious fulfilment of mutual obligations.”  The first ever 

military cooperation agreement between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan was signed in 

August of 2017, what basically included a plan for cooperation in military education 

and conducting joint operational and combat trainings. It is within a year of election 

of Mirziyoyev as a President in Uzbekistan the cooperation agreement has evolved 

into the military alliance, only in a five-year period, considering the perception of 

threat coming from the north.  

It is a strong indication that CA states fill a need to make alliance against Russia’s 

possible invasion for the first time in more than 30 years’ history of independence of 

the CA states. While it shows both leaders will and devotion to preserve sovereignty 

of the Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, they are doing it in a delicate way or Asian way. 

Kazakhstan as a member of CSTO cannot form a military defence alliance with 

Uzbekistan. The Article 7 of the CSTO Charter states that members cannot place the 

troops, armed forces and military infrastructure of a non-member country in their 

territory without adoption of resolution that can be done with a consent of other 

members. Also, according to Article 9 foreign policy positions on regional and global 
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security spheres of the member states of the CSTO shall be approved and co-ordinate 

with other members.  

Thus, it was the Kazakhstan to draft the document on alliance as Uzbekistan has no 

legal limitations to enter into military alliances. Kazakhstan’s policy shift didn’t 

happen overnight and was definitely not in the vacuum. The CA members didn’t 

support Russia’s military foreign policy, particularly in Ukraine and Georgia, and at 

discourse level, especially among lower-level politicians’ comments and public 

protests were strictly against Russia. Kazakhstan banned any type of Russian 

propaganda and even celebration of 9 May victory day in 2022. Russia’s politicians 

also were using narrative towards Kazakhstan’s statehood similar to the narrative they 

have used with regard to Ukraine. President Putin said that Kazakhstan’s statehood 

started with the first president of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev and said that 

Kazakhstan remains part of the Russian world. While it echoed among Russian 

propaganda and pro-Putin politicians, it of course caused an outrage among the Kazakh 

public.  

In May 2023, the Kazakh-Uzbek alliance already started to turn into practice. Armies 

of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan have conducted joint military exercises. Ministry of 

defence of Uzbekistan commented that military conflicts around the world and near 

CA region necessitates these two countries to cooperate in military defence spheres. It 

is a good signal to Russia that CA states will jointly fight against aggression, threat to 

their sovereignty and territorial integrity.  

Along with the development of bilateral relations between the CA states, such as the 

Kazakh-Uzbek alliance, regional, national, and global factors have pushed for 

intensified security and political relations with other states. The most important of 

these is cooperation among member states of the OTS. This includes multilateral 

cooperation within the OTS structure and bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral relations 

among the member states and partners. The development of relations between Türkiye 

and Uzbekistan has progressed impressively since the election of President Shavkat 

Mirziyoyev of Uzbekistan in December 2016, expanding to include security spheres 

alongside economic cooperation. While the similar changes in political and security 

sector cooperation have been observed between Kazakhstan and Türkiye. The three 
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president seems agreed on this tactic or even strategy of the development of security, 

political and economic relations. This can be considered a significant milestone event 

for the future of the OTS.  

The establishment of the Türkiye-Uzbekistan High-Level Strategic Cooperation 

Council in 2018 has supported the evolution of relations between the two states. 

Particularly, cooperation in the defence industry and military security spheres 

contributes to upgrading the status of the partnership to a “Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership” on 29-30 March 2022 at the 2nd Türkiye-Uzbekistan High-Level Strategic 

Cooperation Council. The Ministers of Defence of the two states participated in the 

meeting and signed a framework agreement for military cooperation between Türkiye 

and Uzbekistan. The agreement expands upon the 1st Türkiye-Uzbekistan Defence 

Industry Cooperation Meeting and the Türkiye-Uzbekistan cooperation protocol on 

military education held in 2020.  

A similar trend has been observed in Türkiye-Kazakhstan relations. The high-level 

strategic cooperation council between Kazakhstan and Türkiye was established in 

2012. The relationship was elevated to an enhanced strategic partnership on May 10, 

2022, just a couple of months after Türkiye and Uzbekistan signed a comprehensive 

strategic partnership agreement. Even the economic goals are aligned: there is a target 

to increase trade turnover between Kazakhstan and Türkiye to $10 billion, matching 

the target set for Uzbekistan and Türkiye trade turnover.   

Türkiye and Uzbekistan have started conducting joint military drills on 25-27 March, 

2021 in Termez city of Uzbekistan bordering with Afghanistan in the South. Türkiye 

has involved Uzbekistan and brought together all its closest allies outside of NATO in 

joint military initiatives. On 30 September 2022, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, 

Qatar, Türkiye, and Uzbekistan conducted a military drill called the Eternal Fraternity-

I United Special Forces Military Exercise, according to the National Defence Ministry 

of Türkiye. Eternal Fraternity-I was built upon the experiences of previous military 

drills among these countries in smaller circles, such as Türkiye-Azerbaijan, Türkiye-

Azerbaijan-Pakistan, and Türkiye-Qatar. Additionally, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 

have intensified cooperation in the military security and defence spheres with OTS 

member states.  
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Kazakhstan has even more boldly engaged in military sector cooperation. It is the only 

Central Asian country involved in international UN peacekeeping operations, sending 

its troops outside the region. Kazakhstan has also begun cooperating intensively with 

other Central Asian countries and members of the OTS. For 2024, Kazakhstan has 

planned multiple military drills, several of which will be joint exercises with OTS 

members. Particularly, a joint exercise between the Armed Forces of Türkiye and 

Kazakhstan, named “Kabylan Zholy-2024,” is scheduled. Additionally, a command 

post exercise called “Birlestik-2024” will involve the armed forces of Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan. There will also be a drill with Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan 

and independently drills of Kazakh forces without participation of any other states. 

Furthermore, a joint naval exercise in the Caspian Sea will include Kazakhstan, 

Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan, along with non-OTS states Russia and Iran.  

Kazakhstan also participated at EFES-2024 of Türkiye that has become the largest 

joint military exercise in the region with the participation of 49 countries and around 

11 thousand military personnel. It is one of the most important military exercises for 

Türkiye and its allies, including both NATO and non-NATO countries. It is not just a 

political show but real military technical training, consisting of a Computer-Assisted 

Command Post Exercise from April 25 to May 8, 2024, followed by a Live-Firing 

Field Exercise from May 9 to May 30, 2024.  

Besides there is a growing relation among the military industries of the members of 

the OTS in military education and military technical cooperation that includes 

exchanges and transfer of technologies and joint production. In particular, in October 

2017, Türkiye’s private defence company Nurol Makina had signed a deal to produce 

jointly 1,000 Ejder Yalcin 4×4 wheeled tactical armoured vehicles with Uzbekistan’s 

UzAuto company. The deal also includes agreement on selling it to third countries as 

well as expand the joint production to other types of vehicles in the future. In this 

regard, the cooperation has further expanded towards production of other types of 

armoured vehicles. On July 21, 2020, the State Committee of the Republic of 

Uzbekistan for the Defence Industry informed that Tarlon, a 4x4 light armoured 

vehicle, will be produced by Kran va Maxsus Texnikala LLC in Tashkent. 
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Kazakh-Turkish relations also firmly evolved from cooperation between the Ministries 

of Defence in the fields of military science, education and combat training towards 

military technical cooperation. Among the many important agreements between the 

two countries, it is noteworthy that on May 11, 2022, the Kazakhstan Engineering 

national company and Turkish Aerospace Industries (TUSAS) signed an agreement to 

jointly produce “Anka” drones in Kazakhstan. As part of the agreement, the Turkish 

side will transfer technology, establish production at a facility in Kazakhstan and 

provide personnel training for the maintenance and repair of Anka drones, which will 

be used by the Kazakh Armed Forces.  

The success of Turkish unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), particularly the Bayraktar 

TB2 and Anka, in Libya, Nagorno-Karabakh, Syria, and Ukraine has garnered 

extensive media attention and interest. Central Asian states have also shown interest, 

with all except Uzbekistan purchasing Turkish drones. Uzbekistan has announced 

plans to develop domestic military technology, including the Lochin UAV. It may be 

a political decision, as Russia is discontented with Central Asian countries buying 

drones from Türkiye. Considering the realities—technical and technological capacities 

and necessary investment—it would be more beneficial to have a joint production 

agreement with Türkiye, similar to the one Kazakhstan has.  

However, this may change following the visit of Mirziyayev to Türkiye for the 3rd 

meeting of the Türkiye-Uzbekistan High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council on June 

6, 2024. Already the second meeting’s tone and the content of the cooperation 

agreements represented a significant milestone in establishing a Pan-Turkic platform 

aimed at influencing Eurasia’s economic and security frameworks. Also, in the 3rd 

meeting of Türkiye – Uzbekistan High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council Emphasis 

was placed on enhancing cooperation in security and defence, particularly in 

combating terrorism, extremism, and radicalism. More specifically after the meeting, 

Mirziyoyev’s visited Turkish Aerospace under the Ministry of Industry and 

Technology where he was demonstrated with ANKA UAV, KAAN aircraft and many 

other military technologies including fighter aircrafts, helicopters and UAVs.  

However, this may change following Mirziyoyev’s visit to Türkiye for the 3rd meeting 

of the Türkiye-Uzbekistan High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council on June 6, 2024. 
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The second meeting already marked a significant milestone in establishing a Pan-

Turkic platform aimed at influencing Eurasia’s economic and security frameworks. 

During the 3rd meeting, emphasis was placed also on enhancing cooperation in security 

and defence spheres, particularly in combating terrorism, extremism, and radicalism. 

Following the meeting, Mirziyoyev visited Turkish Aerospace under the Ministry of 

Industry and Technology, where he was shown the ANKA UAV, KAAN aircraft, and 

various other military technologies, including fighter aircraft, helicopters, and UAVs.  

The Central Asian states relations with Türkiye in terms of production of military 

equipment, joint drills, content of agreements and political discourses suggests that 

fighting terrorism, radicalisation and border security are the primary security concerns 

for the region. Particularly, in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation documents from 

the very early documents since its establishment e.g. “The Shanghai Convention on 

Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism” from June 15, 2001, along with 

border issues it address fighting terrorism, separatism and radicalisation. The CA 

countries perception of security threat did not change over 30 years and accordingly 

their strategy on defence and military industry remained unchanged. However, the 

Russia-Ukraine crisis lead some CA countries to take significant actions at national 

level, make different bilateral agreements including Kazakh-Uzbek alliance and even 

informally agree on joint stance among the CA towards regional and global security 

issues.  

At multilateral level, for example, OTS’s Turkic World Vision – 2040 has relatively 

non-ambitious targets concerning military security sector cooperation compared to 

economy, culture and political integration goals. It calls for information sharing to 

combat “radicalization, violent extremism, Islamophobia, xenophobia and terrorism, 

and to ensure border security.” In addition, it calls for cooperation to combat 

“transnational organized crime, including illegal drug trade, irregular migration, 

human trafficking, illicit arms trade, organ trafficking, economic, financial and 

cybercrimes” and finally recommends establishing “communication channels and 

cooperation in migration issues for better planned response, including humanitarian 

assistance, education, and health services.” 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

4. POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CENTRAL ASIA’S INTERREGIONALISM 

WITH SOUTH ASIA, SOUTHEAST ASIA, AND DEVELOPED EAST 

ASIA 

 

 

4.1. Introduction 

Important development in the modern politics is a growing importance of middle 

powers partnership, in the era of competition and contestation among the super 

powers. Developing countries in Asia are generally not considered middle powers 

on their own; however, as part of regional organizations, such as those in Central 

Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia, they can enhance their influence. We argue 

that improved partnerships between these regions facilitate regional integration, 

as each region seeks to expand its network of middle power partners to 

counterbalance the influence of established powers. The key benefits of such 

cooperation include economic diversification of supply partners and export 

markets. Developed East Asian states, such as South Korea and Japan, are established 

high powers in the global geopolitical arena, owing to their economic, technological, 

scientific, and military strength. Our analysis shows that they have positively 

influenced regional integration in Central Asia and other regions.  

According to classical definition, a middle power is a state with capabilities lower than 

those of great powers and superpowers but still exercises significant influence and 

plays a crucial role in international relations. Middle powers typically possess strong 

economies, advanced technologies, and diplomatic influence, allowing them to 

participate actively in global affairs. Gilley and O’Neil (2014) used objective 

indicators, such as GDP and defence spending, to classify countries as middle powers,  
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resulting in a list that predominantly includes G20 states – can be referred as positional 

approach for defining middle powers that relies on realist assumptions. Along with 

rise of economic and technological capacities of developing countries to the level of a 

middle power, these counties’ leaders’ actions in political arena, discourses and 

behaviour also changes. In this regard, some researchers identified specific foreign 

policy characteristics in other words middle power diplomacy – that can be referred as 

behavioural approach that relies on assumptions of liberal-institutionalism. (Wilkins, 

2017). While also there is a third definition, more recent one based on the 

constructivist assumptions referred as  identity image of the middle powers that 

suggests self-identification of the countries as middle powers, particularly by their 

political elites (Gilley and O’Neil, 2014; Wilkins, 2017).  

President Tokayev considers Kazakhstan as a middle power. In his article published 

in Euronews on May 28th, 2024, he states that middle powers like Kazakhstan should 

play a more assertive role in international politics. He suggest that as superpowers 

confront each other, middle powers play a crucial role in revitalizing multilateralism 

in international politics through diplomacy and negotiations. For example, 

Kazakhstan’s involvement in mediating the Syrian crisis, notably through the Astana 

talks, demonstrates this potential. The traditional concept that middle powers possess 

strong economies, advanced technologies, and diplomatic influence does not always 

fit countries like Kazakhstan due to their relatively weaker economies and lack of 

advanced technology. Despite these limitations, Kazakhstan’s self-identification as a 

middle power, along with its foreign policy and diplomacy on the international and 

regional stages, brings it closer to establishing as a middle power. However, the 

transformative power and value of discourse are contingent upon a state’s economic 

and material capacities.  

Middle powers are emerging economies that play valuable roles in global value chains 

(GVCs), global and regional transport routes, and have diplomatic ambitions 

resembling those of great powers. However, without positional factors, economic 

strength, and technological capabilities, self-identified middle powers may fail to 

achieve their ambitions. For instance, despite having all the material and normative 

capabilities of a strong middle power, Australia failed in an extremely ambitious  
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regionalism initiative. In 2008, Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd 

pushed for the ambitious scheme to create an Asia Pacific Community (APC). 

Australia, with its dual Asian and European identity, history, and culture, and its good 

diplomatic and economic relations with both China and the USA, hoped to bring them 

together under the APC (Wilkins, 2017). This proved impossible as China is 

considered a strategic competitor by the US, ultimately leading to trade wars and 

confrontations across various issues. According to Wilkins (2017), another significant 

mistake in Rudd’s foreign policy was the limited cooperation with other middle 

powers in the Asia-Pacific, particularly the Southeast Asian states. 

Central Asian states are pursuing pragmatic economic and foreign policies to engage 

with great powers while balancing and limiting their relations with them. Kazakhstan, 

in particular, is practicing a unique type of balancing strategy against Russia. As a 

member of the EAEU and CSTO, Kazakhstan has a common customs union with 

Russia and shares the longest border with it. Exiting these organisations or even simply 

reducing trade and other relations with Russia would be unsafe and unviable, 

potentially causing conflicts and economic tensions between the two states. In this 

context, President Tokayev is trying to decrease Russian influence by expanding 

relations with other countries. He suggested expanding the EAEU’s trade, economic, 

and investment relations with friendly nations such as China, India, and countries from 

West Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.  

Indeed, while it is a good balancing strategy, it would leave Kazakhstan and other 

Central Asian states vulnerable to Russian counteractions. Furthermore, smaller 

Central Asian states like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, lack the power to pursue a similar 

strategy on their own. Therefore, it is necessary to create joint forums for dialogue and 

cooperation between Central Asia and country blocs like ASEAN, as well as middle 

powers such as Japan, South Korea, Brazil, and Australia, without the participation of 

great powers. This is important because there are already dialogues between EAEU, 

CIS, and ASEAN, where Russia or China participate. Such initiatives would represent 

a genuine middle powers partnership through inter-regionalism. In this context, this 

chapter aims to understand the regional cooperation and integration mechanisms 

across the rest of Asia and inter-regionalism between Central, Southeast, and South 

Asia.  
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Formation of Southeast Asia as a Successful Example of Regionalism in Asia 

Southeast Asia as a geographic region consists of island nations like Brunei 

Darussalam, Indonesia, parts of Malaysia, Philippines, and Timor Leste, as well as 

mainland countries including Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Malay Peninsula, and Vietnam. 

This region is known for its cultural diversity, making it one of the most heterogeneous 

regions in Asia and globally. Maritime part of the Southeast Asia was shaped by Malay 

Polynesian culture and language where Islam is the main religion with the exception 

of the Catholic Philippines. Whereas, Buddhism religion influenced mainland part of 

the region and linguistically Chinese-Tibetan (Tibeto-Burman, Shan, Thai, Lao, and 

Vietnamese) and Mon-Khmer languages dominate it. Southeast Asia as a regional unit 

conceptually emerged in academic literature in 1920’s while it was established as early 

as in December 1943 as a security alliance with funding of the “South East Asia 

Command” (SEAC) against the army of imperial Japan in the region north of 

Australia, south of China, and east of India (Croissant, 2018).  

Furthermore, the region can be divided into highlands, primarily areas for ethnic 

minorities, scarcely populated, economically less developed and with lesser influence 

of central government. In contrast lowlands are densely populated, economically more 

advanced, and ethnically more homogeneous areas with higher level of influence of 

federal authorities (Scott, 2009). In precolonial Southeast Asia there were no central 

government or Kingdom that ruled the region with definite borders. There have been 

local lords in tributary relationships with more powerful overlords with shifting 

geographic borders and levels of influences (Croissant, 2018).  

Western empires begun invading the region since the 16th century due to increased 

political, economic and military importance of Southeast Asia what started the period 

of colonial rule. First, it was Iberian empire – Portuguese conquest of Malacca 

Sultanate in 1511, later north-western European powers gained dominance, and 

eventually involving the United States from the late 19th century onward. Colonial 

legacy of western powers have significant influence on region’s contemporary social 

and political structures. In this regard, colonial past of the region is critical factor 

shaping the dynamics of national politics in Southeast Asian countries (Croissant, 

2018).  
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It is interesting historic phenomena that colonial powers along with direct also 

exercised indirect ruling of some territories, particularly, Dutch rule in Java 

exemplifies the concept of indirect rule (Kuitenbrouwer, 1991). Although, 

theoretically, Javanese rulers considered as autonomous government, in reality, the 

Dutch maintained ultimate control even at the local level. Similarly, French 

protectorates in Tonkin, Annam, Cambodia, and Laos recognised the authority of the 

Vietnamese Emperor or the Kings of Cambodia and Laos. Nevertheless, it was the 

French Governor General who held a practical control over these territories 

(Woodside, 1976). Along with economic industrial developments and demographic 

changes in 19-20th centuries, colonial rule has also changed. Military expansion of 

colonial powers, new infrastructure development projects, control over the economic 

processes and dependence on the coloniser made it possible to impose new system of 

rule over the territories by the colonial powers ultimately fading the both legal and 

practical authority of local rulers (Croissant, 2018). Besides, colonizers used and 

cooperated with ethnic minority groups to better control the population, particularly, 

Chinese and Indians in the administration of British Malaya and Burma. Karen, Chin 

and Kachin people served in British military in Burma, Vietnamese people in the 

French protectorates, Ambonese people in Dutch colonial Army (Hack and Rettig, 

2009).  

Industrialisation and capitalist colonialism transformed Southeast Asian communities, 

their demography, ethnic composition and economic structure. Particularly, significant 

immigration of Indian and Chinese labour force to Southeast Asia and their economic 

structure becoming a commodity supplier and producers of cheap products as colonial 

peripheries. This demographic shift, long existing discontent with colonial rule and 

some other factors created conflicts in Southeast Asian communities, and aftermath of 

the World War 1 with the rise of anti-colonial ideologies all around the world, the 

region saw new chains of rebellions. These time people were not demanding to return 

to precolonial Sultanates and other ruling regimes, which was not possible considering 

the decades of social, economic and demographic transformations, but they demanded 

the creation of new nation states systems. During the second World War, with Japanese 

forces conquered Dutch, British and American colonies in Southeast Asia in 1942, 

they further supported nationalist movements and anti-Western and anti-colonial 
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sentiments. Axis powers defeat didn’t stop the independence movements in the region. 

Most Southeast Asian countries achieved independence in 1946-65; the Philippines 

became the first country to gain independence from the USA in 1946, while Brunei 

became independent from British rule in 1984, marking the final country in the region 

to do so. Besides, the Portuguese although left the Timor-Leste in 1975 Indonesian 

forces kept occupying the region. Thus, Timor-Leste could finally gain independence 

only in 2002 (Croissant, 2018). 

The influence of colonisation didn’t end with countries of the region gaining their 

independence. Centuries long colonisation transformed ethnic, social, political and 

demographic structure and communities’ identities. Consequently, nation building was 

an artificial project of political and intellectual elites, as there have not been such 

nations. It is similar to historic nation-building experiences of other states, and relays 

on the political mythology and cultural symbols of certain ethnic groups along with 

national identities constructed during colonial times. For example, the notion of 

‘Malayness’ adopted by the state of Malaysia is originated from the British “Malay 

Reservation Act” of 1913 which defined ethnic identity as the amalgamation of shared 

descent or race, the usage of the Malay language, and adherence to Islam. The similar 

approach has been utilised by Indonesia and Thailand in defining their nationalism. 

(Hobsbawm, 2005; Berger, 2009; and Croissant, 2018).  

There are astounding similarities of colonial history and its impact on postcolonial 

state formations between Central Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia nations. 

Colonialist powers historically borrowed from each other working mechanisms or 

instruments of ruling. It allows us to draw parallels from Southeast Asian experience 

of regional integration considering the geopolitical, geo-economic, and social realities 

of each time period to Central Asian current practice. Most importantly, we will 

proceed to analysis of current regional strategies and initiatives to understand 

possibilities and prospects for interregional cooperation between the two regions.  

4.2. Inter-Regional Cooperation between Central Asian and Southeast Asia 

Southeast Asia’s successful regional integration model motivates Central Asian 

countries to replicate it, positively influencing regionalism in the region. Furthermore,  
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enhancing cooperation between Central Asia and Southeast Asia can positively affect 

the economic and political sovereignty of both regions, help to balance against regional 

superpowers, that further motivates intraregional collaboration, thereby fostering 

regional integration. This dynamic is supported by both discursive elements and 

infrastructure initiatives, as well as various economic projects. For understanding the 

process of integration in CA, it is essential to draw parallels by studying the Southeast 

Asian regional integration experience and comparing it with Central Asian experience. 

This includes examining the evolution of ASEAN’s political and security goals since 

its inception and its transition toward enhanced inter-regional collaboration with 

Central Asia. Since its founding in 1967 by five countries, ASEAN’s history of 

regional economic integration and political-security cooperation, now expanded to ten 

members, resembles the potential union of Central Asian countries and their expansion 

to include the Organization of Turkic States.  

Historically Southeast Asian states have experienced many invasions, colonisation and 

negative impacts of Cold War what motived them for farming a regional security union 

against possible external invasions in the future. Besides, due to ethnic religious 

heterogeneity high level of external powers influence and relations with local 

minorities there were many internal rebellions that disturbs socio-economic prosperity. 

In this regards, forming regional union would help to build stronger regional level 

resistance against external and internal threats while leading to better economic 

cooperation and prosperity. This resembles more Central Asian countries security 

concerns emerging from Russia, Afghanistan, and terroristic and extremist 

establishments emerged during the early years of the CA countries independence.  

The prevailing importance of the economy over security, the geopoliticisation of 

international relations, and other historic, cultural, or political factors have shaped the 

regional integration models in Asia. Among these, ASEAN stands out as the most 

integrated and successful example. ASEAN can be described as market-led integration 

while the EU was driven by security motivations and took the form of institutional 

integration. The motives behind establishing the European Union, which originated 

with the signing of Schuman declaration in 1950 and creation of the European Coal 

and Steel Community, aimed to eliminate the causes of war between European states,  
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as both World Wars emerged from competition over natural resources in the region. 

The CA countries also seek more economic benefits from integration initiatives they 

are participating. However, there is also strong political and security objectives and 

motives of both Southeast Asian and Central Asian integration initiatives. ASEAN has 

been balancing economic and security dominance of China in the region through 

cooperation with the US, EU and vice versa. Similarly, CA countries have been 

balancing the Russian influence through increasing cooperation with China and other 

emerging partners such has Türkiye. This is just simplified explanations reality but 

what is clear is that two regions have several strategic common interests from 

interregional cooperation. 

It offers significant potential for regional economic development, and two regions can 

become an alternative to existing regional players for each other. The CA countries 

have not yet established a regional organization, although the OTS is comparable to 

ASEAN in terms of size and economic potential. Southeast Asian states and Central 

Asian states can have a joint stance towards the issues in global geopolitical arena thus 

promote the voices and wellbeing of the small and medium states. Two regions are 

indeed strategic in terms of their importance in global transport routes and value 

chains. Southeast Asia, situated at the crossroads of Asia-Pacific maritime trade routes, 

and with the intensive development of the BRI, CA and OTS countries have become 

central to global inland transport routes.  

Ragsimaporn (2022) tried to explain CA states foreign policy through the concept of 

hedging that was used to describe the Southeast Asian countries behaviour of taking 

no sides against rising power China and the US during the post-Cold war period. The 

hedging and balancing my suit to describe foreign policy behaviour of any group of 

small and medium states. However, balancing is possible and efficient only to some 

extent when there is no institutional integration. In Chapter 3, the section on political 

regionalism in Central Asia discusses how Central Asian states are adopting joint 

stances on global and regional issues. This is facilitated by informal communication 

channels and a unique platform—the Consultative Meetings of Central Asian 

Countries, held annually. But informal meetings including consultative meetings are 

not sufficient to build joint foreign policy objectives to all the regional and global  
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issues. Furthermore, what if national interests are different than joint regional interests.  

It is necessary to build formal institution with principles and universal values alike EU 

what can stop or reduce the pressure from dominant powers. In addition, the 

cooperation with other regional units like ASEAN and EU will increase number of 

actors allowing to balance or hedge for CA states. Predominantly scholars and 

diplomats alike suggest to hedge and balance among the major and middle powers 

considering the complexities of geopolitics today with military, territorial, economic 

and political issues and challenges surrounding small states and regions (see Suorsa 

2016; Suorsa, 2017; Suorsa and Thompson, 2017; Akybayev, 2020, Ragsimaporn, 

2022).  

Southeast Asia has the potential to help Central Asia reduce its overdependence on 

China and Russia. However, economic relations between the two regions have 

historically been underdeveloped. The primary challenges contributing to weak 

economic ties include physical distance, transport connectivity, logistical issues, and 

a lack of mutual political will to expand cooperation. Nonetheless, recent years have 

seen a shift in this dynamic. The latest strategy documents from all five Central Asian 

countries highlight strengthening economic and political ties with Southeast Asian 

nations as priority areas Ragsimaporn (2020). 

Additionally, there are cooperation agreements established through various 

multilateral organization platforms promoting partnership between CA and ASEAN. 

Vietnam in 2015 and Singapore in 2019 signed free bilateral trade agreement with the 

EAEU, while Indonesia, Cambodia, and Thailand signed a Memorandum of 

Cooperation with the Eurasian Economic Council (EEC) of the EAEU that can 

develop into free trade agreement Schulz (2020). However, considering the current 

geopolitical environment due to the Russia-Ukraine war, it is unlikely that significant 

progress will happen soon. In contrast, cooperation between Central Asia and 

Southeast Asia can be pursued pragmatically and soon, given both regions’ extensive 

experience with formats such as ASEAN Plus One and ASEAN Plus Three. Platforms 

like the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) can 

further enhance cooperation with Central Asian countries. 
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One of the crucial areas for cooperation is transport network connectivity. Growing 

linkages between Southeast Asia and Central Asia are being facilitated by large-scale 

infrastructure projects that connect these regions to global transport routes. These 

developments are poised to significantly enhance economic cooperation and 

integration. With this ASEAN started to get interested in improving transport 

connectivity with Central Asia considering it as an important growing market Contessi 

(2016). Kazakhstan’s “Nurly Zhol” rail transport project can significantly enhance 

connectivity between Southeast Asia and Central Asia, facilitating faster and more 

reliable access to European markets compared to traditional maritime routes. This 

project utilizes key hubs such as the ports of Lianyungang and Qingdao in China, 

which serve as vital gateways for Southeast Asian goods entering the Chinese rail 

network. From there, goods are transported to Central Asia through the Khorgos 

Gateway in Kazakhstan, and onwards to European markets via the Aktau and Kuryk 

ports on the Caspian Sea. The development of these large-scale infrastructure projects 

strengthens the linkages between these regions, integrating them more closely into 

global transport routes. 

Another important railway project that significantly improve Central Asian countries 

connectivity to South and Southeast Asia is Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan Railway 

project. It worth estimated $5 billion and around 573 km route from Mazar-e-Sharif to 

Peshawar is expected to be among the highest rail routes because passing Hindu-Kush 

mountain ranges at altitude of 3,500 meters.  

