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of Kazakhstan for 
a limited period 
of time to stabi-
lize and normalize 
the situation in 
that country.” The 
same day, these 
forces began to ar-
rive in Kazakhstan. 
On 19 January 
2022, the CSTO 
Secretary General 
informed the 
CSTO Collective Security Council 
that all contingents of its Collective 
Peacekeeping Forces have been 
withdrawn from the territory of 
Kazakhstan. 

Much ink has been spilled in 
writing about why these events took 
place, what caused them, who was 
behind them, and who or what fa-
vored them. Most of what has ap-
peared in print has not been particu-
larly coherent or accurate. The truth 
is that too little is known at the mo-
ment: much time will need to pass 
for scholars to gain a clear under-
standing of what exactly happened 
within the Kazakhstani security and 
elite apparatus so that these violent 
dynamics could be unleashed. 

Yet, what has been somehow 
neglected and, when addressed, 
grossly simplified, is the role that 
the CSTO had in addressing the 
crisis, let alone the potential reper-

cussions that this 
intervention may 
have on the Central 
Asian regional 
order and world 
order more widely. 
The escalation of 
the conflict over 
Ukraine that was 
triggered by the 
onset of Russia’s 
“special military 
operation” in late 

February 2022 has further muddied 
the analytical waters. 

What has gone largely unnoticed 
is that the revival of this regional al-
liance, which has been institution-
ally dormant in the previous years, 
may be read as a sign that the dy-
namics leading world order to em-
brace region-based multilateralism 
and a more embedded pluralism—
defined as diversity of political 
ideas, norms, and principles—
are getting stronger and clearer. 
Furthermore, this may mean that 
Eurasian regionalism itself is at a 
crossroads. But let’s go in order.

Some Clarifications

First, clarity in terms of member-
ship and vocabulary, as well as 

with respect to historical analogies, 
is much needed. In many reputable 
Western media outlets, from the 
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In the first two weeks of 2022, 
Kazakhstan was ravaged by an 
unprecedented scale of pro-

tests, violence, and repression. While 
it is still very much difficult to know 
what exactly caused the clashes, what 
seems to be the case is that it in-
volved the meeting of two different 
and separated dynamics. The first 
was peaceful protest, which origi-
nated in the west of the country be-
cause of the doubling of LPG prices 
alongside the solidarity expressed 
with the protesters in other parts of 
the country, i.e., in the north as well 
as in the east and the south. The 
second was the presence of violent 
bandits, criminals, and hooligans 
that in less than perfect coordination 
set ablaze Almaty, Taraz, Shymkent, 
and other centers in the south, which 
led to the bloodiest clashes in the his-
tory of independent Kazakhstan. In 

a series of rapid escalations, which 
even those inside the Central Asian 
nation are still struggling to under-
stand, the initially peaceful marches 
descended into violence.

On 5 January 2022, the 
Kazakhstani authorities, fearing for 
the collapse of the constitutional 
order and for the state to spiral 
into country-wide bloodshed, de-
cided to request the intervention 
of the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) to protect 
sensitive and strategic infrastructural 
objectives such as power grids and 
airports so to allow to the internal 
security forces to repress and quell 
the violence. On 6 January 2022, the 
CSTO Collective Security Council 
issued a statement indicating its de-
cision to “send the CSTO Collective 
Peacekeeping Forces to the Republic 

The CSTO Intervention in 
Kazakhstan 

The revival of this region-
al alliance may be read as 
a sign that the dynamics 
leading world order to 
embrace region-based 
multilateralism and a 
more embedded plural-
ism are getting stronger 

and clearer. 
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U.S. to Italy going through Germany 
and the UK, among others, the term 
‘CSTO’ was often used as a syn-
onym for ‘Russia.’ Clearly, this is not 
the case. Nobody disputes the fact 
that, in terms of budget contribu-
tions, units’ contributions, official 
language of meetings, and general 
overseeing of the organization (in-
cluding the location of the institu-
tional structure thereof), Russia is 
the primary actor within the CSTO. 
One just has to acknowledge that 90 
percent of the budget of the organi-
zation is contributed by Russia. Yet, 
to equate the two is to seriously mis-
understand a project that—despite 
the preponderance just noted—is 
nonetheless multilateral in nature. 
Russia aside, member states to the 
organization are Armenia, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajik-
istan. The importance of this multi-
lateralism will be explained later in 
this essay. For now, it is important to 
remind the readers that the CSTO 
is a multilateral organization and 
that neglecting this multilateralism 
means to downplay a shared con-
sensus and understanding on some 
of the cardinal principles at the heart 
of the organization, such as regime 
security and territorial integrity, that 
sustain and perpetuate the Eurasian 
regional order. 

