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Abstract

With heightened tensions between Russia and the West, and the growing influence of
China, the geopolitical situation in Central Asia is actively changing. This brings into question
the nature of the relationship between the Central Asian states and Russia. While engaged in
necessary pragmatic relations with Moscow, Kazakhstan has needed to assert its
independence and autonomy, especially at a time when the world is becoming more
geopolitically unstable. This study specifically explores how the construction of geopolitical
space in Kazakhstani discourse acts as a tool to limit regional hegemony. Through a Critical
Discourse Analysis of Kazakhstani governmental and media output, it finds that the
construction of regional spaces contributes to the limitation of regional hegemonic power.
The emphasis on Central Asian regionalism creates a core within Eurasian integration
processes which defends Central Asian interests against undue Russian influence. Similarly,
the active promotion of multilateral regional formats across Asia introduces China as a
counterweight to Russian influence. This simultaneously anchors them both in multilateral
forums, preventing either one from becoming a hegemonic regional power. As such, this
demonstrates that smaller states have an active role in negotiating the limits of great power

competition.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Research Problem
The end of the Cold War disrupted the established bipolar world order, depriving

international actors of the stable global structure, leaving them scrambling to reassert
themselves in a new emerging global space. This is particularly pertinent for the former
Republics of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) which now had to create
themselves as independent actors in the global space. Following these developments, the
Central Asian Republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan
have remained closely tied to Moscow as the primary power in the region. In the first instance,
being geographically separate from Europe, they were not subject to the same pressures of
Europeanisation as the countries of Central and Eastern Europe which have framed their
development as a civilisational choice between East and West. Additionally, in the local
context of Central Asia, other potential regional powers, such as China, Iran, and Tirkiye, did
not have a comparable combination of power of attraction and historical links with the
Central Asian Republics as Russia to offer a different path of development in the 1990s. With
changing global dynamics over the past three decades of their independence, and especially
now in the context of Russia’s war against Ukraine, this calls into question the foreign policy
alignment of the Central Asian Republics as they navigate the increasingly untenable post-

Soviet space.

Analyses of Eurasia within the framework of the post-Soviet space have traditionally
focussed on Russia as the subject and primary actor, which minimises the agency of the
Central Asian Republics. This trend is driven by the dominant frame of East-West civilisational
geopolitics, which prioritises the position and interests of great powers, which in the
European post-Cold War context are Russia, the European Union (EU), and the United States
of America (USA). This however is not directly applicable to the Central Asian Republics,
separated as they are from the European context and pressures. Following the war in Ukraine,
popular analyses now highlight that the Central Asian Republics are capable of expressing
their own interests contrary to Moscow, with every small disagreement making headlines as
a concerted effort is made to distinguish the independent states of Central Asia from the
former Soviet centre of Russia and its current war against Ukraine (e.g. Gotev 2023; Jordanova
2022; Lucas 2023; Umarov 2022a; 2022b). Thus, there needs to be a more considered study

into the power hierarchies of Central Asia to demonstrate the agency and nuance in the



relationship between the Central Asian Republics and regional powers. Considering the
differences between the Central Asian republics, Kazakhstan stands out due to its multi-
vector foreign policy which sees it actively engage with a number of partners across the globe,
pursuing a strategy of balanced independence. As such, it represents the best starting point
to understand some of the pressures and strategies of the Central Asian republics to manage
their relationship with Russia. Hence, this project aims to reconstruct the Central Asian space
as viewed from Kazakhstan and explore how discursive practice works to negotiate competing
hegemonic projects in the region. This goes beyond Russia, to examine also increasing Chinese
influence, highlighting the inclusion, exclusion, and hierarchisation of actors in the discursive
construction of regional spaces. This process both creates a space for Kazakhstan to pursue
its own sovereign interests, and also defines a role for other regional actors, which is crucial
in defining the limit of regional hegemony.
Research Design

To this end, this thesis asks the central research question: how do Kazakhstani elites
negotiate power hierarchies through the discursive construction of geopolitical space in
Central Asia? To answer this question, this project problematises the discursive construction
of Central Asia, as discourses of space act to include, exclude, and hierarchise actors. This
frames the project within the field of Critical Geopolitics, which is primarily concerned with
how territory, far from being a material reality, is constructed in order to promote a particular
vision of the world (Dijkink 1996, 2-3, 11; Dodds 1993, 71; Kuus 2007, 7; O Tuathail 1996;
Svarin 2016, 129). While O Tuathail (1996, 59-60) argues that this discursive representation
of the world is driven by hegemonic states exerting their view over their peripheries, as a
discursive practice there is an active role of smaller states in negotiating and legitimising this
representation of the world (Baumann 2018; Buranelli 2018, 382; Kuus 2007, 99; Zarycki 2014,
2-6). Thus, it is reasonable to expect that the discourses of Kazakhstani elites work to both
legitimise and limit the extent of any hegemonic power in the region. This is reflected in
Buranelli’s concept of negotiated hegemony, which argues that through practices of
negotiation, a smaller state “accepts, accommodates, and resists different conditions
imposed by the hegemon” (2018, 385). Thus, this study aims to emphasise the role and

perspective of Kazakhstan in managing hegemonic ambitions in the region.



This thesis explores how the construction of geopolitical space presents the
arrangement of regionality, in the aim of negotiating hegemonic power. Through employing
particular spatial discourses, Kazakh elites present a vision of their surrounding region which
hierarchises the regional actors, positioning Kazakhstan and other actors in particular power
relationships. In the first instance, it is important to examine the relative positioning between
Russia and Kazakhstan to understand how Russia’s regional hegemony is on the one hand
acknowledged by Kazakh elites and also negotiated. For example, despite following Russia
into Eurasian integration projects, such as the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the
discourses on Eurasia in Kazakhstan highlight its centrality to the region, which emphasises it
as a primary actor and thus creates a space where Russian hegemony is, at least rhetorically,

limited.

This thesis also examines the inclusion and exclusion of other actors beyond Russia in
broader regional structures beyond Eurasia, which could balance or compete for hegemony.
Hegemony of one power relies on the exclusion of other regional powers (Buranelli 2018,
381). Here, Kazakhstan’s Eurasian centrality and multi-vector foreign policy act as balancing
tools which limit Russian hegemony by bringing in other regional actors, and redefining the
regional spaces around Kazakhstan. However, their inclusion is equally limited to prevent the
emergence of simply another hegemon. This is seen by Kazakhstan’s membership in both the
Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), a post-Soviet institution under Russian
direction, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), a broader Asian initiative
alongside China. This demonstrates a preference for multilateral regional cooperation which
serves to disperse power, constraining the ability of a regional power to attain hegemon
status. Additionally, the engagement in multiple regional spaces which are defined in
Kazakhstani discourse implicate new neighbours, foci, and interests which limit the
dominance of a single player. As Kazakhstan emphasises Asian initiatives over Eurasian
initiatives, it moves away from a region defined by Russia’s dominance to a broader region

marked by the diversity of actors and diffuse power.

Behind the material institutionalisation of these regional spaces, there is a discursive
process which needs to create and naturalise the regional space. Research on Russia by Svarin
(2016) and Turkiye by Atmaca and Torun (2022) demonstrate how regions and ideas are

constructed through discourses of space and used in the justification of the state’s foreign



policy orientation. Following in the Constructivist steed of the Critical Geopolitics approach,
this thesis takes discourse as its central object of study. While discourses do not necessitate
a particular foreign policy course, an analysis of Kazakhstani discourse aims to deconstruct
the accepted geopolitical terrain of Central Asia, and demonstrate the function of discourses
in supporting Kazakhstan’s multi-vector balancing act, by providing alternative and varied
modes of regional identification. As such, the research entails Critical Discourse Analysis of
presidential speeches, and editorials, opinion pieces, and government interviews published
in a selection of Kazakhstani media outlets. Another critical field, Critical Discourse Analysis is
concerned with deconstructing social wrongs and understanding their maintenance in social
systems (Fairclough 2010, 231). In the context of Central Asia, and through a geopolitical lens,
the social wrong in question is the unequal power relationships and the accepted dominance
of great powers. The implicit approach is to deconstruct the accepted perspectives of various
geopolitical spaces, to explore the nuances of varied power relationships in the region by
examining the local construction of these spaces. Thus, the aim of this thesis is to explore the
Kazakhstani construction of particular geopolitical spaces, including Central Asia and Eurasia.
These geopolitical discourses represent different perceptions of the Central Asian space, and
as such implicate different power hierarchies and roles for each actor.
Thesis Structure

Chapter 2 consists of a review of existing literature to explore the question of
geopolitical space in Central Asia. The chapter is divided in three sections. The first section
explores the theoretical field of Geopolitics and the study of hegemony and power
relationships in International Relations. This presents Critical Geopolitics as a theoretical field
which deconstructs traditional understandings of power and provides an opportunity for
studying and understanding Kazakhstani foreign policy. It then examines the current state of
research into Geopolitics of Central Asia, highlighting the main trends and established
knowledge which contribute to the basis of the thesis. Finally, the chapter explores
Kazakhstani foreign policy, examining the multi-vector foreign policy and the way this is

presented, studied, and understood.

Moving then to the role of this thesis, Chapter 3 presents the methodological
approach taken. Building on the previous chapter, it explains the chosen method of Critical

Discourse Analysis, explaining what this approach entails, and how this contributes to the



aims of the thesis. This chapter then outlines the process behind the selection of sources,

outlining the process of data collection.

Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings and analysis of the research. These chapters
each cover a particular aspect of Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy. By covering
different vectors and exploring the way in which these regional spaces are constructed and
prioritised in a Kazakhstani perspective, these chapters demonstrate how regionalisms are
used to order geopolitical space, and thus negotiate regional hegemonies and maintain a role

for Kazakhstan in its world view.

Chapter 4 explores developments in Eurasia, or alternative Kazakhstani perspectives
of the post-Soviet space. It begins by tackling the question of Eurasia, exploring more deeply
the relationship between Kazakhstan and Russia, and the role of other actors in the Eurasian
space. In particular this means unpacking competing integration processes in the post-Soviet
space, and also examining the role of Central Asian regionalism as a sub-regionalism and how
these relationships contribute to a balancing against Russian hegemony. In exploring the
evolving notions of the post-Soviet space, this chapter also tackles the question of Ukraine

and developments in relations between Kazakhstan and its perception of the West.

Chapter 5 then explores the ambiguous question of Asia and how it is perceived in
Kazakhstan. This opens the analysis to other perspectives of regionalism and explores the role
of other regional powers. It looks at Turkic cooperation, regional security arrangements, and
the idolisation of Singapore as examples of constructing geopolitical space and balancing
competing influences, before finally tackling the rise of China as an actor in the Asian and
Central Asian spaces. The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how Kazakhstan’s perspective

of the world looks beyond Russia and the post-Soviet space.

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis, and provides an overview of the findings in response
to the central question, how do Kazakhstani elites negotiate power hierarchies through the
construction of geopolitical space? While the previous chapters have considered various
aspects in isolation, this conclusion tries to tie various threads together by collating and
comparing the findings of each of the preceding analytical chapters and provides an overview
of this thesis’ contribution to the study of Kazakhstani foreign policy. As a part of this, it also
acknowledges some of the limitations of this work and provides some avenues which could

be considered for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter explores is existing research into the major themes of this thesis and is

divided in three sections which together provide an overview of the field of Geopolitics, its
application to Central Asia, and Kazakhstani foreign policy. The first section outlines the
theoretical background which underpins the thesis. This covers the field of Geopolitics and its
contribution to the understanding of international relations in Central Asia, exploring
specifically the approach of Critical Geopolitics in the examination of power relations. The
second section then provides an overview of the application of Geopolitics to research on
Central Asia. Finally, this chapter concludes by exploring existing paradigms of Kazakhstani
foreign policy, specifically examining the multi-vector foreign policy of Kazakhstan, and each
of Kazakhstan’s main vectors: Russia; the West; and Asia. This section critiques the division of
research into each vector and, in the case of Asia, the ambiguity of the term. These sections
together demonstrate the importance and effectiveness of the discursive approach adopted
by the thesis in the construction of regional spaces as viewed from Kazakhstan.
Geopolitics and hegemony in International Relations

Geopolitical studies are usually limited in their scope as they attempt to tackle the
major dilemmas of the great game and focus on the role of great powers to expand their
influence. In a geopolitical outlook, the international system is driven by hegemonic states
exerting their influence over their peripheries, competing for influence, resources, and
survival (Cooley 2014; O Tuathail 1996, 59-60). This perspective raises the question of the role
of non-centre states in the international system. This thesis thus addresses the broad
guestion of how peripheral states manage their subordinate position in world affairs. A great

power-focussed geopolitical approach is inadequate to answer this question.

When considering unequal power relations between two states in a close and highly
dependent relationship, the major influence is Wallerstein’s (1974) world systems analysis.
This introduced the widely popular idea of centre and periphery, which proposes the
structural dependence and subjugation of the periphery to the centre. Emerging from
debates surrounding the decolonisation process and the economic dominance of the Western
centre in the late twentieth century, this is intertwined with dependency theory which was
developed firstly to understand the economic underdevelopment of Latin America in relation

to North America (Chirot & Hall 1982). Two problems present themselves with these
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approaches. The first is that they are analyses rooted in political economy, which generally
provides a quantitative and thus uncompromising view of the world. Wallerstein for his part
is more concerned with a Marxist question of the historical development of set power
hierarchies. Both these perspectives aim to justify set outcomes, identifying structural
features as contributing to the world hierarchy. The focus on structure and the aim of
understanding how it defines current relations means that these approaches are not
concerned with the capacity for change in these unequal relations. The second is that the
application of post-colonial approaches designed to understand the largely resource-defined
relationship between the colonial centre and its periphery territories is limited in regions
outside of this specific colonial context, such as Eastern and Central Europe and Central Asia
under the USSR, where other factors beyond resources and economy dominate interstate
relations. For example, while Zarycki (2014) adopts the traditionally economic world systems
analysis and specifically its concept of centre-periphery relations as the basis of his analysis
of Central and Eastern Europe, his argument coalesces around the discursive work involved
in states such as Poland emerging from the shadow of the USSR and realigning to an in effect
Western regional hegemony. Therefore, in approaching the question of Central Asia, there
are limits to the understanding of these relations within the perspective of post-coloniality

given the active and differing political paths of the post-communist states.

As such, many studies into post-communist development focus on this civilisational
guestion of becoming the West. In this perspective, the construction of a civilisational border
along Europe’s periphery is a dynamic process which requires a more qualitative approach,
and as such studies across various fields emphasise the role of narratives and discourse (e.g.
Baki¢-Hayden 1995; Kuus 2007). Returning then to Geopolitics, in the current period it has
witnessed a shift away from the past focus on hard power, both political and military, towards
a competitive geopolitical space defined primarily by culture and values (Kuus 2007, 3). This
is perhaps most well-presented through Huntington’s (1993; 1996) clash of the civilisations
thesis, which effectively provides a culturally divided map to explain the post-Cold War era (O
Tuathail 1996, 243). However, Huntington’s thesis has been challenged on multiple grounds,
not least the lack of clarity behind what exactly constitutes a civilisation, and the impact this
has on his questionable division of the globe (O Tuathail 1996, 244). Nevertheless, this proves

the need for a critical approach to the study of Geopolitics.
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Critical Geopolitics is defined by its aims to dissect representations of the world,
treating them as discursive tools rather than observatory remarks. Critical Geopolitics
challenges the geographical determinism of classical Geopolitics, to propose that ultimately
geopolitics is a discursive practice of representation of the world (Dijkink 1996, 2-3, 11; Dodds
1993, 71; Kuus 2007, 7; O Tuathail 1996, 59; Svarin 2016, 129). As such, the organisation of
the world should not be taken for granted and should instead be understood as a particular
perception of the world which serves to advance certain interests. Recalling the imperial roots
of Geopolitics, O Tuathail categorises geopolitics as a competition between authorities to
“organise, occupy, and administer space” (1996, 1). Thus, while in a practical sense the
politicisation of geography serves to naturalise the existence and authority of certain states,
Critical Geopolitics highlights the discursive and representational nature of this process (O
Tuathail 1996, 11, 12, 165). Thus, Critical Geopolitics should focus on the deconstruction of
spatial identifiers, which are not innocent, empirical geographic labels, but rather tools of
power diffusion. While O Tuathail’s work focuses on the role of hegemonic states as the
source of these spatial discourses, subsequent studies have seized upon the discursive nature
of Critical Geopolitics to explore the role of smaller states in recognising and reproducing
hegemonic discourses (e.g. Baumann 2018; Buranelli 2018, 382; Kuus 2007, 99; Zarycki 2014,
2-6). As such, this approach demonstrates a method of examining the ways in which smaller

states are engaged with practices of legitimisation of hegemonic discourses.