While there are challenges, such as differences in railway gauges among the three 

countries, the economic and geopolitical benefits are substantial. Enhancing 

connectivity to global transport networks will bring significant economic and welfare 

benefits to Central Asia, particularly by connecting landlocked countries like 

Uzbekistan to Pakistani seaports on the Arabian Gulf. This will open access to South, 

West, and Southeast Asian markets, while also reducing dependency on Russian 

railway transit routes to reach Europe and the sea.  

In this regard, the World Bank will finance the Afghanistan segment of the railway—

specifically the Mazar-e-Sharif-Peshawar line (Ollard, 2021). This funding highlights 

the significant economic and welfare benefits to Afghanistan and the Central Asian 
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region, ensuring that they do not have to seek financial support from China or China-

led financial institutions. This strategy emphasizes the importance of diversified 

funding sources to enhance regional connectivity and reduce dependency on any single 

country. 

Another crucial aspect of cooperation between Central Asia and Southeast Asia is 

Central Asian countries’ interest in adopting ASEAN’s model of “soft regionalism.” 

This model, characterized by political consensus, economic pragmatism, flexibility, 

and leader consultation, is more appealing compared to the EU’s “hard regionalism,” 

which relies on formal integration and institutionalization. Additionally, ASEAN has 

substantial expertise in utilizing ASEAN-centered platforms, such as the East Asia 

Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and ASEAN Plus dialogues, to 

engage and manage relations with competing great powers. ASEAN’s successful 

experience in avoiding overdependence on any single great power, and its strategy of 

neither balancing against nor bandwagoning with a particular power during periods of 

tension, is particularly noteworthy. This approach has enabled ASEAN to maintain 

regional stability and navigate complex geopolitical landscapes effectively 

Rangsimaporn (2022, p. 127-146). 

Already in 1993 then president of Kazakhstan Nazarbayev suggested to apply regional 

integration models like ASEAN  (Rashid 2017), while there are also other models such 

as Mercosur and Nordic Council, the ASEAN is considered as the most appropriate 

approach for Central Asia according to the survey results and expert interviews 

conducted in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Particularly former advisor to president of 

Uzbekistan highlighted “ASEAN’s emphasis on development as a means to ensure 

security” Rangsimaporn (2022, p. 137).  

Central Asian experts are keen to study and adopt other models and practices of 

interstate cooperation in Southeast Asia, such as the Mekong River Commission. 

Particularly, in the areas of water and energy security, although, CA countries achieved 

good improvement in recent years, it poses significant challenge. The interconnection 

of water, energy, and environment issues calls for a nexus approach to achieve greater 

efficiency in Central Asia (Tanrisever and Sakal, 2022). The Nexus approach proposes 

managing energy and water resources within a shared water basin among countries in 
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the region for optimal efficiency and minimal environmental impact. Mekong River 

Commission collaborates with the governments of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and 

Vietnam to jointly manage shared water resources and promote the sustainable 

development of the Mekong River. Central Asian states face similar challenges in 

managing scarce water resources particularly Sir Darya and Amu Darya rivers crossing 

all five countries and Afghanistan. Additionally, addressing China’s increasing water 

demands is a significant issue. As a downstream country sharing river borders with 

China, Kazakhstan is particularly interested in enhancing regional cooperation, as its 

water resources are nearing a critical stage Rangsimaporn (2022, p. 137). 

Another important aspect for learning through cooperation with Southeast Asia would 

be adopting non-interference practice of ASEAN and differentiated integration 

discussed with regard to EU integration. Turkmenistan and Tajikistan are among the 

least interested countries in Central Asian formal integration. While Kazakhstan 

supported by Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan are working towards elimination of all tariffs 

and barriers for trade among the CA states, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are 

procrastinating to sign what had to happen in the last the 5th consultative meeting of 

CA states on September 2023. Turkmenistan is the only country with permanent 

neutral status recognized by the United Nations and all its member countries. 

Turkmenistan became an observer state to OTS in 2021 and president of Türkiye 

Erdogan making significant diplomatic efforts to persuade Turkmenistan to become 

full member. In this retrospect, the experts and politicians has been supporting and are 

expecting to gain experience of ASEAN which is using non-interference and flexible 

for allowing differentiated integration practices.   

4.3. Inter-Regional Cooperation between South Asia and Central Asia 

The impact of interregional cooperation between South and Central Asia extends 

towards improving regionalism in Central Asia. South Asia as a region can be 

considered among the least successful in terms of integration, however, there has been 

efforts in promoting regional cooperation which are ongoing and in the process of 

deepening. Regional organisation for the seven South Asian countries was established 

in 1985 South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and Afghanistan 

joined in 1995 making total number of members eight. South Asian countries were 
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motivated by the success of ASEAN and even super powers such as USA, China, 

Japan and the EU along with other 5 countries joined as observed states considering 

the significant potential of the SAARC Aryal, and Bharti (2023). However, India, as a 

major regional power, has been neither efficient nor willing to promote deeper 

integration, with existing conflicts, including territorial disputes, playing a significant 

role in this inefficiency.  

In contrast, Central Asian countries have pursued a more successful path in resolving 

territorial disputes and conflicts. The SCO has served as an effective platform for 

addressing border and territorial disputes between China and Central Asian states. 

Since Mirziyoyev came to power, Uzbekistan has made significant efforts, particularly 

in delineating and demarcating borders with its neighbours, Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan. The last major border issue in the region has been between Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan, which escalated in 2021 has also been resolved. Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan signed an agreement on demarcation of border on 4th December of 2024. 

According to reports from Kyrgyzstan, the demarcation process and ratification will 

be completed soon. On January 8, 2025, the prime ministers of Uzbekistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan met at the border of these countries to discuss the issue 

Goryachkin (2025, January 8). 

Central Asia and South Asia have deep historical connections. Both regions play 

important role in each other’s formation and development from cultural, ethnic and 

historic perspectives. Today despite the difficulties within the South Asian region, they 

consider Central Asia as an important market and political partner. Particularly 

example is the membership of India and Pakistan to SCO. However, the most 

promising area for cooperation lies on trade, transport connectivity and inter-regional 

investments. Central Asia being a landlocked region needs to expand its rail, road and 

air connectivity to other Asian regions with exit to maritime transport. In this 

connection, India and Pakistan with their Seaports that are strategically located for 

regional and international trade are becoming more important partners to the region. 

The results of the GTAP simulation model (Table 2) shows that, in the scenario of 

only 2% decrease in trade costs with the CA region SAARC countries are estimated 

to have significant welfare gains in terms of technological change $32 million and  
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terms of trade $53 million gains. This is considering that intra-regional trade cost falls 

by 10% and intra-OTS costs fall 5% what doesn’t have visible negative secondary 

effect on South Asian regions total welfare gains.  

In this connection, Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan (UAP) project will connect CA 

to the Arabian Sea what will further decrease transport and trade cost between South 

Asia and Central Asia and other regions. According to Wani (2024) et al Trade 

between Central Asia and South Asia can increase two times if non-price and structural 

barriers to trade is minimized. They discovered that substantial trade costs exist 

between the regions, particularly due to non-tariff barriers. These barriers, which 

include compliance with domestic and international standards, can account for up to 

90% of the total costs. In this regard, modernization customs and harmonization of 

standards would significantly facilitate trade between the two regions.  

Afghanistan not only connects Central Asia to other SAARC countries but is also 

crucial for the security and economic development of both regions. Although 

Tajikistan’s attitude toward the new Taliban government is largely negative due to the 

struggles and resistance of Tajik ethnic groups in Afghanistan, the overall regional 

position aims to improve relations with Afghanistan. In Central Asia, the concept of 

security revolves around water, energy, food security, border security, radicalization, 

and terrorism. The rise of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and its actions are closely 

linked to all these security concerns in the region.  

CA leaders are addressing the Afghan issue from regional united front. Already during 

the 4th Consultative Meeting of Central Asian Heads of States on 21 July 2022 

President of Uzbekistan Mirziyoyev shared his concerns on the energy, food, and the 

environment security and called for coordinated regional efforts to address these 

issues. Besides, he also called for joint efforts to ensure Afghanistan’s economic 

recovery as instability in Afghanistan will have its negative consequences for the entire 

region of Central Asia., President Mirziyoyev emphasized the critical need for regular 

communication among the leaders of the security councils and special services across 

Central Asian nations in these areas. While during the 5th Consultative meeting on 14 

December 2023, creation of Special Representative on Afghanistan was discussed 

although it was not among the a package of five documents adopted in their joint 
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statement leaders mentioned importance of creating inclusive government, and 

providing economic and humanitarian assistance to Afghan people.  

A unified regional approach toward Afghanistan strengthens bilateral relations with 

the country from a political standpoint. Particularly Afghanistan is among the most 

important export markets for products produced in Uzbekistan, it is the fifth-largest 

export market. Bilateral trade between the two countries has increased to $866 million 

in 2023, approximately 1.5 times increase over the last 5 years. Besides, Afghan 

investors established around 550 enterprises in Uzbekistan, 443 of which were 100% 

financed by businesses from Afghanistan.  

Overall, collective stance on enhancing economic ties with Afghanistan also shields 

individual Central Asian states from criticism by global powers as the Western 

countries unanimously impose embargo and froze relations due to serious human 

rights violations by Taliban regime. Here Central Asia can also cooperate with other 

important partners of the Taliban such as Pakistan and Qatar.  

4.4. Developed East Asia: An Underemphasized Transformative Partner 

In this section, we review Central Asia’s relations with developed Asian states, 

particularly Japan and South Korea. Japan and South Korea have consistently been 

regarded positively by the region as promising potential partners. These two countries 

are also central to the foreign and economic policies of Southeast Asia nations, 

especially within the ASEAN+3 format, which includes China alongside South Korea 

and Japan. The image of these nations as strong middle powers, high-tech leaders, and 

most importantly, democratic states with non-aggressive, peaceful foreign policies, is 

well-received by the Central Asian elite. 

Japanese and Central Asian relations began in 1992, following the independence of 

the Central Asian states. These relations intensified in 1997 when Japan launched its 

“Silk Road” diplomacy concept. The Silk Road Action Plan promotes democracy and 

economic reforms particularly through developing connectivity and transport 

infrastructure and mineral resources exploration. The relations however culminated in 

August 28, 2004, when Japanese Foreign Minister Kawaguchi held a joint meeting 

with four CA counterparts and agreed to launch CA + Japan forum, which was 
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subsequently adopted by South Korea and then other powers such as the EU, China, 

and the US (Rakhimov, 2014).  Japan initiated the CA+1 format, inspired by the 

success of its partnership with ASEAN in the ASEAN+3 and other forums. Today, 

there are more than 10 formats of CA+1.  

Japan and South Korea ideological fathers who stood at the beginning of major 

infrastructure and development projects in the region long before China. In 2006, 

Foreign Minister Aso of Japan proposed the concept of “Arc of Freedom and 

Prosperity” that emphasizes transforming Central Asia into a “Corridor of Peace and 

Stability”. In 2009, Prime Minister Aso announces new concept - Eurasian Crossroads 

that suggests developing North-South and East-West transport corridors in Eurasia that 

includes construction of Seaports, rail, and road infrastructure by means of Japan’s 

technological achievements in the sector. However, between 2013 and 2020, Prime 

Minister of Japan Abe focused predominantly on a pragmatic approach to building 

open and free regionalism in CA while at the discourse level referred to value-oriented 

diplomacy or foreign policy towards the region Davis Center (29 July 2021).  

Compared to ASEAN, the relations between CA and Japan were less transformative 

and intense due to historic, cultural, and geographic distance. Although renowned 

universities and research centres, that engage in researching and studying the history, 

culture, politics, and international relations of Central Asian countries, there remains 

a significant information asymmetry or information vacuum among both Japanese and 

Central Asian experts as well as the public. This gap creates difficulties in 

understanding each other’s issues and recognising each other’s importance (Uyama 

2009, p.101; Rakhimov 2014, p.79).  

At the country level, due to economic size and capacity Japan’s main partners were 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. While Kazakhstan was not very eager Uzbekistan always 

considered Japan as an important partner according to the survey results among the 

experts all respondents from Uzbekistan consider Japan as “important” in the 

countries’ foreign policy while survey results are mixed in the other CA states. 

According to the survey results, respondents from Kyrgyzstan consider prioritising 

relations at the level of political parties and NGOs. While according to responses in 

Uzbekistan academic and analytical partnership between research centres should be 
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prioritized Rakhimov (2014). Japan unlike most other powers very successfully 

balanced its economic cooperation in the areas where the regional countries have most 

resources such as energy sector and uranium with promoting its soft power through its 

education, research and cultural exchange grants and support for democratization and 

transformation of institutional capacities through its Official Development Assistance 

grants and credits.  

Overall, since the initiation of “Central Asia plus Japan” Dialogue forum in 2004, nine 

meetings of CA + Japan Foreign Ministers and 14 Meetings of Senior Officials were 

held. Particularly, in the second meeting of the Foreign Ministers in June 5, 2006, they 

agreed on Action Plan, what reveals Japan’s and the CA state’s foreign policy stances 

towards each other. The document show and clearly states that that Japan supports 

intra-regional cooperation in Central Asia and overall inland Asia. Japan presented 

itself as a comprehensive partner with the interests to cooperate across the sectors of 

economy, energy, trade and transportation on the one hand and cultural, ethnic, 

educational exchange, democratisation and institutional capacity building on the other.  

Japan supported CA states accession to WTO, developing infrastructure towards 

global transport network through all direction including South Asia and West Asia. 

Even before the BRI, Japan has been supporting and financing infrastructure projects 

in Central Asia and Afghanistan bilaterally and through the Asian Development Bank 

where Japan holds the highest shares and appoints the President of the Bank what build 

grounds particularly for recent Trans Afghan railway project UAP. Former vice-

minister of Finance of Japan Tadao Chino oversaw the ADB’s support and 

development of projects such as Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation 

Program (CAREC) and Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas 

pipelines Rafferty (21 February 2021). 

Besides, the joint statements and press releases of the CA + Japan meetings highlights 

that countries should support each other in the international arena. At the 9th Meeting 

of Foreign Ministers, recognition of the positive strides made in the interactions 

between Japan and the Central Asian countries inter-parliamentary, inter-regional, 

academic, and cultural exchanges was expressed and welcomed by the Ministers. 

Besides, they also agreed to establish Japan-Central Asian Countries Parliamentary 
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Friendship League in Japan. These create good grounds for future development of 

united front against global geopolitical events. The 10th Meeting is planned to be 

chaired by Kazakhstan what shows that Kazakhstan’s foreign policy towards 

cooperation with Japan has shifted positively.  

Now Japan wants to bring the CA-Japan relations to next level. Japanese Foreign 

Minister Yoko Kamikawa announced after meeting with her Kazakh counterpart 

Murat Nurtleu on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New York that in 2024 

Japan plans to organizes the first Summit in Central Asia + Japan format. The 

upcoming 20th anniversary of the CA+Japan Forum at the level of Ministers of Foreign 

Affairs marks a significant milestone. Although it has not yet reached a strategic level, 

the new Summit format with the attendance of Heads of State, in light of contemporary 

geopolitical shifts and the region’s growing importance, can set significantly higher 

milestones for cooperation. 

From the perspective of CA states, South Korea also has been important partner that 

supported diversification of the CA economies also allowing them to pursue balanced 

or multi-ventral foreign policies. Similar to Japan also South Korea has prioritised 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, due to pragmatic economic reasons while cooperation 

with Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan is primarily focus on projects in the 

spheres of cultural and humanitarian interaction. The period from 2013-2017 has been 

very important, both at discourse, political and economic perspectives as South Korea 

launched a month after China’s announcement of BRI in 2013, the “Eurasia Initiative” 

that focuses at developing trade, transport and energy infrastructure across the 

Eurasian continent with the slogan “one continent, creative continent, and peaceful 

continent”. The initiative is replaced by the launch of “New Northern Policy” in 2017, 

aiming to create nine bridges for transport, logistics, and energy to connect the Korean 

Peninsula and Eurasian landmass Davis Center (29 July 2021).  

South Korea significantly improved economic relations and has established itself as 

one of the major trade and economic partners particularly to Uzbekistan, thanks to CA-

Republic of Korea Forum, business forums and bilateral joint projects with the 

countries of the region. Significant role in that has been played by Korean diaspora 

(Koryo-saram) of over 300,000 people of which approximately 177 thousand in 
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Uzbekistan and 100 thousand in Kazakhstan. While educational and cultural fora such 

as Overseas Koreans Foundation, Academy of Korean Studies (MoE), Korean 

Foundation (MOFA), and Global E-School in Eurasia served as a platform for 

expanding such people-to-people cooperation Davis Center (29 July 2021). South 

Korea has become a strategic partner to both Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Notably, a 

Joint Declaration to establish a Special Strategic Partnership between Uzbekistan and 

South Korea was signed in 2021. Although the first strategic partnership agreement 

was signed in 2006, the relationship saw significant growth after President Mirziyoyev 

came to power in 2016 and visited South Korea in 2017. During this visit, over 60 

agreements were signed, worth more than $10 billion, covering trade, economic, 

investment, financial, technical, and other sectors. Of these, $4.5 billion are direct 

Korean investments. Uzbekistan is the only Central Asian country to elevate its 

relationship with South Korea to the level of a Special Strategic Partnership.  

South Korea is a major investment and trade partner for Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 

South Korean investments in Kazakhstan are estimated at around $9.6 billion, with 

over 700 Korean companies operating in the country. In Uzbekistan, South Korean 

investments exceed $7.7 billion, with over 500 Korean companies active in the market 

as of 2023. South Korean President Yoon Suk-Yeol’s visit to Turkmenistan, 

Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan from June 10 to 15, 2024, is expected to significantly 

boost investment, trade, and cooperation in various sectors as representatives of over 

60 Korean companies’ accompanying the president Yoon to meet with CA businesses. 

Notably, this marks the first official state-level visit to Turkmenistan. This visit is part 

of President Yoon’s Korea-Central Asia Initiative, also known as the K-Silk Road. 

The initiative includes infrastructure projects such as the development of a trans-

Korean railway (TKR) that aims to connect South Korea to the broader Eurasian Land 

Bridge through North Korea. This project is expected to reduce overland shipping 

costs and enhance South Korea’s export capabilities Daryo (13 June 2024). CA states 

meetings both with Japan and South Korea mentions importance of achieving world 

free from nuclear weapons. South Korea particularly highlights denuclearization of the 

North Korea and TKR should play a significant role in that through connecting North 

Korea to Asian markets, as heavy global embargo has not given expected results.  
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The agreements signed between South Korea and the three Central Asian states in 

2024 and earlier are comprehensive and strategic. They encompass areas such as social 

and cultural cooperation, education science and technology, health sector 

modernisation, and, most importantly, advanced technology development. Also 

among the important ones, there are significant agreements on critical mineral supply 

chains. These agreements target developing joint projects covering the entire cycle 

mineral resources production of starting from exploration, mining, and refining of key 

minerals, particularly lithium, which will give Korean companies priority over others 

in developing mineral resources. Besides, Uzbekistan became the first country to 

which South Korea will export its high-speed train.  South Korea has promised 

facilitation of Uzbekistan’s membership endeavour, which is also highlighted in the 

Uzbekistan’s 2030 vision strategy document.  

Overall, Central Asian states, South Korea, and Japan have built comprehensive 

partnerships. While the financial investments and trade volume from these developed 

East Asian nations may be less than those from Russia, China, and the EU, the sectors 

and areas of cooperation are more transformative. While the focus with other key 

partners has often been on energy and natural resources, the cooperation with South 

Korea and Japan extends to more diverse including advanced technology sectors.  

Notably, Central Asian states are open to political cooperation and forming informal 

democratic alliances with South Korea and Japan, as emphasized in joint statements, 

press releases, and agreements by the heads of state. This contrasts with their approach 

to Russia, the EU, and China, where political influence already high they are less 

willing to engage in political cooperation and prefer to balance relations primarily 

focusing on economic areas. This openness, along with the shared interest and 

willingness of South Korea and Japan, could bring similar positive impacts to the 

region, akin to the experience of ASEAN. This cooperation could help Central Asia 

better balance particularly against aggressive powers. A more united Central Asia can 

initiate formats such as “Central Asia + Japan, South Korea, China” and “Central Asia 

+ EU and US,” among others. These larger-scale formats could enable Central Asia to 

participate as a significant middle power in the global arena. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

5. REGIONAL CHALLENGES TO MANAGING CENTRAL ASIA’S 

ECONOMIC REGIONALISM AND INTERREGIONALISM 

 

 

5.1. Introduction 

Economic regionalism in Central, North and West Asia should consider the CA 

region’s role in Afro-Eurasian trade routes and Global Value Chains (GVCs). The 

analysis in this section considers the significance of economic and trade relations 

among the core CA countries, as well as their bilateral and multilateral ties with other 

regions, nations, and global powers. This chapter also addresses the key economic 

challenges facing the Central Asian region, including poor infrastructure, lack of 

investment, trade partners’ diversity and product complexity. It explores the prospects 

for overcoming these challenges by fostering stronger economic regionalism and 

interregional cooperation. By adopting this approach, while addressing the regional 

integration, it will allow to incorporate the role of interregional cooperation, which is 

relevant to the argument of the thesis.  

Besides, development of new transport and connectivity projects between Central Asia 

and the rest of the Asia; Trans Caspian International Transport Route, China-

Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan Railway, and Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan Railway are 

expected to significantly improve infrastructure connectivity within the region and 

with West Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia what will facilitates trade also by 

reducing transportation costs. This infrastructure development is anticipated to play a 

vital role in reducing the cost of trade, thereby fostering economic integration, welfare, 

growth and development within the region and beyond. 
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5.2. Infrastructure and Transport Connectivity 

Central Asia region being landlocked, has historically been in the centre of the trade 

routes, particularly the Great Silk Road, however with the development of maritime 

routes and shipping, inland trade has become significantly less important. As a result, 

the CA region’s role in global trade and GVCs has diminished overall along with its 

frictions and exchange with other civilisations. A maritime transport is the cheapest 

means of transportation of goods, thus over 80% of the volume of international trade 

in goods is carried by sea and the percentage is even higher for many developing 

countries according to the estimates of UNCTAD (2021).  

However, sea transportation is not sufficiently sustainable and reliable considering 

increasing port traffics, increased seaborne carbon dioxide emissions, as well as 

Russia-Ukraine war that blocked the supply of agricultural and food products and 

fertilisers from the Black Sea ports.  In his context, importance of the second cheapest 

but more sustainable and safer means of transport which is rail network that also allows 

faster transportation of goods between Europe and China, key markets in the GVCs 

have become vital. The importance of the region in the global economy has increased 

with the emergence of BRI and the initiation of different inland infrastructure projects 

that connect CA countries to the Eurasian markets. 

According to Richard Pomfret’s analysis (2023), there has been a concentration of 

production in specific regions such as Europe, America, and East Asia, which has led 

to Global Value Chains (GVCs) being more like Regional Value Chains (RVCs). In 

these RVCs, the connection between regions was primarily at the final stage of 

delivering finished products to high-income markets, typically through ocean 

shipping. The Eurasian Rail Landbridge served as the first major overland link 

between RVCs, allowing European car companies to transport components to factories 

in China, and on the return journey, electronics, computers, and printers were 

transported from China to Europe. The speed and punctuality benefits of rail freight 

outweighed the higher costs, leading to the establishment of nonstop rail services 

between China and Europe in the 2010s to meet this demand. It is worth noting 

that, rail services along the Eurasian Landbridge improved because of market demand, 

initially led by large firms trying to connect their EU and China RVCs then new 
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services such as port container loads, refrigerated containers, multimodal connections 

and new routes incentivised smaller firms leading to decreasing cost and time of the 

goods transport. The number of trains from/to China to/from Europe multiplied almost 

by a thousand from 17 in 2011 to 15,000 in 2021 (Pomfret, 2023). Also, Trans-Siberian 

Railway passes through major industrial and populated areas in Russia and Belarus, 

increasing cargo volume and helping to reduce costs. In 2020, the Baikal-Amur and 

Trans-Siberian Railways had a combined carrying capacity of 144 million tons, 15 

times more that the potential capacity of TITR.  

Since that the Eurasian Rail Landbridge and other rail networks that connect East Asia 

with Europe through North Asia has flourished despite the COVID-19 pandemics what 

caused disruptions in maritime and air freight, Russia-Ukraine crises in 2014, Russia-

Georgia conflict since the Russian invasion to Georgia in August 2008. However, 

Russia-Ukraine war since February 2022 showed unreliability of partnership with 

Russia to its European partners (Pomfret, 2023). Thus, alternative routes are being 

developed more intensively that go from East Asia through Central and Western Asia 

and Caucasus regions bypassing North Asia, e.g. the Trans-Caspian International 

Transport Route (TITR) frequently referred as Middle Corridor initiative of Türkiye. 

TITR can be considered as a central component of the China-Central Asia-West Asia 

Corridor of the BRI.  

Developing alternative rail routes has been on the agenda at least since the lunch of 

the BRI in 2014, as it allows to overcome unexpected disruption, reduces reliance and 

dependency on the monopolist country that can charge extra transit fees. Primary rail 

lines from China are laid through North Asia; Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Russia to 

main ports in Germany and Scandinavia; Duisburg and Lodz. Alternatively, the TITR, 

starts in the city of Aktau in Kazakhstan, passes through the Caspian Sea to Baku in 

Azerbaijan. From there, it continues through Georgia and can connect to the Turkish 

railway system or cross the Black Sea by ship.  

TITR is not a novice idea, EU already in the 1990s suggested developing and growing 

existing Trans-Caspian Railway route to connect Central Asia with Europe, but it 

remained on paper for a long time until the TITR has emerged. Multiple projects 

started its operations connecting the CA region with the rest of the world, including 
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railroad connecting Kazakhstan to Baku (Azerbaijan), Tbilisi (Georgia), Kars 

(Türkiye) (Pomfret 2023). TITR is not benefiting CA countries only as transit 

countries between China and the EU but more importantly it is offering alternative 

route for CA to Europe as well as connecting the region with the rest of the Asia 

(Figure 5.1). Thus significantly decreasing the regions dependency on Russian 

monopoly over rail connection with Europe.  

 

Figure 5.1. Middle Corridor: Trans-Caspian International Transport Route 

Source: Middle Corridor: Trans-Caspian International Transport Route. (2024). Map of the Trans-Caspian 

International Transport Route starts from Southeast Asia and China, runs through Kazakhstan, the Caspian sea, 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and further to European countries.  

Kazakhstani goods transiting through Russia even before the Russia-Ukraine war have 

systematically been facing the restrictions such as export quotas that have costed 

Kazakh economy multimillions. It is necessary to diversify export and import routes 

not to be dependent on a single transit country what is true for all aspects of the 

economy. The countries in the Central and West Asia aligned their economies and 

development plans with BRI, particularly Kazakhstan’s “Nurly Zhol” in English 

means Bright Path and Türkiye’s Middle Corridor Initiatives. China’s loans and its 

national experience of building infrastructure projects are the main engines that is 

moving these global level projects forward as it will bring strategic benefits to China 

(Ishnazarov, 2021); along with the regional powers and participating states interests 

otherwise, most of these projects would remain on the paper.   
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“Nurly Zhol State Infrastructure Development Program for 2015-2019” was the first 

stage of the state level infrastructure development program. Currently, we are in the 

second stage of the “Nurly Zhol State Infrastructure Development Program for 2020-

2025.” According to the Prime Minister of Kazakhstan Askar Mamin, during the first 

stage 5.8 trillion KZT (approximately $13 billion - based on exchange rate in February 

2024) have been invested, of which 46% was funded by the state and remaining 56% 

was funded by the private sector, including public private partnership agreements. The 

largest chunk of investments was allocated to road (37%) and rail (40%) infrastructure 

projects. As a result, in terms of container transit, there was a threefold growth from 

271 thousand to 825 thousand containers in twenty-foot equivalent units. Transit 

revenue experienced a 4.3-fold increase, rising from 180 billion KZT to 782.4 billion 

KZT (approximately $1.8 billion). During the 2020-2025 period, the second stage of 

the Nurly Zhol State Infrastructure Development Program, Kazakh government 

planned to allocate 6.6 trillion KZT, what is expected to increase the income from 

transit by 61%, from $2.4 billion to $4.2 billion a year, according to the press service 

of the government of the Republic of Kazakhstan (22 October, 2019).  

The concept of the Middle Corridor was established to connect Türkiye with its Central 

Asian partners via the Caucasus, providing the Central Asian countries with a route to 

Europe. However, the first major development did not occur until 2014, after the 

inauguration of BRI with the opening of Trans-Kazakhstan railway. The completion 

of the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway in 2017 is another important component of the 

Middle Corridor that allowed for rail passage through the Caucasus Mountains first 

time since 1990’s. It took another three years as only in 2020, the first train on the 

Middle Corridor trade route travelled from Türkiye to China. Besides, the TITR passes 

through multiple countries thus passes through multiple customs clearance points 

leading to higher cost and times. It also passes through different climatic/geographic 

zones while changing the modes of transportation Rail-Sea-Rail in Caspian Sea that 

can cause time losses (Chang, 2023).  

Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Türkiye signed a Roadmap for the development 

of the Middle Corridor for 2022-2027, what addresses the listed issues. Goods 

transported along the corridor has increased from 350,000 tons in 2020 to 530,000 tons 
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 2021. Cargo shipments along the TITR significantly grew up with the western 

sanctions on Moscow due to the Russian invasion in Ukraine in 2022. This growth 

was further boosted by CA countries seeking an alternative to the Northern Corridor 

and better infrastructure for intraregional trade. By 2022, cargo shipments on the 

Middle Corridor had reached 3.2 million tons. With the completion of Türkiye’s 

Marmaray railway, there are expectations that the corridor’s capacity could reach 10 

million tons, facilitating direct rail cargo transportation from Central Asia to Europe 

(Chang, 2023). 

 

Figure 5.2. China-Europe Rail Lines 

Source: New SilkRoad Discovery. (2022). The China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan corridor as part of the Belt and Road 

Initiative [Map].  

TITR is a partial solution to the CA integration in GVCs with primary beneficiary from 

the region being only Kazakhstan. There are other components of China-Central 

Asia-West Asia Corridor of the BRI, potentially faster and cost effective and existed 

as an idea and discussed at the highest levels since 1990’s. Despite being potentially 

faster route to TITR, that connects China with Uzbekistan through Kyrgyzstan, several 

challenges need to be addressed for this plan to succeed. Not all CA and Caucasus 

countries are as lucky as Türkiye and Kazakhstan in terms of financial, economic and 

human resource capacities to invest in large infrastructure projects. However, China is 

actively working on building a new railway connecting Xinjiang to Uzbekistan, 
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passing through Kyrgyzstan, existing railways from China to Uzbekistan pass through 

Kazakhstan. The line will link Kashgar in China to the Fergana Valley in Uzbekistan 

through Kyrgyzstan, potentially creating a faster rail connection from China to Iran, 

Türkiye, and Europe (Figure 5.2).  

As the route passes through Iran to Türkiye, it avoids the Caspian Sea and eliminates 

the need to change the mode of transportation, thereby reducing both time and cost. 

Initially, several technical disagreements needed to be resolved, such as the mismatch 

in railway gauges: China uses a 1,435-millimeter gauge, while both Kyrgyzstan and 

Uzbekistan use a 1,520-millimeter gauge. Once these technical issues were addressed, 

the remaining challenge was financial. Funding was particularly needed for the 

segment of the railway passing through Kyrgyzstan, as the state budget of the republic 

could not support such a large investment project. 

The China-Kyrgyzstan portion of the project spans 454 kilometres, with 284 

kilometres located in Kyrgyzstan. This segment includes the construction of over 50 

tunnels and 90 bridges through Kyrgyzstan’s highest mountains at an altitude of 3,000 

meters. According to the feasibility study, the cost for Kyrgyzstan is estimated at $4.7 

billion (Torogeldi and Chynybaeva, 2023). On June 6, 2024, the China-Kyrgyzstan-

Uzbekistan Railway project agreement was finally signed in Beijing. According to the 

agreement, the railway will follow the route from Kashgar (Xinjiang region of China) 

through Torugart, Makmal, and Jalalabad (Kyrgyzstan), to Andijan (Uzbekistan). 

Construction of the railway is planned to start in October 2024 and will also include 

the development of various elements of modern transit and logistics infrastructure, 

including warehouses and terminals, to support the increased flow of goods.  

The Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan-Iran-Türkiye railway route, with a total length of more 

than 4,500 km, was launched in 2022. This corridor has become Uzbekistan’s shortest 

and most convenient way to access the markets of Iran and Türkiye. Since 

Turkmenistan has had the Turkmenistan-Iran-Türkiye operational railway since 2014, 

it has helped Turkmenistan become another transport hub in the region. Another key 

strategic project, particularly for Uzbekistan, is the Trans-Afghanistan railway (Figure 

5.3), which has a length of 648 km, a projected capacity of 10 million tonnes, and an 
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estimated cost of $7 billion (estimates range between $4.6 to $8 billion). This project 

is expected to be completed in by 2027. 

 

Figure 5.3. Trans-Afghanistan Railway Project 

Source: Daryo.uz. (2024.). The railway project aims to boost regional connectivity and trade with Pakistan's 

seaports [Map].  

The Trans-Afghan route is included in Uzbekistan’s 2035 strategy document and is 

significantly promoted by the government as it provides Uzbekistan with an exit to the 

sea through Pakistan. There is a significant interest from Iran, Qatar, and Russia in 

developing and participating in the project.  The idea however is not fully replacing 

the north but to reduce dependency through constructing several additional reliable 

alternative routes for all countries. Besides, there is a need to industrialise the local 

economies to increase the volume of exports from and within the CA region and 

between the countries of the Middle Corridor that will facilitate integration, and reduce 

the cost of transportation of goods using the Middle Corridor.  

There are two operational ports in China that Kazakhstan actively uses; Khorgos 

Gateway, a largest dry port in the World connecting Kazakhstan to China by rail 

through Huo’erguosi/Khorgos Port in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of 

China. On February 28, 2024, Kazakhstan and China launched a logistics centre and 

Kazakhstan’s terminal in the dry port of Xi’an, which connects the Chinese Shaanxi 
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city in China with Kazakhstan. The Kazakh terminal in Xi’an will have a capacity of 

over 66,500 Twenty-foot Equivalent Unit (TEU) per year what aims to reach more 

new markets for Kazakh exporters, through decreasing cargo delivery time, and 

enhancing Kazakhstan’s role as a reliable transit hub in Eurasia.  

As rail network has developed as faster and more reliable alternative to maritime 

transportation that increased the CA regions participation in the Eurasian trade in the 

2000s, in today’s era of international trade new rail routes are being developed as 

alternatives to each other considering the market demand, current geopolitical situation 

and future markets. Geography, participation in global and regional rail and road 

infrastructure projects and investment in the infrastructure development in the CA 

regions will make them important parts of international trade particularly as transit 

countries; however, they should also become an integral part of the GVCs by 

increasing their own exports, especially, value added products.  

Referring to Nazarbayev's 1994 annual speech at the Kazakhstani Parliament, “In the 

region, we share economic interest, cultural heritage, language, religion, and 

environmental challenges, and face common external threats. The founding fathers of 

the European Union could only wish they had so much in common.” Nazarbayev’s 

claim is indeed consistent with the realities of history, language, culture, religion, 

ethnicity, and political structure in Central Asia. However, the region has limited 

economic integration, reflecting broader global economic dynamics. Rather than 

interpreting this as a lack of integration within Regional Value Chains (RVCs), it 

should be viewed as increased participation in Global Value Chains (GVCs). This is 

particularly relevant for Kazakhstan, as in today’s geo-economic realities, developing 

countries cannot achieve sustained economic growth without integrating into GVCs. 

As above discussed the CA countries’ participation in the global and regional 

infrastructure projects has significant economic benefits. The EU countries, in 

comparison, already have the most extensive and elaborate transport infrastructure that 

fuels trade, along with economic and financial cooperation. From the trade, finance 

and economic integration perspective, the CA countries’ level of regionalism and 

overall path towards economic regionalism do not resemble the EU experience. 
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European countries have already been economically very much integrated even before 

the establishment of the union.  

 

Figure 5.4. EU Exports by Major Partners, 1950-2022 

Source: Author's calculations based on the International Monetary Fund. (2024). Direction of Trade Statistics 

(DOTS) Dataset. Note. EU covers 28 member countries. *Adjust: Covers only EU MCs’ at that year.  

EU countries have been the largest trade partners to each other even before the 

establishment of the EU in 1957 by six founding fathers (Belgium, France, Germany, 

Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands) and even before 1951 when the European 

Coal and Steel Community was founded by the same countries. EU’s expansion; 

starting from first expansion in 1973, to largest enlargement in 2004 with joining of 

10 new members and the last expansion so far in 2013 when Croatia joined, has 

contributed to improving economic cooperation among the European countries as well 

as contributed to increasing their total economic output.  

Furthermore, EU’s legal and institutional status has been strengthened step by step 

since the Treaty of Rome was signed in 1957 by founding fathers. Many agreements 

have been signed starting from the EU law becoming superior to national laws of the  
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member countries in 1964, followed by establishment of EU customs union in 1968 

up until the signing of Maastricht Treaty on establishing the single market and the EU 

in 1992 and launching Single Market Act (SMA) in 2011 to remove remaining barriers 

to deepen the single European market. It is the most successful example of economic 

integration, creation of single customs union that developed into a single market.   

Political will, removal of barriers to trade, commitment to full economic integration 

helped to bring the intra-EU trade from approximately 40% to 60% of the total EU 

trade in 70 years period of EU history (Figure 5.4). More precisely, EU countries 

already were the largest economic partners to each other that allowed to embark on the 

path of economic integration that further promoted through expansion of member 

countries and deepening of legal and institutional documents. Also, we should not 

forget about the interests of actors like corporations, among other economic reasons 

that lobbied the expansion and deepening the integration.  

The economic integration seems to further along with the political, legal and 

institutional integration processes while some level economic integration is 

precondition to start EU like or similar integration projects. Besides, economic 

integration is not a linear and positive process. Level of trade cooperation depends on 

significantly on the economic size and geographical proximity (Tinbergen in 1962) 

along with some other factors. Which holds true also for the bilateral investment, 

movement of labour and cooperation in other spheres.  

The CA countries do not have the level of bilateral trade, bilateral investment and 

movement of labour force that the EU has or even the level EU had prior to its 

establishment in 1957. The CA countries are not major economic partners to each other 

and it is not because of the lack of political will but their economic capacities and 

global economic relations e.g. GVC’s dictates the current situation. China currently is 

the single largest export partner of the CA region as a whole which also holds true for 

the region's imports. While Russia also remains as an important trade partner, the EU 

as a group has been the most important destination market for the goods produced in 

the CA region. EU is indeed the largest market for the most countries and regions 

globally (Figure 5.5).  
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Figure 5.5. Proportion of Export Partners in Total Exports of the CA Region, 1992-

2022 

Source: Authors calculations based on International Monetary Fund. (2024). Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS) 

Dataset. Note. EU for all years covers 28 member countries.   

Intra-CA trade has declined since their independence, although over the last decade it 

took a promising upward trend. Liberalist or neoliberalist approach that the integration 

in low politics will lead to the integration in high politics does not suit well to the CA 

countries. The region has not reached yet the level of economic cooperation sufficient 

to start the similar path to the EU 70 years ago and even considering current positive 

trend will not be able to reach that level in decades to come. Thus, with regard to CA 

countries it would be sufficient to have some intra-regional growing economic 

interdependency for establishing regional union but it would be essential to diminish 

economic dependency on one or few partners. This can be achieved through increasing 

interregional interdependency considering partnerships with Southeast Asia, South 

Asia, West Asia, East Asia and the EU. Besides, when we separate individual 

countries' level of regional integration, better and more informative picture of the 

region is emerging.  

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the economic locomotives of the CA, are among the 

largest exporters to the region with $5.7 billion and $2.1. While in terms of the share 

of the exports with the region, around one-third of the total exports of the Tajikistan 

and Kyrgyzstan go to the other CA countries (Figure 5.6). Improvement in relations 
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between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, particularly since Uzbekistan has lifted the 

blockage of Tajikistan, its trade was significantly boosted. While Kyrgyzstan has long 

been benefiting from re-exports thanks to proximity to China. To put it simply, 

Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan are already significantly dependent on the regional trade 

partnership.  

 

Figure 5.6. Exports to other Central Asian Countries (% of Total) 

Source: Author's calculations based on the International Monetary Fund. (2024). Direction of Trade Statistics 

(DOTS) Dataset. 

With higher economic capacity, it would be the role of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan to 

bring the region into the path of regional economic integration. As put forward in the 

conceptual discussions and the formation of argument, the economic size and the 

geographical proximity significantly determine trade and overall economic relations. 

With the political changes in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the economic ties of the two 

states deepened. Kazakhstan is among the top 3 trade partners of the Uzbekistan. The 

recent developments show that it will further increase. These two countries have an 

experience of developing joint industrial projects worth around $156 million, with 

additional 21 new joint projects are being developed valued at approximately $1bn, 

according to the information reported by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Kazakhstan. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan set a target to increase bilateral trade turnover 

to $10 billion. 
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Furthermore, there are valuable lessons to be learnt from EU and Chinese trade 

structure and strategies as success cases for the CA countries. It can help the kick-start 

their own way of regional integration while contributing to economic resilience and 

sustainable development. The EU does not depend on any single trade partner as the 

share of the largest 10 importers and exports to EU from outside makes up around 26 

and 21% respectively of its total, in 2022 (Figure 5.4 and IMF DOTS dataset).  

In comparison, for the group of CA countries top 10 importers and exporters outside 

the region accounts for approximately 78% and 83% of the total imports and exports 

of the region (Figure 5.5 and IMF DOTS dataset). The EU has diversified its both 

supply and export markets, unlike the CA countries. It is also a continuous process, if 

we look by type of product, for example, China remains as a major supplier of some 

strategic materials for the EU.  

The EU set a target already since 2020 to diversify suppliers and to reduce over-

reliance on a few markets through making substantial investment in key value chains 

based on the tailored policy responses and implementation plans conducted by 

European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) in their three consecutive studies in 

2020, 2022 and 2023. The identified 15 key risks that can disturb the supplies and 

economic resilience of the EU what became evident with the outbreak of COVID-19, 

Russia-Ukraine war, and trade war between the US and China.  

The CA countries strategy in the light of the above discussed should be diversifying 

the trade partners both by supplier, by market and by product along with increasing 

intra-CA trade cooperation. Especially strategic products should come from and go to 

divers markets decreasing the share of the China and Russia. While also transportation 

routes have to be diversified. It was possible for China to bypass Russia and became 

main trade and investment partner of the CA countries without having a conflict with 

Russia on this point (Ishnazarov, 2021) as China was diversifying its suppliers of 

hydrocarbons and other commodities. Similarly, CA countries can pursue the strategy 

of diversification of its partners without major conflict with Russia or China.  

EU can expand its partnership with the CA countries. France had to start negotiations 

with Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan as its ties with African countries deteriorated for the  
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supplies of the commodities like uranium. In November 2023, President Macron 

accompanied with around 60 French business company leaders, visited Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan to sign agreements in the areas of pharmaceuticals, clean energy, 

mineral extraction and aerospace. French companies such as “Orano” in the sector of 

uranium extraction and energy giant “TotalEnergies”, are just entering to Uzbekistan 

but they already had significant investments in Kazakhstan.  France is the fifth largest 

investor in Kazakh economy, ahead of China, having also trade turnover at $5.6 billion 

in 2022, while Kazakhstan supplies around 40% of France’s uranium needs.  

With current global economic transformations and political changes in the region, 

intra-regional cooperation, regions partnerships with EU partners and other regions is 

increasing. Increased and sustained economic development of countries and regions is 

always aligned with their integration into GVCs and through diversification of their 

partners and products. Landlocked countries like CA usually lack both diversification 

and integration into GVCs. Also, the CA region is not balanced in terms of economic 

resource; natural resources, human resources and financial resources, thus have 

different levels of growth. From a spatial perspective, with reference to the differences 

in sectors developments within the country (Moreira et al., 2013), that also can be 

applied to a regional country groups in case they pursue on unified regional 

development strategies, there are 4 groups of policy interventions suggested. These are 

organising growth poles, creating special economic zones, building economic 

corridors and creating clusters of companies according to Brenton, Gillson, and Sauve 

(2019).  

CA countries are part of economic corridors, each have several special economic zones 

but they definitely lack in clusters. Clusters when companies and institutions in the 

same industry are geographically concentrated and interconnected. Clusters typically 

are comprised of different companies and institutions in connected sectors, including 

industry associations, government agencies, research centres, suppliers, logistics 

companies with specific infrastructure designed for serving these companies’ needs. 

These bring strong collaboration within clusters that involve investing in research 

institutes, combining resources to enhance the quality of the products and marketing, 

as well as capacity building through making specialised training and research  
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programs. Government primary support to clusters is building and developing 

necessary infrastructure as well as legal and regulatory assistance. Organising regional 

clusters for CA is essential to mobilise and direct their resources to achieve most 

productively outcome that will lead to enhanced economic integration in the region.  

Considering that the CA is not a self-sufficient regional unit, a solution would be 

mobilising the outside resources or attracting the foreign companies to the region. 

Some global corporations such as “Apple”, “Samsung”, “Adidas” and “Nike” and 

some Chinese companies such as, Shanghai’s “JinkoSolar”, a company producing 

solar panels are relocating part of their production to South and Southeast Asia 

countries. Particularly, India, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, and Bangladesh seems to 

be the most attractive alternatives to China.to avoid the sanctions because of the US-

China trade war and to lower the labour costs. Central Asian countries could also offer 

a list of benefits for international and Chinese companies, such as geographical 

favourable location allowing faster and safer trade, cheaper labour cost, while also 

they need to develop necessary legislation, along with hard and soft infrastructure.  

The Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and Organisation of Turkic States (OTS) are 

two regional institutions backed by political support, aiming for economic integration. 

Alongside Armenia, Belarus, and Russia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are members of 

the EAEU. The EAEU member countries have made significant progress in integration 

since 1995, when they signed the first agreements on the establishment of a single 

customs union. The EAEU members established common tariffs for goods and 

services entering from outside the union in 2011. They also established a common 

market in 2015, with some exceptions. Additionally, they have implemented a 

common labour market since 2015, while the establishment of a monetary union is still 

pending (Vinokurov et al., 2017).  

One would ask if it is economically viable and beneficial to establish a monetary union 

among the EAEU countries and what would it mean for the region’s future. There are 

different benefits and obstacles in establishing the monetary union, which is the last 

step in achieving the full regional integration like in the example of the EU. Experts 

debate the economic gains and disadvantages of moving the EAEU forward to form a 

monetary union, but at the current stage of their economic and financial development, 
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the disadvantages significantly outweigh the benefits. Especially the smaller member 

states of the EAEU: Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, except for Belarus, can 

suffer from volatility of commodity prices and increased foreign shocks according to 

Vinokurov et al. (2017).  

Besides, political unity is the crucial element for the longevity of a monetary union, as 

exemplified by the four-year existence of the rubble zone monetary union among post-

Soviet states after the collapse of the USSR (Vinokurov et al, 2017). Nevertheless, due 

to current geopolitical circumstances in the region and worldwide, CA countries are 

politically diverging from Russia and converging with each other. The economic and 

political landscape has drastically changed since 1994, when President Nazarbayev 

spoke about establishing the Eurasian Union at Moscow State University and the first 

customs union agreement was signed in 1995. Kazakhstan modified its foreign policy, 

particularly with regard to EAEU and CA regional integration.  

However, quitting the EAEU would have significant political tension along with 

economic consequences considering the Kazakhstan’s strong economic ties with 

Russia. Kazakhstan seeks to promote expansion of the EAEU what will lessen the 

share of Russia in Kazakhstan’s total trade and economic relations. EAEU’s 

transformation will lead to increased economic cooperation and reduced political 

influence of individual members, similar to the CIS. In this retrospect, CA’s economic 

integration with other regions such as Southeast Asia, West Asia, and South Asia could 

further boost trade and open up new development prospects in the region. 

5.3. Integrating Regional Value Chains to Foster Regionalism 

As we discussed in the above sections with the growth of importance of rail and road 

transport routes CA countries are becoming increasingly important part of global and 

regional transport routes. This presents an opportunity to integrate into global value 

chains, reducing trade costs and improving access to regional markets where Central 

Asian countries hold a competitive advantage in their key economic sectors. This 

would stimulate the growth of other sectors, better introduction of knowhow and 

production of more advanced and technologically intensive products in the long-run.  
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However, this is not an automated process. It requires state-level strategic development 

plans and regional-level objectives, vision, and strategies to ensure coordinated efforts 

for sustainable development. Limited integration of Central Asia into global value 

chains is because of weak collaboration among sectors and industries within each 

country. Strengthening trade and investment governance among Central Asian nations 

is crucial to enhance connections to global markets and increase their share in GVCs, 

as jointly they will maximise their joint output and growth potential. 

Product-space Harvard and MIT study 

The current economic structure of Central Asian countries should be reformed and 

developed from being resource-oriented to more technology-oriented to better 

integrate into global value chains. Currently, their exports are primarily composed of 

natural resources such as hydrocarbons, other minerals, and precious metals, as shown 

in Figure 5.7. However, the CA countries have diversified their exports and production 

capacities significantly over the last 30 years, moving beyond just commodities. 

 

Figure 5.7. Atlas of Economic Complexity: Exports of Central Asia by Product in 

2021 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity. 

http://www.atlas.cid.harvard.edu. 
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The Harvard Growth Lab developed the concept of the “product space,” which maps 

the productive capabilities of countries. This framework suggests that countries are 

more likely to develop new products that are similar to those they already produce, 

leveraging their existing know-how and capabilities. This approach is based on the 

idea of “know-how space,” where nations develop new products that are closely 

related to their existing expertise. In other words, countries typically diversify by 

transitioning to products that are closely related to those they already produce or that 

require similar expertise, building on their existing capabilities.  

The Product Space visualizes the relatedness of over 800 goods based on real-world 

data. Through understanding the “know-how space,” of each country in the CA region 

we can identify not only strategic opportunities for economic diversification and 

growth for each state but for the whole region.  

 

Figure 5.8. Kazakhstan: Product Space 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity.  

Kazakhstan is ranked the 88th economically most complex country in the world as of 

2021, according to the Economic Complexity Index (ECI) developed by the Harvard’s 

Growth Lab. Over the past decade, its economy has become more sophisticated, 

improving by 21 positions in the ECI ranking. Despite this progress, the country’s 
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economic complexity is still lower than expected for its income level, leading to 

moderate projected growth. Kazakhstan’s export growth has remained relatively static, 

as the largest contributions coming from moderately complex products such as mineral 

fuels, oils, waxes, and precious metals and stones. The Growth Lab’s projections 

Kazakhstan is expected to grow at annual growth rate of 3.2% by 2031, placing it in 

the top half of countries globally. 

The existing know-how in Kazakhstan presents limited opportunities for 

diversification into related products to their existing expertise. Thus, to diversify its 

economy, for Kazakhstan it is recommended to adopt a “Strategic Bets Approach”, 

targeting coordinated advancements into key areas with potential for future growth. It 

means longer jumps now towards strategic areas that would allow diversification and 

more specification around that product in the future, particularly, the sectors with the 

highest potential for new diversification in the country according to the Growth Lab’s 

analysis are Industrial Machinery and Vehicles (Figure 5.8).  

 

Figure 5.9. Kyrgyzstan: Product Feasibility 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity. 

With GDP per capita of $1,306 ($5,444 PPP) in 2021, Kyrgyzstan is a lower-middle-

income country and has relatively small population around 6.69 million inhabitants. 
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Out of 133 countries in focus, globally it was ranked as the 117th richest economy per 

capita. Kyrgyzstan was ranked the 65th most complex country in the ECI ranking. 

Kyrgyzstan’s economy has become more complex, improving 4 positions in the ECI 

ranking, compared to a prior decade. Moving forward, Kyrgyzstan is positioned to 

take advantage of a moderate number of opportunities to diversify its production using 

its existing knowhow (Figure 5.9). 

Kyrgyzstan is more complex than expected for its income level. As a result, its 

economy is projected to grow moderately. The Growth Lab’s 2031 Growth Projections 

forecasts 4.0% annually growth rate for Kyrgyz economy over the coming decade, 

ranking it in the top quartile of countries globally. Kyrgyzstan can follow “Light 

Touch Approach” as it has balanced portfolio and export structure, more specifically, 

some of the sectors that has high potential for new diversification as the potential 

products for development in Kyrgyzstan are Industrial Machinery and Articles of iron 

or steel according to the Growth Lab analysis.  

 

Figure 5.10. Tajikistan: Product Feasibility 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity 

Tajikistan is a lower-middle-income country with GDP per capita of $916 ($4,315 

PPP) in 2021, and has population of around 9.75 million people. Out of 133 countries 
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in focus globally, the country is placed closer to the end as the 124th richest economy 

per capita. Its GDP per capita growth has averaged 4.8% over the past five years, above 

regional averages. 

Tajikistan was ranked only 98th most complex country in the ECI ranking. However, 

the economy has become more complex, improving 13 positions in the ECI ranking, 

compared to a prior decade. Improvement in economic complexity has occurred 

despite the stagnant diversification of its exports, potentially risking the sustainability 

of its gains in complexity. Tajikistan is improving its complex as a result, its economy 

is projected to grow moderately. The Growth Lab’s 2031 Growth Projections forecasts 

4.8% annually growth rate for Tajikistan over the coming decade. 

Countries existing knowhow affords a few opportunities to diversify into related 

products. Thus, Tajikistan may consider a “Strategic Bets Approach” for 

development and diversifying its economy. Few nearby opportunities require 

coordinated long jumps into strategically important areas with potential for future 

diversification, particularly this areas are Industrial Machinery and Articles of iron or 

steel, as identified by Growth Lab (Figure 5.10). 

 

Figure 5.11. Turkmenistan: Product Feasibility 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity. 
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Turkmenistan is classified as an upper-middle-income nation, positioned as the 62nd 

wealthiest economy per capita out of 133 countries analysed. It has GDP per capita of 

$7,297 ($15,628 PPP), per 6.34 million total population of the country as of 2019 

estimates. The country was ranked only 103rd in the ECI, although, revealed a visible 

rise of 19 places compared to a decade earlier. This increase in complexity has been 

fuelled by a diversification in its exports. However, Turkmenistan is less complex than 

anticipated for its income level.  

The economy is expected to grow at a moderate rate. Annual growth rate of 

Turkmenistan by 2031 is projected as 3.9%, according to the Growth Lab’s Growth 

Projections predict, what places Turkmenistan in the top quartile of countries 

worldwide. Looking forward, Turkmenistan is set to capitalise on a limited number of 

opportunities to diversify its production using its existing knowledge base. In this 

regard, Turkmenistan can consider a “Strategic Bets Approach” what implies few 

nearby opportunities require coordinated long jumps into strategically important areas 

with potential for future diversification. Areas are identified by Growth Lab are 

Plastics and Industrial Machinery as areas with high potential for new diversification 

(Figure 5.11).  

 

Figure 5.12. Uzbekistan: Product Feasibility 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University. The Atlas of Economic Complexity. 
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Among the 133 countries reviewed, Uzbekistan is the 109th richest economyin per 

capita terms. As of 2021, the country’s population was 34.9 million, with a GDP per 

capita of $1,993 ($8,607 PPP) in 2021. 

Uzbekistan is ranked 72nd in the ECI ranking. Uzbekistan’s economy has become more 

complex, improving its ECI ranking by 20 positions compared to a decade ago, thanks 

to diversifying its exports. Looking ahead, Uzbekistan is in a favorable position to 

seize a moderate number of opportunities for expanding its production diversity based 

on its existing technological expertise. 

Uzbekistan’s level of complexity is higher than anticipated given its income level. The 

economy is expected to experience moderate growth. According to The Growth Lab’s 

2031 Growth Projections, Uzbekistan will see significant annual growth of 4.5% in 

the next decade, placing it in the top quartile of countries worldwide. Uzbekistan can  

consider a “Light Touch Approach” as its exiting knowhow and innovations enables 

ample space to diversify and introduce new technologies for leveraging existing 

successes to enter more complex production. Some of the sectors with high potential 

for new diversification based on the Growth Labs analysis are Articles of iron or steel 

and Aluminium (Figure 5.12).  

Economic Integration from Economic Structure to Cultural Proximity Theory  

The economic complexity of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan allows them to adopt a 

“Light Touch Approach,” enabling them to diversify and achieve greater complexity 

and economic sustainability by making incremental advancements in developing 

products that align with their existing knowhow. Meanwhile, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan 

and Turkmenistan have to adopt “Strategic Bets Approach” what requires significant 

economic investment, needs to have enough human and financial sources to attract 

innovation and knowhow. While Kazakhstan can pursue this strategy maybe also 

Turkmenistan too, but political situation there is more likely to be an obstacle to 

involve foreign knowhow. Tajikistan faces significant obstacles to pursue that strategy 

due to limited financial and technological capacities.  

At this retrospect, without a doubt, developing a regional strategy would be 

advantageous for everyone involved. Through different bilateral agreements or under 
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the umbrella Consultative Meetings of CA nations to integrate investment and 

knowhow capacities. According to cultural proximity theory, nations with similar 

cultures including common language history and values are more likely to engage in 

economic activities together. It has significant impact on countries participation in 

GVCs by reducing sourcing costs and meeting local content requirements Ngoc 

(2023). Furthermore, during economic downturns, cultural proximity between 

countries can bolster trade resilience, mitigating the adverse consequences of trade 

collapse Celine and Masood (2018). 