Second, the labeling of the CSTO 
intervention into Kazakhstan as an 
‘invasion.’ This, again, is a gross 

misreading and mislabeling of 
what, in all effects, was an inter-
vention following a formal request 
coming from the highest authority 
of the state experiencing internal 
turmoil on the basis of Article 4 
of the CSTO charter. The CSTO 
forces entered Kazakhstani ter-
ritory only after a formal invita-
tion was extended, the necessary 
paperwork approved, and a de-
cision reached by a consensus of 
its members was approved. As 
a matter of fact, Article 5 of the 
CSTO charter stresses the volun-
tary participation of its members, 
while Article 12 prescribes con-
sensus when it comes to the reso-
lutions of the main bodies of the 
organization, i.e., the Council for 
Collective Security, the Council of 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs, the 
Council of Ministers of Defense, 
and the Committee of Secretaries 
of Security Councils. 

Third, this multilateral enter-
prise should not be confused ei-
ther with prior historical examples 
like the Warsaw Pact or analogized 
with contemporary organizations 
(e.g., the CSTO as a ‘mini-NATO’). 
Different from both, the CSTO 
manifestly lacks an underlying 
ideology and is mostly a tool for 
Russia to keep military ties with 
some former Soviet republics, an 
opportunity for smaller states to 
benefit from security cooperation 

with Russia, and a platform to facil-
itate military arms sales, training, 
and the exchange of documents 
and data related to security. Let 
alone the enormous geographical, 
historical, and membership- and 
endowment-wise differences.

If anything, it is the lack of co-
ordination with the United 

Nations, expressly foreseen by 
Chapter VIII of the UN Charter 
and recently disciplined by UN 
General Assembly resolution 
73/331, adopted on 25 July 2019, 
that has been both surprising and 
a bone of contention. The text 
of said resolution includes var-
ious formulations “inviting” and 
“encouraging” the UN and the 
CSTO to “continue,” “enhance,” 
“increase,” or “strengthen” their 
“coordination,” “cooperation,” 
“collaboration,” “interaction,” and 
“consultations” in various areas, in-
cluding peacekeeping. But nothing 
more substantive than that. Still, 
the CSTO chose not to “consult” 
with the UN in the context of 
its intervention in Kazakhstan. 
Additional analysis will be re-
quired with respect to its motiva-
tions, although it may have had to 
do partly with the urgency of the 
matter and partly with its evolving 
understanding of the abovemen-
tioned embedded pluralism and 
its operation along strong regional 
multilateral lines. 

Nonetheless, what is interesting 
to note is that right after the ter-
mination of the CSTO mission in 
Kazakhstan, the CSTO Secretary 
General Stanislav Zas and the UN 
Assistant Secretary-General for 
Political Affairs Miroslav Jenča 
had a meeting in which the latter 
noted that he was impressed by the 
speed and excellent organization 
of the transfer and deployment of 
the CSTO Collective Peacekeeping 
Forces into the Republic of 
Kazakhstan and appreciated the 
rapidity of contacts between the 
CSTO and the UN Secretariats and 
emphasized that the UN Secretary-
General received timely informa-
tion from the CSTO about the cur-
rent situation and the deployment 
of the peacekeeping contingent. 
Also, the UN Security Council was 
notified of the CSTO’s decision, as 
were the secretaries general of the 
OSCE and the SCO. As shall be said 
more on this below, notification is 
not consultation.

