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Introduction: Shifting Security and Power Constellations in
Central Asia and the Caucasus

Marie-Sophie Borchelt Camélo and Aziz Elmuradov

This volume brings together scholars who seek to inquire into the course
of post-Soviet political transformation across Central Asia and the Caucas-
us by investigating the changing security and power constellations. By
synthesizing the role of changing regional and global security and power
constellations, our contributors offer a nuanced and well-informed analysis
of how the countries of post-Soviet Central Eurasia navigate their paths
across the rocky terrain of world politics. Our authors, international and
regional experts from a variety of backgrounds, provide a thorough and
up-to-date overview of contemporary Central Eurasian politics, identifying
key themes, trends, and trajectories of transformation and analyzing the
conceptual underpinnings of security and power as discourse products of
world politics. Key topics include autocratic diffusion and regime security
in Central Asia, the strategic situation in Afghanistan, China’s changing
role in Central Asian security, governance problems in Kyrgyzstan as a
rentier state, the destructive role of internal security services in the context
of democratic transition in Armenia, e-justice and cyber security in Kyrgyz-
stan, and the politics of authoritarian neoliberalism and labor resistance
in Kazakhstan. By drawing on a diverse literature, the contributors seek
to engage theoretically and empirically with discourses of security and
power while attending to their numerous intersections and overlaps and
the ways in which they are reflected in politics and policies across the
region. Rather than aiming to develop a uniform model or a common
framework, the volume explicitly seeks to retain theoretical and conceptual
openness. Equally importantly, the contributors focus on changing security
and power constellations on the ground while keeping the structuration of
the broader global political field in view—the geopolitical tensions, local
conflicts and power dynamics, and regional balancing strategies that under-
lie the processes of transformation in Central Eurasia.

At a time when world politics finds itself at critical junctures in a number
of ways and the talk is of a new world order evolving though with no end
in sight, it is increasingly important to understand how post-Soviet Central
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Asia and the Caucasus are on their way to becoming the cross-roads of an
emergent Eurasia and why we should, in our endeavor to understand their
story of transformation, refer to new insights and perspectives. Political
developments of recent years—violent protests and subsequent political
reforms in Kazakhstan, the Taliban takeover in Afghanistan, the escalation
of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, subsequent clashes and the dissolution
of Nagorno-Karabakh, power transitions, aggravation of the cross-border
conflict between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan—are indicators of a region that
is dynamic, diverse but at the same time retains considerable commonality.
Not only is the region dynamic, the broader global environment is as well.
In light of geopolitical shift in post-Soviet space—most notably in light of
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine—the current state of security and
power constellations in Central Asia and the Caucasus and their potential
trajectories generate great interest among scholars.

The study of Central Asia and the Caucasus is predominantly concen-
trated around central and prominent themes such as post-Soviet transition,
state- and nation-building, international security, neopatrimonialism, au-
thoritarian rule, and the authoritarian-liberal democracy continuum. The
security approaches toward understanding these regions are manifold.
Central Asia and the Caucasus are predominantly viewed through the
prism of international security and regionalism and these regions are por-
trayed as endangered by geopolitical tensions, local conflicts, and lack of
self-organized frameworks for regional security (Allison 2004; Cooley 2012;
Mayer 2021). It is argued that “in view of their power deficits the Central
Asian states themselves are not prepared to manage their regional security
to any greater extent” (Mayer 2021: 227). Security cooperation in Central
Asia “involves primarily bilateral or multilateral frameworks nurtured by
external state and nonstate partners ... including Russia and China. In con-
trast, multilateral cooperation among the five states remains weak” (ibid.).