Consequently, this study finds it suitable to engage a Critical Geopolitics approach,
which, founded in discursive practice, is precisely interested in the role of smaller players in
supporting and justifying the hegemonic intentions of the larger players (Baumann 2018;
Buranelli 2018, 382; Kuus 2007, 99; Zarycki 2014, 2-6). In the context of Kazakhstan, this
means deconstructing the representation of Central Asia as a playground between Russia and
China. It chooses instead to focus instead on the Kazakhstani perspective of the region, and
how the discursive construction of it defines the role and importance of external actors and

powers.

In examining the geopolitics of Central Asia, this paper also builds on the research by
Buranelli (2018) which explores the theory of spheres of influence and introduces the idea of
the negotiation of hegemony. Taking issue with the great power focus of International

Relations, Buranelli aims to overcome the subjugation of smaller states, empowering their
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agency to negotiate regional hegemonies (2018, 382). In his analysis of Central Asia, Buranelli
argues that negotiation occurs as a smaller state “accepts, accommodates, and resists
different conditions imposed by the hegemon” (2018, 385). He proposes that these actions
are a function of actors, practices, and discourses (Buranelli 2018, 386), but the article
specifically focuses on practices, that is specific events where Central Asian states have gone
against the interests and explicit wishes of Russia, which in his argument thus exemplify the
limits of Russian hegemony. However, with such a heavy focus on practices, and Russia, this
article leaves untouched broader possibilities of negotiated hegemony, and often does not
guestion the reasoning behind the contrarian actions taken by Central Asian states. This
leaves open the role of discourse in aiding the negotiation of Russian hegemony in Central
Asia. To this end, this thesis endeavours to employ a discursive analysis to broaden the scope
of Central Asian negotiation of regional hegemonies. Rather than focusing on a stocktake of
policies attributed as either pro- or anti-Russian, this thesis problematises the diverse external
relations of Kazakhstan and examines how their rhetorical presentation delineates the depth
of each of these relations.
Geopolitics of Central Asia

A number of studies have approached the question of Kazakhstani foreign policy
through an exploration of Geopolitics and discourse. Ambrosio and Lange explore the
‘geopolitical code’ of Kazakhstan across “18 annual and formal presidential addresses given
in consecutive years from 1997 to 2014” (2014, 540). The major finding is that as far as
bilateral relations are concerned, Kazakhstan’s perception of the world is dominated by
Russia and China (Ambrosio & Lange 2014, 542-543). Surprisingly, in terms of international
organisations, the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) is most popular
behind the broad category of Eurasian integration, with a relatively low count for the CSTO
(Ambrosio & Lange 2014, 545). However, as their approach is limited to a more quantifiable
content analysis, it needs to be read carefully. The authors for example acknowledge that
while Afghanistan appears as the third most mentioned country, the vast majority of its
mentions are from a single text in 2000, and Kazakhstan assumed the chair of the OSCE in
2010, boosting the prevalence, if not the overall general importance, of the organisation
(Ambrosio & Lange 2014, 543, 545). With an eye on Geopolitics, the authors also do not
directly address the relatively high rank of Singapore in Kazakhstani discourse. Kucera notes

that Singapore functions as a model of development for Kazakhstan, which is torn between
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Western economic and Eastern political systems, rejecting the European political model yet
perceiving itself as in some way European (2017, 331, 332, 344). These seemingly paradoxical
and certainly complex dynamics are beyond the remit of a simple content analysis and merit
further exploration. This thesis aims to deepen this research by examining more qualitatively
the meaning Kazakhstan applies to its relations with various countries in order to be able to
illuminate power relations more definitively through the definition of geopolitical space and

the inherent inclusion, exclusion, and hierarchisation of actors within those spaces.

The studies which do take a broader regional approach highlight the role that the
construction of regional spaces acts as a framework for foreign policy pursuits. Two such
studies, somewhat related to Central Asia, focus on the construction of various spaces in the
foreign policies of Russia (Svarin 2016) and Turkiye (Atmaca & Torun 2022). In his study of
Russia, Svarin notes the importance of the construction of regions in the pursuit of a Russian
national identity and international role (2016, 129, 138). He identifies three regionalisms
within Russian foreign policy which are then used to justify its engagement in global affairs:
Eurasia, the Euro-Atlantic, and the Asia-Pacific (Svarin 2016, 129, 138). By dividing the world
in this way, Russia is able to carve a role for itself in each region. Conversely, in their study of
Turkiye, Atmaca and Torun (2022) use geopolitical visions as an explanation for the shift in
Turkish foreign policy. They identify three competing concepts in Turkish foreign policy:
Europeanisation, neo-Ottomanism, and Eurasianism (Atmaca & Torun 2022, 114). Each of
these three proposes a different regional focus of Turkish foreign policy, either towards
Europe, its immediate region, or its broader region and the Islamic world, respectively.
Importantly, while the exact formation of each region may overlap, the place of Tirkiye is
different in each, and therefore the role of foreign partners and Turkish engagement with
them will also differ depending on the underlying concept being pursued. For example, a
Turkiye intent on Europeanisation will interact with the Western Balkans differently to a
Turkiye exploring a more neo-Ottoman foreign policy. Together these studies demonstrate
the importance of understanding local perspectives of regions as a way in which to make

sense of the world and thus rationalise foreign policy behaviour.

In the case of Kazakhstan, Anceschi comes closest to this kind of approach, but his aim
is more to explore the emergence of Eurasianism in Kazakhstan and the role it has played in

foreign policymaking (2022, 2-3). As such, the study is once again orientated strongly towards
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Russia, exploring the various cooperation projects of the post-Soviet space. Additionally, such
studies which do engage a discursive approach tend to focus on the construction of a
particular idea. With the prevalence of Eurasianism as a particular construct in Kazakhstani
foreign policy, a number of studies try to tease this out and explore how it is presented and
what it means exactly (e.g. Anceschi 2022). This in the end usually reverts to a comparison
between the meaning of Eurasianism in Kazakhstan and in its traditional Russian context (e.g.
Baumann 2018; Laruelle 2002; 2012, 171-172). This kind of approach neglects a broader
exploration of the discursive construction of Eurasia, and indeed neglects other potential
understandings of the region. By focusing on the ideology, domestic factors are emphasised
as the central question is one of policymaking and its relation to social and political
developments inside Kazakhstan. This thesis however has a stronger focus on its expression
in regional organisations, by exploring the inclusion, exclusion, and role of foreign actors from
a Kazakhstani perspective across various regional arrangements, rather than producing a
schema for a definition of Eurasia.
Kazakhstani Foreign Policy

A number of milestones and key events have marked the development of regionalism
in Kazakhstani foreign policy since its independence in 1991, including the wars in Afghanistan
and Ukraine, as well as Kazakhstan-specific events such as the 2019 resignation of Elbasy
[Leader of the Nation], the long-running President since independence, Nursultan
Nazarbayev, and the Qandy qgaftar [Bloody January] protests of 2022. Across these events
has been an evolution of regional concerns, cooperation, and integration. Broadly speaking,
four periods can be identified in regional developments in Central Asia. The first period covers
developments immediately following the independence of Kazakhstan. During this regional
projects were very much limited to the post-Soviet space, and can rather be viewed as
primarily reintegration projects (Anceschi 2022, 108). The second period, beginning sometime
in the late 1990s and continuing into the 2000s witnesses a shift away from a post-USSR-
centric focus and the emergence of broader regional projects, and the solidification of
regional institutions. Subsequently, starting from the early 2010s the EAEU emerged as the
premier Eurasian project. However, its development was soon overshadowed in the third
period by the annexation of Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine, which challenged the
internal cohesion of the Customs Union in the face of Western sanctions against Russia

(Anceschi 2022, 130-132; Kassen 2018, 325-326). The fourth period begins with 2019 as a



16

significant year for Kazakhstan, with the resignation of Nazarbayev and transfer of power to
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. Soon after, significant challenges emerged Kazakhstan, including the
Qandy gafitar protests and subsequent CSTO intervention, and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
2022 which further challenged any semblance of unity in regional organisations such as the

EAEU.

The majority of research into Kazakhstan and Kazakhstani foreign policy is focussed
on the formative early years of independence as a key time when the state was being
established and its foreign policy defined. As such, a lot of research carries a justifiable heavy
focus on state- and nation-building (e.g. Anceschi 2014; 2022; Laruelle 2021). This brings into
guestion the role of identity. In this genre of study, the central question is the basis of the
formation of the Kazakhstani state, and in particular its differentiation from the former Soviet
centre of Russia. This delves into a deep field of ethnopolitics which occasionally spills over
into questions over the integrity of the Kazakhstani state considering its Russian-populated
Northern regions (Anceschi 2022, 12-13). However, identity is a tricky concept in International
Relations and as such should be carefully and selectively conceptualised. As explored by
Brubaker and Cooper (2000), definitions and uses abound, and misuse is common. As such,

this thesis does not engage with these early years, or debate Kazakh identity.

This thesis in particular is centred on the question of Kazakhstani foreign policy and its
expression through external relations in regional formats. As such, the identity in question is
a relational one, and not a study of the characteristics of being Kazakh. This follows the work
of Campbell who, contrary to the focus on characteristics, moved towards identity as
relational and explored the discursive construction of threats as an exercise in internal-
external differentiation, and thus an exercise in identity-making (1998, 3, 60). Necessarily
embedded in his securitised approach to the definition of threats is a focus on negative
association. In contrast, this thesis explores positive association through the creation and
definition of regional space. While this does not exclude the possibility of threat definition,
the focus is much more on how the creation of positive associations, regional groupings, work
to discursively materialise a certain worldview which defines the roles of each of the involved
actors. In the specific context of Central Asia, the big question is how these regional
arrangements aid smaller states to negotiate regional hegemonic power. Thus, this thesis

moves away from questions of Kazakhstani identity writ large, choosing instead to explore
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specifically the roles and hierarchies created in the regional discourses of Kazakhstani foreign
policy.

The thesis also carries a focus on more contemporary developments in order to
understand the changes in the region and move away from a continued emphasis of the
region as just post-Soviet. In contrast to the breadth of research on Kazakhstan’s early years
of independence, there is not so much recent academic research which addresses more
contemporary developments and the challenges they have posed to Kazakhstan’s
independent multi-vector foreign policy. In contrast to the identity- and state-based research
of the early years, later research has shifted to explore the emerging regional constructs and
their motives and consequences for the region. Due to the nature of the EAEU, the challenges
of the social, political, and economic transformation of the 1990s, and Kazakhstan’s
relationship with Russia, much literature covers economic data to concretely demonstrate
Kazakhstan’s dependence on Russia (e.g. Anceschi 2022, 139-145; Koch 2013). This approach
thus somewhat neglects the potentiality for moments of resistance and does not address
broader questions of how power hierarchies are constructed. Even for those with a focus
beyond the post-Soviet space, similar initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) also
lend themselves to quantitative economic analyses (e.g. Anceschi 2022, 143), which similarly
try to quantify the impact of this endeavour, rather than more qualitative studies which
examine the potential change of power dynamics in Eurasia. Where power dynamics are
examined, this is between Russia and China and their strategies, with little room for the
Central Asian Republics (e.g. Kaczmarski 2017). Thus, this paper engages qualitative research
to go beyond the economic figures, highlighting the power dynamics and the role of

Kazakhstan in negotiating them.

Broadly, Kazakhstani foreign policy is singularly defined by the idea of multi-vector
policy. Hanks (2009, 259) defines this as a policy with a pragmatic, rather than an ideological
foundation. Certainly, within Kazakhstani discourse there is an explicit preference for
pragmatic relations, and a rejection of strict bloc or alliance formation (Ambrosio & Lange
2014, 551; Anceschi 2022, 21, 22). In forming Kazakhstan’s foreign policy, Ambrosio and Lange
(2014, 546) identify four main sources of influence, which also explain its choice for a Eurasian
identity: the East-West dichotomy, Russia, Tirkiye, and the Islamic world. By engaging
discourses of a bridge between East and West (Ambrosio & Lange 2014, 546; Anceschi 2022,
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49; Mostafa 2013, 164), Kazakhstan contributes to its security by not locking itself into one
singular alignment which would put it in one category to the detriment of another. This
concern explains the aversion to bloc politics and emphasis on pragmatism. Hence, the
emphasis on multi-vector policy is justified as it prevents Kazakhstan having to make an

exclusionary choice and is central to Kazakhstan’s development as an independent state.

Considering the different vectors of Kazakhstani foreign policy, the majority of
research into Kazakhstani politics is overshadowed by Russia and its relations with, and
impact on, Kazakhstan. Given Russia’s position as the previous centre of the USSR, it is the
focus of much of the work on regionalism in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)
and Eurasia (e.g. Anceschi 2022). Additionally, Eurasianism as an ideology is acknowledged as
a Russian phenomenon (Bassin 2003; Laruelle 1999; 2004; 2012), which further highlights the
prioritisation of Russia in research, where Kazakhstani variants appear simply as a point of
comparison (e.g. Baumann 2018; Laruelle 2002; 2012, 171-172). To this end, Buranelli’s
(2018) study of spheres of influence effectively highlights the fact that Russia is viewed as the
main power in the region, and as such everything revolves around it. Therefore, while there
are studies into Kazakhstani perspectives, these are driven by a particular worldview which
reduces the study to an exploration of Kazakhstani perspectives on Russia, neglecting other
topics which emerge in local discourse, such as the examples drawn from Ambrosio and Lange

(2014): Afghanistan, the OSCE, and Singapore; which receive far less attention.

This centrality of Russia is also a problem afflicting broader research in International
Relations which, seduced by ideas of the great game, has a tendency to focus on the attitudes
and behaviour of the great powers as the movers and drivers of the international system,
which in Central Asia are primarily Russia, China, and the USA, which then form the focus of
studies of the region (e.g. Cooley 2014; Menon 2007; Rumer 2007; Trenin 2007; Zhao 2007).
Within this strand of research there is thus not much room given to the agency and interests

of smaller players who are always viewed as limited by the powers around them.

In elaborating the multi-vector concept, as a response to the focus on Russia, the
second vector of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy to be considered is the collective West. Here two
conflicting points need to be made. The first is that being quite geographically distant from
the EU, East-West narratives are not as immediately applicable to Kazakhstan as they are to

studies of the post-Soviet or post-communist transition that occurred in Central and Eastern
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Europe (e.g. Kuus 2007; Zarycki 2014). On the other hand, what is unique about Kazakhstan
is that it has actually quite developed relations with various Western countries, organisations,
and institutions. In particular, Kazakhstan is involved in the Partnership for Peace (P4P)
programme of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and was particularly supportive
of the USA in Afghanistan and Iraq (Hanks 2009; Kassen 2018, 329). However, this support is
largely due to an understandable concern for regional security which is threatened by the
unstable situation in Afghanistan (Ambrosio & Lange 2014, 543; Kassen 2018, 333). Thus, any
analysis of Western-Kazakhstani relations cannot merely be restricted by the narratives of
East and West. It needs to better contextualise Western relations as one of multiple vectors,
highlighting the importance of these relations to contributing to Kazakhstani interests, rather
than simply being a binary opposite to Russia, and focussing on relations with the West in the

context of post-communist transition.

While Asia remains as a vector of Kazakhstani foreign policy, this vector is poorly
defined and as a consequence not very well articulated in its relation to the other vectors.
The reason for this is largely because in traditional Eurasianism, Asia remains undefined,
merely a counter to the heavy focus on Russia’s relations with Europe (Laruelle 2012, 4). In
this context, Asia is simply presented as a non-specific Other. This presents and reproduces
the binary East-West divide (Kucera 2017). However, considering the case of Kazakhstan, it
needs to be made more specific. Within the context of Kazakhstan’s external relations, Asia
can be considered to include China, Tirkiye, and the Islamic world, particularly Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) (Kassen 2018, 327). In this instance, Asia would
be more effectively subdivided into other categories which better articulate Kazakhstan’s
foreign policy choices. The three major vectors here are Central Asia, the Middle East, or the
Islamic world, and China. While there are some studies which may focus on one specific
aspect, such as Kazakhstan and Central Asian regionalism (Anceschi 2022, 56-92; Kassen 2018)
or China’s influence in Central Asia (Koch 2013), Kazakhstan’s relations with and diplomatic
moves in the Islamic world or interactions with Tirkiye are not well-covered, and this is overall
a neglected field of research. Additionally, the study of Central Asian regionalism then diverts
back towards the first vector and becomes a study of Russian influence (e.g. Anceschi 2022;
Buranelli 2018; Cooley 2014). As such, treated in isolation, these do not contribute to the

concept of multi-vector foreign policy as they are treated as their own phenomena, and not
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a part of a broader strategy. Thus, Kazakhstan’s non-Russian and non-Western relations are

either amalgamated into one unwieldy analysis or examined as isolated phenomena.