Past Operations and 
Present Circumstances

In previous years, the CSTO 
had several opportunities to 

intervene in conflicts taking place 
on the territory of its members. 
First, there were the inter-ethnic 
clashes in Osh, in southern Kyrgyz-
stan, for which the Kyrgyz interim 
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leadership guided 
by Roza Otun-
bayeva asked the 
CSTO to intervene 
so as to restore 
order and stability. 
This was in June 
2010. Back then, 
not only did the 
CSTO refuse to 
intervene because 
the matter was con-
sidered by other 
CSTO members 
an internal affair of Kyrgyzstan, 
but also different member states 
opposed the intervention on the 
grounds that this would have em-
broiled the organization in a po-
tentially explosive ethnic conflict 
between two members states with 
potentially long-lasting conse-
quences in terms of patterns of 
amity/enmity in the region. In this 
respect, the fear of Russia coming 
was especially voiced by then presi-
dent of Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov, 
at a time when Uzbekistan was still 
a member to the organization. 

More recently, in 2020, and again 
in Kyrgyzstan, violence erupted that 
brought Sadyr Japarov to power. 
This led to requests for a CSTO 
intervention, which again was de-
clined on the basis of the internal 
nature of the conflict. Third, also 
in 2020, the CSTO’s intervention 
was requested by Armenia during 

the conflict over 
Karabakh with 
Azerbaijan. And, 
once again, this was 
deemed (mostly by 
Russia) to be an in-
ternal conflict (i.e., 
a conflict taking 
place entirely on the 
territory of a non-
CSTO member) 
and hence outside 
the legitimate juris-
diction of the orga-

nization. These three refused inter-
ventions, whatever the legitimacy 
of their grounds, led many analysts 
and scholars to dub the CSTO as a 
paper tiger, as the dog that does not 
bark, as a simulacrum of an orga-
nization that exists perhaps de jure 
but not really de facto. 

The curious thing is that in the 
wake of its intervention in 

Kazakhstan, many of those same 
analyses and commentaries por-
tray the organization as a vehicle of 
Russian imperialism and a threat to 
the sovereignty of its member states 
while also questioning why the 
CSTO intervened in the first place. 
It seems like a typical case where 
neither action nor inaction are satis-
fying outcomes. As with most things 
in politics, and indeed life, perhaps 
the truth is in somewhere in the 
middle. The CSTO is not perhaps an 
organization as active, as integrated, 

and as politicized as NATO; but at 
the same time, it is not a smoke-
screen for the grand designs of ter-
ritorial conquest and revisionism of 
one or more of its member states. 

The technicalities of the re-
cent mission to Kazakhstan may 
help understand this point better. 
Notwithstanding the post facto cries 
that the intervention was a gen-
eral rehearsal for Ukraine or that it 
represented yet another attempted 
power-grab orchestrated by Russia, 
the mission counted approximately 
2,500 personnel, 700 of which were 
Belarussian, plus Armenian, Kyrgyz, 
and Tajik contingents, with duties 
of protection and surveillance of 
sensible infrastructure. This is not 
exactly an overwhelming number 
of soldiers. The mission lasted some 
10 days, and the entire CSTO con-
tingent left Kazakhstani territory 
within the timeline agreed by all 
members and suggested by President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev himself on 
19 January 2022. 

This all took place in the after-
math of two quite infelicitous state-
ments by U.S. Secretary of State 
Tony Blinken, who first argued that 
“once Russians are in your house, it’s 
sometimes very difficult to get them 
to leave,” before later going on to say 
that “Kazakhstan will need to offer 
an explanation as to why the CSTO 
was invited.” The first statement was 

proven wrong in light of events and, 
once again, seemed to neglect the 
fact that this was a multilateral en-
terprise (with the already acknowl-
edged prominent role played by 
Russia, hinted at by Tokayev him-
self in his speech expressing grati-
tude to CSTO leaders). The second 
statement showed a peculiar inter-
pretation of diplomacy and sov-
ereignty: after all, Kazakhstan is a 
country that, being sovereign, is en-
titled to ask for help to whomever it 
wants—and this requires no further 
explanation, certainly not to those 
who have no standing to ask for 
one. These statements by Blinken, 
paired with the widespread misun-
derstandings analyzed above, have 
not proved helpful to understanding 
the events in Kazakhstan, let alone 
to the establishment of a milder and 
more favorable diplomatic climate 
between great powers, which would 
have been helpful, to say the least, in 
these recent weeks of mistrust and 
mutual suspicion in the context of 
the conflict over Ukraine. 