In today’s global economic environment, it is better to develop joint regional 

development strategies as no single developing country can pursue development 

without foreign credit, grants and joint ventures. Furthermore, knowhow transfer 

within the region is very frequent and successful practice. According to the Bahar, 

Housmann and Hidalgo (2012) a product is, on average, 65% more likely to be 

included in a country’s export portfolio if a neighbouring country is already a 

successful exporter of that same product. If a neighbouring country has already 

invested in developing a product, adopted the necessary knowhow, and established 

export markets, it becomes easier for other countries in the region to acquire this 

knowledge and follow suit. Also, they found that growth of exports of already existing 

products cluster increase by 1.5 percent per annum, if there is a  neighbouring country 

that has comparative advantage in these products. After analysing the existing 

economic and export structure of the countries, the Growth Lab recommended the list 

products closest to the countries existing knowhow and opportunity gain from 

exporting the products as discussed above. If we look at the list of the 50 products in 

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan 26 products match. It means these two countries can 

jointly manage their existing resources and involve external resources for the most 

optimal result for the both. Similarly, Uzbekistan’s products also match with 

Tajikistan. There is not big match among the locomotives Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 

as the two countries are very much have complimentary economies making the 

cooperation even more sustainable and productive. Besides, it is an advantage to 

increase intra-regional trade because their economies are complimentary to each other 

rather than competing.  
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Indeed, there is a room for developing intra-CA trade potential, including the above 

discussed ways; product diversification and increasing share of high-tech intensive 

exports is the most sustainable strategy. There are straightforward measures in 

increasing intra-regional trade and economic cooperation. Modernisation of customs 

procedures, establishing more border crossing similar to, for example, China-

Kazakhstan border crossing at Khorgos within CA states, harmonising standards and 

certifications, removing tariffs, and developing infrastructure. This can be done within 

the CA and between other regions, such as Southeast Asia, South Asia, West Asia, and 

middle powers like South Korea and Japan.  

5.4. Trade Regionalism and Interregionalism: Challenges and Prospects  

This section examines the challenges and prospects for trade regionalism within 

Central Asia, as well as interregional cooperation with other regions and partners. 

Regionalism, establishing regional or economic blocks in general associated with 

improving infrastructure, customs modernization and simplification through 

implementing electronic customs systems to reduce processing and reducing the 

complexity of customs procedures and paperwork, international agreements, 

standardisation and mutual recognition of agreements for certifications and standards.  

Consultative Meetings of the CA countries call for further deepening the economic 

and trade integration, particular Kazakh President Tokayev even suggested eliminating 

all tariffs and barriers to trade within the CA. In addition, OTS vison 2040, and 

bilateral agreements between OTS states on increasing the trade turnover, and recent 

liberalisation policies discussed in previous chapters suggest that there will be 

substantive economic integration and reduction in trade costs in the CA and among the 

members of the OTS. 

CA states along with regional integration are consistently moving towards integration 

with global markets. Recently, the presidents of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan issued 

directives to their respective governments to prepare for the full liberalization of their 

economies. Uzbekistan’s strategy specifically focuses on accelerating its accession to 

the World Trade Organization (WTO), aiming to conclude the process within a few 

years. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are already members of the WTO. This shift 
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towards liberalization is expected to significantly reduce trade costs and enhance both 

regional and global economic cooperation. 

Global Trade Analysis Project (GTAP) Model 

General equilibrium theory, was developed by economist and mathematician Leon 

Walras (1834-1910), and is still considered as one of the key intellectual achievement 

in the field of economics. The core idea and contribution is that general equilibrium 

theory recognizes the interconnectedness of all global markets and economies, where 

the demand for one good depends on the prices of all other goods and on income. 

Whereas, wages, profits, and rents impact income, and they are influenced by 

technology, factor supplies, and production what implies that the whole global 

economy exists in an equilibrium state.   

Generally, economists simplify the complex economic relations to be able to formulate 

understandable conclusions. Even if the panel data analysis that may include all 

countries in the world into regression equation, each country considered as a separate 

unit not as a part of an equilibrium. Computable General Equilibrium (CGE) 

modelling, retains the complex structure and interconnectedness of the system, 

although, allowing simplifying the characteristics of economic behaviour, while 

providing mathematical solutions.  

CGE models is not a regression model but a mathematically formulation of economic 

relationships, allowing to estimate the impact of policy measure on variables such as 

prices, output, and economic welfare. CGE models ensure the presence of balanced 

equilibriums, where exports are matched by imports, employment remains within the 

labour force, and production or imports cover consumption. This consistency can 

reveal insights often missed in complex policy analysis, such as the implicit tax on 

exports created by import protection. 

It should be bared in mind that reducing trade costs and overall trade liberalisation 

among some group of countries can stimulate economic growth and increase welfare 

gain, while also it may create costs in other areas thus lead to an unequal distribution 

of benefits within and across countries and regions. Decrease trade cost and trade 

openness can have varying impacts on industrial production, government revenues, 
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employment, and wages across different skill levels. In this case where negative 

externalities of liberalisation and integration are higher than gains it is not 

recommended to pursue the liberalisation considering the existing economic structure. 

Besides, economic policies aimed at liberalizing an economy, or reducing trade cost 

through other measures should be complemented by supportive measures to mitigate 

the adverse effects on negatively affected sectors and workers. 

GTAP model is a powerful tool for forecasting the future effects of policy changes. It 

should be bared in mind that CGE simulations are theoretical scenarios with pre-

determined assumptions such as there is a perfect competition in the market and 

constant returns to scale, and are not absolute predictions. Additionally, trade policy 

conclusions are sensitive to the assumed levels of trade restrictions in the base data. 

Despite these limitations, CGE models, particularly, GTAP model remains as a most 

preferred tool for analysing global and regional trade policy issues due to their ability 

to handle complex economic interactions. They are particularly useful for measuring 

the impact of trade cost reductions, helping to predict how such changes can affect 

prices, outputs, and overall economic welfare. 

The Global Trade Analysis Project (GTAP) model is estimated by using the GTAP 10 

database. It is multi-region, multi-country and multisector database covering 141 

regions, of which 121 are individual countries, and 65 sectors. The database offers a 

snapshot of the global economy in 2014, detailing domestic inter-industry flows, 

global bilateral trade patterns, international transport margins, and protection matrices 

that connect various countries and regions (Aguiar, et al. 2019). For the purpose of this 

research, database was restructured where 141 regions and 121 individual countries 

grouped into 15 regions and countries. This includes four Central Asian countries 

(because Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are combined into one - due to database 

limitations), Azerbaijan and Türkiye as partners from the Organisation of Turkic States 

(OTS). Additionally, the other countries and regions are China, Russia, the EU-28, 

South Asia, Southeast Asia, West Asia, the rest of East Asia (developed East Asian 

states), North America, and the Rest of the World. Such division serves towards 

objectives of the thesis argument, through measuring impacts of intra-regional 

integration within CA and OTS, inter-regionalism with other Asian regions, while 

controlling for main economic partners.  
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65 economic sectors categorised into four primary sectors; food and agriculture, 

extractive industries, manufacturing, and services. Furthermore, in the GTAP model, 

welfare gains can be decomposed into their sources. The welfare outcomes in our 

model attributable to the following factors: allocative efficiency -  gains arising from 

the reallocation of resources relative to pre-existing distortions, technological 

change/productivity - changes in welfare due to shifts in productivity, which can stem 

from technological improvements or efficiency gains within the economy, terms of 

trade - gains resulting from changes in the relative prices of exports and imports, 

investment-savings balance - welfare from changes in the balance between investment 

and savings. 

The H0 scenario of this analysis stems from the idea based on political and economic 

developments in and around the region that expects an intensification of the intra-CA 

trade cooperation and liberalisation and intra-OTS trade that would have positive 

externalities for the liberalisation of the trade with the rest of the world. The scenario 

is as follows, trade liberalisation and integration in the region will bring 10% reduction 

in the trade cost among the CA states, 5% reduction in the trade with the other 

countries of the OTS that would bring 2% reduction in the trade cost with the rest of 

the world. Because liberalisation measures such as customs modernisation, 

introduction of electronic procedures etc. will positively impact all the trade partners 

not only regional ones.  

Estimation Results: Output and Welfare 

GTAP model results measure the impact of projected 10% reduction in trade costs in 

CA, what also affects cost reduction in CA trade with the rest of OTS by 5% and rest 

of the world by 2%. It is a mathematical theoretical simulation based on realistic 

assumptions for the nearest future. Considering the discussed regional and global 

projects and initiatives, higher trade integration and trade cost reduction is expected. 
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Table 5.1. GTAP Model Simulation Results for GDP (% change) and Welfare Gains 

(US$ Million) 

 Decomposition of Welfare Gain (US$ Million)  

  Total Allocative 

Efficiency 

Technological 

Change 

Terms 

of 

Trade 

Investment-

Savings 

Balance 

Change 

in GDP 

(%) 

KAZ 1,746 215 238 1,638 -345 2.66 

KGZ 450 9 91 73 277 9.21 

TJK 150 -8 72 20 66 3.85 

TKM/UZB 281 -40 176 132 13 0.88 

TRK 392 46 435 -104 14 0.08 

AZE -2 -2 16 -16 2 -0.04 

RUS -132 -10 173 -295 0 -0.01 

CHN 37 -9 193 -156 9 -0.01 

East Asia (rest) 153 2 51 99 1 -0.01 

South East Asia -13 -2 7 -17 -1 -0.01 

South Asia 82 1 32 53 -4 -0.01 

EU_28 126 5 734 -609 -3 -0.01 

West Asia -341 -27 108 -443 20 -0.03 

North America -17 -12 53 -18 -40 -0.01 

Rest of World -295 -14 106 -376 -12 -0.02 

Total 2,617 155 2,483 -18 -3   

According to the simulation results presented in Table 5.1, all CA states, Türkiye, 

China, the rest of the East Asia, South Asia, and EU will have welfare gains from the 

trade cost reduction scenario indicated above. In contrast to, slight decline in welfare 

in Russia, West Asia, North America and the rest of the World. With projected welfare 

gains of $1,746 million and a 2.7% increase in GDP, Kazakhstan stands out as the 

country that will benefit the most from trade integration within Central Asia. The 

estimated welfare gains in Kyrgyzstan amounts to $450 million, with a remarkable 

9.2% increase in GDP growth attributed to the reduction in trade costs.  

For Kazakhstan, most of the welfare gains are estimated to stem from the terms of 

trade, driven by higher prices for exports of Kazakh products and/or lower prices for 

imported goods. It shows that Kazakhstan’s membership in the EAEU has primarily 

benefited other member countries, such as Russia and Belarus, more significantly than 
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Kazakhstan itself. While limited trade integration with other regional and global 

partners has hampered the competitiveness of Kazakh exports. Therefore, reducing 

trade costs with Central Asian states is expected to generate substantial welfare gains 

for Kazakhstan through improved terms of trade. Meanwhile, major economic partners 

such as Russia and China, along with other regions, are projected to experience a 

decline in terms of trade. Nevertheless, these regions are estimated to see 

improvements in welfare through technological change, savings-investment balance, 

or allocative efficiency. 

The investment-savings balance is projected to be the primary source of welfare gains 

for Kyrgyzstan in the simulated trade reduction scenario. Lower trade costs are 

anticipated to enhance the rate of return on investments in Kyrgyzstan, thus attracting 

more investment inflows. Economic liberalization and better integration are expected 

to promote capital mobility towards equilibrium, leading to greater capital 

accumulation, higher GDP growth, and enhanced welfare. Turkmenistan, Türkiye, and 

Uzbekistan are predicted to benefit mainly from technological growth and innovation, 

which positively impact economic productivity and growth. Welfare gains associated 

with technological improvements and productivity increases are expected to extend to 

all regional partners, including China, Russia, the EU, the rest of Asia, and the world.  

Trade 

GTAP model simulation allows to measure the impact of trade cost reduction based 

on the above-indicated pre-set scenario (e.g. 10% reduction intra-CA trade cost, 5% 

with the rest of the OTS, and 2% rest of the world) by the sectors of economy. Trade 

liberalisation and reduction of trade costs does not have homogeneous impact on trade 

across the sectors and countries. Following the measures on trade facilitation and 

reduction in trade cost, all the CA states as well as Azerbaijan and Türkiye will see 

increase in their total trade. 

Particularly, the exports of Kazakh food and agricultural products are projected to 

increase by 13.3%, exports of extractive resources by 3.3%, and manufacturing exports 

by 5%, with a negligible decrease of 0.08% in services exports. 
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Table 5.2. GTAP Simulation for Exports by Sector (% change) 

Exports Food and Agriculture Extractives Manufacturing Services 

KAZ 13.25 3.34 4.95 -0.08 

KGZ -3.05 57.66 3.53 -10.14 

TJK 4.65 14.77 -3.12 -5.10 

TKM/UZB 12.46 0.49 6.71 -1.63 

TRK -0.21 1.52 -0.02 -0.16 

AZE 0.1 -0.06 0.14 0.07 

RUS 0.02 -0.13 0.12 0.02 

CHN 0.01 -0.34 -0.01 0.02 

East Asia (rest) -0.01 -0.08 -0.03 0.02 

South East Asia -0.01 -0.09 -0.01 0.01 

South Asia -0.04 -0.17 -0.03 0.00 

EU-28 -0.01 -0.13 -0.02 0.01 

West Asia 0 -0.08 0.04 0.04 

North America -0.01 -0.13 -0.01 0.02 

World (rest) 0 -0.09 0.01 0.02 

Similarly, the exports of food and agricultural products from Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan are forecasted to increase by 12.5%, manufacturing exports by 6.7%, 

and extractive resources by 0.5%, while services exports are expected to decrease by 

1.6%. In contrast, the impact of trade cost reduction on Kyrgyzstan’s exports is 

markedly more varied across sectors. While its exports of food and agricultural 

products and services are expected to decline by 3.1% and 10.1%, respectively, exports 

of extractive resources are anticipated to surge by 57.7%, and manufacturing exports 

by 3.5% (Table 5.3).  

Exports of extractives showed a significant increase in Kyrgyzstan (57.7%) and 

Tajikistan (14.8%) while a moderate increase in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan, as these are more abundant and have more developed extractive 

industries such as oil, gas, and minerals; with established infrastructure, thus trade cost 

reduction is expected to have less substantial impact for them. The moderate increase 

in manufacturing exports observed in the simulation can be explained by the relatively  

lower elasticity of this sector compared to extractives. Manufacturing industries 

necessitate substantial technological investment, infrastructure, and skilled labour.  
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Therefore, in response to trade facilitation measures, the growth in manufacturing 

exports may be slower compared to the more immediate and pronounced increases 

seen in the extractive and agricultural sectors.  

Table 5.3. GTAP Simulation Results for Imports by Sector (% change) 

Imports Food and Agriculture Extractives Manufacturing Services 

KAZ 6.3 29.99 3.07 4.57 

KGZ 17.83 13.92 5.25 16.36 

TJK 12.34 32.32 1.56 7.25 

TKM/UZB 5.12 32.7 1.44 1.51 

TRK 0.15 -0.34 0.05 0.15 

AZE -0.01 2.33 -0.03 -0.04 

RUS -0.03 -1.05 -0.05 0 

CHN -0.01 0 -0.01 -0.01 

East Asia (rest) 0 -0.01 0 0 

South East Asia 0 0.01 0 -0.01 

South Asia -0.01 0 0 0 

EU-28 0 -0.11 0 -0.01 

West Asia -0.02 -0.13 -0.02 -0.03 

North America 0 0 0 -0.01 

World (rest) -0.01 -0.05 -0.01 -0.02 

The increase is also reflected in imports. An approximate 30% increase in the imports 

of extractive resources is expected in Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 

Uzbekistan. In contrast, the growth of imports across sectors in Kyrgyzstan is more 

balanced: 17.8% in food and agriculture, 13.9% in extractive resources, 5.3% in 

manufacturing, and 16.4% in services (Table 5.4).  

Bilateral Trade  

The GTAP model simulation illustrates the impact of trade cost reduction on bilateral 

trade along with total trade, and welfare gains, providing a comprehensive view of 

regional integration prospects. According to the simulation results, trade cost reduction 

measures will significantly increase bilateral trade among the countries of CA and 

contribute to trade regionalism with OTS members, including Türkiye and Azerbaijan. 
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These measures enhance the competitive advantage of the products exported by CA 

countries in regional and global markets across the various economic sectors, thereby 

fostering regional integration and interdependence while reducing reliance on other 

countries and regions. Notably, both more industrialised countries like Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan and less industrialised ones like Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan benefit from 

increased exports in manufacturing and extractive sectors. Indeed, the positive impact 

extends to all CA countries and sector, with inter-regional services and agricultural 

exports also experiencing visible growth (Table 5.5). This signals that the economies 

of CA countries’, particularly their economic structure and available resources are 

complementary to each other rather than competitive or substitutable. 
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Table 5.4. GTAP Model Simulation Results for Exports by Sector (% change) 

   KAZ KGZ TJK TKM/UZB AZE TRK RUS CHN East  Asia 

(rest) 

South East 

 Asia 

South 

 Asia 

EU-28 West  

Asia 

North  

America 

World 

(rest) 

K
A

Z 

Food and Agriculture  40.67 26.87 26.17 8.76 8.86 -2.77 -2.84 -3.19 -3.39 -2.37 -2.92 -2.72 -3.11 -2.86 

Extractives  16.69 176.04 59.35 33.9 32.39 -1.14 -1.28 -1.89 -2.81 -1.91 -1.87 -1.87 -2.22 -1.72 

Manufacturing  60.99 53.76 55.96 16.92 16.53 -2.27 -2.61 -2.39 -2.39 -2.1 -2.32 -2.03 -2.34 -2.44 

Services  39.19 28.15 20.81 4.78 4.9 -3.48 -3.49 -3.48 -3.49 -3.48 -3.49 -3.5 -3.49 -3.5 

K
G

Z 

Food and Agriculture 13.88  4.47 3.91 -9.69 -8.92 -18.7 -18.94 -19.4 -19.63 -19.48 -19.18 -18.9 -19.66 -18.99 

Extractives 88.79  155.29 51.81 26.73 27.47 -4.91 -3.34 -5.86 -5.91 -5.92 -5.88 -3.09 -5.93 -5.9 

Manufacturing 43.06  35.92 38.21 4.38 4.38 -12.34 -13.06 -12.68 -13.01 -12.77 -12.92 -13.2 -13.03 -13.17 

Services 7.8  10.42 4.1 -9.71 -9.61 -16.83 -16.84 -16.83 -16.84 -16.83 -16.84 -16.85 -16.83 -16.84 

TJ
K

 

Food and Agriculture 28.18 34.32  20.18 3.55 4.59 -13.34 -13.38 -13.76 -14.02 -14.02 -13.1 -13.15 -13.96 -13.59 

Extractives 26.79 -26.6  0.83 -15.83 -5.31 -50.51 -48.09 -50.66 -47.96 -48.18 -49.45 -48.86 -50.65 -48.09 

Manufacturing 56.41 56.71  51.83 14.17 14.53 -15.27 -15.35 -15.2 -15.39 -15.21 -15.24 -15.28 -15.11 -15.7 

Services 21.86 35.58  17.68 2.06 2.18 -11.14 -11.15 -11.15 -11.15 -11.14 -11.15 -11.17 -11.15 -11.16 

TK
M

U
ZB

 

Food and Agriculture 41.88 49.04 34.07  15.23 15.48 -4.18 -4.37 -4.53 -4.5 -4.38 -4.42 -4.44 -4.55 -4.44 

Extractives 127.59 37.67 218.01  58.76 58.15 -7.84 -7.06 -7.46 -7.44 -7.41 -7.21 -7.45 -7.45 -7.25 

Manufacturing 76.24 77.43 69.05  28.95 28.94 -4.5 -4.56 -4.53 -4.57 -4.46 -4.49 -4.51 -4.57 -4.61 

Services 33.1 48.07 36.33  11.47 11.59 -2.95 -2.96 -2.96 -2.96 -2.95 -2.96 -2.98 -2.96 -2.97 

A
ZE

 

Food and Agriculture 1.8 7.82 -3.01 -3.53  -0.03 0.2 0.21 0.21 0.2 0.21 0.2 0.19 0.2 0.18 

Extractives -21.31 -52.23 10.35 -34.42  -4.48 -0.52 0.12 -0.01 0 0 0.01 -0.02 0 -0.01 

Manufacturing 2.22 3.12 -1.75 -0.1  -0.08 0.2 0.2 0.21 0.2 0.19 0.2 0.17 0.19 0.19 

Services 4.62 16.39 7.16 1.02  0.16 0.1 0.09 0.1 0.09 0.1 0.09 0.07 0.09 0.08 

TR
K 

Food and Agriculture 1.37 7.36 -3.43 -3.94 -0.72  -0.18 -0.23 -0.24 -0.24 -0.22 -0.23 -0.24 -0.24 -0.24 

Extractives -19.94 -51.44 12.12 -33.31 -3.14  1.2 1.82 1.76 1.67 1.68 1.78 1.65 1.71 1.71 

Manufacturing 2.01 2.91 -1.95 -0.3 -0.3  0 0 0 -0.01 -0.01 0 -0.03 -0.01 -0.01 

Services 4.26 15.99 6.79 0.68 -0.29  -0.24 -0.25 -0.24 -0.25 -0.24 -0.25 -0.27 -0.25 -0.26 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 

6. GLOBAL DIMENSIONS OF CENTRAL ASIA’S REGIONALISM AND 

INTERREGIONALISM 

 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines developments and challenges in the global geopolitical arena, 

particularly the rise of powers in East Asia and the Asia-Pacific megaregion, as key 

factors shaping regional relations in Central Asia and its cooperative mechanisms with 

other regions. Discussions on regionalism or regional integration in Asia typically do 

not address the continent as a single unit but focus on specific regions within Asia. 

When the scope broadens—for example, to encompass Asia or the Asia-Pacific 

region—regionalism discussions tend to emphasise cooperation, dialogue platforms, 

or collaboration in specific areas, such as the security sector, rather than full 

integration. Asia can roughly be divided into six regions such as East Asia, Central 

Asia, North Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia and West Asia. These broad regional 

units do not take into account all historical, cultural, geographic and other 

complexities. Consequently, they have many similarities with other regions as well as 

cultural, political economic diversities and differences within the region. However, it 

is still reasonable to divide to such regional units both from realpolitik perspectives as 

well as practical convenience to apply contemporary academic discussions in the field.   

Scholarly narratives have focused on the powers in East Asia, particularly China today 

and Japan in 20th-century academic discourse. Furthermore, many scholars focus on 

regional organisations, regional or sub-regional country groups, and 

intergovernmental agreements and unions on trade, politics and security spheres.  

Especially, it is very common to compare these organisations and groups of countries  
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pursuing integration with each other e.g. comparing EAEU, EU and ASEAN. Indeed, 

everything is known in comparison. However, one needs to be careful in analysing and 

comparing the similarities. Causal sameness of some aspects does not mean the whole 

integration should be the same.  

To put it simply, Asia is huge and too diverse to have homogeneous integration. At 

the same time tools of the state-led integration are limited to standard or similar 

agreements and cooperation strategies in trade, politics, military and even culture. As 

Katzenstein (2000) rightly discovered “Focusing primarily on the effects of different 

states underlines unduly the heterogeneity of world politics. Conversely, highlighting 

the effects of global factors emphasises too much the homogeneous context of world 

politics.” As the leaders, policymakers and corporations have limited tools to promote 

integration, academicians also have limited instruments and techniques to measure, 

analyse levels, causes, and forecast the future of regional integration initiatives.  

6.2. Global Order or Regional Dominance: Exploring Regionalisation among 

East Asia, Central Asia, and the Rest of Asia 

Political, socio-cultural, and economic dynamics at the global, regional, and national 

levels play a pivotal role in shaping the foreign policies of nations, potentially fostering 

regional integration. The rise and fall of East Asian powers, with China being the most 

recent example, has notably shaped regional integration initiatives in Asia. The 

contemporary world order has emerged following the establishment of the nation-state 

system and the development of institutions and norms that each state must adhere to 

in order to engage in international and regional political and economic processes. 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the United Nations Charter concerning the 

international political system, and the Bretton Woods system for economic relations 

are the foundations of the international world order established after World War 2 

drafted by the US and the UK (Noam Chomsky, 1999).  

These are important factors in regional integration, in all multilateral relations and 

even in bilateral relations between states. Concerning the economic aspect of 

international order, the World Bank Group (WBG) and International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) were established following the Bretton Woods conference (United Nations 
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Monetary and Financial Conference) in 1944. Both organisations officially started 

operating in September 1945, following the approval of the US Congress of the US 

membership to IMF and International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(IBRD) of WBG in July of the same year. Two organisations work in harmony as even 

it is compulsory to become a member of IMF to join WBG, thus, currently, there are 

189 member countries of each organisation. 

The primary goal of the WBG is to reduce poverty and increase shared prosperity, 

while the IMF targets stabilising the international monetary system and monitors the 

world’s currencies and exchange rates. The WBG provides financial support, and 

technical and policy advice to government projects while also immensely supporting 

the private sector in developing countries. The IMF lends with low-interest rates to 

countries with a large balance of payments deficit for recovering or boosting their 

economies. These are the official visions and goals of the two organisations, however, 

critics claim that key funding states are pursuing other objectives. Word Bank and IMF 

stimulate borrowing and due to the high riskiness of the projects, the loans are 

borrowed with high-interest rates Chomsky (2006, p. 244). 

When you review the IMF and WBG funding records, these projects brought 

privatisation of the sectors or specific businesses that used to be run by the 

governments. Indeed, privatisation along with the democracy are the fancy words, 

camouflage for marketing the US led transformation of financial, economic and 

political regimes in poor countries. Noam Chomsky describes this politico-economic 

system as neoliberalism. Particularly, He emphasised reforms conducted in Haiti and 

Nicaragua during the 1980s and 1990s, which are among the poorest countries in the 

world. Under the US directives, they acted according to the IMF and WBGs 

recommendations; privatised, reformed and liberalised key sectors of economy, and 

borrowed money from the IMF. Such reforms and poorly organised liberalisation have 

induced governments’ crises and destabilised the economic and political systems 

(Killick 1995; Dreher 2004; Smith and Vreeland 2006). As a result, they have been 

suffering from economic stagnation, increasing poverty rates, environmental hazards 

and degradation of public health and education systems unlike their neighbouring 

countries that managed to resist the US pressure Chomsky (2006, p. 156-157).  
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It is important to acknowledge that, funding countries of multilateral institutions as 

well as member states who joined later can pursue or target different goals, objectives 

or visions but are limited to the same instruments and rules to accomplish these 

objectives. If the objectives of members converge or go in parallel to each other, no 

conflicts would occur between the members. China has adhered to the rules and 

instruments discussed above and with its increasing economic prowess, it should have 

become as influential as, if not more so than, the countries that established the global 

order represented by the IMF and World Bank Group.  

It is crucial to understand who are making or approving decisions in these strategic 

international organisations in a financial and economic world since the Bretton Woods. 

Decisions are approved by the votes of the member states. There are special formulas 

to calculate the voting power of each member but basically, voting power depends on 

the economic strength and financial contributions made to IMF. A supermajority, 85% 

of votes are necessary to approve any important decision in IMF. The US always had 

over 15% voting power and it can veto any decision. Currently (January 2022), the US 

has 17.4% voting power despite the several adjustments made in the calculation to 

make it fairer and increase the share of developing countries. In comparison, China 

has 6.4% voting power.  

Indeed, according to Bretton Woods Project (BWP) (2020, April 7) “in February 2020, 

the 15th IMF quota review was officially abandoned, after the US “failed to see the 

need for a quota increase” that would have likely redistributed vote shares in favour of 

China.” Alternative options have been proposed by BWP - NGO that focuses on WB 

and IMF established in 1995 - suggests introducing “double majority voting” instead 

of the current so-called “one-dollar, one vote system” where a major decision would 

require both shareholder and member state majorities, what would empower 

developing countries in decision-making.  

In a similar way, in the WBG institutions such as IBRD, developed countries 

including; the US, Japan, Germany, France, and China hold the largest shares and have 

more rights to allocate governors and boards of directors. China in comparison to the 

US, or China and other Asian countries in comparison to the US and other western 

countries are represented less in IMF and WBG. Corollary, the global financial and 
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economic system support the geostrategic vision of the US and its allies. Evaluating 

the issue further, one can see even the China will get equivalent shares relative to its 

economic power and contributions to the IMF and World Bank resources, similarly 

even if all other developing member states are represented fairly with respect to their 

economic contributions, the US will still have a most significant role in the two global 

organisations in focus. Because the US is supported by the other advanced economies 

considering their common interests and values in contrast to China. The system will 

remain unfair if we keep only economic variables into consideration and do not apply 

more progressive and fair systems like double majority voting. It shows that China 

along with other emerging Eurasian powers has strong grounds and understandable 

reasons to challenge the existing international system that includes IMF, WBG and 

even the UN including the UN Security Council.  

Thus, China has established Chinese alternative institutions to IMF and World Bank, 

particularly for Asian countries as peaceful transfer of power was not allowed. These 

institutions are considered under the umbrella of BRI. It is a combination of mega 

infrastructure projects worldwide aimed at improving road, rail and maritime 

connectivity, particularly, within Asia and between Asia and Europe. It is expected to 

bring trade and people-to-people cooperation to a new level. Different actors that 

pursue separate, as well as integrated goals, leads BRI. To begin with, China is by 

default increasing its sphere of influence as China led Banks, Funds and other 

institutions are a replica of US led ones (IMF and World Bank).  

There are 66 institutions; 5 government institutions, 12 multilateral organisations, 11 

funding institutions, 18 platforms, 13 think tanks, and 7 state owned enterprises 

operating under the framework of BRI, as indicated in Belt and Road Initiative listings. 

In this context, to understand the processes of regionalisation and regionalism across 

Asia it is critical to dismantling the categories of actors listed above such as 

government institutions, funding agencies, state owned enterprises. Particularly, to see  

 

what impacts are they bringing across Asia, we are attempting to review these 

institutions in Asia led by China and understand how they are similar or different 

compared to IMF-WBG. Concerning funding institutions, the most discussed are the  
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Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), China Development Bank (CDB), 

Export-Import Bank of China (EXIM), New Development Bank (NDB), and Silk Road 

Fund (SRF).  