The mainstream accounts inquire into conventional security approaches
in which self-interested actors operate and pursue their political aims,
with the state figuring as by far the main referent of security. Despite
yielding a fair amount productive research, however, the conventional ap-
proaches to security issues have faced significant criticism from scholars
with diverse intellectual origins and perspectives. Various novel, critical,
and integrative approaches to security have increasingly challenged tradi-
tional conceptualizations of security threats. Scholars have pleaded for the
security paradigm to be reconceptualized and the notion of security to
be extended to incorporate a broader range of threats such as migration
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and climate change as well as a broader spectrum of actors across the
board (Lemon 2018; Beyer and Kojobekova 2019; Vakulchuk et al. 2022;
Mamadshoeva 2019). There has been a call for more attention to be paid
to a series of important connections linking security with multiple other
domains. For example, the idea of separating state and society has been
critiqued on the basis of there being a need “to bridge the discourses on
security and civil society” (Schuck and Vasilache 2021: 110). It has been
noted that there is a tension between stability- and transformation-oriented
rationalities, especially with regard to security issues. This tension finds
its ultimate reflection in the idea of separating state and society, which
results in contradictory goals and dysfunctional consequences (Schuck and
Vasilache 2021). As a consequence, the development of a free and independ-
ent civil society in these regions is being hampered by authoritarian and
semi-authoritarian power structures. Even in the context of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Georgia, where civil society organizations enjoy relative
freedom to carry out civic engagements, contestation tends to be minim-
ized. In Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Armenia
civil society organizations and their engagement are viewed, albeit in differ-
ent ways and to different degrees, as a potentially destabilizing factor that
could grow into instability.

Next, and concurrently, the subject of power and its multiple relations
to security needs to be addressed. The contributors to this volume have
their say on power and its different intersections with security from their
respective theoretical perspectives. Grappling with the enormous demands
of Leviathan, the laborious task of erecting a state apparatus throughout the
post-Soviet period, Central Asia and the Caucasus have much in common.
Their authoritarian, semi-authoritarian, and hybrid power constellations
continue to endure behind democratic facades and demonstrate a signific-
ant degree of resilience. Despite significant political transformation and
power transfer, authoritarian and semi-authoritarian rule endures. It has
been observed with respect to power transfer in authoritarian political
systems in Central Asia that “transitions at the top of the power hierarchy
represent a caesura’ that “can be accompanied by disintegration of the
political system or even of the state’s unity” (Vasilache 2017: 25). “Because
regularized procedures for the transfer of power are usually lacking, even
when an autocrat dies of natural causes, his passing leads to an exceptional,
transitional situation that is often highly precarious. Struggles over power
and policy directions may erupt as well as those over key positions and the
country’s future political orientation” (Vasilache 2017: 25).

11
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In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, transfer of power has taken place with
great difficulty. In Kazakhstan, President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev vowed,
in the wake of massive violent protests across the country in early 2022,
to make major political changes and to reform the political system. As a res-
ult, substantial amendments to the constitution were introduced, which in
effect put Kazakhstan on track to moving from being a super-presidential
republic to a presidential republic with a strong parliament. In Kyrgyzstan
the 2020 parliamentary elections, deemed to have had significant flaws,
were accompanied by violent protests. Parliamentary elections were held at
the turn of the power transition and paved the way for Sadyr Japarov to
sidestep the basic law and declare himself acting president. Subsequently,
the constitution was amended and approved in a referendum. In contrast
to Kazakhstan, however, the constitutional changes expanded the power of
the president while reducing that of the parliament. It has been argued that
the constitutional amendments “move Kyrgyzstan away from a checks-and-
balances system of semi-presidentialism towards a form of presidentialism
that is close to authoritarian-style ‘crown-presidentialism™ (Partlett 2021: 1).
Despite constitutional changes, or perhaps precisely because of the peculiar
fact that they are handily amenable to adjustment and adaptation under
questionable circumstances, authoritarian and semi-authoritarian hybrid
systems in Central Asia continue to endure and operate in ways in which
they are intimately conflated with security rationalities. As noted elsewhere,
“security politics in Central Asia displays the relevance of sovereign security
patterns” with a focus on “strengthening recently established statehood and
sovereignty” [...] whereas “we can hardly detect any governmental security
rationalities.” Instead, “we find a traditional and narrow definition of secur-
ity; a monopolization of security policy in the hands of state governments
and corresponding inter-government relations; the reliance on hierarchic,
juridical and institution-based repression” (Vasilache 2019: 691-692).

Aijan Sharshenova (Chapter 1) argues that the authoritarian trend has
gathered significant momentum in Central Asia. She explores the com-
plex phenomena of autocratic diffusion and authoritarian learning, and
provides an insightful analysis of the most recent political trajectories and
dynamics in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan with an
eye to governance structure, socioeconomic characteristics, state-society
relations,and the geopolitical impact of their broader international environ-
ment. Sharshenova investigates the broader global implications of autocrat-
ic diffusion and illustrates how the Central Asian republics interact with
each other at the regional level as well as in the context of their immediate
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international neighbourhood with respect to pursuing economic coopera-
tion, a security agenda, and political alliances. By providing a valuable
contribution to the intricate dynamics of autocratic diffusion, her chapter
relates to the ongoing academic and policy discussions on authoritarian
learning and autocratic alliances.