In conclusion, this thesis hopes to build on existing frameworks by highlighting the
negotiation of regional power in Central Asia beyond Russia, and specifically engage a
discursive framework to explore how this is achieved through the construction of geopolitical
space. It engages the discursive approach of Critical Geopolitics to problematise the
perception of regional space as constructed in Kazakhstani discourse. This approach counters
the trends in International Relations research to focus on the interests of bigger powers, and
provides a local focus on the perspective of Kazakhstan. Additionally, engaging in an analysis
of discursive practice, the thesis avoids taking economic dependencies for granted and
explores how these international connections and policy decisions are justified by the political
elite as they pursue their own independent interests. By exploring these discursive
constructions therefore, and the way they contextualise Kazakhstan’s external relations, a
picture of Kazakhstan’s region is developed which indicate its activity in negotiating the role

of regional hegemons.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Having established the frame of reference for this study of Kazakhstani foreign policy
within the field of Critical Geopolitics, this chapter is comprised of two sections which outline
the methodological framework on which this paper is based. The first section builds on the
introduction to Critical Geopolitics in the previous chapter to outline the chosen method of
Critical Discourse Analysis. This section explains the choice of method and the process of
analysis, before the second section explains how sources were collected for analysis and
presents an overview of the arrangement of the following chapters.

Discourse Analysis

The critical nature of Critical Geopolitics designates an effort to deconstruct the way
in which space is ordered, and hence suggests employing Discourse Analysis as the method
of data analysis. As explored earlier, this theoretical background lends itself to an analysis of
the discourse practices which contribute to the delineation of regionalisms. This project
follows in particular Critical Discourse Analysis in its examination of the selected sources.
Fairclough argues that the critical aspect of Critical Discourse Analysis comes from its focus
on exploring social wrongs, “analysing their sources and causes, resistance to them and
possibilities of overcoming them” (2010, 231). The understanding is that discourses work to
naturalise the status quo through the propagation of common meaning which constructs a
particular understanding of how the world is and why it implicitly must be so. In this way,
social wrongs are constructed as part of the social system and reinforced by discourses which
create and maintain them. Critical Discourse Analysis as a critical field is concerned with the
deconstruction of this process, understanding the differing perspectives and narrative
competition which creates room for agency and change. Within the framework of Critical
Geopolitics, also a critical field, the social wrong as such is the unequal power relations which
naturalise the hegemony of great powers. The aim of the thesis is to explore how these
unequal relations are constructed and arranged in Kazakhstani discourse, noting how the
presentation and maintenance of these relations in discourse contributes to their
reproduction, presents instances of resistance, and proposes possible paths to change them.
This forms the basis of the negotiation of regional hegemony, where negotiation is a dual
process of acceptance and resistance to various external influences through both practices

and discourse.



22

Practically, discourses have a number of operationalisations which can be examined
through discourse analysis. Fairclough identifies three practical outcomes of discourse
operationalisation: enactment, inculcation, and physical materialisation (Fairclough 2010,
233). Through these, discourses introduce new ways of interacting, being, and organising
space, respectively (Fairclough 2010, 233). In the context of this thesis, the argument is that
discourses of regionalisms do all three: firstly, they organise space in a particular way. While
geography cannot be physically changed, there is a discursive creation of regions which acts
to define belonging in a defined space. Having created these spaces, regional organisational
frameworks provide normative guidelines for the roles and behaviours of actors, enacting
certain rules of interaction. Finally, these may in extreme cases extend to changing the self-
identification of a state, inculcating new beliefs about itself and its role in the world. As such,
this approach envisages an exploration of regional discourses in Kazakhstan, and the

implications of this for the interactions between actors.

In the context of this thesis, discourses are understood as overarching definitions of a
region. Regions are not determined spaces, but are constructed out of actors, roles, and
interests. In this sense, a discourse on a region is a particular definition and meaning ascribed
to a region. The micro-level definition is done by narratives which bestow actors with
particular attributes which then function within the discourse to position them. For example,
considering Eurasia, various discourses define the region in different ways, including different
actors and to different ends. One discourse may align to a cultural definition of Eurasia, while
another may focus on the political definition. With these, narratives describe the relationship
between the actors, implying expectations of their roles and behaviours. For example,
narratives of centrality prioritise the position of Kazakhstan within Eurasia, defining it as an

integral part of regional processes, and shifting other actors to the Eurasian periphery.

The biggest limitation of discourse is the disconnect between words and actions, or in
other words, there is an interpretive process to justify the relationship between the
discourses and reality. In the context of foreign policy, a high presence of a particular country
in Kazakhstani discourse does not necessitate close or strong bilateral relations. Here it is
important to consider a few things in tandem. As discussed with the example of Ambrosio
and Lange (2014), more detail is required than simply recognising which countries are

referred to in order to understand why they feature so heavily. Secondly, their prevalence in
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Kazakhstani foreign policy discourse may not be related to bilateral ties themselves, in which
case the argument being made is much broader than simply an example of crucial bilateral
relations. Considering again Afghanistan from Ambrosio and Lange (2014), the context in
which Afghanistan is present —related to the war launched by the USA in a global drive against
terrorism —relates to many various issues, including terrorism, regional security, and Western
intervention, which may be of more importance to Kazakhstan than the country of
Afghanistan itself. Therefore, conducted properly and with measured claims, this disconnect
between words and actions is not a fatal flaw. Where this thesis considers what appears as
bilateral relations — be it with Afghanistan, China, or Singapore —the focus is on the discursive
themes which emerge. The argument that follows is that these themes construct Kazakhstani
perspectives of its region and international politics, and as such act to delimit the role of
external actors. This thesis does not argue, for example, that the discursive themes reflect the
centrality of Singapore to Kazakhstan’s global strategy. As such, the prevalence of a particular
actor in Kazakhstani discourse is not a reflection of the practical state of relations per se, but
should instead be read as evidence of the efforts of the Kazakh elites to construct a particular
vision of their region, and by extension negotiate Kazakhstan’s position in relation to larger
regional powers.
Source Selection

As its sources for discourse analysis, this project selects a series of Kazakhstani foreign
policy texts, including official publications such as foreign policy concepts; speeches by
preeminent government officials; and opinion pieces and editorials published in various
media outlets from 2011 until January 2023. As a collection, these sources are drawn from a
variety of speakers, both governmental and analytical figures; and target a variety of
audiences: domestic, regional, and international. This allows for a broader perspective of the
discourses and their different facets. This aligns with the general framework of discourse
analysis as governmental speech acts are made on behalf of a formal authority and are
expected to represent a clear articulation of their position (Hansen 2006, 76). Additionally, by
using a breadth of texts, their impact can be shown by a certain level of intertextuality and
cross-referencing, for example Kolpakov’s (2011a; 2011c) comments on Nazarbayev’s (2011a)
and Putin’s (2011) infamous Izvestia articles on Eurasian integration. This also deepens the

analysis by providing not just different but also opposing or critical perspectives of other texts.
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During the research process, a number of issues were identified which impact the
presentation of the analysis. Firstly, there is the obvious challenge of covering a time span of
32 years, even if this is not conducted strictly year-by-year. There are two additional problems
affecting the research of the earlier post-Soviet years. Namely, given the time elapsed, the
majority of the research on Kazakhstan has already examined these earlier periods in depth.
In comparison, more recent events have not had the luxury of decades of academic study.
Secondly, digital media outlets vary in the length of their archives, and accessible
digitalisations of the original papers from the 1990s are difficult to access. As such, this thesis
takes sources and begins its analysis from 2011 when Eurasian integration was given new
wind with the institutionalisation of the contemporary EAEU, and continuing until 2023 in
order to capture more recent developments. 2011 is an important starting date as the new
impetus behind institutionalisation also captures the conflicting visions of Eurasian
integration, with the publication of articles in /zvestia by Lukashenko (2011), Nazarbayev
(2011a), and Putin (2011), and with the introduction of Western sanctions against Russia
shortly thereafter, in response to its annexation of Crimea, which put a strain on the newly
formed institutions. As such, this timeframe captures the most important and relatively

recent developments in Kazakhstan’s foreign policy.

Governmental sources were collected by a variety of methods. Firstly, a simple search
of legal acts was conducted to find and access foreign policy concepts produced by the
government (Decree No. 741 2014; Decree No. 280 2020). For presidential sources, the
presidential website, Akorda, contains a collection of speeches. This was searched manually
for speeches related to regional initiatives. Sources pulled from this site were analysed in a
combination of English and Russian. The website is available in English, Kazakh, and Russian,
however there is more content available in Kazakh and Russian than in English. As such, the
search was conducted first in English, and then in Russian, so if an English-language version
was available this was used, otherwise the source was used in Russian. Nazarbayev’s (2011a)
infamous article published in Izvestia was included ad hoc, having being discovered through
secondary literature which provided an overview of the seminal texts of Eurasian integration,
given that it otherwise would have fallen outside the data collection methods, but whose

inclusion is rather central to the purposes of the study.
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For media outlets, outlets were first identified using media overviews from the Davis
Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies (n.d.) and the BBC (2023). As a rule, internationally
based or supported outlets, such as Azattyq, the Kazakhstani branch of Radio Free Europe,
were avoided as their editorial line may differ significantly from that of a Kazakhstani outlet.

In the end, three outlets were selected for analysis: the Astana Times, Tengrinews, and Zakon.

As an ensemble, these represent a variety of Kazakhstani outlets. The Astana Times
and Zakon represent more of an elite perspective, while Tengrinews is a general outlet.
Published in English, the Astana Times is not intended for domestic consumption, but it does
represent a platform for the Kazakhstani elite to engage in a negotiation of its international
role and identity. Given that this is not primarily a domestic outlet, careful attention was paid
to the authors, more so than with other outlets as it is an international English-language
publication and not directly involved in domestic discourse. However, it remains a valuable
source of data given the international promotion of Kazakhstan’s priorities by Kazakhstani
elite. To supplement this, Zakon was also selected as a more domestically orientated elite
perspective. Conversely, as a general outlet, Tengrinews collates a greater variety of topics
and perspectives from a more general standpoint. While these are not the largest media
outlets in Kazakhstan, these were chosen based on their representation of different
perspectives, the elite and the more general. Larger outlets such as Kazakhstanskaya Pravda
were excluded because, as state-affiliated media, they function as official outlets, but for this
research the official governmental perspective and policy is already covered by the
presidential speeches and foreign policy concepts. As such, the selected outlets provide

better balance and variety.

In order to find relevant sources, the ‘Op-ed’ sections of all outlets were manually
searched for articles containing international content, with a particular focus on Central Asian
and Eurasian regionalism. Additionally, across all outlets a preference was held for articles
published by Kazakhstani authors. As such, articles which discussed regionalism, but which
were the opinions of foreign officials, regardless of their connection to Kazakhstan, were
excluded from the data as while they engage in regionalism debate, they do not represent
Kazakhstani discourse. However, when engaging with media and journalists, an exception was

made for journalists reporting in national outlets as their interest is not that of another state,
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and they are assumed to be more knowledgeable about and better reflect the Kazakhstani
milieu.

Combined with the governmental sources, in total 103 sources were analysed,
comprised of 2 foreign policy concepts, 14 Presidential addresses, 40 articles from the Astana
Times, 31 from Tengrinews, and 16 from Zakon, as well as finally the inclusion of Nazarbayev’s

(2011a) article in Izvestia.

Having collected and analysed the sources, in the presentation of this analysis, the
following chapters take a thematic approach, responding to the emergence of particular
geopolitical spaces in Kazakhstani discourse. As such, Chapters 4 and 5 respectively cover the
two major spaces: Eurasia and Asia. Within each chapter, further sections dissect the different
ways in which these broad spaces are arranged and rearranged to prioritise certain actors.
Considering Eurasia, Chapter 4 covers Eurasian integration, relations with Russia, Central Asia,
and the broader CIS space. In the case of Asia, Chapter 5 covers a wider range of regional
organisation, considering individual actors such as China and Singapore, as well as the role of
regional actors and their sub-regions including India, Iran, and Tirkiye across the Middle East

and South Asia.
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Chapter 4: Eurasia and its discontents
This chapter explores Kazakhstani discourse pertaining broadly to Eurasia, and to the

post-Soviet space in particular. The central aim of this chapter is to problematise the role
assigned to Russia in various regional arrangements and explore the other relationships
Kazakhstan has developed in the region and their presented role in Kazakhstan’s foreign
outlook. The chapter is divided into four sections which each cover a different vector of

Kazakhstani relations.

The first section explores Eurasian integration understood in its most evident
meaning, exploring links to the ideology of Eurasianism and institutions such as the EAEU and
the central role usually assigned to Russia in the Eurasian space. The second section narrows
the Eurasian focus to Central Asian regionalism, explaining the importance of Central Asia as
a regional construct in Kazakhstani foreign policy, acting as a counterweight within the CIS
space against Russian influence. The third section examines Kazakhstan’s relationship with
Europe and Western institutions, exploring specifically how Kazakhstan constructs and
perceives the West as a broad category and the implications this has in the international
geopolitical context. The final section of this chapter concludes by bringing these previous
sections together in a much broader look at the CIS space, exploring post-Soviet initiatives,
and the Kazakhstani interpretation of key events including the CSTO intervention in
Kazakhstan and the various events concerning Ukraine, from Euromaidan in 2013 to the full-
scale war Russia launched in 2022. This demonstrates the varying definitions the CIS and
Eurasian spaces are subject to, and how Kazakhstan has activated these definitions in its
response to emerging challenges in these spaces as global geopolitical tensions have mounted
and fuelled conflict across the Eurasian continent.

New and improved: Kazakhstani Eurasianism

This section dissects Eurasian integration and explores the Kazakhstani understanding
of Eurasia. It covers three major themes which comprise an overview of Kazakhstan-Russia
relations, the construction of Kazakhstan’s identity as a Eurasian country, and the discursive
construction of Eurasia itself. The section begins by specifically examining the way in which
Russia is present in Kazakhstani rhetoric, how it is presented, and the value ascribed to it. It
then turns to Kazakhstan itself and demonstrates how discourses of Eurasia are applied to

Kazakhstani identity, thus creating room for Kazakhstani independence and autonomy in the
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broader Eurasian geographical space. Finally, these two themes are drawn together by a
deeper examination of the discourses on Eurasia, specifically its definition as a civilisational
identity. This definition thus complements the previous themes by highlighting how Russia is
not considered the primary Eurasian state, and how Kazakhstan elevates its own position in

Eurasia in order to assert its independence and autonomy.

Despite their close involvement in Eurasian integration, the representation of the
Kazakh-Russian relationship maintains a strong differentiation between the two countries
which acts to limit the depth of Russia’s influence in Central Asia. In an article for Zakon,
political scientist Adil Kaukenov’s (2022b) overview of Kazakhstan-Russia relations attempts
to draw long historical link between Kazakhstan and Russia, but it portrays a parallel rather
than combined history. The article shies away from the political, focusing instead on an almost
fantastical historical and cultural narrative. For example, as evidence of the “Kazakh-Russian
friendship”, he evokes the “strong brotherly relations between... Shogan Walikhanov and...
Dostoyevsky” (Kaukenov 2022b). Rather than trying to convince the reader of the value of
Russian culture to Kazakhstan, the article’s main perspective is the contribution of Kazakhstan
to the development of Russian literature and, as in the example of Walikhanov, to connotate
the existence of a Kazakh literary culture on par with that of Russia through the equivalent
connection to Dostoyevsky. Rather than sharing in a cultural history, each country is
presented as having its own rich historical narrative which has developed through dialogue

with the other.