It is important to mention here that China and its BRI are not the first to challenge the 

IMF-WBG primacy in Asia. Before China’s ascent as a global power, significantly 

propelled by its accession to the WTO in December 2001, Japan had held the position 

of the primary regional economic power in Asia and a global power that can challenge 

the US primacy. Emergence of Asian financial crisis in 1997 lead Japan to act as a 

major regional and emerging global power. On 19 December 1997 during the 1st Asia-

Europe Meeting (ASEM) of Finance Ministers’, Japan proposed the creation of the 

Asian Monetary Fund (AMF) to address the recurrence of the financial crisis and 

economic instability in the region. AMS plan was discussed at ASEM undisclosed side 

event on 21 December 1997 attended by 12 Asian nations, and representatives from 

the US and IMF as observers, Wang (2000, p. 207), Dieter and Higgott (2003, p.433). 

Despite the enthusiasm of Hiroshi Mitsuzuka then the Japanese finance minister, 

Japan’s offer to contribute half of the initial fund, despite the need for the 

establishment of such an organisation, and the support of other Asian nations the plan 

was not realised. Because the US and IMF representatives were strongly opposing the 

idea, and after several follow-up meetings with the Japanese government and offering 

some compromise plans such as; strengthening the capacity of the IMF to provide 

funds and introducing a regional surveillance mechanism, the US managed to block 

the creation of AMF Wang (2000, p. 208). Japan although wished to be a regional 

hegemon and fairly hoped to gain control of the economic developments and 

instability, due to its economic and even more importantly security dependence on the 

US, Japan had not much choice but to agree to the offered compromises. However, 

China today is economically more influential and more sovereign in security and 

political spheres compare to Japan during the 1980’s and 1990’s.  

China led alternative institutions for Asia claim to be non-political but solely 

economic. Particularly, AIIB made it clear in its Articles of Agreement, Article 31 (2), 

that the Bank and its president cannot interfere in the state’s political decisions and 

only economic considerations shall be relevant to its decisions Yilmaz and Li (2020, 
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p. 396). They claim that official BRI documents do not have any global political 

agenda, economic globalisation mentioned here and there but academic discourse and 

speculations made the BRI be viewed as a global geostrategic initiative. However, the 

official discourse of IMF-WBG also does not mention political intervention. Only 

historical analysis of the IMF-WBG projects across the globe revealed the informal 

political goals of the US. In this regard, in no way official agenda can be sufficient for 

our conclusions. If China led institutions are offering viable alternatives to the existing 

global political institutions - IMF-WBG - it would be appropriate to consider the 

Chinese institutions as candidates for global governance.  

Political and Security Regionalism and Multilateralism  

The academic literature in the field tends to focus on the role of regional organisations 

on power struggle; competition or cooperation among main regional and global 

players. Recent academic literature on Asian regionalism or Asiawide regional 

integration is focused on Chinas rising assertiveness and China-US competition. 

Specifically, after 2010, the narrative in the field shifted from economic 

interdependence, Asian regionalism and economic growth to the future of Asian 

security (Yeo 2019, 446).  

First, it is worth mentioning that, considering current geopolitical realities, impossible 

to imagine regional integration of and with the participation of any of the three 

superpowers; the United States of America, Russia and China. It would be more 

accurate to describe the cooperation with these superpowers by using terminologies 

such as strategic partnership, mutually beneficial cooperation, big brother, a sphere of 

interest or dependency but not regionalism and regional integration. Although, they 

play important roles - positive or negative - in the regional integration of other country 

groups in Asia and around the world.  

Second, the US had been the primary power in the whole Asia Pacific region including 

both Southeast Asia and South Asia. Similarly, Russia has been the primary power in 

Central Asia prior to China’s rise. However, the impetuous growth of Asian countries 

already in the second half of the 20th century, and particularly since 2001, after China’s 

full membership to WTO, left no doubts among the scholars that the 21st century would 

be a multipolar world. Katzenstein (2000, p. 367) concluded that “The twenty first 
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century will be nobody’s century: not America’s, not Asia’s and not Europe’s.” 

Furthermore, increasing regional cooperation and overall stable economic growth 

widely lead academicians to positive conclusions on Asian regionalisation.  

In terms of security regionalism, the Indo-Pacific stands out as the megaregional unit 

in the region, akin to the Asia-Pacific in its economic megaregional status. Indo-

Pacific was formed as a region due to rise of Australia, Japan and India as an important 

security actors and rivalries of US, India and Japan against China Auslin (2010), 

Mohan (2012) and Phillips (2016). This union of four countries is known as QUAD. 

Although, QUAD was created in 2007, it was not effective or even functional at all 

before the US has announced China as a strategic competitor already in 2017 during 

the Donald Trump’s presidency but this policy is still continued by Joe Biden 

administration. Increasing Chinese military activities in South China Sea, particularly, 

military drills near Taiwan, Russia-Ukraine war, outbreak of COVID-19 pandemics, 

BRI of China, China’s claims in WB and IMF, Chinese increasing economic influence 

around the world caused the US to shift its foreign policy from partnership towards 

competition and even enmity against China.  

QUAD committed to investment $50 billion to infrastructure projects in Indo-Pacific 

region in response to Chinas BRI. QUAD leaders oppose the China’s military 

activities, particularly, in the most recent QUAD meeting in May 24, 2022 they 

expressed serious concern towards China’s military activities and attempts to change 

status quo in the East and South China Seas. “The four leaders strongly oppose any 

coercive, provocative or unilateral actions that seek to change the status quo and 

increase tensions in the area, such as the militarization of disputed features and the 

dangerous use of coast guard vessels and maritime militia. Prime Minister Kishida also 

stated the basic view of Japan on Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Taiwan.” However, most 

important military to balance the Chinese modernised naval power in the region was 

establishment of Australia – United Kingdom – United States partnership (AUKUS). 

This partnership targets to develop and provide Australia with conventionally-armed, 

nuclear-powered submarine capability. QUAD’s coming to a middle of global 

geopolitical scene after 10 years of silence, emergence of AUKUS supports the claims 

some scholars like (Beeson and Lee‐Brown 2017) make that regions are “discursively 
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created and institutionally realized”. The concept of Indo-Pacific as a region has no 

economic or geographical grounds. It is the political will and determination of 

Australia, Japan, and India empowered by the US need to confront China was 

manifested in discourses of this countries’ leadership. It seems that Indo-Pacific 

security region will stay relevant and grow stronger as long as the China stays relevant 

and grows stronger.  

The forces that existed in 1950 that pushed European states for integration are not the 

same today for Asian regions though it is not sufficient to look only at the beginning 

of the EU integration against the initial steps in Asian integration initiatives. The Asian 

regional bodies were intentionally designed to have a limited integration, be much less 

united than EU. and to protect each states sovereignty considering nation state system 

of world politics (Katzenstein 2005). ASEAN is at its best to promote regional 

security, economic and trade cooperation. Regional integration process is not simply 

driven from the needs of businesses and politics to have functionally oriented 

institutions as was suggested by functionalists but it has more important drivers than 

economy (Rosamond 2005; Beeson and Lee-Brown 2017). In contrast, creation of 

Latin America as a regional unit was largely the result of the geography of the South 

America (Radcliffe & Westwood 1996).  

Is it geopolitics or geo-economics or other factors are more important in regionalism? 

As we discussed in the creation of the EU in chapter 2 (Theoretical Framework) 

geopolitical and security factors were primary reason for both the European states to 

unite and for the US to support and promote the unification of its allies in western 

Europe. Although, there were also strong economic reasons for the US such as to 

access the European markets. However, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, and  

 

political, economic and military weakening of the Russia, geo-economics became 

more important. The US support of the Chinese accession to WTO was to hold the 

economic not military rise of Japan. It was to preserve the US dominance. However, 

as the Chinese rise went out of control unlike Japan, the geopolitical and security 

factors have become more central.  
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The periods in the history as today we can mark as the strategic shift points in global 

and regional politics. Economic factors can explain and promote regionalisation or 

trade and economic regionalism, however, for full regional integration we have to see 

strong political will both endogenous to the region and exogenous such as US, China, 

wars or even pandemics. Because during the period of low global geopolitics and high 

geo-economics regional institutions in Asia have been limited to only reflect nation 

states interests as intergovernmentalists suggest. Political and monetary unifications 

similar to the EU did not occur.  

In this regard, regional bodies across East Asia are not building hard balancing against 

China or the US, Pempel (2010, p. 210-211) they only showed more general level of 

cooperation. Pempel also claims that an increasing number of regional organisations 

with vague and sometimes overlapping missions are caused by not unitedness and 

disordered efforts to tackle emerging global and regional challenges. Pempel (2010) 

describes the EU, the Organization of African Unity (OAU), and the League of Arab 

States as more integrated regional bodies in contrast to East Asian regional 

organisations. 

Pempel regards ASEAN and SCO as East Asian regional bodies. ASEAN is the most 

successful regional institution in Asia so far. Even though ASEAN member states are 

pursuing pragmatically national interests in contrast to constructivist assumptions of 

power shifting to institutions from nation states, it is also not anarchic or chaotic as 

some realists like Pempel (2010, p. 209-210)  suggests. Besides, many other regional 

institutions across the Asia and the world also showed limited effectiveness, but they 

can be portrayed as regional bodies with common goals and geographical proximity, 

unlike East Asian ones. It is just political and security factors were not sufficiently 

strong to motivate ASEAN states towards EU like unification and building security 

alliances against China.  

I cannot agree with Pempel’s (2010, p.211) claim that the member states of the 

ASEAN do not share goals or do not have the presupposition of a community and are 

not geographically proximate. Although Pempel’s concept of institutional Darwinism 

is partly thorough, because regional organisations in Asia are still young and evolving, 

it is completely unacceptable to put SCO, ASEAN, Asia Pacific Economic 
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Cooperation (APEC) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) etc. in the same basket 

called East Asian regional institutions. Indeed, ASEAN member states are not always 

united in action and goals but everything is known better in comparison, so if we look 

at the EU as the best example of regionalism existing today we can see that also EU 

member states more often are not giving up their national interests for the common 

interests of the EU. That makes both institutions more intergovernmental though it is 

undeniable that today the EU is steps ahead of ASEAN in becoming supranational 

both normatively and practically. It is because the EU member states had significantly 

broader experience, bureaucratic and administrative, as a nation states that are also has 

been attempting to give the EU regional bodies state like preferences that transcends 

states borders (Amin and Thrift 1994).  

Differences in national priorities among Asian states are widely discussed as a cause 

that is limiting regionalism (Beeson and Lee‐Brown, 2017). Despite historical 

experiences related to wars similar to Europe, today Asian states including Southeast 

Asia, South Asia, West Asia and Central Asia, are pursuing pragmatic interest based 

policies toward relations with China, and other regional and global powers as well as 

towards regional integration. It has led to the development of a different type of 

regionalism in East Asia based on the function (financial, economic, or security 

regionalism) Cho and Park (2016, p. 586). Because Asian countries so far prioritise 

economic benefits over regional unity or are trying to accomplish both at the same 

time. After the world wars, EU integration was a natural flow towards 

supranationalisation, however, afterwards, world has experienced trends toward 

nationalisation, the formation of nation states with their national interests.  

Although some scholars such as Beeson and Lee‐Brown (2017) believe that US 

support towards Southeast Asian integration is what lacks in ASEAN unlike the EU, I  

 

believe even the strong will of the US to unite ASEAN similar to EU would not be 

sufficient considering the current realities. However, the US-China confrontations 

around the Taiwan, its sovereignty versus one China policy, China-ASEAN conflicts 

in South and east China Sea, Russia-Ukraine war are signalling that the cold war 

mentality is coming back soon. The creation of the ASEAN in 1967 has been triggered  
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by the US-Vietnam war when the Southeast Asian states felt strongly threatened from 

the expansion of communism across Asia (Narine 2002).Thus, threat of a new war in 

the region might further trigger security and political unification among the Southeast 

Asian and other Asian regional groups.  

Besides, it is not the differences among the ASEAN and other Asian states prevent 

them from unification. Here we should discuss concept of “misfit” widely used to 

describe an adaptation pressure on member states with different national strategies in 

contrast to EU institutional policies (Börzel, 2003). Higher pressure and a longer 

period of time and effort would be required for the Europeanisation of new members 

with higher misfit or divergent national policies concerning the EU. However, newer 

Eastern member states particularly post-socialist states with significantly different 

institutions in contrast to the EU had a different type of misfit compared to for example 

countries tilted towards Atlanticism rather than Europeanisation Michalski (2013). She 

analysed and compared Sweden’s and Denmark’s foreign policies towards China and 

the role of Europeanisation or their European identity in this process. Michalski 

described the difference in the state-level choices in Sweden and Denmark with regard 

to cooperation with China as a matter of prioritisation between national interests and 

European values. In other words, national actors in Sweden and Denmark struggled 

about whether to promote the economic benefits that Chinese investments and trade 

can bring or normative values such as human rights that are central to EU institutions 

should be prioritised.  

In this context, a very interesting case is Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) was 

initiated for the development and promotion of economic regionalism considering the 

natural economic ties between the six countries in Southeast Asia, namely; Cambodia, 

the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, Viet Nam, Yunnan 

Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region of China. It is a dynamic and 

economic sub-regional integration venture that felt no need to establish separate 

institutions but pragmatically benefited from the financial and institutional assistance 

from Asian Development Bank (ADB). In contrast to the EU model where war had 

united the former enemies in Europe, it was an Asian financial crisis in 1997 that united 

the GMS member states so the outcome is also different.  
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Although we claim that it is impossible to have the full regionalism project with the 

participation of China, the US and Russia as they have global ambitions, strategies and 

realities, it is possible to integrate with superpowers in security realm. Given that each 

nation-state prioritizes its national interests both as a member of regional institutions 

and in broader foreign policy, global powers can only cooperate or unite with other 

countries to a limited extent. Excessive economic and military power—and, more 

importantly, strong political ambitions—deter global powers from adjusting their 

national strategies to become merely part of a regional unit. Atlantic Council 84 page 

report 

East Asian Model of Political and Security Regionalisation with Central, 

Southeast and Northeast Asia 

Asian regionalisation became far different from expected and does not resemble 

European one. Today when speaking about Asia the discourse circulates around so-

called China led regionalisation. Baogang He (2020) describes China led regionalism 

as “plus 1” formula, which he describes as functional and issue-focused. As China 

cannot be a part of any regionalism, similar to the USA, China’s cooperation 

agreement with other groups of countries such as ASEAN is simply described as “plus 

1” such as ASEAN + 1 (China), Does that make ASEAN or SCO a China led 

regionalism? Neither SCO nor ASEAN and any other partnership agreements with 

China cannot be called a regionalism project led by China. These are Chinese foreign 

policies or strategies - the same strategy or policy but sometimes with different goals. 

He (2020) described it as a part of the Chinese “neighbourhood strategy”.  

China has been building its foreign policy by following the established rules and 

procedures. China is fully aware that regional institutions are needed, as they are key 

instruments to realise regional/neighbourhood policy. As Chinese regional institutions 

only resemble that of the EU, scholars have attempted to come up with alternative 

regionalism concepts (He, 2017 and 2020). However, these attempts were 

unsuccessful. To put it simply, China’s attempts are limited to cooperation rather than 

integration. As a rising global power, China is not interested in building integrated 

regional units that can question its hegemonic role. It is also important to mention that, 

China in the first place is interested in bilateral partnerships because Chinese economic  
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and political power puts it in a more favourable position in negotiating the terms for 

cooperation against the other sides. When a bilateral partnership is not appropriate to 

realise Chinese objectives, regional and multilateral approaches are applied.  

In order to combat the US alliance system, China in the 2000’s started to use 

regionalism such as SCO and ASEAN (He, 2020). The key word here is to “use” not 

to build nor to promote. Also SCO had another more immediate purpose from 

establishment rather than combating the US alliance. China was the cofounder and 

cosponsor of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) together with Russia in 

1996, when it did not yet have the status of an intergovernmental organisation. Then 

it was named the “Shanghai Five group” and was established for limiting the 

possibility of military conflicts between Russia, China and CA states (Kyrgyzstan, 

Kazakhstan and Tajikistan) that has conflicting border demarcations with Russia or 

China. These countries signed the Treaty on Deepening Military Trust in Border 

Regions on 15 June 1996 in Shanghai, China. SCO was not considered an alliance like 

NATO then. On June 15th 2001, during the annual summit of the Shanghai Five group 

again in Shanghai, they admitted accession of Uzbekistan and also announced the 

transformation of the group into a regional intergovernmental security organisation 

entitled Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Although, still today none of the SCO 

member states except for China and Russia is willing or able to challenge NATO.  

China recently with its active military activities and political statements over the South 

China Sea, Hong Kong and Taiwan started to directly counteract NATO and US. 

However, here China is acting as a sovereign state, not in the name of SCO. It is hard 

to even imagine a potential conflict between the two security organisations, though, at 

the same time as a potential alliance, the SCO is indeed the largest security block 

against NATO. Particularly, it is important to bear in mind more recent full members 

- India and Pakistan - in addition to China, Russia and Central Asian states 

(Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan). President of Uzbekistan Islam 

Karimov in 2015 expressed concerns about the accession of India and Pakistan to SCO 

but the proposal was officially ratified by all of the SCO members in 2017. Currently, 

there are four observer states; Afghanistan, Belarus, Iran and Mongolia and additional 

six dialogue partners; Azerbaijan, Armenia, Cambodia, Nepal, Türkiye, and Sri Lanka.  
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Besides, Russia started to claim its leadership role in global security governance after 

regaining its strength as a military power, only after 2008. Russia’s invasion to Georgia 

was a stark signal of the return of the global military superpower. Russia-Georgia war 

and the creation of a new state South Ossetia that is subordinate to Russia resulted in 

very moderate sanctions from the west. The main impact was damage to Russia’s 

reputation in the global political arena. Besides, it did not have much impact on SCO 

as a security union and platform for cooperation. Member states of the SCO continued 

supporting, and cooperating with Russia as a reliable economic, political, and security 

partner. Not even the Russian invasion and annexation of Crimea – a peninsula in 

Ukraine, had much effect on the SCO but Russia’s war against Ukraine that started on 

24th February 2022, showed some signs of a start of an ideological breakdown in SCO, 

significant discontent towards Russia from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 

Interestingly, while CA countries that are regarded as Russian backyard countries start 

to distance from Russia, India and Pakistan are strongly supporting Russia politically, 

economically and in the domestic media platforms. We will discuss this issue in details 

in Chapter 4. 

While China and Russia consider the SCO for geostrategic purposes, particularly as a 

balancing institution against NATO, other member states have different objectives 

from the alliance. Central Asian states due to geographical proximity to Afghanistan 

fill a need for military support against potential terrorist attacks from this country. In 

this regard, SCO has established a second permanent body along with the SCO 

Secretariat based in Beijing, which is the Executive Committee of the Regional Anti-

Terrorist Structure (RATS) based in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. Furthermore, there has 

been a threat coming from internal extremist groups aiming at military coups many  

 

times since gaining independence from the Soviet Union. Overall, SCO cannot be 

considered China led regionalism project but only as a union of states each pursuing 

their geopolitical interests – which are different rather than similar.  

It is apparent that China, Russia, Central Asian states and ASEAN member states each 

define security threats differently. Russia perceives NATO and its military 

infrastructure in Eastern Europe as a direct threat to its security as Vladimir Putin  
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claims. For China as in the early stages of establishment of SCO was its territorial 

integrity with particular focus on Tibet and Xinjang Autonomous region as was 

frequently indicated at the initial documents of the SCO. More recently South China 

Sea, Hong Kong and Taiwan became central in the security agenda of the Middle 

Kingdom. Asian security unification can become possible, in a similar environment as 

“Sacra Ligua” in European history, only when they have common security threat.  

Terrorism has been first unifying factor or security threat in SCO. It is a primary 

element of SCO, particularly, Taliban and other fundamentalists groups in the region. 

Russia organised several military drills with CA states and with China to increase their 

preparedness against terrorist attacks. In this context, return of the Taliban insurgent 

groups to power in 2021 in Afghanistan, brought security regionalism within SCO to 

a higher level. But, most important factor of security unification across SCO is their 

weak democratic institutions but only together with low immunity against political 

intervention or regime changes.  

With regard to China’s foreign policy in South East Asia, is twofold, and can be 

differentiated into high politics and low politics. Despite the significant number of 

trade agreements signed between China and ASEAN, particularly since 2001 (see 

Table 1), China would prefer to see the ASEAN not united as a region particularly 

with regard to security sphere, especially on issues in the South China Sea (Jones 2015, 

p. 14). The Chinese strategy is better described as divide and conquer not as integration 

promoter. Ha (2019) calls on ASEAN “to exercise caution during the COC 

negotiations to avoid institutionalising ‘a regional arrangement’ that seals off the South 

China Sea from extra-regional powers’ engagement”. China wants to limit other 

regional and global powers interference, particularly the US involvement in the South 

China Sea.  

6.3. Economic and Trade Regionalisation from East Asia to Central Asia and 

the Rest of Asia 

Asian regionalism can be viewed as a form of continentalism or as the cumulative 

result of economic regionalism initiatives achieved through interregionalism. 

Particularly, when considering broader terms there are units such as the Asia Pacific, 
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East Asia and Eurasia that can be intertwined. Besides, key regional powers and 

drivers of regional integration including Japan, China and South Korea have been 

moving towards globalisation while also periodically supporting regional integration 

initiatives. Particularly, BRI or RCEP have been considered China’s global 

geostrategic project to compete with the US, while the Greater Mekong Subregion 

(GMS) project with crucial Chinese participation is a bright example of pure economic 

regionalism in East and Southeast Asia. To put it simply, Asian states have been 

pursuing both global and bilateral policies without giving up on regionalism. 

Furthermore, regional projects can be considered components of global initiatives.  

Trade regionalism and cooperation lie at the core of the many economic theories. 

David Ricardo is one of the most cited early scholars who advocated trade openness. 

The most important concept introduced by Ricardo (1817) is a “comparative 

advantage”. It says that efficiency in production stems from the division of labour 

internationally. Ricardo suggests that all countries should specialize in the 

manufacturing of only that goods and supply of services in which they achieved the 

best efficiency compared to other nations and trade openly with other nations. That 

being the case, greater efficiency and effectiveness can be achieved regionally or even 

globally. Subsequently, people get high-quality products for affordable prices and 

countries multiply their revenue by exporting the products they are specialized. In 

reality, of course, it is not the case, although, there are huge benefits from trading 

openly national trade policies should be developed considering the technical capacities 

of the countries. Primarily it is human resource capacity, including, the development 

of science and technology personnel in manufacturing and other industries. Natural 

and economic resources are also of primary importance.  

Let us connect discussions and debates on the economic benefits of trade regionalism 

and pinpoint who wants it and why. Technologically more advanced economies are in 

an advantaged position, as high-tech products and intellectual properties have 

significantly higher market value compared to primary commodities and agricultural 

products, which are the main goods exported by underdeveloped countries. In the 

scenario of liberal trade policy or even in semi-open economic relations - regionally 

or globally, underdeveloped countries would always remain in a trade deficit. On the  
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other hand, some emerging and developing economies are able to compete, develop 

the high-tech sector and increase their market share in the global exports of high-tech 

and final consumption products as their protective trade policies help local industries 

to grow. Therefore, in discussions on trade agreements, leaders and policymakers 

balance between protecting their local industries and opening up for trade to provide 

better opportunities for export and importing high-quality products for cheaper prices. 

Corollary, if we develop this concept, trade regionalism as a rule advocated by 

countries with a large trade surplus to bring trade cooperation to a higher level. 

Similarly, monetary regionalism and economic unions are promoted by economic 

powers within or outside the region to distribute their budget surplus in order to have 

more surplus in the future.  

Regarding these concepts, many parallels can be drawn between the Japanese 

development trajectory and initiatives for regional integration and hegemony during 

1980’s and Chinese ones over the last two decades. Actually, Japan is the only country 

so far that could challenge the US primacy in Asia or even in Asia Pacific megaregion 

and globally before China. For comparison, we would like to also look at South Korea 

as the country that exhibited exemplary economic performance due to its success in 

integrating to global economy, particularly since 1970. South Korea is still being 

studied at schools and presented in economics textbooks as one of the most successful 

examples of trade openness and global integration policies. Furthermore, South Korea 

remains as an important regional economic and political player. 

In particular, the gap between the Japanese economy and the US one was the narrowest 

in 1995 where GDP in current prices reached $5.5 trillion in Japan in comparison to 

$7.7 trillion in the US. Japan and the US were producing 42% of the total global GDP. 

At that point, The US considered Japan as its rival or competitor while China and 

Korea were lagging far behind; their GDP’s were $734 billion and $566 billion 

respectively. Similar to Japan in 1995, today the size of China’s is about to achieve 

and surpass the US economy (Figure 6.1).  

Indeed, successful economic performance stimulated the Japanese government for 

taking leadership roles and initiate regional integration in Asia during in 1980-90’s. 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) was established in 1989, at the initiative 
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of the Japanese Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Australian Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade as a regional trade cooperation platform, Bobowski (2020). 

Japan and Australia were the main financial and economic powers and engines of 

economic growth in Asia and the US as discussed above opposed, and tried to 

influence in order to control and limit their initiatives for regional integration.  

 

Figure 6.1. GDP current (USD), 1970-2020 

Source UNCTADstat Database on 15 April, 2022 

The US initially welcomed the economic success of both Japan and China, 

specifically, Japan in 1970’s-80’s and China since 1990’s, although, later when Japan 

in 1982 and then China in 2000 become the largest deficit trading partner, and major 

creditor (Japan in 1985, China in 2008), the US policy towards these states has 

changed (Nymalm 2019, p.8). Furthermore, the US systematically initiated trade 

disputes against Japan between 1970 to 1993 but disputes were settled easily and US 

aggression ceased when the US trade deficit with Japan arrived at acceptable levels, 

similar to the US trade balance with the other states Lee (2018, p. 220-221). The 

stagnation of the Japanese economy after 1995 calls us to pose the question of whether 

Japan had to be more assertive in its regional ambitions or was the economic slowdown 

inevitable. A closer look at the main contributors to the economy/GDP such as 

investments and trade helps to understand the situation overall better. The Japanese 

economy has reached what we call in economics “a steady-state” point from which 
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onwards it was not able to grow at high rates without significant change to its economic 

development policy which the Japanese economy could not accomplish.  

Japan chose to focus on its domestic consumption while the US continued to pursue 

an expansionist economic policy. Asia was becoming another Europe for the US. The 

US companies poured significant investments into China’s economy which allowed 

maintaining high economic growth in the US while restricting Japan’s potential 

primacy in Asia. The US economic success became intertwined with the Chinese one.  

Inward investment flows to China considerably surpassed the flows to Japan and South 

Korea. Only investments in mainland China were considered, investments to Hong 

Kong, Macau and Taiwan are not included in the Chinese figures (Figure 6.2). 

Japanese, US, Korean and EU companies have competed for Chinese cheap labour 

along with other economic resources. China became one of the largest beneficiaries of 

investment flows with which also significant technology transfer followed. 

Consequently, the Japanese economy continues to be inward-oriented while China is 

trying to copy and compete with the US strategy of global economic leadership with 

the help of the US itself. Particularly, Japan is investing trillions of USD to develop 

domestic high-speed train infrastructure and China is investing trillions of USD into 

global infrastructure projects under the umbrella of BRI.  

 

Figure 6.2. Inward direct investment flows (USD current prices). 

Source. UNCTADstat Database on 15 April 2022 
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Successful technological transfer through the investments of the western technology-

related companies has been instrumental in making China a key trading partner of the 

world. The proportion of China’s exports of high-skill and technology-intensive 

manufacturers in total merchandise exports of the country for the period 2016-2020 

comprised 42%. In comparison, the same indicator for Japan stood at 34%, for South 

Korea at 56% and for the US at 36%. Although, still 17% of China’s exports remain 

as labour-intensive and resource-intensive manufactures over the same period, in 

contrast to, 4% in Japan and South Korea and 2% in the US. At first glance, China 

may seem to achieve the same level of technological complexity as leading developed 

countries in the sphere the reality is not that promising for China.  

The Chinese economy is at the crossroad from where it most probably will continue a 

very low rate of economic growth for a decade or more similar to Japan (Pettis, 2022). 

Theoretically, China can follow a different path, for example, a short period of 

economic crisis followed by rapid economic growth. To explain this prediction of 

economic trajectory Pettis (2022) distinguishes between genuine and inflated growth. 

He highlights that GDP growth is not a proper measure of the economic performance 

of China. GDP growth targets are set by China’s communist party and the gap between 

target growth and genuine growth has been artificially achieved through state-owned 

enterprises’ investments into nonproductive sectors of the economy such as property 

and infrastructure development which is causing a sharp rise in the country’s debt 

burden (Pettis 2022). As such, investments are not economically justifiable and do not 

create sustainable economic growth, ultimately China either has to face economic 

crises followed by rapid growth or has to face a long-term economic slowdown. Based 

on the historical analysis of other countries’ similar experiences, the Chinese 

government will most probably pursue a long-term economic slowdown similar to 

Japan (Pettis 2022). 