Edward Lemon and Bradley Jardine (Chapter 2) examine China’s role
in Central Asia’s security and the ways it has evolved over the past decade,
which has brought several major developments and trends. The authors
argue that China is using security governance as a means to extend its influ-
ence and exercise power in Central Asia. They show how China has, while
charting an increasingly independent course in Central Asia and showing
less deference to Russia, established a complex web of regional frameworks,
trade agreements, educational exchanges, technology transfers, and training
for local security services in the region. By establishing its first overseas
military facility there (in Tajikistan) and by increasing its share of arms
imports, China has built a growing footprint in the region’s security sector.
Central Asia has also proven to be a testing ground for China to develop its
own parallel order-building and experiment with forms of security coopera-
tion, increasingly without the region’s traditional external hegemon Russia.
These practices fit into China’s vision of security governance which centers
on building a loyal cadre of local leaders who share Beijing’s vision with
regard to trade, alternatives to Western liberal norms and values, and be-
coming politically aligned with China’s security interests. The authors also
argue that, despite growing dependence on China, the Central Asian repub-
lics are still exercising agency in their relations. The region’s regimes have
attempted to strengthen their long-standing multi-vector foreign policies to
create a broad range of patrons offering public goods, security assistance
and trade deals to enhance their sovereignty.

Farkhad Tolipov (Chapter 3) provides a conceptual analysis of the pro-
tracted war and peace-making efforts in Afghanistan. He argues that the
international war and peace-making efforts in Afghanistan have hitherto
been conceptually ill-defined in two important ways. The inefficiency
and ineffectiveness of international peace-making efforts have to do to a
significant extent with major misperceptions and misinterpretations of the
actual rooted problems as well as a poor conceptual grasp of the situation
on the ground in this war-torn country. According to the author, the
strategic deadlock in war making is, in fact, equally related to common
misperceptions and consequently to serious deficiencies in choosing proper
strategies and approaches. As a result, the strategies of international forces
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and local governments for peace-making have not undergone substantial
modifications for many decades. Based on the realist theory of international
relations and referring to numerous insights by Carl von Clausewitz, the
author puts forward explanations for the strategic stalemate in war waging
and the conceptual conundrum of peace-making in Afghanistan.

Akram Umarov (Chapter 4) inquires into the numerous structural and
multidimensional links between the governance problems and develop-
ment issues that affect Kyrgyzstan as a rentier state. He argues that there is a
close connection between increasing rent and deteriorating governance as a
result of the overwhelmingly top-down nature of development governance.
Using a variety of indicators from international institutions, he seeks to
investigate to what extent direct connections can be traced between changes
in sources of government revenue and adjustments to governance and
how ignorance of a bottom-up approach to development can negatively
affect the country’s resilience. To this end, the main research question
is divided into three subquestions: (1) Why has Kyrgyzstan been facing
problems such as high-level corruption, clientelism, together with low levels
of accountability and submission to the rule of law, and generally inefficient
governance plus severe economic problems despite receiving substantial
external aid and implementing numerous development projects? (2) Why
has Kyrgyzstan been unable to make effective use of the considerable aid
and state revenues it has received to build resilience? (3) What is the
connection between increasing revenues from different sources of rent such
as external aid, gold exports, and leasing military bases, and increased
authoritarianism and corruption, and degraded governance, stability, and
economic development in Kyrgyzstan?