This kind of social differentiation acts to portray Eurasia as a plural space, rather than
a united space. References to Eurasian integration often refer to “our peoples” (e.g. Mami
2013; Nazarbayev 2011a; 2014a; 2014b), engaging in a deliberate social differentiation
between Kazakhstan and Russia. This is a response to the perception that Russia continues to
have designs on Kazakhstan. Critic Alexander Kolpakov “suspected [Putin] of badly hidden
imperial ambitions” (2011a), and Kazakh academic Chokan Laumulin asserting that “the
Russian ethnos has never existed outside the context of imperialism” (Laumulin 2014c),
highlighting the difficult commitment of Kazakhstan to its deep relationship with Russia. This
exemplifies negotiation by reframing the relationship between Russia and Kazakhstan away
from the political towards the social. By rejecting narratives of political history, which would

necessarily identify Russia as the centre of the Eurasian space — whether during the Russian
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Empire or the times of the USSR — social and cultural narratives emphasise a fundamental
difference between Kazakhstan and Russia. In this context, an acknowledgement is made of
the close history of the two countries, but a distinct line is drawn which defines the limit of
Russia’s political and cultural influence, as Kazakhstan and Russia are represented as two
different countries and cultures belonging to the shared Eurasian space, rather than one

belonging to the cultural world of the other.

The economic cooperation of the EAEU is the most prominent example of attempted
integration between the two countries, yet even this demonstrates limits of Russian
influence. While in an article for Astana Times, then-Chairman of the Senate of the Parliament
of Kazakhstan Kairat Mami acknowledges that “Kazakh-Russian relations have been one of
the pillars of the integration process from the moment the Soviet Union collapsed” (2013), he
also emphasises the EAEU not as an end in and of itself, but is a pathway towards better
integration into the global economy, writing, “the alternative to integration is isolation. You
cannot profitably integrate into the world market without being a full member of the regional
market” (Mami 2013). This justification is also laid out by then Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Kazakhstan Samat Ordabayev who in an article in Astana Times argues that the EAEU
should provide outcomes which “strengthen each nation’s competitiveness in the global
economy” and “further [promote] our respective countries’ strong positions in the global
economy” (Ordabayev 2014). In this context, the presented justification for deeper
integration is Kazakhstan’s individual economic development, rather than any predetermined

importance of the Kazakhstan-Russia relationship.

While Kazakhstan takes pride in Nazarbayev’s role as the father of Eurasian
integration, there is increasing hesitancy to commit to full integration. Where Nazarbayev
once campaigned to maintain a common currency to prevent economic troubles following
the dissolution of the USSR (Anceschi 2022, 18-23), now in Kazakhstan there is the view that
a single currency for the EAEU would be a step too far away from national sovereignty (e.g.
Kolpakov 2011a; Khudaibergenov 2015; Krivosheev 2019). While Kolpakov derides Putin’s
“inevitable move towards a single national currency” as “a direct threat to the sovereignty of
states” (2011a). In contrast, he argues that Nazarbayev’s (2011a) proposal of a common
“reserve and unit of account are far from a single currency” (Kolpakov 2011c). Nazarbayev

himself draws a connection between his proposal and the European Currency Unit, not the
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Euro itself (2011b). Once again, there is evidence of negotiation as Kazakhstan commits to
Eurasian integration as a pathway of better access to the global economy, tying itself to the
Russian economy in the process, but also taking an active role in defining the limits of the

integration process.

In defining the Eurasian space beyond the economic relations, Kazakhstani voices
differ on their presentation of the location of Russia, thereby precluding its full engagement
and role in the Eurasian space. For example, while providing an overview of the G20 nations
for Zakon, political scientist Mara Gubaydullina excludes Russia from “the two most
represented regions — Europe... and Asia... and also the influential American vector” (2022) to
instead relegate it to the same level as stand-alone “leaders... Australia and [South Africa]”
(Gubaydullina 2022). This is interesting as not only is Russia neither European nor Asian, it
also does not feature as a global power alongside the USA and Canada. Writing for Astana
Times, journalist Dmitry Babich (2021) uses an interesting turn of phrase to refer to Russia as
Europe’s “Eurasian eastern extension”. While this does not go so far as to firmly insert Russia
into the category of Europe, it also excludes Russia from being a purely Eurasian state, arguing
that Russia exists as an attachment to Europe rather than a full part of the Eurasian space that
Kazakhstan occupies. In this context, there is a clear narrative which is reticent to endow
Russia with a powerful role in the Eurasian space. Russia is an unavoidable, large, important
market, but this is undermined by the social differentiation between Russia and Kazakhstan,
Kazakhstan’s self-imposed limits on the depth of Eurasian integration, and the ambiguous
position of Russia in the world. It is not a country which belongs decidedly to the Eurasian
space, and therefore its and Kazakhstan’s interests in the development of EAEU integration

differ.

Kazakhstan’s conception of the Eurasian space relies on a narrative of centrality which
embed Kazakhstan into Eurasia to the detriment of Russia who is left on the periphery. When
attempting to define Eurasia, it is important to note two differing conceptions of Eurasia. The
first is an independent space between Europe and Asia, and the other is as a combination or
meeting-point of the two. For itself, Kazakhstan largely avoids this latter interpretation as this
implies strong links to both Europe and Asia. Kazakhstan instead prefers to promote itself as
independent of both these spheres and engaged in its own political and cultural continental

space. In order to do this, it activates various narratives of bridges, describing Kazakhstan
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variously as “a powerful bridge between Europe, its Eurasian eastern extension named Russia
— and China” (Babich 2021), “a geo-economic bridge between East and West, Europe and
Asia” (Nazarbayev 2014a). The other major narrative is one of centrality, with Kazakhstan
“situated in the heart of the Eurasian continent... [connecting] the markets of China, Europe,
Russia and the CIS countries” (Sabayeva 2015). This creates a sense of an independent
Eurasia, with Kazakhstan placed at its centre. This narrative does not leave room for Russia to

act as a hegemon as Kazakhstan is portrayed as playing a pivotal role in Eurasia.

As Kazakhstan does not commit to being part of Europe or Asia and instead invests in
the idea of a separate Eurasia, the question then naturally arises, as a distinct space, what
exactly defines Eurasia? Kazakhstani discourse tends towards a value-based civilisational
definition of Eurasia. Mami proclaims: “Eurasian integration has a special conceptual meaning
for Kazakhstan... The system of peacekeeping attitudes, social values based on respect,
cooperation and mutual enrichment of cultures are the principles of integration” (2013). This
reading highlights the idea of Eurasia as a comprised of plurals: a plurality of countries,
peoples, and cultures. In this context, the link between these diverse groups is a set of
common values, which essentially boil down to respect for each other’s differences. This is
also evident by Nazarbayev, who prioritises “the principles of voluntariness, equality, mutual
benefit and consideration of the pragmatic interests” (2014a). This positions Eurasia as a
distinct set of values, which then limit the potential of Russia to act as a hegemon by creating
a specific definition of Eurasia. Explicitly, “the process of cultural and humanitarian
integration does not blur the spiritual and cultural diversity of the Eurasian space by
dominating one single segment” (Nazarbayev 2014a). This emphasis on diversity gives
Kazakhstan yet another claim to its status as the premier Eurasian state, given its own multi-
ethnic character and relative peacefulness compared to the rest of the region. This once again
affirms Kazakhstan’s place in the Eurasian space and prevents Russia from claiming to be

premier Eurasian state.

In summary, with this sufficiently broad value-based definition of Eurasia, no single
state can really claim to be Eurasian par excellence as it does not promote one political system
or culture, but rather celebrates difference. This means that Kazakhstan at once is able to
prevent itself falling back under Russian hegemony by presenting the Eurasian space as one

defined by differences, not commonality. In this space, there is ample room then for
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Kazakhstan to openly express its differing interests. In this process Kazakhstan is actively
engaged in a process of negotiation which sees a particular role assigned to Russia as an
important regional partner, but the discursive construction of the Eurasian space through
narratives of centrality and bridges asserts the sovereignty and independence of Kazakhstan.
First among equals: Kazakhstan and Central Asian regionalism

While the Eurasian space, through initiatives such as the EAEU, appears as the most
prevalent important region for Kazakhstan, significant emphasis is placed on Central Asian
integration within Eurasia. This section explores the way this regionalism is operationalised in
Kazakhstani discourse. It covers firstly the construction and justification of Central Asia itself,
as a response to external influence, specifically against Russian imperialism. Finally, it explores

how Kazakhstan places itself at the head of this regional hierarchy.

Central Asian regionalism is primarily constructed as a necessary first step allowing
the Central Asian states to pursue more cohesive and empowered foreign policy. Political
scientist and politician Erlan Karin laments that while “there are several institutions of
regional security in the region... there are no regional cooperation programmes in the field of
security among the countries of the region” (Karin 2014). Essentially, many regional
organisations may cover the region and address various issues in the region, but between the
Central Asian states themselves there is not much effective cooperation. In a political sense,

the situation is worse, as

“the Central Asian region is beginning to unravel geopolitically...
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are being increasingly drawn in to the orbit of the
political and military influence of Russia. Uzbekistan is developing military
cooperation with the [USA]... the expansion of military cooperation of Central
Asian countries with different geopolitical centres makes them even more
intractable on intraregional issues, as each party counts upon the help of its
own “Big Brother”” (Karin 2014)

With these dynamics in mind, there is a clear threat of the splintering of the region at
the whim of international trends, threatening Kazakhstan’s stability. As such, regional
cooperation is presented first and foremost as a necessary foreign policy tool to counter
external threats. However, in the specific case of Central Asia, these threats can be specifically
narrowed down to external powers. While Kaukenov is quick to point out that “sometimes
Central Asian cooperation is interpreted as an attempt to create an alliance against

somebody. For example, against Russia” (2018c), he argues that it should not be openly
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interpreted as such, as “Central Asian countries need a mutual forum only with each other,

nn

without inviting “great powers”” (2018c), which as a broader statement applies also to the
USA and China. The underlying thread which ties Central Asian states together therefore is
their not being great powers. There is a demonstrated understanding of the competitive
geopolitical environment, and the risk to the Central Asian states as small states. In this sense,

the region is endowed with meaning as a negotiating tool against external influence.

Despite a broad interest in curtailing external influence, in the construction of Central
Asia particular attention is paid to the common interest of Central Asian states in avoiding
Russian imperialism in the region. In an article for Tengrinews, economist Rakhym
Oshakbayev (2016) critiques an article from Lenta which arguably demonstrates Russia’s
imperialist view of the region. He decries the incorrect use in the original article of Soviet
formulas Kirgiziya instead of Kyrgyzstan, and Srednaya Aziya instead of Central Asia
(Oshakbayev 2016). This imperialist view is also aptly demonstrated by the attached image of
a donkey and an old-fashioned cart, “apparently intended to illustrate the level of
development” in Central Asia (Oshakbayev 2016). In relation to Kazakhstan, he calls out the
binary with-or-against-us “Soviet logic” (Oshakbayev 2016) which criticises Kazakhstan for
pursuing balanced international relations, compared to Kyrgyzstan’s unwavering support for
Moscow which, in the words of the Lenta article, “demonstrated the stability of Moscow’s
position in the region” (Lenta.ru 2016, cited in Oshakbayev 2016). Clearly, Russia only looks
out for Russia’s interest, and that interest is influence. While Central Asia cannot escape
Russia, this demonstrates a strong sense of regional solidarity. While the Lenta article aims to
draw an unfavourable comparison between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, critiquing the former
and praising the latter, Oshakbayev’s focus on the defence of Kyrgyzstan and critique of the
Russian perspective rather than defending Kazakhstan’s policy to the detriment of the
independent policy choices of the other Central Asian states demonstrates the priority given
to establishing Central Asian solidarity. This also means that Central Asia is not a region
constructed on likeness — there is an accepted difference in the political interests of each of
the participating states. Sovereignty and independence are respected, so the region is defined

by its facing a common external threat.

Furthermore, the political differences between the Central Asian states contribute to

Kazakhstan’s designation as the leader of Central Asian integration. Considering the fractured
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geopolitical landscape, with Uzbekistan tending towards the USA, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan
falling under Russia’s thumb, and Turkmenistan committed at the time to passive neutrality,
Kazakhstan’s active multi-vector foreign policy lends it the claim to be the state to unite
Central Asia. Not only is Kazakhstan at the centre of Eurasia, but it is also promoted as being
“located in the centre of Central Asia” (ldrissov 2014a). This centrality does not speak to a
geographical fact, but rather to a more intangible sense of Central Asian-ness. If the other
republics are aligning themselves to various competing powers, it is in the name of protecting
their independence and sovereignty, as is their right to do. In Kazakhstan, however,
sovereignty is not defined by a regional hegemon acting as a guarantor, but by a balanced
multi-vector foreign policy. As such, Kazakhstan is the most Central Asian state because it is
the state which believes in and indeed needs Central Asia to exist as a region. If this core
follows the rules of a divided world, then Kazakhstan loses by virtue of not having an external
guarantor. In this context, Kazakhstan’s promotion of Central Asian regionalism is not a
reflection necessarily of an objective reality of a cohesive region, but rather an active process
of trying to create this region, as an exclusive region independent of the hegemony of

Moscow.

To summarise, the Central Asian region constitutes the core of Kazakhstani foreign
policy and its broader perspective of the world. Excluding all major players, the five Central
Asian republics find themselves largely equal, and it is argued that effective cooperation
between them can act as a buffer against the regional hegemony of Russia and other great
powers as they develop coordinated positions and promote their own interests in the face of
the geopolitical great power challenge. Nevertheless, despite this enthusiastic prognosis,
each republic is driven by its own interests, and the particular regional focus of Kazakhstan is
driven by its multi-vector foreign policy, which sees it actively seeking to avoid a regional
hegemony. In this way, the discursive construction of the Central Asian space is a key process
of the Kazakh elite as without this region being accepted as a reality, they lose negotiating
power against external influence. Within the frame of a multi-vector foreign policy, there is
not the option of investing in Kazakhstani security and stability by means of an external

guarantor.
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Towards the sunset: Kazakhstan, Europe, and the West
This section explores the discursive representation of Kazakhstan’s relations with

Western countries and institutions. In the first instance, a heavy emphasis is placed on
Kazakhstan’s successful integration with Western and international organisations as a part of
its multi-vector foreign policy. The EU in particular emerges as a strong partner of Kazakhstan.
However, with the advent of growing tensions from 2013 between Russia and the West, the
West as a bloc is viewed more negatively, which requires careful rhetorical differentiation
between individual countries and the global or regional alignments. In this way, while
Kazakhstan exhibits an eagerness to maintain balanced relations, it has also more recently
exhibited a careful distance from institutions that are too Western as opposed to specifically

European.

Beyond the regional integration process, Kazakhstan’s greatest pride is in its accession
to international Western-led organisations. Kazakhstan’s 2010 chairmanship of the OSCE is
particularly celebrated as an example of “chairmanship on authoritative platforms”
(Akylbayev 2021), which contributes both to the acceptance of Kazakhstan as an international
actor, and to Kazakhstan’s ability to speak on behalf of Central Asia. Similarly, Kazakhstan’s
accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) is an example of its commitment to global
values of free trade. By engaging with these platforms, Kazakhstan demonstrates a certain
affinity with the values that they espouse. It places itself comfortably within this broader
sphere of Western norms. Of particular note is that “Kazakhstan became a member of the
[WTO], combining the requirements of the WTO, the Customs Union and the [EAEU]”
(Borbasov 2018). This highlights that these international objectives should not stand in the
way of regional initiatives and in fact serve to strengthen them by providing a base set of
rules. This can be considered as an example of negotiation as the basis for the regional
initiatives come not from either in Russia of Kazakhstan, but rather from the broader notions
of international, primarily Western, norms. In this sense, Russia’s role as a power in these
regional structures is curtailed by international norms, be they the economic rules of the WTO
or the respect for sovereignty agreed by the United Nations. Kazakhstan positions regional
initiatives as part of a broader international context, thereby setting a path for their

development which precludes their acting as a vassal for hegemonic power.
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Europe in particular is represented as a model of the potential of regional integration
and a positive influence on Kazakhstan. Indeed, Kazakhstan is proud to be the only country of
the CIS space to have an Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with the EU
(Borbasov 2018; Kaukenov 2016). This demonstrates Kazakhstan’s openness and multi-vector
foreign policy in comparison with the other republics of Central Asia whose allegiances are
rather defined in more binary geopolitical terms, as explored earlier. This is particularly
important as it implies a distinction between engagement with Europe and the influence of
the USA. This creates a division in broader notions of the West, which is discussed further on.
On the specifics of Europe, beyond bilateral engagement, Kazakhstan also envisages “creating
a free trade area between the EU and the EAEU” (Li 2015). This contributes both to the
formalisation of the EAEU as a competent international actor and the setting of a standard of
development for it to follow. The EAEU is inspired by the EU experience and benefits it can
offer, as Tokayev acknowledges “the potential of the EU cannot be understated; it will be able
to overcome predicaments since the EU is still attractive to its members and outsiders as an
evolving institution” (2016). Idea of attractivity implies that the EAEU is not a certainty.
Tokayev is arguing that the EAEU must continue to prove its worth for its members, which is
obviously contrary to ideas that it functions as a simple vehicle of Russian influence. As such,

EU successes need to be replicated in the EAEU, as:

“with the formation of the [EU], [citizens] obtained the right to visa-
free travel to neighbouring countries. All EU countries raised social standards
of living, increased the level of remuneration, reduced administrative
arbitrariness and enshrined many social achievements in law. Today, this is a
powerful incentive to attract new states to the EU. Therefore, ordinary citizens
ask: how do we benefit from joining the [EAEU] and what should we expect in
this regard?” (Sagindikov 2014)

Similarly, within the EU, countries

“get access to better institutions and better regulation, as well as rule
of law and low level of corruption. Therefore, the only reliable way to make
Eurasian integration attractive, is to dramatically and fundamentally improve
the quality of supranational regulation, make it very comfortable for business,
investment and entrepreneurial activity, and really take into account the
national economic interests of the parties in decision making” (Usmanova
2014)

By continually holding the EU as an example, Kazakhstan not only indicates its

openness to cooperation with the Western partners, but also sets standards for the



37

development of the EAEU. By setting such standards, Kazakhstan avoids the EAEU becoming
merely a vehicle of Russian hegemony by constructing the Eurasian organisation as an
uncertain development in need of justification. This means that it is able to argue for the
extraction of benefits, negotiating its participation in the EAEU on economic outcomes rather
than political alignment. In this design, Russia’s regional hegemony in Central Asia is balanced
by the demand to achieve economic outcomes for Central Asian citizens, outcomes based on
EU standards which are defined by the lack of a single European hegemon. In this way, the
rhetorical links between the EAEU and the EU, and links between Kazakhstan and Europe
more generally, contribute to Kazakhstan’s efforts to manage Russia’s presence in Central

Asia.