As a general practice in an interconnected world, China is pursuing economic and 

political policies with the interplay between its domestic, regional and global 

objectives. China’s trade regionalism manifested in BRI, many regional trade 

agreements are parts of Chinese economic and political growth strategies. Credits and 

investments that are not producing sustainable economic value in China at this point  
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have been activating economic activity, trade and growth in many developing Asian 

and African countries. Investments in property, infrastructure and construction cannot 

be referred to as unproductive overall even in China, particularly by 2008 it has 

contributed to better economic performance. It is unsustainable to continue pouring 

financial resources for long period into the above-discussed sectors to artificially 

promote economic activity. Furthermore, it is even dangerous when such activities are 

creating a significant debt burden.   

The US has been very successful in the bosting domestic economy as well as in 

realising political goals through promoting regional and global projects as even the EU 

and WTO were significantly supported by the US. More recently, the US initiated a 

megaregional trade partnership the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) to combat Chinese 

primacy across the Asia Pacific. TPP was signed in 2016 and was initially led by the 

US but with the election of Donald Trump, the US withdrew from membership in 

2017. Although, other member countries have decided to proceed with the TPP 

agreement and revised it as the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-

Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), while retaining most of the original pact intact (McBride 

et al., 2021). CPTPP currently has 11 member states; Australia, Brunei Darussalam, 

Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, New Zealand, Singapore and Vietnam. 

CPTPP along with ASEAN is an economic and trade union of smaller states that 

allows them to compete with Chinese companies which they would not be able to do 

through bilateral partnerships.  

As a counterbalance, China led RCEP (ASEAN member states plus Australia, China, 

Japan, New Zealand and South Korea) has entered into force since January 2022. 

RCEP would not have emerged in the first place if China has been allowed to join TPP 

negotiations. While RCEP is a project that allows China to grow its influence in the 

Southeast Asia region against the US, it also was a good alternative for Southeast 

Asian nations to balance the US primacy. Without the participation of the US in the 

TPP, Southeast Asian nations became more vulnerable to the Chinese influence. We 

will consider mega-regional projects like BRI, RCEP and TPP as their regionalism or 

de-regionalism impact in particular regions, Central Asia, Southeast Asia and West 

Asia is critical to our analysis.  
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Concerning financial flows, primarily thanks to China and Hong Kong global 

investments shifted from the west to the east. Only 8% of the global investments 

flowed to Asia in 1970 in comparison with 58% % in 2020 (Figure 11). The investment 

destinations were not diversified within the Asian continent. In this regard, there is a 

significant gap between the Asian states’ development levels and their integration into 

global and regional markets. Also in per capita terms, South Asia and Central Asia are 

significantly underinvested (Figure 6.3). Within Asian continent, today Southeast Asia 

became a very competitive market and destination for foreign investments, including 

Chinese and American. On the contrary, Central Asian states remain without many 

alternatives to Chinese investments and credits. In terms of outstanding financial 

resources, credits and investment, today China has become a larger player in Asia 

compared to the US. 

 

Figure 6.3. Inward FDI per capita by region (USD current prices). 

Source: Based on the data accessed from United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, UNCTADstat 

Database on 15 April, 2022 
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Central Asia, and around $27 billion to West Asia. China is filling the gaps in 

investment across Asia and Chinese investments surpassed the US ones. China now 

has more influence on the regionalisation or de-regionalisation processes in the Asian 

continent and across its regions.  

However, there are also other players like Japan with $297 billion outward investment 

positions in Central and South Asia and $233 billion in East Asia. Also, South Korea 

has outward direct investment positions at $99 billion in Central and South Asia and 

$120 billion in East Asia. These stocks of investments along with trade and 

partnerships in other sectors may have a differentiated impact in contrast to Chinese 

ones. It is important to discuss how and why Chinese regional projects are different 

from Japanese and US ones. Financial capital in general and specifically foreign direct 

investment tend to flow towards countries with democratic institutions as the Jensen 

(2003, 2008), Li and Resnick (2003) shows that there are high political costs for 

multinational corporations investments in non-democratic countries. Consequently, 

multinational firms utilise the services of insurance companies to transfer political 

risks to insurance companies which categorise these risks into 3 groups; war and 

political violence, expropriation/breach of contract, and transfer risk (Jensen 2008, 

p.1043). However, Chinese companies are investing without securing their 

investments through insurance companies. In particular, based on the investment 

analyses of the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) to Kazakhstan, China’s 

foreign policy involves aid, loans, and bribes to key decision makers in government 

what assist Chinese SOEs in securing protection for their investments (O’Neill, 2018).  

Considering the above discussed we can look at the regional trade agreements and 

regionalism projects with the participation of key Asian players in the focus of our 

study. Regional trade agreements (RTAs) are baseline agreements for trade 

regionalism. It later may develop into an economic union and further into a monetary 

and political union, which are more integrated types of regionalism. On the other hand, 

regional trade cooperation without legal agreements can only be considered as trade 

cooperation or regionalisation, based on ontological distinctions we have made 

between regionalisation and regionalism in chapter 1.  
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Trade has been historically central to bringing business communities together in East 

Asia, particularly, between China, South Korea, Japan and Southeast Asian states 

(Dent, 2017). Intra-regional trade among the East Asian nations increased from 

“around 25 percent in the early 1960s to 35 percent by 1980, 43 percent by 1990, and 

55 percent by 2005” which then started to decrease to 50.2 percent in 2013, due to 

China’s increasing trade globally with the other Asian regions, Latin America, Oceania 

and Africa according to Dent (2017, p. 18 ). Similarly, FTAs between Asian states 

grew in number and also became more complex over the last few decades as each 

Asian state established trade agreements with multiple other states within and outside 

of the region (Table 6.1). As a means to make an empirical estimation, mostly 

economists, tend to simplify the idea conceptually but offer more sophistication 

methodologically. To estimate the level of regional integration empirically application  

 

of composite indicators that can cover different aspects of regionalism became very 

much common. Naeher and Narayanan (2020) constructed a composite regional 

integration index (CRI) that captures five dimensions of regional integration, 

including; trade integration, financial integration, regional investment and production 

networks, movement of people, and peace and security. They estimated the achieved 

levels of integration as measured by the CRI index and revealed that in terms of 

average CRI levels, Europe (0.50) achieves the highest result, Asia (0.36) and the 

Americas (0.33) are close to the overall sample mean (0.34), and Africa (0.21) lags far 

behind. Within the Asian continent, East Asia achieved the highest integration level 

with CRI at (0.71), followed by Southeast Asia after a large gap at (0.50). Central Asia 

performed the worst with (0.16). While, in terms of the untapped potential for regional 

integration, Central Asia has the highest potential for integration. Next comes South 

Asia, followed by West Asia, Southeast Asia and East Asia (see Naeher and Narayanan 

2020, p.730-734).  

Sometimes searching solely for empirical solutions to certain questions may become 

completely illogical. For example, to analyse whether there is a relationship between 

regionalisation and regionalism, Hoshiro (2019) referred to preferential trade 

arrangements (PTAs) as regionalism and the value of trade and FDI is considered as 

regionalisation. The main hypothesis being tested in this study is that multilateral firms 
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with large investments are lobbying for the signing of PTAs. Contrary to the 

hypothesis, the results presented by Hoshiro (2019) show that trade and investment do 

not lead to the signing of PTAs, in other words, regionalisation doesn’t cause 

regionalism among the East Asian states. Irrespective of the results of the particular 

paper, we highlight that the oversimplification of the concepts doesn’t bring reliable 

results as PTAs along with RTAs cannot be referred to as regionalism, it can be 

specified as “trade regionalism”, which is only one of the key components of 

regionalism.  

We discussed earlier in this chapter that the Japanese initiative of building regional 

financial institutions and economic bodies following the Asian financial crisis of 1997 

which urged a need to build a more integrated East Asian community has been blocked 

by the US. However, other East Asian states and regional powers despite their political 

confrontations and economic competition have been supportive and cooperative in 

establishing regional economic unity. As Dent (2017, p.15) states “…PRC, Japan, and 

South Korea – not only worked to build a stronger post-crisis East Asian regional 

economic community with their ASEAN partners but also in the own or trilateral 

regional grouping.” China, Japan and South Korea are advancing cooperation through 

particularly, Northeast Asia Trilateral Co-operation (NATC) regional diplomacy 

framework that involves not only the state but also non-state actors among many others 

it paved the way to organise multiple Tripartite Environment Ministers Meetings as 

well as Trilateral Investment Agreement was brokered and came into force in 2014 

Dent (2017, p.15). 

Overall with respect to trade and PTAs, WTO is the main international body promoting 

and regulating trade liberalisation. Although officially the opposite is claimed, 

practically RTAs along with preferential trade arrangements (PTAs), bilateral trade 

agreements, and free trade areas (FTAs) are creating complexities for global trade 

liberalisation led by WTO. While WTO is trying to facilitate global trade and 

commercial cooperation, RTAs by promoting preferential agreements within the 

regions, it is blocking possible trade flows to and from outside the region, it is creating 

overlapping trade agreements very often contradicting WTO rules and principles. 

Therefore, WTO had to develop mechanisms for operating the regional integration 
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agreements under the WTO umbrella as the number of RTAs grew. According to WTO 

Regional Trade Agreements Database, as of 10 April 2022, 354 RTAs are in force 

globally (Table 6.1).  
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Table 6.1. Regional trade agreements of key players in Asia notified to the GATT/WTO and in force 

China Japan Korea USA 

In Asia 

ASEAN - China Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP) 

ASEAN - Korea, Republic of Korea, Republic of - United States 

Asia Pacific Trade 

Agreement (APTA) 

ASEAN - Japan Asia Pacific Trade Agreement 

(APTA) 

United States - Australia 

Australia - China Brunei Darussalam - Japan China - Korea, Republic of United States - Bahrain 

China - Georgia  India - Japan Global System of Trade 

Preferences among 

Developing Countries (GSTP) 

United States - Israel 

China - Hong Kong Japan - Australia  Korea, Republic of - Australia United States - Jordan 

China - Korea, Republic of Japan - Indonesia  Korea, Republic of - India United States - Morocco 

China - Macao, China Japan - Malaysia Korea, Republic of - 

Singapore 

United States - Oman 

China - Singapore Japan - Mongolia Korea, Republic of – Türkiye United States - Singapore 
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China Japan Korea USA 

Pakistan - China Japan - Singapore Korea, Republic of - Viet Nam  

 Japan - Thailand Protocol on Trade 

Negotiations (PTN) 

 

 Japan - Viet Nam    

With Other Regions 

Chile - China Chile - Japan Canada - Korea, Republic of Dominican Republic - Central America 

- United States Free Trade Agreement 

(CAFTA-DR) 

China - Costa Rica  EU - Japan EFTA - Korea, Republic of United States - Chile 

China - Mauritius Japan - Mexico EU - Korea, Republic of United States - Colombia 

China - New Zealand Japan - Peru Korea, Republic of - Central 

America 

United States - Panama 

Iceland - China Japan - Philippines Korea, Republic of - Chile United States - Peru 

Peru - China Japan - Switzerland  Korea, Republic of - 

Colombia 

United States-Mexico-Canada 

Agreement (USMCA/CUSMA/T-

MEC) 



 

1
7
5
 

China Japan Korea USA 

Switzerland - China United Kingdom - Japan Korea, Republic of - New 

Zealand 

 

  Korea, Republic of - United 

States 

 

  Peru - Korea, Republic of  

  United Kingdom - Korea, 

Republic of 

 

RTAs not inforce but for which an early announcement to WTO has been made 

The Cross-Straits Economic 

Cooperation Framework 

Agreement (ECFA) 

Japan - Korea, Republic of Japan - Korea, Republic of 

 

EU - US TTIP 

China - Norway Japan - Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) 

Korea, Republic of - Mexico  

Republic of Moldova - 

China 

   

Source: WTO Regional Trade Agreements Database 
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China-led Economic Regionalism: Implications for Central, South, Southeast, 

and West Asia  

Firstly, Economic development is central in the Chinese grand strategy. Preservation 

of the socialist system is protected by the Constitution of the Peoples Republic of 

China while preservation of socialism has been tied to economic success Ploberger 

(2017, p. 291-92). There is a difference between the US and China’s approaches to 

grand strategy. The US has already been a global leader when initiating the global 

political and financial systems and institutions. China as an emerging economic global 

power it substantially in a different position so “any grand strategy formulated by the 

Chinese leadership would need to manage domestic and international challenges, and 

therein the range of regional and international political, economic and military 

interactions” according to Ploberger (2017, p. 293). 

In addition, differences in grand strategies are determined by geographies. China 

geographically borders a diversity of states that causes strategic challenges to China. 

At the same time, close China’s neighbours with weaker economies do not have many 

options than opting for bilateral partnership, while further to the south and west options 

and alternatives increase. It is not that China is so open to wide alternative options as 

(Grimmel and Li, 2019) claim but China with its pragmatic approach has to offer 

multilateral, bilateral and regional channels for cooperation and pursuing its goals 

pragmatically.  

Moreover, we should not overlook that China is still at a stage in which its 

development process should not be taken as given, even the considerable success has 

already been reached in both absolute and relative terms. China despite notable success 

is still behind technologically, in innovation and in bringing new high-tech solutions 

to the ITC sector. For example, as of 2019 in the frontier technology readiness index, 

developed by UNCTAD, China scored 0.76 out of 1.0, in comparison with Japan at 

0.87, South Korea at 0.93, and the USA at 1. Although, China has achieved significant 

progress over the last decade due to significant investments in research and 

development and easy access and availability of financing. The application of existing 

technologies to the industry has brought the most valuable development impact for 

China. Ultimately, China will achieve the technological complexity level seen in Japan 
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and South Korea, however, progression in the high-tech sector want be as smooth as 

in the previous years due to China’s non-western style in accomplishing it.  

Overall, Marxist views can add more explanation to neoclassical economic growth on 

China’s Asiawide strategy. Particularly expansion of China’s economic activities - 

export of China’s labour and industrial activities to neighbouring countries. Frobel et 

al. (1980), Hudson (1988) and Liu (2020) introduced three conditions for the spatial 

distribution of labour - inexhaustible disposable labour, standardisation of 

technologies and availability of functional modern transportation and communication 

technologies. With regard to the second and third conditions, it can clearly be observed 

that industries around the world are very much standardised, while BRI is primarily a 

transportation and connectivity project.  

Regarding the first condition, the labour force is cheap, sufficiently available and 

accessible for Chinese companies in South Asia, Southeast Asia and Central Asia. 

Furthermore, Chinese industrial transfer and joint venture projects assume also 

relocation of the Chinese labour force along with its technologies. Investment 

strategies, considered along with foreign aid, migration and remittances flows can 

further enlighten prospects for regionalism. In contrast to geopolitical critique towards 

Chinese investment projects within the BRI, many scholars propose economic 

imperatives so-called transfer of China’s regional development model to other member 

states of BRI (Summers 2012, 2016, 2017; Ang 2017; Ishnazarov 2020), particularly, 

China has very successful experience of relocation of coastal manufacturers to 

provincial inland areas such as Yunnan and Xinjiang. As Chinese provincial leaders 

participated in drafting the regional development plan of China according to Tim 

Summers, the BRI member states are also participating and influencing BRI.  

For the most part, all the above discussed is connected to China’s state documents, 

particularly, the Five-Year programme of development. In particular, the 7th Five-Year 

development programme (1986–1990) promoted specialisation of the economy by 

regions; western regions were suggested to focus on agriculture, and the coastal 

regions engage in “the restructuring of traditional industries, new industries, and 

consumer goods production”; the central regions focused on energy, construction, and 

mining. Also, special economic zones were established in coastal cities such as in 
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several coastal cities, such as Shenzhen, Xiamen, and Zhuha, Ang (2017, p.7). The 7th 

Five-Year development programme of China cannot be considered successful as it led 

to economic disparities and inequality in the distribution of wealth. With a significant 

influx of FDI from regional techno and economic powers such as Japan, Singapore, 

Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan and Korea coastal regions flourished with economic 

activities and industrialization. 9th Five-Year programme 1996-2000 expressed the 

concerns regarding the economic disparities proposed to transfer some of the coastal 

industries towards western provinces but did not offer any specific plan. 10th Five-

Year programme incorporated the development of central provinces. These proposals 

have been gradually realised through initiating large-scale financial support and the 

development of inland infrastructure projects. Belatedly, a specific action plan 

emerged only in 2010 after the State Council issued a circular titled “Guiding 

Principles on Industrial Transfer to the Central and Western Regions.” Followed by 

financial support, tax benefits, preferential policies, loans and priority quota 

allocations and other benefits development of western and central regions was 

promoted although, China still considerably suffers from development imbalance 

among its coastal, western and central provinces, Ang (2017, p.7-8).  

It is noteworthy to mention that, Chinese provincial leaders participated in drafting the 

regional development plan of China according to Tim Summers. Following the above 

discussions can we draw a parallel and say that the BRI member states are also 

participating and influencing BRI? Well in certain cases yes. Neither whole Asia, nor 

BRI or China’s foreign policy in Asia should be analysed without separating it into 

many sub-projects, initiatives and policies.   

With regard to Chinese contemporary policy, “The development of an advanced 

technology sector is very frequently addressed as the core area in the most important 

policy documents, including the 13th Five-Year programme” Ishnazarov (2020, p. 78). 

Advanced technology is the area where China lags behind the US and other advanced 

economies. Artificial intelligence, biotech, next-generation IT, and 5G/6G among 

other advanced technology sectors will determine the future direction of trade and 

economic and political cooperation. However, China has been facing the most 

contentious but justifiable obstacles from the US and other partners. National Defence  
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Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2019 clearly declares China as a strategic competitor 

of the US. The bill targeted and limited Chinese investment and trade projects with US 

companies. Chinese companies operating in advanced technologies sectors including 

telecommunications such as Dahua Technology Company, Hangzhou Hikvision 

Digital Technology Company, Hytera Communications Corporation, Huawei 

Technologies Company or ZTE Corporation (or any subsidiary or affiliate of such 

entities) were particularly targeted. Total tariffs on trade imposed on China by the US 

amounted to $200 billion while Chinese investments in the advanced technology sector 

in the US fell below $6 billion in 2018 (Ishnazarov 2020, p. 73).  

Although China did not openly express partnership with the US as strategic 

competition in official documents, it was clear that onwards “invest and steal” strategy 

would not work anymore. Consequently, China has been planning to radically reduce 

its dependency on advanced technologies from the leading countries in the sector such 

as the US, Japan, Germany and South Korea. China’s 14th Five-Year programme for 

2021-2025 radically differs from earlier programmes of the National Development and 

Reform Commission of China with the integration of a “dual circulation strategy”. 

Primarily, a dual circulation strategy means China is attempting to reduce its 

dependency on exports by focusing more on domestic markets. It will make China less 

vulnerable to external shocks like global financial crisis, pandemics and others. Even 

more importantly China wants to reduce its dependency on imports of high-tech 

products. Nevertheless, it contradicts China’s idea, and vision for cooperation, in 

particular, BRI-related projects were exhibited as an eliminator of the physical and 

administrative barriers to trade and as the promoter of win-win cooperation rather than 

competition. The document largely discussed building a new socialist and developed 

China frequently calling for modernisation, industrialisation and informatisation. The 

cornerstone concept in the document worth highlighting that explains how it will be 

realised is “new” development philosophy, “new” development pattern, “new” 

development strategy. It shows that Chinese mechanisms and instruments of domestic 

policy as well as China’s international policy are being revised. By concentrating its 

financial and human resources, China is trying to develop the specific areas of the 

advanced technology sector where the US has constrained cooperation.   
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

 

 

The research has a specific scope and clear fundamental objectives, aimed at 

explaining the complex processes of regionalism and interregionalism in and around 

Central Asia. While it examined historical, ethnic, and cultural aspects of societies in 

the region, its primary focus was on analysing the political economy of regional 

cooperation and integration within Central Asia. This study also explored the global, 

regional, and national factors driving regionalism, assessing current political 

developments and future prospects for regional integration.  

The constructivist approach to International Political Economy, or constructivist IPE, 

in the context of regionalism in Central Asia helps to understand how ideas, norms, 

culture, and ideologies, backed by economic factors, shape foreign policies—

particularly regarding regionalism. Two major ideologies have dominated public and 

private discourse in the region. 

The first is Eurasianism, rooted in the Central Asian states’ nearly century-long 

colonial or semi-colonial past under the Soviet Union and Russia. This history has had 

a profound influence, as all public institutions across the Soviet Union were built in a 

similar structure. Trade and logistical infrastructure were designed to maintain 

interdependence and Moscow’s dominance. Furthermore, everyone was educated in 

Russian, using materials and a historical narrative aligned with the Communist Party’s 

vision. The Soviet Union was, in fact, a self-sufficient regional unit, where nations and 

ethnicities coexisted as one community. 

The second ideology is the vision of Central Asia as Turkistan, a region with a unified 

ethnic, cultural, and religious history spanning centuries. During the first decade of  
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independence, the Central Asian states sought to establish their identities independent 

of Russia and their Soviet past. They had a real opportunity to form a regional 

organization centered around a Central Asian Turkic identity, strengthening economic 

and environmental interdependence, infrastructure connectivity, and cooperation in 

water and energy resource trade. Central Asia managed to create a regional 

institution—the Central Asian Union—which achieved significant milestones in 

regional cooperation, reducing barriers to intraregional trade, transportation, and 

travel, and fostering people-to-people connections. 

However, the rise of Russia, coupled with fluctuations in oil and natural gas prices, 

along with President Nazarbayev’s Eurasianist and globalist ambitions, ultimately led 

to the dissolution of the Central Asian Union or Central Asian Cooperation 

Organization. As a result, the Eurasian Economic Union became the dominant regional 

integration platform. 

Since 2016, new leadership in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, combined with a 

diminishing Russian image as a reliable security and economic partner, the Russia-

Ukraine war, and the emergence of transport and infrastructure connectivity projects 

across the Eurasian continent, have ushered in a new era and new opportunities for 

regional integration in Central Asia. In particular, the Consultative Meetings of the 

Heads of States of Central Asian Republics have received significant global academic 

and political attention. 

This thesis analysed regional initiatives in Central Asia, exploring prospects for 

integration within the region, with the Organisation of Turkic States, Eurasian 

Economic Union, and other interregional cooperation platforms. The research applied 

political-economic analysis from a comparative perspective.  

Given the Central Asian countries’ current levels of participation in global value 

chains and their economic structures, they cannot yet reach the level of economic 

integration that European states had when they were forming the EU. Economic 

centres like the EU, US, China, Türkiye, and Russia, will be more important for CA 

states than their inter-regional markets. Looking ahead, CA states can pursue economic 

strategies such as those suggested by Harvard’s Growth Lab, which offer scientific 
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and practical roadmaps based on product space analysis for economic diversification 

and enhanced contributions to global value chains. Through intra-regional cooperation 

and resource coordination, these strategies would become more effective. 

Additionally, Central Asia can expand towards the OTS and include potential observer 

or partner states, helping to create a self-sufficient regional economic unit that is 

integrated with global markets and value chains. 

The OTS, with CA members and strong transport connectivity, could cooperate with 

neighbouring countries and regions as potential observers. OTS and CA+ forums, 

along with inter-regional cooperation, have pragmatic and sustainable potential for 

forming a full political, economic, and even monetary union. Moreover, Hungary 

(OTS and EU member) and Türkiye (a candidate country for EU membership) could 

serve as bridges for OTS states to Western markets. Currently, three CA countries—

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—enjoy favourable access to the EU market, 

with no or limited tariffs under the Generalised Scheme of Preferences (GSP) or GSP+. 

However, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, being upper-middle-income countries, no 

longer qualify for the GSP+ arrangement, which offers additional trade preferences. 

In the long term, economic cooperation, integration, and the exchange of 

experiences—along with the creation of joint ventures that contribute to regionalism—

would also provide significant economic benefits to the entire OTS, as the EU remains 

a major market and trade partner for all OTS members. 

In addition, inter-regional cooperation with Southeast Asia, integration within the 

OTS, and partnerships with developed East Asian nations like Japan and South Korea 

will play a significant role, especially due to these countries’ potential for 

technological and economic exchanges. Modernising customs procedures, improving 

and harmonising standards and certifications within the region and with other regions, 

and developing trade and transport infrastructure will reduce trade costs. GTAP model 

simulations show that trade cost reductions and regionalism among CA states, OTS 

members, South Asia, and developed East Asian nations would result in positive 

welfare gains for all parties, promoting deeper integration and cooperation. 

In contrast, the membership of some CA countries in the EAEU was driven by political 

and ideological decisions, which have had negative economic consequences and 
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hindered CA integration. Kazakhstan’s membership, for example, was driven by the 

ideology of its former president, Nazarbayev, while President Tokayev has adopted a 

different stance and shows less enthusiasm for the EAEU. Although Kazakhstan is not 

expected to exit the EAEU, it is likely to seek ways to mitigate Russia’s political and 

economic influence by expanding the member countries, partners, and observers of the 

EAEU, thus reducing Russia’s dominance. From an economic gravity perspective, 

Russia is not a significant economic force or technological hub compared to the EU. 

While the EAEU could have had a prosperous future with all CIS countries on board, 

but many East European members have already joined the EU. Thus expanding the 

EAEU towards West Asia and developing partnerships with other regions could 

improve its economic attractiveness, reducing its role as a political tool of Russia. 

Another political aspect to consider is President Tokayev’s efforts to establish 

Kazakhstan as a middle power in the global geopolitical arena. If we look at the 

experiences of other middle powers acting as high power or high powers acting like 

superpowers etc such as Australia and Türkiye the end result was not a success. 

Australia, with its middle-power status defined by regionalism efforts and ambitions 

to become a key player in the Asia-Pacific, has faced unrealistic expectations in 

building an Asia-Pacific economic regionalism that includes both the US and China. 

While Australia had the economic and technological capacity to support its middle-

power ambitions, Kazakhstan’s economic and technological limitations mean that its 

diplomatic efforts alone may not be sufficient. However, a united Central Asia, in 

collaboration with other middle powers and democratic high powers such as Japan and 

South Korea has the potential to not only protect its sovereignty and national interests 

but also to positively influence global and regional geopolitics. 

For future studies, it is recommended to analyse the emergence of cooperation among 

the four middle powers in West Asia, such as Türkiye, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Iran, 

their relationships, and prospects for more intensive cooperation. The research 

methodology and dual theoretical framework used in this study can be replicated to 

achieve a comprehensive understanding of these dynamics, making a significant 

contribution to the literature. Potential cooperation or conflict among these states will 

have implications for both Asian and global geopolitics.   
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B. TURKISH SUMMARY / TÜRKÇE ÖZET 

 

Araştırma, Orta Asya'daki (OA) geniş ve dinamik bölgesel entegrasyon sürecini, 

bölgeselciliğin ekonomik, siyasi ve güvenlik boyutlarına ayrı ayrı odaklanarak 

incelemektedir. Beş Orta Asya ülkesi; Kazakistan, Kırgızistan, Özbekistan, Tacikistan 

ve Türkmenistan tezin öncelikli odak noktasını oluşturmaktadır. Daha sonra kapsam, 

özellikle Avrasya Ekonomik Birliği (AEB), Şanghay İşbirliği Örgütü (ŞİÖ) ve Türk 

Devletleri Teşkilatı (TDT) gibi bölgesel örgütleri analiz ederek Kuzey Asya, Doğu 

Asya ve Batı Asya ile OA entegrasyonunu kapsayacak şekilde genişlemektedir. 

Kapsam daha sonra Orta Asya ile Asya'daki diğer bölgesel gruplar, özellikle de Güney 

Asya, Güneydoğu Asya ve Gelişmiş Doğu Asya arasındaki bölgeler arası ilişkilere 

kadar uzanmaktadır. Her ne kadar önemli uluslararası siyasi, ekonomik ve güvenliğe 

dair olayların Asya'daki bölge oluşumuna etkileri perspektifinden analiz edilse de, 

Asya kıtası dışındaki bölgesel modeller tezin kapsamı dışındadır.  

Bu tezin temel amacı; özellikle ticaret, yatırım ve altyapı gelişimine odaklanarak 

bölgeselciliğin ekonomik itici güçlerini analiz etmek suretiyle bölgesel entegrasyonun 

karmaşık sürecini anlamaktır. Bu analiz, Orta Asya'da bölgeselciliği teşvik eden ya da 

engelleyen faktörleri belirlemek için uluslararası ilişkilerin jeopolitikleşmesini ve 

ekonomik dönüşümleri dikkate alacaktır. Aynı derecede önemli bir hedef de AEB ve 

TDT gibi bölgesel örgütlerin yanı sıra bölge içindeki ittifakların rollerini, etkinliklerini 

ve gelecek beklentilerini incelemektir. Bu araştırmanın önemli bir parçası da bölge ve 

çevresindeki güvenlik altyapısını ve zorluklarını - terörizm, radikalleşme, sınır 

anlaşmazlıkları ve çatışmalar gibi konuları kapsayacak şekilde - değerlendirmek ve 

aynı zamanda Rusya-Ukrayna Savaşı gibi küresel çatışmaların ekonomik, enerji ve su 

güvenliği üzerindeki etkisini ve bunların bölgesel entegrasyon üzerindeki etkilerini 

değerlendirmektir. 