Aliia Maralbaeva (Chapter 5) shows the significance of e-justice trans-
formation as part of an ongoing reform involving the digitalization of pub-
lic services in Kyrgyzstan. On the one hand, implemented e-justice systems
facilitate the openness of courts, business processes in courts, transparency,
efficiency, and accessibility. On the other, they significantly increase the
need for data storage and raise challenges and risks for privacy, confidenti-
ality, and data security. As a result of the relatively recent application of
e-justice systems in Kyrgyzstan, an integrated legal framework outlining
the cybersecurity of e-justice transformation is still lacking. In light of this
gap, the author explores national legislation, government strategies, and
implemented e-justice systems to identify a successful balance between
openness of courts and data protection.
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Shalva Dzebisashvili and Lia Evoyan (Chapter 6) investigates why hybrid
regimes, or semi-democracies in which democratic and autocratic features
are mixed, are unable to complete the democratic transition to form stable
institutions and full-fledged civil societies. They argue that, instead of solid-
ifying democratic gains in the long term, hybrid regimes often fall into
the trap of democratic backsliding. Semi-authoritarian hybrid regimes use
their national security agencies to consolidate their newly acquired power
after democratic transition and eventually fail to preclude the prospect
of an authoritarian reversal. Using the case study of Armenia, one of the
first nations in post-Soviet space to adopt key principles of democratic
governance, they show convincingly how, despite expectations of radical
democratic change and institutional transformation, the establishment of
a patronage system, widespread corruption, political persecution and the
monopolization of political power contributed to the stalling of democratic
transformation and good governance. Dzebisashvili and Evoyan review the
period of the last 30 years and attempts to uncover the major factors that
contributed to this stalling notwithstanding multiple changes of political
regimes and elites. They argue that the democratic backsliding has to be
attributed primarily to the common pathologies shared by different (rival)
political groups/elites and is strongly linked to the extensive use of internal
security agencies to consolidate power (after political victory), persecute
opponents and police politics. The old-fashioned security apparatus, inher-
ited from, and built in accordance with, Soviet tradition, lurks behind what
comes across as a new wave of democratic transformation.

Serik Beimenbetov, Zumrat Sanakulova and Zhansaya Aitbay (Chapter
7) examine the effects of rising neoliberalism on labour in Kazakhstan by
looking at the situation of oil workers in the west of the country, who have
been subject to direct attacks by the state over the last decades. Contrary
to expectations, the introduction of neoliberal, market-oriented reforms in
this sector has not led to greater prosperity for the workers, but to increased
commodification of labour, the insulation of workers from key decision-
making processes, a curtailment of workers™ rights, and blatant coercion.
This development has been accompanied by growing discontent among
workers who, in the absence of an impartial judiciary and independent
trade unions, often find themselves at the mercy of employers and the
coercive state. All this is highlighted in this chapter by reference to the
situation of workers in the oil sector in Western Kazakhstan, which has
been the backbone of oil industry in the country. Specifically, the authors
interrogate the dynamics of neoliberalism in Kazakhstan and its impact
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on the oil sector, identify its contradictions and, against this background,
examine the forms and dynamics of labour unrest. They argue that the
inability of workers to form an effective countermovement is due to the
absence of independent trade unions and thus a lack of leadership. The
study draws on the results of field research in Western Kazakhstan in 2022.
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Polity Diffusion and Regime Security in Central Asia

Aijan Sharshenova!

Introduction

More than a decade ago, Alexander Cooley (2013) authored an article
in which he coined the term “league of authoritarian gentlemen.” In his
scholarly contribution, Cooley drew attention to a prevailing phenomenon
involving political elites from Russia, China, and Central Asia. He under-
scored their persistent endeavour to establish alliances characterized by op-
position to democratic principles, concurrently formulating strategies and
tools designed to counter democratic norms. A decade later, it is becoming
increasingly evident that this trend has not merely survived but has, in
fact, gathered momentum. The political elites of the Eurasian region appear
to have fortified their capacities, becoming more proficient, efficient, and
resolute in their pursuit of the shrinking space for political freedoms and
civil rights within the region.

This chapter represents an extension of existing research within the
scholarly domain of studies in authoritarian political systems, autocratic
diffusion, and the concept of authoritarian learning. It seeks to provide
a comprehensive analysis of prevailing political trends within the Central
Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan,
while also considering their broader regional context. Notably, this study
removes Turkmenistan from under its spotlight, as that nation’s political
leadership has embarked on an evident trajectory toward totalitarianism,
making it distinct from the rest of the Central Asian region and the major-
ity of political systems in the world. Turkmenistan truly is a fascinating case
and deserves a separate analytical endeavour.