Against the background of increasing tensions between Russia and the West, the
image of the West has suffered in Kazakhstan. Carefully worded statements to express that
“Russia and Western states initiated cut-backs in economic ties across a big sector” (Kaukenov
2016) are rare. Generally, the rhetoric is more explicit in blaming the West for the
“politicisation of economic cooperation (Kaukenov 2016) which resulted in “economic
sanctions against Russia from the side of the West” (Amrebayev 2023), even going so far as
to identifying this behaviour as having “caused tension in the relations between Russia and
the West” (Tokayev 2016). As such, many sources point to the “anti-Russia sanctions”
(Kaukenov 2022a; 2022d) of the West as a form of conflict, with various references to a
“sanctions standoff” (Decree No. 280 2020), a “sanctions fight” (Kaukenov 2022d), and
“sanctions wars” (Nazarbayev 2018; 2019; Tokayev 2022b). This creates the impression that
it is mainly the West who is to blame for the uneasy global atmosphere. It is easy to initially
read these as Kazakhstan’s alignment with Russia’s position, however in the context of
Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy, this is an unlikely position to take. First of all, Russia
does not escape critique, and secondly, there is an absence of more mainstream Russian
narratives. The dispute between Russia and the West is a geopolitical one, a dispute between
great powers, and therefore a dispute to which Kazakhstan is not a party. It reserves some
distance from the conflict. In this sense, its association with Russia is more implicit, and based
on an accepted previously established relations with Russia, rather than an endorsement of
the latter’s current policy. In this way, Kazakhstani voices avoid taking either side, rather

falling back on the common narrative against geopolitical conflict, given the impact this has
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on small states, and Kazakhstan’s accepted pragmatic and non-aligned multi-vector foreign
policy.

Considering the entrance of the West as an actor, it is important to consider how
exactly the West is defined in Kazakhstan. Overall, notions of the West centre on the USA as
the problematic party. Tokayev explicitly points the finger at “the West, first of all, the [USA]”
(2016), and Laumulin is particularly critical of what he sees as American imperialism,
describing NATO bases in Europe as “American “occupation” bases” (2013a). Laumulin also
believes that the USA is “forcing a stubborn Europe to adopt” (2014b) the sanctions against
Russia, which demonstrates a distinction between Europe and America in the understanding
of the West. In this context, the West is a geopolitical concept and acts as a stand-in for the
USA in the global game between it and Russia. The impact of this is that the USA avoids direct

blame, and it is viewed as having broader although not clearly defined support.

This broad notion of the West does not totally shield Europe from critique. Laumulin
foresees some European interference in Central Asia, as “Europe will not settle for the role of
a passive observer in the Eurasian theatre” (2013a), and also argues that “the main
“instigator” of [tectonic shifts in the international scene] is the progressing emergence of a
European superstate” (2013b). However, Laumulin’s texts should be read with some caution.
Firstly, they are intended as political analyses of the evolving tensions between Russia and
the West, so they are naturally going to be more explicit in their content than measured
governmental output. Equally, it should be noted that once again while there is critique of
Europe, this does not automatically align to Russian narratives. For example, his critique
focusses on Europe as a geopolitical force and does not engage with cultural competition such
as the Russian construction of Gayropa (Foxall 2019). In this sense, his critique recalls the
familiar Kazakhstani narratives against great power competition and cannot represent a

binary choice to reject Europe and embrace Russia.

In conclusion, Kazakhstan has a difficult relationship with the West, broadly speaking.
In the first instance, the West appears as a broad overarching concept which encapsulates a
particular view of the world as one of bloc competition. Below this global story however,
Kazakhstan maintains the importance of Western norms and institutions as factors of stability
in the construction Eurasian institutions. Kazakhstan openly positions itself within the global

Western order, accepting that these norms can act as a buffer against Russian hegemony in
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Central Asia. However, Kazakhstan avoids positioning itself as a part of Europe or the West,
mindful of its multi-vector foreign policy, and the deteriorating geopolitical conflict. In this
sense, reticence to embrace the West is not analogous to embracing Russia’s position in this
conflict. The careful rhetorical distinction between the West and the EU, and the role that the
EU is afforded as a model for the EAEU, combined with an absence of Russian narratives
demonstrate continued efforts to negotiate Russian hegemony in Central Asia.
Understanding the post-Soviet: the CIS and the question of Ukraine

Having covered Eurasian integration with a focus on Russia and Central Asia, and
having started to discuss the tensions between Russia and the West, this section covers the
broader region of the post-Soviet space and specifically the problems which have evolved
with the situation in Ukraine from 2013 onwards. The section begins by trying to get a grasp
on what now constitutes the post-Soviet space. With the independent republics covering
various sub-regions and pursuing their own politics, there is not an easy way to group them
together. Nevertheless, the CIS has emerged as the preferred Kazakhstani shorthand for the
post-Soviet republics. This section also then explores the CSTO and its intervention against
the Qandy qafitar protests. After exploring these dynamics, this section moves on to discuss
the problems posed by Ukraine, before finally specifically addressing what this means for

Kazakhstan and its definition of geopolitical space.

Despite the turmoil in many republics following the dissolution of the USSR and their
subsequent divergent paths, the diverse space maintains a certain coherence in Kazakhstani
discourse. The foreign policy concept of 2014 specifically describes “traditional and mutual
cooperation” (Decree No. 741 2014) between the post-Soviet nations, differentiating this
group of countries from Kazakhstan’s other regionally grouped relations. In an article for
Tengrinews, political scientist Anton Bugayenko claims that “after the fall of the USSR,
positively... the states were ready to listen to each other and take into account mutual
interests” (2018), indicating the view that the collapse of the former Union should not
necessitate negative relations between the newly independent republics. There is even a level
of tolerance for differences of opinion, as Mami acknowledges “lively debate about the
direction and the nature of integration exists in Belarus and Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and other CIS
countries” (2013). While this does not necessitate that all republics should unquestioningly

engage in Eurasian integration, it does carry the implication that they still exist as a distinct
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grouping who are covered by the scope of Eurasian integration. As such, they should all
carefully consider the opportunity, as Laumulin notes: “Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan have received
the status of observers in the Customs Union... [they] did not arrive easily, but due to different
reasons” (2013a). As such, the relations between the countries have been preserved as a sort
of regional grouping but have been redefined away from the Soviet context towards

pragmatic and independent association by choice.

However, in unpacking Kazakhstan’s definition of the CIS, it is revealed as rather
limited as it relies on an inherent understanding that it consists of Central Asia alongside
Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Nazarbayev demonstrates a factual understanding of the CIS,
referencing people living “in Qaragandy [Kazakhstan] or Novosibirsk [Russia], Dnipropetrovsk
[Ukraine] or Hrodna [Belarus], Nukus [Uzbekistan] or Khorog [Tajikistan], Nakhchivan
[Azerbaijan] or Mary [Turkmenistan], Osh [Kyrgyzstan] or Bendery [Transnistria, Moldova],
Batumi [Georgia] or Gyumri [Armenia]” (2011a), including all except the Baltic states, by this
point integrated into the EU. Although, he does note that the Baltics, alongside Mongolia, do
actively take part in some of the coordinating work of the CIS (2011a). As such, on the surface
there appears to be a recognition of the full extent of the post-Soviet space. However, the
inclusion of the Baltics, Moldova, and the countries of the South Caucasus is a rarity. Armenia
is briefly mentioned in passing as a consequence of its accession to the EAEU. Similarly, and
this is also covered later in the discussion on the Turkic world, the fact that Azerbaijan is a
post-Soviet republic is the least relevant factor in its rare inclusion in Kazakhstan’s foreign
outlook. The conflicts in Georgia and Moldova and the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan
simply do not feature. As such, on the whole the CIS space is constructed as Central Asia on
the one hand, and Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine on the other. Reflecting on this, Nazarbayev
noted that “only 6 states ratified the free trade area agreement signed by all leaders of the
CIS states, but Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus were not among them” (2011a). It is important to
understand this perception of the CIS space as it relates to Kazakhstan’s negotiation of Russia
hegemony in Central Asia. It in effect reduces the post-Soviet space to two spheres of
competing interests, Central Asia, and the Slavic troika. By reducing the perception of the
post-Soviet space to this central dynamic, the interests of Central Asia are prioritised by
becoming one half of Eurasian integration processes, rather than the interests of Kazakhstan

alone representing one fifteenth of the post-independence integration debates amongst all
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the post-Soviet republics. This demonstrates the importance of discourses and the
construction of space. Kazakh elites have effectively cut out what they view as unimportant
or distant actors and invested in the creation of Central Asian interests in order to prevent

Russia remaining as the centre of the post-Soviet space.

Beyond the CIS and the EAEU, the other major organisation in the post-Soviet space is
the CSTO, which was surprisingly absent from the selection of sources. Referred to
tangentially as another regional organisation, only one source was wholly dedicated to the
CSTO itself, specifically covering the CSTO intervention in Kazakhstan following the Qandy
gaftar protests (Turebekova 2022). Taking this source into consideration, a few points
emerge which help to explain the absence of the CSTO from the broader selection of sources.
The article by political scientist Aiman Turebekova (2022) was published in English and in the
Astana Times, so its main purpose was to explain the domestic situation in Kazakhstan to an
international audience. In this context, the focus of the piece was less on the CSTO itself and
more on the government narrative describing the protesters as terrorists, denouncing their
“criminal activities... riots, looting, rape and mass violence” (Turebekova 2022). This reveals
two things, the first being a recontextualisation of broader international terrorism discourse
which serves to delegitimise the protesters, and legitimise the actions of the government
which, while heavy-handed, are justified by their opposition to the spectre of terrorism. The
second key point is the lack of focus on the CSTO as a post-Soviet organisation. The decision
for CSTO intervention is depicted as a necessary anti-terrorist measure, and not linked to the
involvement of Russia in the Central Asian space, a link which could easily have been made
by preferring an anti-colour revolution narrative rather than an anti-terrorist narrative.
Russian narratives of colour revolutions are rejected in favour of an anti-terrorist narrative

which, at least rhetorically, does not exclude the potential intervention of other powers.

This international narrative is further strengthened by parallels being drawn with
NATO operations, naturalising the CSTO intervention as a rational decision of the Kazakhstani
government. The introductory paragraphs discuss the changing role of NATO, citing Western
scholars and arguing that “since the demise of the main threat, crisis management and
peacekeeping operations have become pillars of the transformed alliance’s raison d’étre”
(Turebekova 2022). This places the CSTO intervention on par with NATO operations, arguing

that it is equal in its scope, seriousness, and legitimacy. Research by Libman and Davidzon
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argue that the CSTO intervention was a largely symbolic act which indicated support for
Tokayev as the new President in the context of behind-the-scenes elite struggles (2023, 1306).
They also highlight specifically the Russia-China balance as a potential limiting factor on
Russia’s influence through the CSTO operation (2023, 1306-1308). Libman and Davidzon
conduct their research through the perspective of regime type, arguing that military
intervention is a tool to prop up fragile regimes and increase reliance (2023, 1311). The limited
nature of this intervention makes this case an exception. Considering both then Libman and
Davidzon’s (2023) conclusions of symbolism and combined with this discursive analysis which
reaches a similar conclusion, this event is a perfect example of negotiation. On the one hand,
Russia is pragmatically acknowledged as a regional force, capable of contributing to order and
stability, but this intervention is limited by its framing in international terms, and importantly
Western terms through the NATO comparison. This legitimises the actions taken, but within
the intervention itself highlights Kazakhstan’s agency, and does not designate Kazakhstan as

simply another rogue post-Soviet state being brought back in from the West.

The deterioration of Russia-Ukraine relations is often emphasised for its international
geopolitical consequences rather than its implications for the CIS region. References to refer
simply to “tense relations between Russia and Ukraine” (Borbasov 2018), or various
geopolitical “perturbations of 2014” (Kaukenov 2022a), “storms” (Kaukenov 2022d), or
“turbulence” (Kaukenov 2022d; 2022e). However, here there is a difference in the main
players. Where before there was tension between Russia and the West, in the specific case
of Ukraine, Europe takes a stronger role as the antagonist. Laumulin laments that “the signing
of trade agreements has become a stalemate, presented as a civilisational [choice]” (2013c),
referencing the choice Ukraine faced between relations with the EU or the EAEU, and further
argued that “Ukrainians are held hostage by the trap of the ideological construction of a

nn

“Eurodream”, which conflicts with the harsh economic and historical “real life”” (Laumulin
2013c). However, there is an overall absence of overtly Russian narratives concerning the war
in Ukraine. Only one source noted the semantic shift in Ukraine from the Great Patriotic War
to the Second World War and made a link between Ukrainian nationalism and Nazism
(Mekertychev 2015). Published in Tengrinews, it stands apart from official narratives, and it

should be noted that it does not fully endorse these narratives but rather critiques the

political climate in Ukraine. In an ironic tone, it notes the decision of the Ukrainian parliament



43

to outlaw Nazi and Soviet propaganda, before citing a 1940 of Ukrainian statehood as
extolling cooperation with the National Socialist movement in Germany (Mekertychev 2015).
However, it stops short of questioning Ukrainian statehood or declaring it a Nazi or fascist
state, so it does not fully propagate Russian narratives or indicate an endorsement of Russia’s
position. Nevertheless, these nods to Russian narratives are in contrast to Kolpakov’s early
suspicion of Putin’s imperialism evidenced through as little as a common currency (2011a),
and Laumulin’s assertion in response to the annexation of Crimea that the Russian ethnos is
imperialist by nature (2014c). On the other extreme, only one source explicitly links the 2022
war to Kazakhstan, making casual reference to “the potential risks and threats to our
independence similar to Russia’s act of aggression in relation to the sovereignty of Ukraine”

(Amrebayev 2023). The question then is how to interpret these conflicting narratives.

On balance, the outcome is that Kazakhstan maintains its distance and refuses to take
a side, choosing to blame all present actors for their role in the geopolitical competition which
led to Russia’s war against Ukraine. In the first instance, Laumulin’s anti-European narratives
are not as anti-European as they seem. They work to absolve the hostage Ukrainians of blame,
trapped in an impossible civilisational choice not of their making. For his part, Nazarbayev
pushes the blame to the Ukrainian government for putting the emphasis on politics before
economics (2014a). Thus, what comes out of all these competing narratives is a rather simple
rejection of geopolitical competition. Kazakhstan is wary of the West-or-East debate which
has devasted Ukraine. Kazakhstani discourses thus reject the Eurodream as it seduces
Ukrainians and threatens the country’s stability, but at the same time accept Western
international norms as the basis for EAEU integration in order to constrain Russian hegemony.
In the final analysis, the rather self-evident focus at the heart of the Kazakhstani perspective
on Ukraine is not Ukrainian interests, but Kazakhstani interests. The presence of competing

narratives highlights that Kazakhstan is not equipped to deal with the geopolitical conflict.