Önemli jeopolitik olaylar teorik kavramları şekillendirmiştir. Özellikle Versay 

Antlaşması'ndan ve Milletler Cemiyeti'nin kurulmasından bu yana, bölgeselcilik 

üzerine akademik tartışmalar federalizm, işlevselcilik ve hükümetlerarasıcılık  

 



217 

(intergovernmentalism) gibi klasik teorilerden kültürel yakınlık, farklılaştırılmış 

entegrasyon, çoklu dengeleme, korunma bölgeselciliği ve dengeli bölgeselcilik gibi 

belirli kavramları benimsemeye doğru evrilmiştir. Asya, Afrika ya da Avupa Birliği 

(AB) merkezli olmayan bölgeselcilik söylemlerinin geliştiği bir çağda, diğer bölgesel 

mekanizmalar nispeten geride kalmış olsa da, AB artık tek başarılı bölgesel 

entegrasyon modeli olarak görülmemektedir.  

De Lombaerde ve diğerlerine (2010, 733) göre, 1970'li yıllar “Eurosclerosis” 

dönemine damgasını vurmuş, çok sayıda bölgesel örgüt makul bir bölgesel 

entegrasyona ulaşmakta başarısız olmuştur. İki kutuplu dünyanın sona ermesi, yeni 

güvenlik anlaşmalarının yapılması ve ticaret düzenlemeleri yeni bir bölgeselciliğin 

yükselişine yol açmıştır (Söderbaum, 2015). Sonuç olarak, yeni bölgeselcilik 

yaklaşımının ve bölgeselcilik ile bölgeselleşme arasındaki ayrımın ortaya çıkmasıyla 

birlikte Avrupa, Asya ve Afrika entegrasyon modellerinin analizinde daha az merkezi 

bir ölçüt haline gelmiştir. Asya veya Afrika'daki bölgesel modeller artık AB ile 

karşılaştırılmamaktadır, ancak akademisyenler artık bunları farklı “Asya” veya 

“Afrika” bölgeselcilik yolları olarak sınıflandırma eğilimindedir veya bunları 

bölgeselcilik değil bölgeselleşme olarak adlandırmaktadır.  

Bölgeselcilik, sosyal bir olgu olarak sosyal bilim disiplinleri arasında teorize 

edilmiştir. Özellikle, bölgesel entegrasyonu teorize etmeye yönelik çok sistematik ve 

yapılandırılmış girişimler Uluslararası İlişkiler (Uİ) disiplininde görülebilir. Öte 

yandan, bir disiplin olarak Bölge Çalışmaları, sosyal olguyu teorize etmeye karşı 

olmasa da, teorileri evrenselleştirmeye veya genelleştirmeye karşıdır. Başlangıç 

olarak, klasik teorilerin bölgeselciliği kavramsallaştırmak için temel zeminler 

oluşturduğunu vurgulamak önemlidir. İşlevselcilik, neo-işlevselcilik, 

hükümetlerarasıcılık ve liberal hükümetlerarasıcılık gibi büyük bölgeselcilik teorileri, 

dengeleme gibi bugün de geçerliliğini koruyan temel kavramları tanıtarak uluslararası 

jeopolitiği anlamada etkili olmuştur. Dengeleme kavramı ilk olarak Ernst Haas'ın 

işlevselcilik teorisi (1955) kapsamında bölgeselciliğe dahil edilmiştir. Dolayısıyla, 

çağdaş teorisyenler bile klasik teoriler tarafından geliştirilen kavramlardan 

yararlanmaktadır; örneğin, Buranelli ve Tskhay (2020) bunu Orta Asya'da şu anda 

gözlemlenen bölgesel iş birliği mekanizmalarını açıklamak için "dengeleyici 
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bölgeselcilik" olarak uyarlamışlardır. Ancak klasik teoriler AB entegrasyon 

deneyimine odaklanmıştır. Hiçbir bölgesel örgüt AB ile aynı entegrasyon seviyesine 

ulaşamadığından, diğer bölgesel entegrasyon projeleri sıklıkla başarısızlık olarak 

değerlendirilmiştir. 

Alandaki çağdaş akademik çalışmalar sıklıkla yeni bölgecilik yaklaşımı veya teorisi 

olarak gruplandırıldı, özellikle Björn Hettne, Fredrik Söderbaum ve Philippe De 

Lombaerde, bölgeselciliğin teorik anlayışını Avrupa modellerinin ötesine taşımayı 

savunan, bölgeselleşme (regionalisation), bölgelilik (regionness) gibi kavramları 

vurgulayan ve genel olarak bölgeselciliğin karmaşıklığını ve çok boyutlu doğasını 

vurgulayan en etkili çalışmaları üretti. Asya bölgesel kurumlarında AB ile 

karşılaştırıldığında kurumsal düzeydeki verimsizlikler kabul edilirken, AB'nin 

entegrasyon modelini kopyalamak zorunda olmayan Asya tarzı bir bölgecilik veya 

Afrika tarzı veya AB merkezli olmayan bir bölgecilik olduğunu savunulmaktadır. 

Yeni çalışma okulları ve tartışmalar, Avrupa merkezli bir bölgeselcilik kavramını, 

dünya çapında gözlemlenen bölgeselleşme sürecinden ayırt etmeyi mümkün kıldı. 

Bunlardan biri, devlet dışı aktörlerin etkileşimini ve işbirliğini içeren daha karmaşık 

süreçten ziyade resmi olarak yukarıdan aşağı cereyan eden entegrasyonun, devlet 

düzeyinde olmasıdır. Dünya çapındaki işbirliği sürecine farklı perspektiflerden 

bakılmasına izin veren bu yaklaşım sonuç olarak bölgeselciliğin yeni fikirleri ve alt 

alanlarını ortaya çıkardı. Yeni bölgeselcilik yaklaşımının ortaya çıkmasının, politik, 

sosyal ve ekonomik alanlardaki çağdaş AB dışı bölgeselcilik modellerinde farklı 

fenomenlerin teorileştirilmesine ve kavramsallaştırılmasına izin vermesi 

bekleniyordu. 

Ancak, yeni bölgeselcilik yaklaşımı, özellikle Orta Asya'da belirli çağdaş bölgeselcilik 

modellerini kavramsallaştırmada yetersiz kalmaktadır. Klasik teoriler nihai 

entegrasyonu hedeflerken ve buna ulaşmak için süreci ana hatlarıyla belirtirken, yeni 

bölgeselcilik, yeni teorik veya metodolojik atılımlar üretme zorunluluğu olmadan, 

belirli işbirliği aşamalarındaki bölgesel girişimleri tanımlamaya odaklanır. Yeni 

akademik çalışma, başlangıçta önerildiği kadar kapsamlı ve kapsayıcı olmaktan 

nihayetinde uzak kalmaktadır. Sınırlamalar, özellikle çoğu çalışmanın gerçekçi, güç 

temelli analizlere güvenmesiyle birkaç şekilde belirgindir. Bu çalışmalar, küresel ve  
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bölgesel güç dinamikleri gibi dışsal faktörlerin kısıtlı bir analizini sunarak, çağdaş dış 

politikalara vurgu yaparak, devlet liderliğindeki girişimlere yoğun bir şekilde 

odaklanmaktadır. Ayrıca, karşılaştırmalı bölgeciliğin kapsamlı bir şekilde dahil 

edilmesinden yoksundurlar ve bölgedeki içsel faktörleri ve gelişmeleri yetersiz bir 

şekilde ele alırlar. Bu retrospektifte, Orta Asya'daki bölgeciliğe orta güçler ve diğer 

bölgeler gibi büyük olmayan oyuncuların etkilerinin dahil edilmesini öneriyoruz. 

Bölgeselcilik, çeşitli bölgelerdeki siyasi, ekonomik ve askeri olayları tanımlamakla 

ilgilenir. Ekonomi, siyaset ve diplomasi dahil olmak üzere farklı bölgeler arasındaki 

etkileşimi tanımlamak için, bölgeselciliğin sözde alt alanı olan "bölgelerarasılık" 

ortaya çıkmıştır. Bölgelerarasılık, öncelikle bölgesel örgütler ve devletler, aynı 

zamanda devlet dışı aktörler olmak üzere iki veya daha fazla bölge arasındaki 

etkileşimi analiz eder. Bölgelerarasılık kavramı, Buranelli ve Tskhay (2019) 

tarafından gelecekteki çalışmalar için bölgeselciliğin olası bir alt alanı olarak 

tanımlandığı için klasik teoriler tarafından göz ardı edilmiştir, çünkü bölgeselciliğin 

farklı işlevlerini vurgular. 

Sömürgeci mirasların kalıcı varlığı göz önüne alındığında, Asya'daki entegrasyon 

Avrupa deneyiminden önemli ölçüde farklıdır. Genellikle klasik bölgecilik teorileri 

için bir model olarak kullanılan Avrupa entegrasyonu, AB üye devletlerinin kasıtlı 

kararları yoluyla elde edilmiştir. Buna karşılık, Asya'da bölgecilik eski sömürgecilerin 

etkilerine, bölgesel zorluklara ve küresel dinamiklere de bağımlı olmuştur. Bu 

bağlamda, en azından sömürgeciliğin sona ermesi dönemlerine kadar geriye gitmemiz 

gerekir. Ayrıca; Orta Asya, Batı Asya, Güney Asya ve Güneydoğu Asya’daki bölgesel 

grupları analiz ederken tarihte daha da geri gitmek gereklidir:. Asya ülkeleri, diğer 

bölgeler için de geçerli olan ekonomik, politik ve güvenlik hususlarının yanı sıra 

dikkate alınması gereken derin tarihi ve kültürel bağlara sahiptir. 

Immanuel Wallerstein'ın (1974) Modern Dünya Sistemi Teorisi ve Benedict 

Anderson'ın Hayali Toplulukları (1983) gibi önde gelen akademik çalışmalar ve diğer 

birçok tarihsel ve antropolojik çalışma tarafından, çoğu ulus devletin ne kültürel ne de 

tarihsel olarak sağlam analiz birimleri olmadığı uzun zamandır kabul edilmektedir. 

Öte yandan, Arnold Toynbee'nin (1948), Alfred Kroeber'in (1953) medeniyet 
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yaklaşımı veya Mareşal Hodgson'ın (1974) Afro-Avrasya yaklaşımı, analiz için çok 

büyük birimler olmasına rağmen gerçekten kapsamlıdır. 

Bu nedenle, hem akademik hem de pratik nedenlerden dolayı bölgesel ayrımlar en çok 

tercih edilenlerdir. Asya için, David Christian'ın (1994) İç Avrasya ve Dış Avrasya 

gibi geniş bölgesel tarih birimleri de tarih çalışmalarında en popüler birimler 

arasındadır. Daha spesifik olarak, eski Sovyetler Birliği Cumhuriyetleri ve Moğolistan 

İç Avrasya'yı oluşturur. Çin'in Sincan Özerk Cumhuriyeti, Polonya, Macaristan ve 

Mançurya da İç Avrasya'nın parçaları olarak düşünülebilir ancak çok daha muğlaktır. 

Dış Avrasya; Güneydoğu Asya, Güneybatı Asya, Güney Asya ve Avrupa'yı içerir 

(Christian 1994, 175). Christian'a (1994, 176) göre politik, ekolojik ve coğrafi 

faktörler, İç ve Dış Avrasya arasında geniş bir tarihsel analiz birimi olarak bir ayrım 

yapılmasına izin verir, "İç Avrasya'nın Paleolitik'i toplayıcılıktan ziyade avcılık, 

Neolitiği çiftçilikten ziyade pastoralizm, devlet kurma dönemi ise sulama tarımından 

ziyade pastoral göçebelik ile egemendi. Bu antik karşıtlıklar, büyük ölçüde kapitalist 

olan Dış Avrasya ile İç Avrasya'ya egemen olan komuta ekonomileri arasındaki 

yirminci yüzyıl bölünmesini açıklamamıza yardımcı olabilir. Rus İmparatorluğu ve 

daha sonra Sovyetler Birliği'nin İç Avrasya'yı miras alan üçüncü ve dördüncü 

imparatorluklar olduğunu belirtmekte fayda var. Türkler 6. yüzyılın sonlarında ilk 

imparatorluğu kurdular ve İç Avrasya'ya hükmettiler, ardından 13. yüzyılın başlarında 

Moğollar fethetti (Christian 1994, 176-177). İlginçtir ki, 14-15. yüzyıllarda İbn 

Haldun, “Mukaddime - Tarihe Giriş” adlı kitabında, medeni dünyanın iklimsel, 

coğrafi, jeolojik ve kültürel özelliklere dayalı yedi geniş coğrafi bölgeye bölünmesini 

ayrıntılı olarak tartışmıştır. Haritacı el-İdrisi'nin 1154 yılında Sicilya'nın Norman Kralı 

II. Roger için çizdiği haritayı kullanmıştır, bu nedenle bu harita genellikle Rogers 

kitabı anlamına gelen “Tabula Rogeriana” olarak bilinir hale gelmiştir. El-İdrisi'nin 

haritası dünyayı en sıcaktan en soğuğa doğru yedi iklim bölgesine ayırırken, İbn 

Haldun tartışmayı genişletir ve iklimi insanların kişilikleriyle ilişkilendirir. İbn 

Haldun'un gözlemlerine ve o dönemin diğer bilimsel çalışmalarına dayanan 

sonuçlarına göre coğrafyalar ve ilişkili hava ve iklim, insanların kişiliklerini 

şekillendirir. Sonuç olarak, devletlerin, imparatorlukların ve bölgelerin sosyal 

yapısını, kültürünü ve oluşumunu da etkilemektedir. 
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Ayrıca İbn Haldun her bölgeyi birçok alt bölgeye ayırmıştır. Christian'ın (1994) İç ve 

Dış Avrasya'sına kıyasla çok daha kapsamlıdır ve ulus devletlerden tarihsel ve coğrafi 

olarak daha geçerli bölünmelerdir. Örneğin, Orta Asya'nın bazı kısımları, tarihi 

Hindistan'ın bazı kısımları, Afganistan ve Batı Çin'in çoğu, Türk boylarının yaşadığı 

3. bölgenin 7-9. alt bölgelerine aitken, modern Türkiye'nin bazı kısımları, Kafkasya 

bölgesinin bazı kısımları ve yine Türkler tarafından yönetilen Orta Asya'nın bazı 

kısımları 4. ve 5. bölgelere kategorize edilmiştir. Gerçekten de, dağlar, nehirler, 

ormanlar, hava durumu, günün uzunluğu ve iklim gibi coğrafi özellikler, bu tür 

bölgesel ve alt bölgesel bölünmeler için temel teşkil etmiş ve o bölgede yaşayan 

insanların veya o bölgeyi yöneten İmparatorlukların etnik kökeninden daha öncelikli 

tutulmuştur. Aynı zamanda, geniş yelpazedeki politik ve ekonomik faktörlerin yanı 

sıra etik, din ve diğer kültürel değerleri de göz önünde bulundurarak, toplumların 

sosyo-ekonomik ve kültürel gelişmişlik düzeyine göre medeni dünyayı coğrafi 

bölgelere ayırmıştır. 

Orta Asya'daki bölgeselleşme süreci, siyasal ekonomi perspektifinden, ekonomik 

bağımlılıklar, zorlu altyapı ve güvenlik endişeleri ile sosyal olarak oluşturulmuş 

kimlikler ve normlar gibi maddi veya yapısal faktörler tarafından şekillendirilir. 

Stratejik anlaşmalar, bölgesel antlaşmalar ve devlet liderlerinin girişimlerini kapsayan 

söylem analizi yoluyla, bu araştırma Orta Asya'daki bölgeselleşmeyi anlamak için 

yapılandırmacı bir siyasi ekonomi yaklaşımının değerini göstermektedir. Ayrıca, bu 

alandaki araştırmaların, her Orta Asya devletinin bağımsızlığını kazandığından beri 

benzersiz bir kimlik geliştirdiğini hesaba katması gerektiği unutulmamalıdır. Ek 

olarak, her devlet farklı maddi beceriler ve ihtiyaçlara sahiptirve bu da farklı 

derecelerde işbirliğine ve hatta zaman zaman çatışmalara yol açmaktadır. 

Orta Asya ülkelerinin mevcut ekonomik yapısı, küresel değer zincirlerine daha iyi 

entegre olmak için kaynak odaklı olmaktan daha fazla teknoloji odaklı olmaya doğru 

yeniden düzenlenmeli ve geliştirilmelidir. Kırgızistan ve Özbekistan'ın ekonomik 

karmaşıklığı, Harvard'ın büyüme laboratuvarı analizi tarafından belirlenen "Hafif 

Dokunma Yaklaşımı" gibi bir strateji benimsemelerine olanak tanır ve bu sayede 

mevcut bilgi birikimleriyle uyumlu ürünler geliştirmede kademeli ilerlemeler 

kaydederek çeşitlendirilmelerini ve daha büyük karmaşıklık ve ekonomik 
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sürdürülebilirlik elde etmelerini sağlar. Bu arada, Kazakistan, Tacikistan ve 

Türkmenistan, önemli ekonomik yatırım gerektiren, yenilik ve bilgi birikimini çekmek 

için yeterli insan ve finansal kaynağa sahip olması gereken "Stratejik Bahis 

Yaklaşımı"nı benimsemek zorundadır. Kazakistan bu stratejiyi uygulayabilirken 

Türkmenistan da uygulayabilecek potansiyele sahiptir, ancak ülkedeki siyasi durumun 

yabancı bilgi birikimini dahil etmek için bir engel teşkil etme olasılığı daha yüksektir. 

Tacikistan, sınırlı finansal ve teknolojik kapasiteleri nedeniyle bu stratejiyi uygulamak 

için önemli engellerle karşı karşıyadır. Bu geriye dönüp bakıldığında, şüphesiz, 

bölgesel bir strateji geliştirmek isteyen herkes için avantajlı olacaktır. Yatırım ve bilgi 

birikimi kapasitelerini entegre etmek için farklı ikili anlaşmalar veya Orta Asya 

ülkelerinin şemsiye Danışma Toplantıları aracılık edebilir. Kültürel yakınlık teorisine 

göre, ortak dil tarihi ve değerleri de dahil olmak üzere benzer kültürlere sahip ülkelerin 

birlikte ekonomik faaliyetlerde bulunma olasılığı daha yüksektir.  

Orta Asya'daki ticaret bölgeselciliğinin zorluklarını ve beklentilerini ve diğer bölgeler 

ve ortaklarla bölgelerarası iş birliğini inceledik. Bölgeselcilik, genel olarak altyapıyı 

iyileştirme, gümrük modernizasyonu ve elektronik gümrük sistemlerini uygulayarak 

işlemeyi azaltma ve gümrük prosedürlerinin ve evrak işlerinin karmaşıklığını azaltma 

yoluyla basitleştirme, uluslararası anlaşmalar, standardizasyon ve sertifikasyonlar ve 

standartlar için anlaşmaların karşılıklı tanınması ile ilişkilendirilen bölgesel veya 

ekonomik bloklar kurma. Orta Asya devletleri bölgesel entegrasyonla birlikte sürekli 

olarak küresel pazarlarla entegrasyona doğru ilerliyor. Son zamanlarda, Özbekistan ve 

Kazakistan devlet başkanları, ekonomilerinin tam serbestleşmesine hazırlanmaları için 

ilgili hükümetlerine talimatlar verdiler. Özbekistan'ın stratejisi özellikle Dünya Ticaret 

Örgütü'ne (DTÖ) katılımı hızlandırmaya odaklanmakta ve süreci birkaç yıl içinde 

tamamlamayı hedefliyor. Kazakistan ve Kırgızistan zaten DTÖ'nün üyeleridir. 

Liberalleşmeye doğru bu kaymanın ticaret maliyetlerini önemli ölçüde azaltması ve 

hem bölgesel hem de küresel ekonomik iş birliğini geliştirmesi bekleniyor. 

Küresel Ticaret Analizi Projesi (GTAP) modeli, politika değişikliklerinin gelecekteki 

etkilerini tahmin etmek için güçlü bir araçtır. CGE simülasyonlarının, piyasada 

mükemmel rekabet ve ölçeğe göre sabit getiriler gibi önceden belirlenmiş 

varsayımlara sahip teorik senaryolar olduğu ve mutlak tahminler olmadığı akılda  
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tutulmalıdır. Ek olarak, ticaret politikası sonuçları, temel verilerdeki varsayılan ticaret 

kısıtlamaları seviyelerine duyarlıdır. Bu sınırlamalara rağmen, CGE modelleri, 

özellikle GTAP modeli, karmaşık ekonomik etkileşimleri ele alma kabiliyetleri 

nedeniyle küresel ve bölgesel ticaret politikası sorunlarını analiz etmek için en çok 

tercih edilen araç olmaya devam etmektedir. Özellikle ticaret maliyeti düşüşlerinin 

etkisini ölçmek, bu tür değişikliklerin fiyatları, çıktıları ve genel ekonomik refahı nasıl 

etkileyebileceğini tahmin etmeye yardımcı olmak için özellikle yararlıdırlar. Küresel 

Ticaret Analizi Projesi (GTAP) modeli, GTAP 10 veritabanı kullanılarak tahmin 

edilmektedir. 121'i ülkeler ve 65 farklı sektör olmak üzere 141 bölgeyi kapsayan çok 

bölgeli, çok ülkeli ve çok sektörlü bir veritabanıdır. Veritabanı, 2014 yılında küresel 

ekonominin anlık görüntüsünü sunarak, yerel sektörler arası akışları, küresel ikili 

ticaret modellerini, uluslararası ulaşım marjlarını ve çeşitli ülkeleri ve bölgeleri 

birbirine bağlayan koruma matrislerini ayrıntılı olarak açıklamaktadır (Aguiar, vd. 

2019). Bu araştırma amacıyla, veritabanı 141 bölge ve 121 ayrı ülkenin 15 bölge ve 

ülkeye gruplandırıldığı şekilde yeniden yapılandırılmıştır. Buna dört Orta Asya ülkesi 

(zira Özbekistan ve Türkmenistan veritabanı sınırlamaları nedeniyle birleştirilmiştir), 

Türk Devletleri Örgütü'nden (TDT) ortaklar olarak Azerbaycan ve Türkiye dahildir. 

Ek olarak, diğer ülkeler ve bölgeler Çin, Rusya, AB-28, Güney Asya, Güneydoğu 

Asya, Batı Asya, Doğu Asya'nın geri kalanı (gelişmiş Doğu Asya ülkeleri), Kuzey 

Amerika ve dünyanın geri kalanıdır. Bu tür bir bölünme, Orta Asya ve TDT içindeki 

bölge içi entegrasyonun etkilerini, diğer Asya bölgeleriyle bölgelerarasıcılığı ölçerek 

ve ana ekonomik ortakları kontrol ederek tez argümanının hedeflerine hizmet eder. 

GTAP model sonuçları, Orta Asya'daki ticaret maliyetlerindeki tahmini %10'luk 

düşüşün etkisini ölçer, bu da Orta Asya'nın geri kalanıyla TDT ile ticaretindeki maliyet 

düşüşünü %5 ve dünyanın geri kalanıyla %2 oranında etkiler. Yakın gelecek için 

gerçekçi varsayımlara dayalı matematiksel bir teorik simülasyondur. Tartışılan 

bölgesel ve küresel projeler ve girişimler göz önüne alındığında, daha yüksek ticaret 

entegrasyonu ve ticaret maliyeti düşüşü beklenmektedir. 

Tablo 2'de sunulan simülasyon sonuçlarına göre, tüm Orta Asya ülkeleri, Türkiye, Çin, 

Doğu Asya ülkelerinin geri kalanı, Güney Asya ve AB yukarıda belirtilen ticaret 

maliyeti düşüş senaryosundan refah kazanımları elde edecektir. Buna karşılık, Rusya, 

Batı Asya, Kuzey Amerika ve dünyanın geri kalanında refahta hafif bir düşüş 
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yaşanacaktır. Tahmini refah kazanımları 1.746 milyon dolar ve GSYİH'da %2,7'lik bir 

artışla Kazakistan, Orta Asya'daki ticaret entegrasyonundan en fazla yararlanacak ülke 

olarak öne çıkıyor. Kırgızistan'daki tahmini refah kazanımları 450 milyon dolara 

ulaşırken, ticaret maliyetlerindeki düşüşe atfedilen GSYİH büyümesinde dikkate 

değer %9,2'lik bir artış var. Modern siyasetteki önemli bir gelişme, süper güçler 

arasındaki rekabet ve çekişme çağında orta güçler ortaklığının artan önemidir. 

Asya'daki gelişmekte olan ülkeler genellikle kendi başlarına orta güçler olarak kabul 

edilmezler; ancak Orta Asya, Güney Asya ve Güneydoğu Asya'daki gibi bölgesel 

örgütlerin bir parçası olarak etkilerini artırabilirler. Bu bölgeler arasındaki gelişmiş 

ortaklıkların, her bölgenin yerleşik güçlerin etkisini dengelemek için orta güç ortakları 

ağını genişletmeye çalışması nedeniyle bölgesel entegrasyonu kolaylaştırdığını 

savunuyoruz. Bu tür iş birliklerinin temel faydaları arasında tedarik ortaklarının ve 

ihracat pazarlarının ekonomik çeşitlendirilmesi yer alır. Güney Kore ve Japonya gibi 

gelişmiş Doğu Asya devletleri, ekonomik, teknolojik, bilimsel ve askeri güçleri 

nedeniyle küresel jeopolitik arenada yerleşik yüksek güçlerdir. Analizimiz, Orta Asya 

ve diğer bölgelerde bölgesel entegrasyonu olumlu yönde etkilediklerini 

göstermektedir. 

Klasik tanıma göre orta güç; büyük güçler ve süper güçlerden daha düşük yeteneklere 

sahip ancak yine de önemli bir etki uygulayan ve uluslararası ilişkilerde önemli bir rol 

oynayan bir devlettir. Orta güçler genellikle güçlü ekonomilere, ileri teknolojilere ve 

diplomatik etkiye sahiptir ve bu da onların küresel meselelere aktif olarak katılmalarını 

sağlar. Gilley ve O'Neil (2014), ülkeleri orta güçler olarak sınıflandırmak için GSYİH 

ve savunma harcamaları gibi nesnel göstergeleri kullandı ve bunun sonucunda ağırlıklı 

olarak G20 ülkelerini içeren bir liste ortaya çıktı - gerçekçi varsayımlara dayanan orta 

güçleri tanımlamak için konumsal yaklaşım olarak adlandırılabilir. Gelişmekte olan 

ülkelerin ekonomik ve teknolojik kapasitelerinin orta güç seviyesine yükselmesiyle 

birlikte, bu ülkelerin liderlerinin siyasi arenadaki eylemleri, söylemleri ve davranışları 

da değişmektedir. Bu bağlamda, bazı araştırmacılar belirli dış politika özelliklerini, 

yani orta güç diplomasisini - liberal-kurumsalcılık varsayımlarına dayanan davranışsal 

yaklaşım olarak adlandırılabilir - tanımladılar. (Wilkins, 2017). Üçüncü bir tanım daha 

var, daha yeni olanı ise, özellikle siyasi elitleri tarafından ülkelerin kendilerini orta 
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güçler olarak tanımlamasını öneren, orta güçlerin kimlik imajı olarak adlandırılan 

yapılandırmacı varsayımlara dayalı bir tanım (Gilley ve O'Neil, 2014; Wilkins, 2017). 

Başkan Tokayev, Kazakistan'ı orta güç olarak görmektedir. 28 Mayıs 2024'te 

Euronews'te yayınlanan makalesinde, Kazakistan gibi orta güçlerin uluslararası 

politikada daha iddialı bir rol oynaması gerektiğini belirtiyor. Süper güçler 

birbirleriyle karşı karşıya geldikçe, orta güçlerin diplomasi ve müzakereler yoluyla 

uluslararası politikada çok taraflılığı canlandırmada önemli bir rol oynadığını öne 

sürüyor. Örneğin, Kazakistan'ın özellikle Astana görüşmeleri aracılığıyla Suriye 

krizinde arabuluculuk yapması bu potansiyeli gösteriyor. Orta güçlerin güçlü 

ekonomilere, ileri teknolojilere ve diplomatik etkiye sahip olduğu geleneksel kavram, 

nispeten zayıf ekonomileri ve ileri teknoloji eksikliği nedeniyle Kazakistan gibi 

ülkelere her zaman uymuyor. Bu sınırlamalara rağmen, Kazakistan'ın kendisini bir orta 

güç olarak tanımlaması, uluslararası ve bölgesel sahnelerdeki dış politikası ve 

diplomasisi onu bir orta güç olarak kurmaya daha da yaklaştırıyor. Ancak söylemin 

dönüştürücü gücü ve değeri bir devletin ekonomik ve maddi kapasitelerine bağlıdır. 