Focusing on the contemporary period, which roughly includes the past
five to ten years, this chapter engages in detailed exploration of the mul-
tifaceted dimensions characterizing autocratic diffusion. Importantly, it ap-
proaches this analysis without any normative judgement or biases toward
any specific political framework or ideology. Polity here refers to a political

1 Executive Director at Crossroads Central Asia, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.
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system in its larger sense. In Central Asia, a polity refers to one of the
nondemocratic illiberal political regimes of Central Asia, which, for the
purposes of semantic ease, are grouped under the umbrella term of autocra-
cies. While this grouping does not do justice to the variety and complexity
of nondemocratic regimes in the world in general, and in Central Asia
particularly, it does help simplify the analysis and fit it into the scope of this
contribution.

The research aims to shed light on the intricate interplay of political
dynamics that have unfolded within the Central Asian region during the
specified time frame. It does so by adopting a holistic perspective that
takes into consideration a range of factors including, but not limited to,
governance structures, state—society relations, geopolitical influences, and
socioeconomic developments.

Moreover, this contribution places the concepts of autocratic diffusion
and authoritarian learning within the broader context of international rela-
tions, acknowledging the global implications of autocratic diffusion and
its impact on the larger neighbourhood of the Central Asian republics. In
doing so, it tries to shed some light on the reciprocal influences and interac-
tions between these nations and external actors, whether in the realm of
political alliances, economic cooperation, or security arrangements.

To achieve a nuanced and comprehensive understanding, this analysis
draws upon empirical evidence on the ground, highlighting some import-
ant political developments that have taken place in recent years. Further-
more, it seeks to engage with the evolving discourse surrounding autocracy
and its diffusion, thereby contributing to the ongoing dialogue within the
academic community.

In summary, this chapter aspires to contribute valuable insights into
the intricate dynamics of autocratic diffusion within the Central Asian
region and its broader geopolitical context. Through its empirical analysis,
it strives to contribute to our comprehension of the complex interplay
between political systems, regional developments, and global forces, ulti-
mately advancing our knowledge within this field of study. While it is a task
beyond the scope of this chapter, the ultimate hope is to continue the ongo-
ing academic and policy conversation on autocratic alliances, authoritarian
learning and know-how, and how it might shape the dominant political
systems of the future world.
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Research on Autocratic Polities

Prior to examining the case study concerning the diffusion of autocratic
polities within Central Asia, it is important to address certain conceptual
and theoretical intricacies that are required for the purposes of clarity and
unambiguity. In this section, a detailed analysis of fundamental concepts,
particularly “polity” and “autocracy,” is positioned within their broader
contextual framework. This serves a twofold purpose: first, it establishes a
shared and cohesive framework of key terminologies, which will be used
throughout this analysis. Second, it serves as a foundational framework
upon which the analysis will be constructed. Having established operation-
al definitions of such terms, I will explore the existing research on polity
diffusion and look into such phenomena as autocratic diffusion, author-
itarian persistence and resilience, authoritarian legitimation, and hybrid
regimes. Finally, it is important to reflect on the emerging body of research
on Central Asian authoritarianism as the geographic location and the so-
cio-economic and political impact of the shared Soviet past might have
made their own contribution to shaping what the region looks like at the
present.

Research on Authoritarianism

Academic inquiry into the nature of political regimes has become more
vague and obscure in recent times. It increasingly avoids providing clear-
cut categorizations and instead positions real-world regimes along a spec-
trum that spans from an ideal, almost utopian-style democracy governed
by the rule of law at one end to what can be considered a hypothetically
dystopian dictatorship at the other. Such an approach to definitions and
classifications results in a situation whereas political systems exist within
an enormously broad range between these two extremes. In an effort to ad-
dress these issues, a variety of researchers in the field opted for creating new
terms to describe the complexities of contemporary political regimes. What
follows below is yet another attempt to structure the existing knowledge
and understanding of nondemocratic regimes.

Within the framework of this chapter, I define an autocratic polity as an
illiberal regime that is characterized by the presence of regular elections,
but fails to uphold the principles of the rule of law, the separation of
powers, and the protection of certain fundamental civil rights and political
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freedoms. In such political systems elections may occur periodically, but
they often take place within a context where the core tenets of liberal
democracy, such as the safeguarding of individual rights and the checks
and balances on government authority, are deficient or undermined. This
definition builds upon the existing research and, hopefully, reflects the
complexities of real-world political systems.

Michael Wahman and colleagues (2013) contribute significantly to the
categorization of autocratic political systems by providing a lucid and
compelling typology that is rooted in the institutional framework of these
systems. According to their classification (Wahman et al., (2013: 23), they
delineate two primary categories: authoritarian regimes de