Previously, astute definition of geopolitical spaces, differentiating between Central
Asia, Eurasia, the CIS, and Europe, allowed Kazakhstan to navigate the post-Soviet space by
negotiating Russian hegemony. On the one hand, important economic relations with Russia
were maintained, but Kazakhstan created spaces for the expression of its independence.
However, in the current climate, a Russia isolated from the West would have no choice but

to turn towards Central Asia and China, increasing rather than weakening its position in the
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region. The “geostrategic “pivot to the East” of the Russian Federation” (Amrebayev 2022)
has not gone unnoticed as “restrictions to the West have given a serious boost to the
reorientation of the region’s largest player to the East” (Kaukenov 2022a), and the situation
in Ukraine “is pushing [Russia] towards the East” (Laumulin 2014a; 2014b). In this light the
scepticism to openly support Ukraine should not be read in terms of a West-Russia binary,
but in terms of the impact this has on Russia’s position in Central Asia. Kazakhstan’s position

remains against geopolitical competition, and against the hegemony of Russia in Central Asia.

In conclusion, the geopolitical conflict in Ukraine is pushing Russia out of Europe and
into Eurasia, against Kazakhstan’s own perception of the region. Kazakhstani discourses have
worked to differentiate Eurasia as a separate space, between rather than combining Europe
and Asia, in order to give Kazakhstan room to manoeuvre its multi-vector foreign policy in a
world of competing great powers. The position of Russia in Eurasia has been questioned as
Kazakhstani elites have emphasised Central Asian regionalism as the core of Eurasia. Fittingly,
the post-Soviet space has been shrunk to better represent Central Asian interests and reject
overt westernisation, and by virtue rejecting great power bloc politics. Far from accepting
Russia’s hegemonic position in the region, this aids Central Asian negotiation by accepting
Russia’s position in Central Asia, but carefully balancing this through selective adoption of
Western norms of international cooperation and strong differentiation between the interests
of Russia and the Central Asian republics. As far as Kazakhstan is concerned, Russia’s war
against Ukraine has destroyed its balanced perspective of the Eurasian space. In this new
environment, Kazakhstan is further separated from its Western partners, and in searching for
a way to reorganise the Central Asian space to maintain distance from Moscow’s influence,
Asia emerges as a geopolitical space which can be manipulated to negotiate Russia’s renewed,

forced, presence in Eurasia.
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Chapter 5: Locating Asia

Having established the basic tenets of Eurasian integration, and also the declining
interest of Kazakhstan in the West, the aim of this chapter is to look beyond both Eurasia and
Russia which often dominate understandings of Kazakhstani foreign policy, and bring the
focus on Asia. While Eurasia is nominally comprised of two parts — Europe and Asia —the focus
traditionally is very much on Europe, and in particular Russia’s attempts to sit on Europe’s
periphery. This means that the perception and understanding of Asia remains simplistic and
limited. As such, this chapter is divided into five sections which explore the specific and varied

representations of Asia in Kazakhstani foreign policy.

The first section tackles the question of Tiirkiye and its role in Central Asia. Drawing
on ideas of cultural geopolitics, this section demonstrates the evolving Kazakhstani vision of
Eurasia. The second section looks beyond close regional partners to explore the discursive
role Singapore plays in Kazakhstan as a symbol of non-Western success. The third section
takes the empirical cases of the conflicts in Afghanistan and Syria — both regional conflicts in
which Kazakhstan has claimed a lead role — to explore the broader construction of the Asian
space and specifically regional responses to security threats. This section also introduces the
figure of Iran as the fourth point on the Kazakhstani geopolitical compass, highlighting how
Kazakhstani nuclear, anti-bloc and anti-great power discourses converge to promote
Kazakhstani economic interests in its region. The fourth section engages in discussion of the
role of China in Central Asia. Elevated to large-player status alongside Russia, in Kazakhstan
China is treated as an unavoidable and critical partner. While China emerges as a
counterweight against Russia, there remain geopolitical question marks over Central Asian
alignment to China given the increasing perception of China-USA competition which would
ruin any efforts made by the Central Asian states to extract themselves from the existing
Russia-West conflict. Finally, this chapter concludes by drawing these sections together in a
discussion of the role of regional international institutions in Asia. This section explores how
Kazakhstan views regional institutions as an invaluable mediator of complex international
relations.

Whither civilisational geopolitics? Turkiye and Central Asia
This section explores how Turkic cooperation has been operationalised in Kazakhstani

discourse, as not only is Turkic cooperation rather prevalent in Kazakhstani rhetoric, but
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furthermore Kazakhstan is portrayed as the epicentre of Turkic culture and integration. In the
perspective of Turkish foreign policy and geopolitics more broadly, a pan-Turkic alignment
has never been an achievable reality. For one thing, the number of Turkic nation states is
quite small, and the titular motherland of Tirkiye is isolated from the cluster of independent
Turkic nation states of Central Asia, giving it a relative lack of influence if they were to
cooperate (Babich 2021). Secondly, the majority of Turkic peoples exist as minorities inside
other states, limiting the available levels of cooperation (Babich 2021). This section begins by
briefly exploring specifically Kazakhstan-Tirkiye relations, or rather the lack thereof. Despite
its predisposition as a regional leader, Tiirkiye is not a major vector of Kazakhstan’s foreign
policy or viewed as a major presence in Central Asia. Next, this section discusses pan-Turkic
cooperation, covering Kazakhstan’s role in spearheading further integration. In this context,
a new impetus for pan-Turkic cooperation has emerged only recently in Kazakhstan as it looks
to employ new vectors to balance its foreign policy. In conclusion, while a pan-Turkic union is
not foreseeable, the discursive importance imbued into the vector is increasingly important
as sectors of cooperation are expanded and the discourse becomes increasingly fraternal and
civilisational, which, assuming the mutual exclusivity of civilisations, put this potentially in

conflict with the civilisational discourse surrounding Eurasia.

From a Kazakhstani perspective, Tirkiye is viewed as a part of the West and of Europe.
Various commentators present basic facts that “[Turkiye] is closely liaised with the European
Union” (Babich 2021) and “[Tirkiye] is a member state of NATO” (Batalova 2021a), noting
also Turkiye’s role in Syria, alongside the West, referring to “the occupation of Syrian territory
by Turkish and American troops” (Batalova 2021a). The strong use of the word occupation
also signals Kazakhstan’s aversion to great power politics. While Tiirkiye may not be a great
power, its intervention in Syria is presented here as on par with American and Western
military adventurism. This is despite the actual level of Turkish-EU and Turkish-NATO
cooperation being rather conflictual (Akgil Agctkmese & Triantaphyllou 2012; Giiven¢ & Ozel
2012; Oguzlu 2012). This perception of Tirkiye as a Western country thus limits the potential
of Kazakh-Turkish cooperation. In such a context, it would not be unreasonable for
Kazakhstan to limit its relationship with Tlrkiye according to general trends in Kazakh-West
relations, rather than seeking deep independent bilateral ties. Indeed, Tlirkiye is mainly useful

to Kazakhstan as a stepping-stone towards the West, as a transit corridor to European
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markets (Tokayev 2022b). In this way, a relegation of Turkiye into Kazakhstan’s vision of the
West limits their bilateral relationship by emphasising Kazakhstani interests, and the

attractivity of the European market over Turkish unit and cooperation.

Similarly, despite its reality as both a Turkic state and a former Soviet republic,
Azerbaijan does not feature strongly in Kazakhstani rhetoric, limiting their practical
relationship. In particular, Kazakhstan does not demonstrate an awareness of, or an
eagerness to support Azerbaijan over, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, on only one occasion
noting, in passing, “Azerbaijan’s victory in the war for the de-occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh
region” (Madiyev 2021), showing limited support for Azeri victory and de-occupation
narratives, and the weakness of both post-Soviet and Turkic ties outside Central Asia. As such,
bilateral ties remain limited, and Tirkiye and Azerbaijan are merely Western extensions of
the possibility of Kazakhstan’s role as a transit corridor, which once again emphasises
Kazakhstan’s own centrality between China and Europe. Thus, despite expected surface-level
positive rhetoric extolling Turkic links and strong bilateral relations, across the sources both
Turkiye and Azerbaijan are discursively represented as Others. Azerbaijan is outside Central
Asia and Kazakhstan’s understanding of the CIS, and Tirkiye is far too Western to have an

important role in Central Asia.

While bilateral relations are limited by their exclusion from Kazakhstan’s primary
region of interest, Turkic integration is a tool deftly handled by Kazakhstan. In fact, Kazakhstan
has attempted to claim once again its centrality in being the Turkic heartland, having named
the Kazakhstani region and its capital Turkistan as the spiritual centre of Turkic culture
(Tokayev 2021). In doing so, “[Tokayev] noted the exceptional importance of modernising the
entire Turkic civilisation... Turkistan is of special importance for all Turkic peoples and should
become an important ideological centre for integration throughout the Turkic world”
(Madiyev 2021). Kazakhstan’s ambitions do not stop there, with political scientist Erlan

Madiyev noting that:

“in 2019, Uzbekistan joined the [Cooperation Council of Turkic-
Speaking States (Turkic Council)] as a full member... in 2018 Hungary joined the
organisation as an observer... in the case that Turkmenistan joins as well, the
Council will completely encompass the entire Turkic space from the Adriatic
Sea to China” (2021)
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This sudden interest in Turkic cooperation is a rather recent phenomenon, with over
half of the six sources dealing directly with Tirkiye and Turkic integration being published
since 2021 (Babich 2021; Kaukenov 2022e; Madiyev 2021; Nazarbayev 2014c; Tokayev 2021,
Tuimebayev 2015). Considering that two of these are presidential speeches from summits of
the Turkic states, and as such are routine (Nazarbayev 2014c; Tokayev 2021), and one is an
article published by the then Kazakh ambassador to Tirkiye (Tuimebayev 2015). The
remainders, consisting of non-governmental opinion pieces were all recent publications
(Babich 2021; Kaukenov 2022e; Madiyev 2021), which can be argued to represent an
increased general interest in promoting Turkic integration post-2021. In justifying this
interest, Madiyev argues that “Turkic integration is not only about the revival of cultural and
humanitarian ties among close brotherly peoples, but also a promising direction of foreign
economic activity for Kazakhstan” (2021) and acknowledges that “it can become one of the
most important geopolitical assets for Kazakhstan” (Madiyev 2021). Considering the
deteriorating global geopolitical situation, Turkic integration emerges as a viable option for
Kazakhstan to balance its multi-vector foreign policy. The basic tenets connecting the
countries are self-evident and as such make for easy rhetorical resources to reshape the
Eurasian space away from Kazakhstan’s vision of Eurasia and the CIS challenged by Russia’s
aggression against Ukraine, towards a broader vision of Eurasia defined by Turkic cultural
elements, emphasising these over the historicity of the Eurasian space as tied primarily to

Russia.

In summary, while the idea of the Turkic world is not new, there is a new wind behind
it as Kazakhstan searches for alternatives in an increasingly tense international environment
in order to maintain its balanced multi-vector foreign policy. In this sense the practical policy
outcomes, such as the formation of a competent and powerful Turkic union are not the
important factor, but the increased discursive attention paid to Turkic countries. While policy
lags behind interest in Turkiye and Azerbaijan, Kazakhstani voices are demonstrating an
expanding vision of Eurasia post-2021 and beginning to emphasise more cultural elements.
Considering the need to negotiate Russia’s regional influence in Central Asia, these new
developments can be seen as a new discursive definition of the Eurasian space and a

continuation of Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy.
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Embracing the Asian way: Singapore as a role model
Singapore has emerged as a unique repeated reference of rhetoric in Kazakhstan,

despite not belonging to any of the major vectors of Kazakhstani foreign policy. This section
explores the role of Singapore in representing a non-Western model of development. The
experience not only of Singapore but of the Asian Tigers gave rise to the concept of ‘Asian
values’, which have been recontextualised in Kazakhstan as Eurasian values. These values
create a self-serving legitimisation of Kazakhstan’s political choices, and engage in a process
of clear differentiation with both the West, as Asian characteristics are emphasised, and with
Russia, as the Eurasian space is imbued with values from further East, redefining it away from

a focus on Russia.

Singapore acts as a discursive marker in Kazakhstan, designating a successful
autocratic-leaning country which has prioritised economic development over geopolitics. In
an example of mythologising, the origin of Nazarbayev’'s economics first, politics second
principle which guided Kazakhstan’s independent foreign policy is found in Asia, either
inspired specifically by Singapore and Lee Kuan Yew (Ezhenova 2018), or more generally by

nn

“the development of the Asian “Tigers”” (Laumulin 2014c), Singapore among them. Despite
their distance and difference, this is an example of recontextualisation as specific elements
are drawn from the Asian experience, exemplified primarily by Singapore, and applied to the
justification of Kazakhstan’s own context and policy decisions. In addition to the economic
perspective, Laumulin justifies the “stable, albeit in the West called authoritarian, political
model” (2015) of Kazakhstan and Singapore as a reality of new multi-ethnic states. According
to Laumulin, “it is enough to see what is going on now in Ukraine (and earlier in Tajikistan)”
(2015) to understand that political surety is the core of Kazakhstan’s success. This avoidance
of ethnic or civilisational conflict under the management of a strong singular figure is a rebuke
of the West’s model of democracy, linking it to instability and perpetual political conflict. This

creates the basis for the emergence of a Kazakhstani model of development which rejects the

post-Soviet dilemma to either westernise or fall behind in a competitive global economy.

There is an overt anti-Westernism expressed through the celebration of alternative
paths of development against the norms of the Western international order. The West is
recognised and maintained as a measuring rod of international success, however this role is

increasingly explicitly questioned by the success of others. Indeed, “Singapore has broken all
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the stereotypes of the West” (Ezhenova 2018), specifically “[ignoring] the requirements to
comply with [OSCE] standards” (Ezhenova 2018), which is a particularly surprising
endorsement given Kazakhstan’s previous pride in its OSCE chairmanship. While the West
continues to feature as the accepted international model, Kazakhstan is increasingly critical
of the viability of this model as a true universal standard. The West is ridiculed as shallow and
hypocritical, as the then Ambassador of Kazakhstan to Singapore Usen Suleimen highlights
that “the West for a long time called Lee Kuan Yew a usurper and an autocrat... when
Singapore became an advanced country, the [USA] congress applauded him” (Ezhenova
2018). This disarms criticism of Kazakhstan for not playing by Western rules, as it implies the
possibility of enjoying pleasant relations and indeed economic development without
becoming a part of the West. Kazakhstani discourse thus demonstrates a world vision which
is aimed more towards Asia than towards the West. It defines itself as a part of the non-

Western world as a way of empowering its independent political choices post-independence.

In conclusion, the main role Singapore plays in Kazakhstani discourse is as a validation
of Kazakhstan’s path of development. Singapore demonstrates the ability to follow a non-
Western path of development and achieve a respectable international standing. This is a
rebuke of Western visions of great power competition and the pressure to westernise against
Russia, of which Kazakhstan is wary. By engaging with discursive resources recontextualised
from Asia, Kazakhstan broadens its world perspective and sets itself apart from the West and
thus also its conflict with Russia. This Asian perspective also serves as a message to Russia, as
Russian Eurasianist Aleksandr Dugin has explicitly likened Russia’s Eurasianist stance against
the West as one of authoritarianism against democracy (Bassin & Aksenov 2006, 107).
However, what is important is that once again, easily applicable Russian narratives and
influences have been rejected in Kazakhstan. Instead, Kazakhstan’s political system is
discursively constructed as an Asian-inspired phenomenon. This works to negotiate Russia’s
position in Eurasia by challenging its hegemony over the Eurasian idea. Kazakhstan is active
in resisting Russian influence and finding new resources for the promotion of its vision of
Eurasia. This creates further distance from Russia as Kazakhstan finds other partners and

models and positions itself less in Eurasia and more in Asia.
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Not quite great: regional players and external intervention
This section examines the broader construction of the Asian space through emerging

security challenges in Kazakhstani discourse. It begins by exploring the conflicts in Afghanistan
and Syria, which are not so important in and of themselves, but rather for the role that
Kazakhstan plays in promoting regional cooperation to resolve them. These cooperation
initiatives act to discredit the role of global powers fighting geopolitical disputes through
proxy battles. In the context of Kazakhstani discourse, this is achieved through a widening of
the Asian security space. This section then explores specifically the position of Iran in the
region as viewed from Kazakhstan. In a continuation of its anti-Western critiques, Kazakhstan
appears supportive of Iran in the face of Western sanctions, although not going so far as to
support its nuclear development programme. This furthers Kazakhstan’s position against the
undue influence of great powers and its mediation efforts further demonstrate the use of

regional formats as a buffer against great power hegemonies.