Orta güçler, küresel değer zincirlerinde (GVC'ler), küresel ve bölgesel ulaşım 

rotalarında değerli roller oynayan ve büyük güçlerinkine benzeyen diplomatik hırslara 

sahip olan yükselen ekonomilerdir. Ancak, konumsal faktörler, ekonomik güç ve 

teknolojik yetenekler olmadan, kendini orta güç olarak tanımlayanlar hırslarına 

ulaşamayabilirler. Orta Asya devletleri, büyük güçlerle etkileşime girerken onlarla 

ilişkilerini dengeleyip sınırlandırmak için pragmatik ekonomik ve dış politikalar 

izliyorlar. Özellikle Kazakistan, Rusya'ya karşı benzersiz bir dengeleme stratejisi 

uyguluyor. EAEU ve CSTO üyesi olarak Kazakistan, Rusya ile ortak bir gümrük 

birliğine sahip ve onunla en uzun sınırı paylaşıyor. Bu örgütlerden çıkmak veya Rusya 

ile ticareti ve diğer ilişkileri azaltmak bile güvenli ve sürdürülebilir olmayacaktır, iki 

devlet arasında çatışmalara ve ekonomik gerginliklere neden olabilir. Bu bağlamda, 

Başkan Tokayev diğer ülkelerle ilişkileri genişleterek Rus etkisini azaltmaya çalışıyor. 

EAEU'nun Çin, Hindistan ve Batı Asya, Güney Asya ve Güneydoğu Asya ülkeleri gibi 

dost ülkelerle ticaret, ekonomik ve yatırım ilişkilerini genişletmeyi önerdi. 

Gerçekten de, iyi bir dengeleme stratejisi olsa da, Kazakistan ve diğer Orta Asya 

devletlerini Rus hamlelerine karşı savunmasız bırakacaktır. Ayrıca, Kırgızistan ve 
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Tacikistan gibi daha küçük Orta Asya devletleri, kendi başlarına benzer bir strateji 

izleme gücüne sahip değildir. Bu nedenle, büyük güçlerin katılımı olmadan, Orta Asya 

ile ASEAN gibi ülke blokları ve Japonya, Güney Kore, Brezilya ve Avustralya gibi 

orta güçler arasında diyalog ve iş birliği için ortak forumlar oluşturmak gereklidir. Bu 

önemlidir çünkü Rusya veya Çin'in katıldığı EAEU, BDT ve ASEAN arasında zaten 

diyaloglar vardır. Bu tür girişimler, bölgeler arası ilişkiler yoluyla gerçek bir orta 

güçler ortaklığını temsil edecektir. Bu bağlamda, bu araştırma Asya'nın geri 

kalanındaki bölgesel iş birliği ve entegrasyon mekanizmalarını ve Orta, Güneydoğu 

ve Güney Asya arasındaki bölgeler arası ilişkileri anlamayı amaçlamaktadır. 

Güneydoğu Asya'nın başarılı bölgesel entegrasyon modeli, Orta Asya ülkelerini bunu 

kopyalamaya motive ederek bölgedeki bölgeciliği olumlu yönde etkilemektedir. 

Ayrıca, Orta Asya ile Güneydoğu Asya arasındaki iş birliğini artırmak, her iki 

bölgenin ekonomik ve politik egemenliğini olumlu yönde etkileyebilir, bölgesel süper 

güçlere karşı denge sağlamaya yardımcı olabilir, bu da bölge içi iş birliğini daha da 

motive ederek bölgesel entegrasyonu teşvik eder. Bu dinamik, hem söylemsel unsurlar 

hem de altyapı girişimleri ve çeşitli ekonomik projeler tarafından desteklenmektedir. 

Orta Asya'daki entegrasyon sürecini anlamak için, Güneydoğu Asya bölgesel 

entegrasyon deneyimini inceleyerek ve bunu Orta Asya deneyimiyle karşılaştırarak 

paralellikler çizmek esastır. Bu, ASEAN'ın kuruluşundan bu yana politik ve güvenlik 

hedeflerinin evrimini ve Orta Asya ile gelişmiş bölge içi iş birliğine doğru geçişini 

incelemeyi içerir. 1967'de beş ülke tarafından kurulmasından bu yana, artık on üyeye 

ulaşan ASEAN'ın bölgesel ekonomik entegrasyon ve politik-güvenlik iş birliği tarihi, 

Orta Asya ülkelerinin potansiyel birliğine ve Türk Devletleri Teşkilatı’nı de içerecek 

şekilde genişlemelerine benzemektedir. 

Tarihsel olarak Güneydoğu Asya devletleri, gelecekte olası dış istilalara karşı bölgesel 

bir güvenlik birliği kurmalarını sağlayan birçok istila, sömürgeleştirme ve Soğuk 

Savaş'ın olumsuz etkilerini deneyimlemiştir. Ayrıca, etnik dini heterojenlik, yüksek 

düzeyde dış güç etkisi ve yerel azınlıklarla ilişkiler nedeniyle sosyoekonomik refahı 

bozan birçok iç isyan yaşanmıştır. Bu bağlamda, bölgesel birlik oluşturmak, daha iyi 

ekonomik iş birliği ve refaha yol açarken, dış ve iç tehditlere karşı daha güçlü bir 

bölgesel düzeyde direnç oluşturmaya yardımcı olacaktır. Bu, Orta Asya ülkelerinin 
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bağımsızlığının ilk yıllarında ortaya çıkan Rusya, Afganistan ve terörist ve aşırılıkçı 

kuruluşlardan kaynaklanan güvenlik endişelerine daha çok benziyor. 

Ekonominin güvenlikten daha önemli hale gelmesi, uluslararası ilişkilerin 

jeopolitikleşmesi ve diğer tarihi, kültürel veya politik faktörler, Asya'daki bölgesel 

entegrasyon modellerini şekillendirmiştir. Bunlar arasında, ASEAN en entegre ve 

başarılı örnek olarak öne çıkmaktadır. ASEAN, piyasa odaklı entegrasyon olarak 

tanımlanabilirken, AB güvenlik motivasyonlarıyla yönlendirildi ve kurumsal 

entegrasyon şeklini aldı. 1950'de Schuman bildirgesinin imzalanması ve Avrupa 

Kömür ve Çelik Topluluğu'nun oluşturulmasıyla başlayan Avrupa Birliği'nin 

kurulmasının ardındaki nedenler, her iki Dünya Savaşı'nın da bölgedeki doğal 

kaynaklar üzerindeki rekabetten kaynaklanması nedeniyle, Avrupa devletleri 

arasındaki savaş nedenlerini ortadan kaldırmayı amaçlıyordu. Orta Asya ülkeleri 

ayrıca katıldıkları entegrasyon girişimlerinden daha fazla ekonomik fayda sağlamayı 

hedefliyor. Ancak, hem Güneydoğu Asya hem de Orta Asya entegrasyon 

girişimlerinin güçlü politik ve güvenlik hedefleri ve motivasyonları da var. ASEAN, 

ABD, AB ve tam tersi ile iş birliği yaparak Çin'in bölgedeki ekonomik ve güvenlik 

hakimiyetini dengeliyor. Benzer şekilde, Orta Asya ülkeleri Çin ve Türkiye gibi diğer 

yükselen ortaklarla iş birliğini artırarak Rus etkisini dengeliyor. Bu sadece gerçeğin 

basitleştirilmiş açıklamaları ancak açık olan şey, iki bölgenin bölgelerarası iş 

birliğinden kaynaklanan çeşitli stratejik ortak çıkarlara sahip olmasıdır. 

Bölgesel ekonomik kalkınma için önemli bir potansiyel sunar ve iki bölge, birbirleri 

için mevcut bölgesel oyunculara alternatif olabilir. Orta Asya ülkeleri henüz bölgesel 

bir örgüt kurmamış olsa da, TDT, büyüklük ve ekonomik potansiyel açısından ASEAN 

ile karşılaştırılabilir. Güneydoğu Asya devletleri ve Orta Asya devletleri, küresel 

jeopolitik arenadaki sorunlara karşı ortak bir duruş sergileyebilir ve böylece küçük ve 

orta ölçekli devletlerin seslerini ve refahını teşvik edebilir. İki bölge, küresel ulaşım 

rotaları ve değer zincirlerindeki önemleri açısından gerçekten stratejiktir. Asya-Pasifik 

deniz ticaret rotalarının kavşağında bulunan Güneydoğu Asya ve BRI'nin yoğun 

gelişimiyle Orta Asya ve TDT ülkeleri, küresel iç ulaşım rotalarının merkezi haline 

gelmiştir. 
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Ragsimaporn (2022), Soğuk Savaş sonrası dönemde Güneydoğu Asya ülkelerinin 

yükselen güç Çin ve ABD'ye karşı taraf tutmama davranışını tanımlamak için 

kullanılan korunma kavramı aracılığıyla Orta Asya devletlerinin dış politikasını 

açıklamaya çalıştı. Korunma ve dengeleme, herhangi bir küçük ve orta ölçekli devlet 

grubunun dış politika davranışını tanımlamak için uygundur. Ancak, kurumsal 

entegrasyon olmadığında dengeleme ancak belli bir ölçüde mümkün ve etkilidir. 

Araştırmanın üçüncü bölümünde, Orta Asya'daki siyasi bölgeselcilik bölümü, Orta 

Asya devletlerinin küresel ve bölgesel konularda nasıl ortak duruşlar benimsediğini 

tartışmaktadır. Bu, gayri resmi iletişim kanalları ve benzersiz bir platform olan her yıl 

düzenlenen Orta Asya Ülkeleri Danışma Toplantıları tarafından kolaylaştırılmaktadır. 

Ancak danışma toplantıları da dahil olmak üzere gayri resmi toplantılar, tüm bölgesel 

ve küresel konulara yönelik ortak dış politika hedefleri oluşturmak için yeterli değildir. 

Dahası, ulusal çıkarlar ortak bölgesel çıkarlardan farklıysa ne oluru düşünmek gerekir. 

AB gibi ilkelere ve evrensel değerlere sahip resmi bir kurum inşa etmek, egemen 

güçlerin baskısını durdurabilir veya azaltabilir. Ayrıca, ASEAN ve AB gibi diğer 

bölgesel birimlerle işbirliği, Orta Asya devletleri için denge veya koruma sağlayan 

aktör sayısını artıracaktır. Çoğunlukla akademisyenler ve diplomatlar, küçük devletleri 

ve bölgeleri çevreleyen askeri, bölgesel, ekonomik ve politik sorunlar ve zorluklarla 

günümüz jeopolitiğinin karmaşıklıklarını göz önünde bulundurarak büyük ve orta 

güçler arasında bir denge ve koruma sağlamayı öneriyorlar (bkz. Suorsa 2016; Suorsa, 

2017; Suorsa ve Thompson, 2017; Akybayev, 2020, Ragsimaporn, 2022). 

Güneydoğu Asya, Orta Asya'nın Çin ve Rusya'ya olan aşırı bağımlılığını azaltmasına 

yardımcı olma potansiyeline sahiptir. Ancak, iki bölge arasındaki ekonomik ilişkiler 

tarihsel olarak az gelişmiştir. Zayıf ekonomik bağlara katkıda bulunan temel zorluklar 

arasında fiziksel mesafe, ulaşım bağlantısı, lojistik sorunlar ve iş birliğini genişletmek 

için karşılıklı siyasi iradenin eksikliği yer almaktadır. Bununla birlikte, son yıllarda bu 

dinamikte bir değişim görüldü. Beş Orta Asya ülkesinin en son strateji belgeleri, 

Güneydoğu Asya ülkeleriyle ekonomik ve politik bağları güçlendirmeyi öncelikli 

alanlar olarak vurgulamaktadır Ragsimaporn (2020). Ek olarak, Orta Asya ve ASEAN 

arasındaki ortaklığı teşvik eden çeşitli çok taraflı örgüt platformları aracılığıyla 

kurulan işbirliği anlaşmaları da bulunmaktadır. Vietnam 2015'te ve Singapur 2019'da  
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EAEU ile serbest ikili ticaret anlaşması imzalarken, Endonezya, Kamboçya ve 

Tayland EAEU'nun Avrasya Ekonomik Konseyi (EEC) ile Schulz (2020) serbest 

ticaret anlaşmasına dönüşebilecek bir İşbirliği Protokolü imzaladılar. Ancak, Rusya-

Ukrayna savaşı nedeniyle mevcut jeopolitik ortam göz önüne alındığında, yakın 

gelecekte önemli bir ilerleme kaydedilmesi olası değildir. Buna karşılık, her iki 

bölgenin ASEAN Plus One ve ASEAN Plus Three gibi formatlardaki kapsamlı 

deneyimleri göz önüne alındığında, Orta Asya ile Güneydoğu Asya arasındaki işbirliği 

pragmatik ve yakın zamanda gerçekleştirilebilir. ASEAN Bölgesel Forumu (ARF) ve 

Asya-Avrupa Toplantısı (ASEM) gibi platformlar, Orta Asya ülkeleriyle işbirliğini 

daha da artırabilir. 

İşbirliği için kritik alanlardan biri ulaşım ağı bağlantısıdır. Güneydoğu Asya ile Orta 

Asya arasındaki büyüyen bağlantılar, bu bölgeleri küresel ulaşım rotalarına bağlayan 

büyük ölçekli altyapı projeleriyle kolaylaştırılıyor. Bu gelişmeler ekonomik işbirliğini 

ve entegrasyonu önemli ölçüde artırmaya hazır. Bununla birlikte ASEAN, önemli bir 

büyüyen pazar olarak gördüğü Orta Asya ile ulaşım bağlantısını iyileştirmekle 

ilgilenmeye başladı Contessi (2016). Kazakistan'ın "Nurly Zhol" demiryolu ulaşım 

projesi, Güneydoğu Asya ile Orta Asya arasındaki bağlantıyı önemli ölçüde artırabilir 

ve geleneksel deniz yollarına kıyasla Avrupa pazarlarına daha hızlı ve daha güvenilir 

erişimi kolaylaştırabilir. Bu proje, Çin'deki Lianyungang ve Qingdao limanları gibi 

Güneydoğu Asya mallarının Çin demiryolu ağına girmesi için hayati geçitler görevi 

gören önemli merkezlerden yararlanıyor. Buradan mallar, Kazakistan'daki Khorgos 

Geçidi üzerinden Orta Asya'ya ve Hazar Denizi'ndeki Aktau ve Kuryk limanları 

üzerinden Avrupa pazarlarına taşınıyor. Bu büyük ölçekli altyapı projelerinin 

geliştirilmesi, bu bölgeler arasındaki bağlantıları güçlendirerek onları küresel ulaşım 

rotalarına daha yakın bir şekilde entegre ediyor. Orta Asya ülkelerinin Güney ve 

Güneydoğu Asya'ya bağlantısını önemli ölçüde iyileştiren bir diğer önemli demiryolu 

projesi ise Özbekistan-Afganistan-Pakistan Demiryolu projesidir. Değeri yaklaşık 5 

milyar dolar olan ve Mezar-ı Şerif'ten Peşaver'e uzanan yaklaşık 573 km'lik 

güzergahın, 3.500 metre yükseklikteki Hindu-Kush sıradağlarından geçmesi nedeniyle 

en yüksek demir yolu güzergahları arasında olması bekleniyor. 
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Üç ülke arasındaki demir yolu ölçülerindeki farklılıklar gibi zorluklar olsa da 

ekonomik ve jeopolitik faydaları önemlidir. Küresel ulaşım ağlarına bağlantıyı 

artırmak, özellikle Özbekistan gibi karayla çevrili ülkeleri Arap Körfezi'ndeki Pakistan 

limanlarına bağlayarak Orta Asya'ya önemli ekonomik ve refah faydaları getirecektir. 

Bu, Güney, Batı ve Güneydoğu Asya pazarlarına erişimi açarken, aynı zamanda 

Avrupa'ya ve denize ulaşmak için Rus demir yolu transit güzergahlarına olan 

bağımlılığı da azaltacaktır. 

Bu bağlamda, Dünya Bankası demiryolunun Afganistan bölümünü, özellikle Mezar-ı 

Şerif-Peşaver hattını finanse edecektir (Ollard, 2021). Bu fonlama, Afganistan ve Orta 

Asya bölgesine sağlanan önemli ekonomik ve refah faydalarını vurgulayarak, Çin veya 

Çin liderliğindeki finans kuruluşlarından finansal destek almak zorunda kalmamalarını 

sağlar. Bu strateji, bölgesel bağlantıyı geliştirmek ve herhangi bir ülkeye olan 

bağımlılığı azaltmak için çeşitlendirilmiş fonlama kaynaklarının önemini vurgular. 

Orta Asya ve Güneydoğu Asya arasındaki iş birliğinin bir diğer önemli yönü, Orta 

Asya ülkelerinin ASEAN'ın "yumuşak bölgeselcilik" modelini benimsemeye olan 

ilgisidir. Siyasi fikir birliği, ekonomik pragmatizm, esneklik ve lider danışmanlığı ile 

karakterize edilen bu model, resmi entegrasyona ve kurumsallaşmaya dayanan AB'nin 

"sert bölgeselciliğine" kıyasla daha çekicidir. Ayrıca, ASEAN, Doğu Asya Zirvesi 

(EAS), ASEAN Bölgesel Forumu (ARF) ve ASEAN Plus diyalogları gibi ASEAN 

merkezli platformları kullanarak rekabet eden büyük güçlerle ilişkileri yönetme ve 

onlarla etkileşim kurma konusunda önemli bir uzmanlığa sahiptir. ASEAN'ın herhangi 

bir büyük güce aşırı bağımlılıktan kaçınmadaki başarılı deneyimi ve gerginlik 

dönemlerinde belirli bir güce karşı denge kurmama veya onunla aynı tarafta olmama 

stratejisi özellikle dikkat çekicidir. Bu yaklaşım, ASEAN'ın bölgesel istikrarı 

korumasını ve karmaşık jeopolitik manzaralarda etkin bir şekilde yol almasını 

sağlamıştır Rangsimaporn (2022, s. 127-146). 

Araştırmanın belirli bir kapsamı ve net temel hedefleri vardır ve Orta Asya'da ve 

çevresinde bölgeselcilik ve bölgeler arasıcılığın karmaşık süreçlerini açıklamayı 

amaçlamaktadır. Bölgedeki toplumların tarihi, etnik ve kültürel yönlerini incelerken, 

birincil odak noktası Orta Asya'daki bölgesel iş birliği ve entegrasyonun politik 

ekonomisini analiz etmekti. Bu çalışma ayrıca bölgeselciliği yönlendiren küresel, 
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bölgesel ve ulusal faktörleri inceleyerek mevcut politik gelişmeleri ve bölgesel 

entegrasyon için gelecekteki beklentileri değerlendirdi. 

Orta Asya'daki bölgeselcilik bağlamında Uluslararası Politik Ekonomiye veya 

yapısalcı IPE'ye yönelik yapılandırmacı yaklaşım, ekonomik faktörlerle desteklenen 

fikirlerin, normların, kültürün ve ideolojilerin dış politikaları, özellikle bölgeselcilikle 

ilgili olarak nasıl şekillendirdiğini anlamaya yardımcı olur. Bölgedeki kamusal ve özel 

söyleme iki büyük ideoloji hakim olmuştur. 

Birincisi, Sovyetler Birliği ve Rusya yönetimindeki Orta Asya devletlerinin neredeyse 

yüzyıllık sömürge veya yarı sömürge geçmişlerine dayanan Avrasyacılıktır. Bu tarih, 

Sovyetler Birliği genelindeki tüm kamu kurumlarının benzer bir yapıda inşa edilmesi 

nedeniyle derin bir etkiye sahip olmuştur. Ticaret ve lojistik altyapı, karşılıklı 

bağımlılığı ve Moskova'nın hakimiyetini sürdürmek için tasarlandı. Dahası, herkes 

Komünist Parti'nin vizyonuyla uyumlu materyaller ve tarihsel bir anlatı kullanılarak 

Rusça eğitim aldı. Sovyetler Birliği, aslında, ulusların ve etnik kökenlerin tek bir 

topluluk olarak bir arada yaşadığı kendi kendine yeten bir bölgesel birimdi. 

İkinci ideoloji, yüzyıllar boyunca birleşik etnik, kültürel ve dini tarihe sahip bir bölge 

olan Orta Asya'nın Türkistan olarak vizyonudur. Bağımsızlığın ilk on yılında, Orta 

Asya devletleri kimliklerini Rusya'dan ve Sovyet geçmişlerinden bağımsız olarak 

kurmaya çalıştılar. Orta Asya Türk kimliği etrafında merkezlenmiş, ekonomik ve 

çevresel karşılıklı bağımlılığı, altyapı bağlantısını ve su ve enerji kaynakları ticaretinde 

iş birliğini güçlendiren bölgesel bir örgüt oluşturmak için gerçek bir fırsata sahiptiler. 

Orta Asya, bölgesel iş birliğinde önemli kilometre taşlarına ulaşan, bölge içi ticaret, 

ulaşım ve seyahat engellerini azaltan ve halklar arası bağlantıları teşvik eden bölgesel 

bir kurum olan Orta Asya Birliği'ni yaratmayı başardı. Ancak, Rusya'nın yükselişi, 

petrol ve doğal gaz fiyatlarındaki dalgalanmalar ve Başkan Nazarbayev'in Avrasyacı 

ve küreselci hırsları, nihayetinde Orta Asya Birliği'nin veya Orta Asya İşbirliği 

Örgütü'nün dağılmasına yol açtı. Sonuç olarak, Avrasya Ekonomik Birliği baskın 

bölgesel entegrasyon platformu haline geldi. 

2016'dan bu yana, Kazakistan ve Özbekistan'daki yeni liderlik, güvenilir bir güvenlik 

ve ekonomik ortak olarak azalan Rus imajı, Rusya-Ukrayna savaşı ve Avrasya kıtası 
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genelinde ulaşım ve altyapı bağlantı projelerinin ortaya çıkmasıyla birlikte, Orta 

Asya'da bölgesel entegrasyon için yeni bir dönem ve yeni fırsatlar başlattı. Özellikle, 

Orta Asya Cumhuriyetleri Devlet Başkanları Danışma Toplantıları önemli küresel 

akademik ve politik ilgi gördü.  

Bu tez, Orta Asya'daki bölgesel girişimleri analiz ederek, Türk Devletleri Teşkilatı, 

Avrasya Ekonomik Birliği ve diğer bölgelerarası işbirliği platformlarıyla bölge içinde 

entegrasyon olasılıklarını araştırdı. Araştırma, karşılaştırmalı bir perspektiften siyasi-

ekonomik analiz uyguladı. Orta Asya ülkelerinin küresel değer zincirlerine 

katılımlarının mevcut seviyeleri ve ekonomik yapıları göz önüne alındığında, henüz 

Avrupa devletlerinin AB'yi oluştururken sahip oldukları ekonomik bütünleşme 

seviyesine ulaşamıyorlar. AB, ABD, Çin, Türkiye ve Rusya gibi ekonomik merkezler, 

Orta Asya devletleri için bölge içi pazarlarından daha önemli olacak. İleriye 

bakıldığında, Orta Asya devletleri, ekonomik çeşitlendirme ve küresel değer 

zincirlerine daha fazla katkı için ürün alanı analizine dayalı bilimsel ve pratik yol 

haritaları sunan Harvard'ın Büyüme Laboratuvarı tarafından önerilenler gibi ekonomik 

stratejileri izleyebilir. Bölge içi iş birliği ve kaynak koordinasyonu yoluyla, bu 

stratejiler daha etkili hale gelecektir. Ek olarak, Orta Asya TDT'ye doğru genişleyebilir 

ve potansiyel gözlemci veya ortak devletleri dahil ederek küresel pazarlar ve değer 

zincirleriyle entegre, kendi kendine yeten bir bölgesel ekonomik birim oluşturmaya 

yardımcı olabilir. 

Orta Asya ülkeleri ve güçlü ulaşım bağlantısı olan TDT, potansiyel gözlemciler olarak 

komşu ülkeler ve bölgelerle iş birliği yapabilir. TDT ve Orta Asya+ forumları, bölge 

içi iş birliğiyle birlikte, tam bir siyasi, ekonomik ve hatta parasal birlik oluşturmak için 

pragmatik ve sürdürülebilir bir potansiyele sahiptir. Ayrıca, Macaristan (TDT ve AB 

üyesi) ve Türkiye (AB üyeliğine aday ülke), TDT ülkeleri için Batı pazarlarına köprü 

görevi görebilir. Şu anda, üç Orta Asya ülkesi -Kırgızistan, Tacikistan ve Özbekistan- 

Genelleştirilmiş Tercihler Planı (GSP) veya GSP+ kapsamında hiçbir veya sınırlı tarife 

olmaksızın AB pazarına elverişli erişime sahiptir. Ancak, üst-orta gelirli ülkeler olan 

Kazakistan ve Türkmenistan, ek ticaret tercihleri sunan GSP+ düzenlemesi için artık 

uygun değil. Uzun vadede, ekonomik iş birliği, entegrasyon ve deneyimlerin 

paylaşılması -bölgeselciliğe katkıda bulunan ortak girişimlerin oluşturulmasıyla 
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birlikte- tüm TDT'ye önemli ekonomik faydalar sağlayacaktır, çünkü AB tüm TDT 

üyeleri için önemli bir pazar ve ticaret ortağı olmaya devam etmektedir. 

Ayrıca, Güneydoğu Asya ile bölgelerarası iş birliği, TDT içinde entegrasyon ve 

Japonya ve Güney Kore gibi gelişmiş Doğu Asya ülkeleriyle ortaklıklar, özellikle bu 

ülkelerin teknolojik ve ekonomik alışveriş potansiyeli nedeniyle önemli bir rol 

oynayacaktır. Gümrük prosedürlerinin modernizasyonu, bölge içinde ve diğer 

bölgelerle standartların ve sertifikasyonların iyileştirilmesi ve uyumlu hale getirilmesi 

ve ticaret ve ulaşım altyapısının geliştirilmesi ticaret maliyetlerini azaltacaktır. GTAP 

model simülasyonları, Orta Asya devletleri, TDT üyeleri, Güney Asya ve gelişmiş 

Doğu Asya ülkeleri arasındaki ticaret maliyeti düşüşlerinin ve bölgeciliğin tüm taraflar 

için olumlu refah kazanımlarıyla sonuçlanacağını, daha derin entegrasyon ve iş 

birliğini teşvik edeceğini göstermektedir. 

Bunun aksine, bazı Orta ülkelerinin EAEU'ya üyeliği, olumsuz ekonomik sonuçlara 

sahip olan ve Orta Asya entegrasyonunu engelleyen politik ve ideolojik kararlarla 

yönlendirilmiştir. Örneğin, Kazakistan'ın üyeliği, eski başkanı Nazarbayev'in 

ideolojisiyle yönlendirilirken, Başkan Tokayev farklı bir duruş benimsemiş ve 

EAEU'ya daha az heveslidir. Kazakistan'ın EAEU'dan çıkması beklenmese de, 

EAEU'nun üye ülkelerini, ortaklarını ve gözlemcilerini genişleterek Rusya'nın politik 

ve ekonomik etkisini azaltmanın yollarını araması ve böylece Rusya'nın hakimiyetini 

azaltması muhtemeldir. Ekonomik çekim açısından bakıldığında, Rusya AB ile 

karşılaştırıldığında önemli bir ekonomik güç veya teknolojik merkez değildir. EAEU, 

tüm BDT ülkelerinin katılımıyla müreffeh bir geleceğe sahip olabilirdi ancak birçok 

Doğu Avrupa üyesi zaten AB'ye katıldı. Bu nedenle EAEU'yu Batı Asya'ya doğru 

genişletmek ve diğer bölgelerle ortaklıklar geliştirmek, ekonomik çekiciliğini 

artırabilir ve Rusya'nın politik aracı olarak rolünü azaltabilir. 

Dikkate alınması gereken bir diğer politik husus ise Başkan Tokayev'in Kazakistan'ı 

küresel jeopolitik arenada orta güç olarak kurma çabalarıdır. Avustralya ve Türkiye 

gibi diğer orta güçlerin yüksek güç olarak hareket etme veya süper güçler gibi hareket 

etme deneyimlerine bakarsak, nihai sonuç başarılı olmamıştır. Orta güç statüsünü 

bölgecilik çabaları ve Asya-Pasifik'te kilit bir oyuncu olma hırslarıyla tanımlayan 

Avustralya, hem ABD'yi hem de Çin'i içeren bir Asya-Pasifik ekonomik bölgeciliği 
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inşa etmede gerçekçi olmayan beklentilerle karşı karşıya kalmıştır. Avustralya orta 

güç hırslarını destekleyecek ekonomik ve teknolojik kapasiteye sahipken, 

Kazakistan'ın ekonomik ve teknolojik sınırlamaları, tek başına diplomatik çabalarının 

yeterli olmayabileceği anlamına geliyor.  

Ancak, Japonya ve Güney Kore gibi diğer orta güçler ve demokratik yüksek güçlerle 

iş birliği içinde birleşik bir Orta Asya, yalnızca egemenliğini ve ulusal çıkarlarını 

korumakla kalmayıp aynı zamanda küresel ve bölgesel jeopolitiği olumlu yönde 

etkileme potansiyeline de sahiptir. Gelecekteki çalışmalar için, Batı Asya'daki dört 

orta güç olan Türkiye, Suudi Arabistan, Mısır ve İran arasındaki iş birliğinin ortaya 

çıkışının, ilişkilerinin ve daha yoğun iş birliği beklentilerinin analiz edilmesi önerilir. 

Bu çalışmada kullanılan araştırma metodolojisi ve ikili teorik çerçeve, bu dinamiklerin 

kapsamlı bir şekilde anlaşılması için tekrarlanabilir ve literatüre önemli bir katkı 

sağlayabilir. Bu devletler arasındaki potansiyel iş birliği veya çatışmanın hem Asya 

hem de küresel jeopolitik için sonuçları olacaktır.  
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