Afghanistan and Syria appear in Kazakhstani discourse not as countries but rather as
issues which can be used to promote regional initiatives. Syria especially is a clear example of
the balanced international role afforded to Kazakhstan through its initiative of the Astana
Process to mediate between the global and regional powers of Iran, Russia, Tlrkiye, and the
USA (Batalova 2021a; 2021b). The conflict in Syria is constructed as a conflict of competing
interests between these powers, and Kazakhstan does not openly pick a side, in continuation
of its balance multi-vector foreign policy. While semantically there is more critique of the
West in its “occupation of Syrian territory” (Batalova 2021a), the Kazakhstani narrative does
not automatically endorse the opposing position, be that of the Syrian government or of
Russia. The Syrian issue is defined in Kazakhstan as one of great power competition. As such,
the activated narratives focus on a general aversion to great power intervention and
competition, and highlight Kazakhstan’s role as a balanced, independent mediator on the side
of peace. This reinforces Kazakhstan’s creates a strategic but non-confrontational distance
between it and both Russia and the West in the case of negotiations over Syria. In this way,
the careful construction of the Syrian issue and Kazakhstan’s role in the negotiations serve to
reinforce narratives which also contribute to the security of Central Asia itself by legitimising

Kazakhstan’s interest and promoting its efforts to keep great power competition in its region.
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Developments in Afghanistan are felt more intensely in Kazakhstan given its closer
proximity to Central Asia. With Afghanistan there is more of an effort to engage with the
country itself, with then Foreign Minister of Kazakhstan, Erlan Idrissov advocating “integrating
Afghanistan into the neighbourhood should create a “win win” situation for all the countries
in the region” (2013), so that “Afghanistan can overcome its historical isolation and take its
rightful place in the “Heart of Asia”” (ldrissov 2013). Asia is a much broader region than
Kazakhstan’s primary domains of Central Asia and Eurasia, and as such the discourse
surrounding Afghanistan carefully treads the line between inclusion and exclusion as
Afghanistan is a “neighbour” (ldrissov 2013; 2014a), but not a close partner. With the
presence of Central Asian minorities in the country, developments in Afghanistan are felt
within the tight group of the Central Asian states, beyond the obvious threat of a tangible spill

over of violence. According to political scientist Zhaksylyk Sabitov,

“in the context of increasing political turbulence between the US, the
EU, Russia, and China, given the factor of unstable Afghanistan, it is necessary
for the countries of the region to work out a united position so that the
deterioration of relations between different world and regional powers and
blocs does not affect the domestic political and economic situation in the
countries of Central Asia” (2018)

In effect, Afghanistan represents an intimate security challenge to Central Asia.
Nevertheless, while there is a desire to deal with the problem, a clear distinction is drawn
between Kazakhstan’s broader sphere of interest and its intimate region. The main aim is to
ensure the exclusion of global tensions and protect the Central Asian core. In this context,
Afghanistan is not a part of Central Asia, but rather a gateway for external influence in the
region, and as such Kazakhstan must develop a strategy to mitigate the risks it poses if it wants

to limit the regional influence of great powers.

As such, this regional perspective serves as a message to the broader international
community as Kazakhstan criticises Western intervention, but also profits from the crisis in
Afghanistan to promote a stronger role for Asian security organisations. On the one hand,
Idrissov is clear that “only Afghans can decide the country’s way forward. The international
community should limit its efforts to promoting the social and economic rehabilitation of
Afghanistan and stay out of politics” (2013). The implication here is that the international
community is the broader Western institutions with various opinions and conditions, but no

real connection to the region. In contrast, Kazakhstan is quite active in promoting the
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involvement of the regional community, through organisations such as the Conference on
Interaction and Confidence-building measures in Asia (CICA) and the SCO. Tokayev highlights
the existence of the “SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group” (2019; 2020), and even argues that
“broader cooperation in the Eurasian space relies on stabilisation of the situation in
Afghanistan” (Tokayev 2020). This turn towards Asian mechanisms is clear considering
Nazarbayev’s earlier claims to have put Afghanistan on the agenda of the OSCE during
Kazakhstan’s chairmanship (Nazarbayev 2012; 2013a). This follows the broader trend of a
declining confidence in the ability of great powers to act responsibility, and Kazakhstan’s use
of regional structures to limit the power of potential regional hegemons by locking them into

multilateral platforms with a number of local actors and interests.

Iran emerges not only as a regional player in the Syrian conflict, but as an important
factor in wider regional stability. Firstly, Kazakhstan’s practical interest in Iran is informed by
various narratives of Kazakhstan’s position as the centre of transport networks between China
and Europe. The Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran rail transport network which crosses over
Iranian territory is a specific recurring project which Kazakhstani elites are keen to complete
(Kaukenov 2022a; 2022c; 2022d; 2022¢e; Nazarbayev 2013a; 2014c; 2019). In this context, the
main aim is to normalise Iran as a country of the region, whom Kazakhstan can then use for
its own economic ends. Iran therefore is not viewed as a regional or global power as such, or
of note for any power ambitions. Iran is drawn in as a part of the broader Eurasian space, a
key transit corridor between China and Europe. It is in Kazakhstan’s interest therefore to
engage with Iran on its own terms, and not on terms dictated by the Western-led global order

which has side-lined Iran for various historical, political, and mainly nuclear reasons.

This perception of Iran reinforces Kazakhstan’s interest in its region as constructed
and defined by it, and delegitimises what Kazakhstan views as an unfavourable hegemony of
the West in determining the hegemonic order of the broader Asian space. Kazakhstan has
claimed an active role in promoting negotiations to resolve the international tensions
surrounding Iran’s nuclear development programme (Kaukenov 2017b; Usenov 2017). This
not only maintains Kazakhstan’s position of balanced multi-vector foreign policy, but also
criticises ineffective Western diplomacy, highlighting the hypocrisy of such which is not
diplomatic negotiations, but rather enforcement of Western views and norms. Nazarbayev

explicitly calls out the sanctions regime against Iran, asking “why are we not talking about
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such a programme in Pakistan, why are we not talking about Israel, who in fact has nuclear
weapons?” (2011b). This is presented as unnecessarily conflictual and hypocritical standards
of the West who pick and choose issues on which to take a stand. Note, however, the missing
comparison to North Korea, against whom the West has also taken a stand. This highlights
the role of discourse. This stance against sanctions against Iran do not represent a broader
commitment to resolving the issue of global nuclear weapons, given the absence of a similar
interest in or comparable stance on the question of North Korea. However, various
Kazakhstani discourses align to inform its stance towards Iran. Kazakhstan can take a stance
on the Iran issue because Iran is a part of Kazakhstan’s region, the USA is not. The USA is a
global power seeking to enforce a certain order on the Asian space, of which Kazakhstan is a
part, and clashes with Kazakhstani narratives which have, in negotiating its independence
from Russian hegemony in Central Asia have empowered its multi-vector foreign policy and

its anti-ideology and anti-bloc approach.

In conclusion, the conflicts in Afghanistan and Syria have brought the world’s focus to
Kazakhstan’s wider region. There has followed an attempt to capitalise on these situations by
playing the role of a non-aligned mediator and calling out the geopolitical competition of the
great powers. These conflicts, as well as the question of Iran’s nuclear weapons programme
are constructed as an important part of Kazakhstan’s regional space, and as such questions
of regional security and a legitimate interest of Kazakhstan. These issues are only defined as
issues because they draw on discursive resources to reinforce Kazakhstan’s perception of
itself, its region, and the world. They are apt theatres for the demonstration of Kazakhstan’s
peaceful, multi-vector, and independent vision of itself, and as issues drawing in great
powers, Kazakhstan is able to project this anti-hegemonic vision it has by campaigning against
great power proxy conflicts through its commitment to negotiations. When it comes to
negotiating the hegemonic order in Central Asia, in Syria Kazakhstan maintains a distance
from the Russian position, indicating the limits of the latter’s political influence as Central Asia
does not conform to Russia’s position in international fora. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan does
not directly oppose this position by endorsing competing positions, rather it preferences a
neutral position which is overall critical of the role of great powers — both Russia and the USA

—in contributing to the regional instability across Afghanistan, Iran, and Syria.
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Balance of powers: China in Central Asia
With growing tensions between Russia and the West and aiming to negotiate Russian

hegemony in Central Asia, China emerges as a potential counterweight that Kazakhstan could
use as leverage. This section begins by exploring what benefits China is presented as bringing
to Central Asia as a neutral party in the conflict between Russia and the West. This examines
how rhetoric in Kazakhstan enlarges the Eurasian space to include China, diluting Russian
influence. Turning then specifically to Kazakhstan, this section explores how China is
constructed as a positive influence. Finally, this section considers the how despite its positive
image, China presents similar fears as another great power, particularly in the context of the

more recent deterioration of China-West relations.

With relations with Russia tainted by the deterioration of the international global
situation, Kazakhstan is enlarging its perception of Eurasia to draw China in, bringing benefits
to Kazakhstan and limiting Russia’s regional hegemony. Most notably, there is an equivalence
drawn between the two powers, with China being labelled “our Eastern neighbour”
(Altynsarina 2019; Amrebayev 2022), in comparison with Russia’s title of “our Northern
neighbour” (Kolpakov 2011). Not only does this place an equal weight on both Russia and
China as two influential poles in Kazakhstan it also draws them into the same space, centred
on Kazakhstan. Similarly, moving beyond Eurasia as it has previously been defined been an
emergence of references to “greater Eurasia” (Amrebayev 2022; 2023) in Kazakhstani
discourse which basically includes China, and effectively does away with the conception of
Eurasia as simply a reinterpretation of the CIS space, which is the basis of so-called Eurasian
integration. In this way, the shift in the understanding of Kazakhstan’s perception of Eurasia
demonstrates a rejection of the centrality of Russia in Central Asia, and indeed demonstrates
a move away from the history of the region as on Russia’s periphery through the Russian
Empire, the USSR, and then the CIS. A redefined Eurasia thus signals the shifting power

relations in the region and a continued effort against Russian hegemony in Central Asia.

China is argued to offer more security and differ from other global powers in relation
to its global aims. Considering Russia’s war against Ukraine, Kazakhstan welcomes “Beijing’s
guarantees of security and national territorial integrity in the face of the confrontation
between Russia and the West, and also the potential risks and threats to our independence

similar to Russia’s act of aggression in relation to the sovereignty of Ukraine” (Amrebayev
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2023). Furthermore, it is not only Russia who draws Kazakhstan’s ire. On Russia’s war against
Ukraine, there is a subtle rebuke of the position taken by the West as well, as there is a
promotion of the idea that “China always stood on the side of peace” (Gubaydullina 2022),
which is lent weight by its non-involvement in the conflict, in comparison to Russia and the
West. Additionally, writing about the Central Asian Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (CANWFZ)

Treaty, Idrissov emphasises that China is the only responsible nuclear power, as:

“all nuclear weapon states, excluding China, made interpretative
statements on different provisions of the [CANWFZ] Treaty. | would like to
[emphasise] the firm position taken by China, which signed the Protocol
without any reservations and supported a comprehensive ban and the
destruction of nuclear weapons” (2014b)

This demonstrates the Kazakhstani disapproval of the double standards of the great
powers which continue to pursue their own interests against local wishes. The CANWFZ
Treaty is significant as it outlaws the use of nuclear weapons in Central Asia, and that China is
the only nuclear power to accept the Treaty as agreed by the Central Asian states themselves
is emphasised as demonstrating the difference between China and the geopolitically
conflictual West and Russia. In this way, China emerges as a useful power who is welcomed

into the Central Asian space in order to limit the fallout of Russia and Western disputes.

However, there are significant challenges in incorporating a new actor into the region,
and the selected sources demonstrate a strong focus on highlighting the economic benefits
that China brings to Kazakhstan. One of the most recurring themes to both encourage Chinese
investment but also assert Kazakhstan’s independence is the equivalence drawn between the
various incarnations of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and Kazakhstan’s own Nurly Zhol
[Bright Path] initiative for economic development and investment in transport corridors (e.g.
Ali 2021; Altynsarina 2019; Amrebayev 2023; Kaukenov 2022a; 2022d; Kushkumbayev 2015;
Laumulin 2015; Nazarbayev 2019; Sabayeva 2015). This plays down the reliance of Kazakhstan
on foreign impetus for the development of its economic activities, highlighting instead how
Kazakhstani ingenuity is reflected in the similar programmes of other successful countries.
This limits the way in which China can use its power as it is not portrayed as an outsider
enforcing economic programmes, but rather merely a supporter of Kazakhstan’s

independently decided path of development.
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China’s position in Eurasia should not be taken for granted, however, as Kazakhstan
has shifted towards Asia in response to deteriorating Russia-West relations, and China and
the West are increasingly conflictual. Kaukenov notes that “in recent years, Sinophobia has
become quite “hyped”” (2021), which may go some way to explaining why China is so
prevalent in the sources. Rather than reflecting strong Chinese influence, this is more likely a
concerted campaign to overcome negative views of China. In this sense, China is not a natural
partner, but the discourse of Kazakhstani elites, while not reflecting accurately either public
perception or the realities of ties between the two countries, aims to naturalise China as part
of the Eurasian space considering the challenges Kazakhstan is facing with Russia and the
West. However, China presents its own challenges which are not ignored, as “relations
between the United States and China... are becoming new triggers for global tensions”
(Akylbayev 2021), which creates the fear that “the growing long-term confrontation between
China and the United States will create tension in the world. Kazakhstan, which has strategic
relationships with Washington, Beijing and Moscow, will be under constant pressure to
choose tactical partnerships” (Akylbayev 2021). As such, while China may be the lesser evil of
the great powers vying for influence in Central Asia, it is still viewed as a great power alongside

the USA and Russia, and thus still viewed hesitantly in Kazakhstan.

In conclusion, Kazakhstan has been involved in an effort to rhetorically integrate itself
closer into the Asia space. This has implied a greater emphasis on the role of China in Central
Asia, creating a necessary counterbalance to Russian influence in the region. In the context of
tense relations between Russia and the West, China has emerged as a responsible power who
is less likely to impress itself upon Central Asia than other, more geopolitically minded
conflicting powers. Nevertheless, Kazakhstani rhetoric remains cautious about the role of
great powers, and there is still some suspicion of China, particularly in the context its own
deteriorating relations with the West. As such, the role China plays is presented as primarily
an economic one, and it is granted legitimate interests in the Central Asian space on this basis.
This inclusion in the broader Eurasian space is reliant on China’s continued alignment to
accepted Kazakhstani narratives, primarily of economics before politics, and refraining from
great power conflict. At the current moment, and in recent years, China has thus been able
to contribute to Kazakhstan’s efforts to negotiate Russia hegemony in Central Asia, and

Kazakh elites have engaged in a strong discursive campaign to promote China. However, with
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relations between the West and China deteriorate, this support may not hold as it clashes
with key Kazakhstani narratives.
Constructing Asia: the role of regional institutions

With Chinese-Western relations deteriorating, Kazakhstan also needs to emphasise
the multilateral character of Asian international relations in order to create a stable region
and limit the possible consequences of great power competition. This section explores the
representation of Asian regional organisations in Kazakhstani discourse and the
consequences this has for regional power dynamics. This section begins by covering the falling
popularity of Western institutions, and the argued benefits of Asian cooperation. This
considers the role played by the CICA and the SCO in managing regional dynamics. Then, this
section considers the ever-expanding role of the SCO and how this demonstrates a growing
competition with the EAEU as Kazakhstan’s priority for regional integration. This implies the
gradual phasing out of Russia as the dominant regional power, but the wide scope of SCO
membership prevents any other single player from becoming too dominant in the region.
Finally, it considers the relative absence of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) as a
figure in Kazakhstan’s global outlook. As such, Kazakhstan demonstrates how regional
organisations can be utilised to prevent the formation of power hegemonies and managing

regional power dynamics.

Compared to Kazakhstan’s earlier pride in its OSCE chairmanship, the tide has fully
turned towards Asian cooperation structures. Western institutions no longer serve as a role
model for their Asian counter parts, in context of their increasing politicisation. Babich

explains:

“an Asian analog (sic) of the European OSCE, CICA in many ways outdid
its European prototype, which is now torn apart by the ambitions and
animosities between such members of OSCE as Russia and the [USA], Belarus,
and Poland” (2022)

This argues that Western institutions no longer function as effective mechanisms but
are torn apart by in-fighting and politics. This also continues the theme of the gradual turn
away from the West and Russia, which are involved in a geopolitical conflict of which
Kazakhstan does not approve. The consequences of these internal tensions is in stark contrast
to the claim that the CICA unties and provides an opportunity for dialogue between the

conflicting parties of India and Pakistan (Kaukenov 2017b), and that “the SCO is a mechanism
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for interaction with China and Russia, and, after enlargement, with India and Pakistan as well”
(Kaukenov 2018c). This positive image of Asian cooperation follows the established trend of
economics before politics, and is a continual repudiation of what is perceived as the
ideologically driven West. Driving out this external influence, Kazakhstan is creating a space
defined by non-Western values and with a number of poles of influence: Russia, China, and
India. In this context, the regional cooperation initiatives create a more balanced space in Asia

which avoids the emergence of a single regional hegemon.

The proliferation of regional organisations not only serves to manage external
influence, but also to balance competing regional hegemons. Here, the desire that “relations
between the SCO and the Eurasian Economic Commission would help unleash the potential
for cooperation in the Eurasian space” (Ali 2021) ties what was previously a larger Asian space
directly to Kazakhstan’s Eurasia, or in plainer terms dilutes Russia’s presence in Eurasia by
coupling it with China and India as emerging Asian powers. Kaukenov expresses this rather
explicitly, writing that “Russia aspires to use the [SCO]... for geopolitical confrontation with its
opponents” (2018d), and yet “the drift of the SCO into a geopolitical club in confrontation
with the West... does not interest a single member of the SCO, except for Russia” (Kaukenov
2018d). The follows that since India and China have close ties to Western economies, and as
such are likely to resist Russia’s descent into conflict (Kaukenov 2018d). This is also
demonstrated through Nazarbayev's initiative of a “systemic economic dialogue between the
EAEU, EU, SCO and [Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)]” (Ali 2021). While the
equivalence as economic-political integration projects between the EAEU, the EU, and ASEAN
is apparent, it is not immediately clear what role the SCO plays here. Given that the SCO and
the EAEU are not mutually exclusive in terms of their membership, this could imply a growing
emphasis on the SCO, leading to it slowly and quietly replacing the EAEU as Eurasia’s primary

regional organisation, on par with the EU and ASEAN.

The OIC is often referenced in passing as another regional organisation which
Kazakhstan actively supports, but overall does not feature heavily in the sources as a focus.
This is important to consider in relation to Kazakhstan’s definition of the Asian space and its
own self-identification. As explored, the Asian region is quite broad from Kazakhstan’s central
perspective, spreading eastwards to China, but also southwards towards India and Pakistan,

but also westwards to Iran, Syria, and Turkiye. This means that the Middle East does not
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appear as a region in and of itself, rather select countries feature as important aspects of
Kazakhstani foreign policy, as explored in the cases of Afghanistan, Iran, Syria, and Turkiye.
This is important as Kazakhstan’s relations are diverse, from historical relations with Russia to
economic ties to China and civilisational ties to Tiirkiye. However, there is a significant
absence of religious identification. Despite being a Muslim country, Kazakhstan avoids this
being a key component of its identity. In religious terms it prefers broader identification,
proudly hosting the Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions (e.g. Mami 2013;
Nazarbayev 2014b; Tokayev 2016; 2022a; Zhussupova 2021). Institutionally and
internationally, this indicates that Kazakhstan is not invested in religious affairs, and as such
stays out of the politics of the Middle East. This is an interesting contrast to studies which
have examined the emergence and institutionalisation of Islam as a part of Kazakh identity
and politics post-independence, with a necessarily strong domestic focus (e.g. Malik 2019;
Omelicheva 2011; Rorlich 2003; Yemelianova 2014). This indicates that there is a certain
disconnect between the internal processes of identification and their external expression. For
the moment religion is not an important foreign policy priority, instead Kazakhstan externally
concentrates on emerging security concerns, and opposing great power competition in the

region, focussing on maintaining its independence against regional hegemony.

In conclusion, with rising tensions between Russia and the West, Kazakhstan has
exhibited a shift towards Asia in its foreign policy, emphasising Asian institutions and
mechanisms to foster its independent foreign policy and interests. The new emphasis on
Asian regional initiatives serves to delegitimise the influence of the ideological West and
promote a space based on pragmatic, and thus supposedly more effective, cooperation.
Additionally, with multiple centres of power in Asia, Kazakhstan’s definition of these as one
geopolitical space and uniting them under large regional institutions prevents the emergence
of a single regional hegemon. This is particularly important in the current context, given the
conflict between Russia and the West, which has spurred Kazakhstan’s turn towards Asia, and
the potential for future conflict between the West and China. This demonstrates the vital
importance of multilateral regional activities in managing these broader global trends. The
specific case of Kazakhstan also demonstrates how the shifting conception of its region,
expanding Eurasia towards greater visions of Asia broadly works to mitigate the hegemony of

Russia in the confined Eurasian space.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
This thesis has explored the question of geopolitical space in Central Asia. The end of

the Cold War marked a turning point in global history as the countries of the former Soviet
bloc needed to reassert themselves in the new global environment. For the countries of
Central and Eastern Europe, a renewed focus on geopolitical civilisational discourses saw
them engage in their own version of development denoted as westernisation and cementing
their accession from the East to the West. Despite their shared history, this is not a shared
process across the entire space of the former USSR, as other regions such as the South
Caucasus and Central Asia have confronted other challenges and pressures. With the launch
of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, this raised the question of the Central Asian
republics as the world was once again divided into the West and East. Neither a part of the
West, nor fully aligning to Russia, the Central Asian republics now present a challenge to this
wisdom of a binary world. This raises the question of the applicability of geopolitical

constructs in the understanding of countries’ identification and their foreign policy.

Taking this problem of geopolitical constructs, this thesis has delved into the field of
Critical Geopolitics to facilitate the deconstruction of the Central Asian space. This
deconstruction moves away from accepted notions of East and West, Europe and Asia, to
explore how these regions are constructed in local discourses and the perspective this brings
to Kazakhstan’s international relations. Drawing on the work of Buranelli (2018) in the
negotiation of Russian hegemony in Central Asia, the central focus of this work has been how
Kazakhstani discourse contribute to the management of Russia’s influence in the region.
Moving away from his practice-heavy analysis, and n the fashion of Critical Geopolitics, the
thesis presented a Critical Discourse Analysis of a collection of 103 presidential speeches, and
editorials, opinion pieces, and government interviews published in a selection of Kazakhstani

media outlets.

This thesis has specifically explored the role of the discursive construction of
geopolitical space in negotiating regional hegemony. By exploring the way in which actors in
Kazakhstan express their views of the world and region around them, this gives an insight into
the power relationship present. Examining these relationships reveals the way in which
Kazakhstan’s balanced multi-vector foreign policy works to maintain Kazakhstan's

independence and autonomy. The primary aim of this policy is to avoid the undue regional
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hegemony of an external power. This thesis has considered specifically the role of Russia in
Central Asia and Eurasia, and the directions of Kazakhstani foreign policy which have limited
the extent of Russia’s hegemony in the region. With a deteriorating political climate between
Russia and the West, Kazakhstan has executed an Eastern turn in its foreign policy, exploring
other vectors of foreign policy in an effort to maintain its balanced position. This has covered
the growing importance of China as a counterweight to Russia in Central Asia. Nevertheless,
Kazakhstan is careful to avoid affording too much weight to China, and has activated other
vectors of its foreign policy, exploring multilateral regional integration and cooperation as a
method of mitigating any regional hegemony by engaging potentially competing powers in a
diverse framework incorporated with smaller regional actors. After drawing these ideas
together and overviewing the results of the research, this chapter then offers some
reflections on some of the key points of the thesis. It discusses the implication of an unclear
position regarding Russia’s war against Ukraine, and the large number of sources promoting
China. It then also addresses possible avenues for future research. This is drawn from the
strong presence of anti-terrorist rhetoric across a wide variety of sources, and the
implications of the absence of the OIC as an organisation and the Middle East as a region in

Kazakhstani discourses.

In summary, Kazakhstani regionalism is most obvious through the various initiatives in
the Eurasian space. This space was born of the collapse of the USSR and the faltering
cooperation of the CIS. However, Kazakhstan has recontextualised Eurasianism, contributing
to the institutionalisation of the EAEU, and setting it up as an analogue to the EU, thus
elevating its status and aiming to limit Russia’s control over the organisation. Beyond the
institution itself, Kazakhstan has equally embedded a value-based discourse into Eurasianism,
making sure to separate Eurasia from both Europe and Asia and build a region responsive to
its specific needs. This relates to the failure of the CIS to materialise into stronger cooperation
as the post-Soviet space shrank and the independent republics began to make their own way
in the world. Responding to this, Kazakhstan shrunk its region from the broad CIS to Eurasia.
However, this shrinkage had the consequence of drawing Kazakhstan into a smaller ring of
countries around Russia. As such, a strong impetus emerged for the crystallisation of Central

Asian regionalism. Only a strong integration and cooperation of the Central Asian republics
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could counter Russian hegemony and ensure that their interests were respected in the wider

Eurasian space.

With the deteriorating relationship between Russia and the West, there was a new
risk that Russia would turn its attention eastwards, pushing itself further upon Central Asia.
In response, Kazakhstan turned first, investing in a wide range of Asian institutions,
organisations, and mechanisms to find partners and counterweights to Russia’s influence in
Central Asia. The most important step is to prioritise organisations which combine Russia and
China as actors. This is seen through the prevalence of the SCO as the premier Asian
cooperation forum across the sources collected. This begins the shift of Kazakhstan’s focus
from Eurasia to greater Eurasia, to Asia quite broadly, including the inclusion of India in the
SCO to round out the Asian space and prevent the domination of China. Acknowledging that
the world is not simply full of great powers, Kazakhstan is also actively involved in
empowering regional powers as smaller counterweights to great power competition.
Frustrated by instability in Afghanistan and Syria where great powers fight proxy battles,
Kazakhstan is involved in diplomatic mediations and negotiations against great power
interests. Reviving interest in the Turkic world draws Kazakhstan closer to Turkiye and
provides a new transit route for goods from China to Europe, much to Kazakhstan’s benefit.
Noticing the international isolation of Iran, Kazakhstan is vocal in calling out Western
hypocrisy and recognising the regional role that Iran could play as yet another piece of
Kazakhstan’s Eurasian transport network. These smaller poles prevent a full shift from Russian
to Chinese hegemony and ensure that all vectors of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy are active and

providing balance.

As the main vector of Kazakhstani foreign policy remains its immediate region and
neighbours, for the moment Russia is still considered a major player. As such, a lot of attention
has been given to the CIS space. However, this space is rather limited in its scope to the
inclusion of Central Asia alongside Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine. Despite this, the Kazakhstani
position on Ukraine presents a number of competing perspectives. There are a number of
potential reasons for this. The first could simply be an understanding of the sensitivity of the
topic and the need for considered thought — certainly the opinion pieces of Kolpakov (2011a)
and Laumulin (2014c) which openly identify Russian imperialism, and those of Laumulin

(2013a; 2013b; 2013c; 2014a; 2014b; 2014c), Mekertychev (2015), and Zhuravlev (2011)
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which are cautious of the spectre of the West, are more adventurous and explicit in their tone
than any governmental output. This revives narratives which are critical of the pressure of
westernisation, and great power competition, critiquing both the West as a construct pushing
a particular development narrative, and Russia for its self-endowed belief to have a right to

influence across the CIS space.

As such, a lack of overt rhetorical work concerning Ukraine — either for or against,
however that binary is defined — represents a strategic distancing. The Soviet Union has
collapsed, of that the Kazakhstani elite are sure, and they know that the interests of the Baltics
differ to those of Belarus and Ukraine, which differ further to those in the South Caucasus.
The prevalence of rhetoric concerning specifically Central Asian regionalism, without Russia,
attest to this. Kazakhstan’s place is in Central Asia, overshadowed by Russia to the North. As
such, rather than taking a clear position on Ukraine — which would force Kazakhstan to make
an impossible choice between conflicting great powers — the Kazakhstani elite rely on
accepted discourses which reinforce Kazakhstan’s traditional approach. This approach is
critical of great power competition and does not endorse the war launched by Russia, or the
actions of the West, interpreted as contributing to tensions a side party to the conflict, even
if not directly to blame. This approach also implicates a criticism of Russia, Ukraine, and the
West for putting politics before economics. By privileging their status as great powers, Russia
and the West have put Ukraine in an impossible situation, and by engaging in symbolic acts
and endorsing this great power conflict, the Ukrainian government has failed to provide a
stable outcome for its citizens. As a consequence, without directly opposing Russia,
Kazakhstan continues to demonstrate its unwelcome influence in Central Asia by reinforcing

anti-great power narratives and investing in its multi-vector foreign policy.

On the point of China, however, it should be emphasised that this is a discourse
analysis, and as such, the overemphasis on China in Kazakhstani discourse does not
necessarily represent an actual interest in the country. Especially since there is an
acknowledged trend of Sinophobia is Kazakhstan (Kaukenov 2021), it would not be
improbable that the Kazakhstani elite are engaged in an active rhetorical campaign to improve
China’s image — in the name of contributing to Kazakhstan’s economic development — rather
than signalling any concrete close relationship. It is important also to note that China is not

viewed in a completely positive light. China is still a great power, and as such poses very much
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the same risks to Kazakhstan as the USA or Russia. As such, Kazakhstan is watching the state
of West-China relations and is actively engaged with Asian partners beyond China as a
counterweight to Russia. This is demonstrated by the emphasis put on bringing India into the
SCO, and Kazakhstan’s wider vectors of foreign policy, including the Turkic world which in any

other circumstance would not appear as the most productive endeavour.

While this thesis has focussed on the construction of geopolitical space, specifically
examining regionalisms and geopolitics, a number of interesting discourses have come up
which warrant further and deeper research. This is drawn from the fact that despite cropping
up as a tangential reference every so often, the OIC does not feature as a major vector of
Kazakhstani foreign policy, and the Middle East does not appear as a region. Countries which
might be considered Middle Eastern are included as a part of Kazakhstan’s broader
understanding of Asia when they are of interest to Kazakhstan. This negates other potential
understandings of those countries as they are removed from the Middle East context and
placed into Asia. Rather than viewing the Syrian war as linked, for example, to the Arab Spring,
Kazakhstani narratives focus on the aspect of power competition between various external
actors, including Iran, Russia, Tirkiye, and the USA. Nevertheless, this is further complicated
by the prevalence of anti-terrorist discourse. This is something which deserves more attention
in the Kazakhstani case. Anti-terrorist rhetoric is a common thread for a number of
international actors and is problematic because it is a phenomenon which is strongly
rhetorically linked to the Middle East and specifically to Islamic extremism. It is also a
discourse which has been taken up by China in the justification of its policy towards the
Xinjiang region (Brophy 2021), and also in Kazakhstan by the government in an effort to
delegitimise the Qandy qafitar protests and justify the CSTO intervention (Turebekova 2022).
Considering Kazakhstan’s Muslim-majority population, a question then emerges about the
understanding of terrorism and religious extremism. While Omelicheva (2011) has explored
emerging securitisation domestically as this relates to questions of Kazakhstani self-
identification, the discursive absence of the OIC and the Middle East in Kazakhstan’s external
expression indicates a tension between the two spheres which needs further exploration. This
raises a number of avenues for research contributing to the study of anti-terrorist discourse,
be this as the basis for regional organisations; its role in state repression; or more specifically

to the Kazakhstani case, an exploration of the implications of operationalisation of discourses
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on terrorism which are often inherently, and sometimes even explicitly, linked to Islam in a

Muslim society, considering the way this frames ideas of national identification.

In summary, discourses in Kazakhstani foreign policy work to construct geopolitical
space. This construction of space represents how the world and its immediate region is
viewed in Kazakhstan, and has implications for the roles of international actors. In pursuing a
multi-vector foreign policy, Kazakhstan is against great power competition in Central Asia,
and the emergence then of a regional hegemon against the interest of the Central Asian
republics. Thus, discourses of regionalisms are used to include and exclude actors, limiting
their room for manoeuvre when they are included, to define the Central Asian space as one

which prioritises local interests against any hegemonic activity.
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