Regional and Global 
Implications

As stated above, very few anal-
yses have devoted enough 

time and attention to the regional 
implications of the CSTO’s interven-
tion in Kazakhstan—much less to its 
potential repercussions on world 

The CSTO is not perhaps 
an organization as ac-
tive, as integrated, and 
as politicized as NATO; 
but at the same time, it is 
not a smokescreen for the 
grand designs of territori-
al conquest and revision-
ism of one or more of its 

member states. 
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order. First, to un-
derstand one of the 
most crucial con-
sequences of these 
events, we need 
to go back to what 
I had said earlier 
about the funda-
mental multilateral 
enterprise of the 
CSTO’s interven-
tion in Kazakhstan. 
The powerful mes-
sage that was sent cane be summa-
rized as follows: “Eurasia is ready to 
support and entrench incumbents 
whenever they are under foreign 
threat.” It is undeniable, as a matter 
of fact, that the CSTO’s Kazakhstan 
intervention marked a watershed 
for Eurasian regional security, given 
that it represents the first example 
of a deployment of military units in 
Central Asia from abroad since the 
Tajik civil war (1992-1997). A new 
trend in rising solidarity and mutual 
assistance in Central Asia may well 
be on its way. 

This qualitative change in the 
CSTO’s organizational purpose—
which went from a coordinating 
and rather technical organization 
to a more proactive and solidar-
istic multilateral forum in the field 
of security in a matter of weeks—is 
perhaps surprising, although not ex-
actly sudden. As a matter of fact, on 
19 May 2021, a meeting of the CSTO 

Council of Foreign 
Ministers was held 
in Dushanbe. This 
organ approved a 
draft Agreement 
on Jurisdiction and 
Legal Assistance 
in Cases Related 
to the Temporary 
Presence of Forces 
and Means of the 
Collective Security 
System in the 

Territories of the CSTO Member 
States. The purpose of this docu-
ment, as reported by the CSTO, is to 
“create a mechanism for cooperation 
between the competent authorities 
of the CSTO member states: mili-
tary police, military investigation, 
military prosecutor’s office, military 
courts (tribunals) in criminal and 
administrative cases against persons 
who are part of the forces and means 
of the collective security system.” 
The Agreement was then signed in 
Dushanbe on 16 September 2021, 
during the next session of the CSTO 
Collective Security Council. With 
the benefit of hindsight, this devel-
opment is crucial in understanding 
the shift of the organization’s self-de-
fined purpose. 

Thus, the first consequence 
of the CSTO intervention is 

that it seems to be in line with al-
ready consolidated trends about 
regime (or at least incumbent) 

protection—the understanding that 
avtoritet and stabil’nost’ constitute 
the two normative cornerstones of 
the Eurasian order. This is mostly 
evident in the way in which mem-
bers states and crucial non-member 
states (e.g., China 
and Uzbekistan) 
rallied around the 
justification pro-
vided by Tokayev 
to invoke, legiti-
mately in his mind 
and in that of his 
regional peers, Ar-
ticle 4 of the CSTO 
charter to allow 
for foreign forces. 
For example, Beijing has a lot to 
lose from destabilization in the re-
gion, hence China was relatively 
muted as the violence broke out in 
Kazakhstan, expressing no concerns 
about the CSTO mission and backing 
the diagnosis that a foreign-sponsored 
coup could be in progress. 

Whether this rationale is au-
thentic, legitimate, and corrobo-
rated by the findings that the in-
vestigation wanted by Tokayev is 
now tasked to produce, is another 
matter. What matters here (since it 
has profound relevance for the sa-
lience of the notion of embedded 
pluralism) is the common norma-
tive and ethical understanding of 
what sovereignty, order, legitimacy, 
and stability has for the CSTO and 

its member states. This may not 
be seen necessarily as a direct pro-
motion of authoritarianism, but 
rather as a convergence around a 
specific meaning of sovereignty, 

authority, and sta-
bility that converge 
around the idea of 
strong rule. In this 
respect, one may 
even look at the 
CSTO interven-
tion not as an act 
of regional politics, 
but in fact as one 
of domestic poli-
tics—with Tokayev 
invoking its pres-

ence on Kazakhstani soil to be le-
gitimized by his peers. While often 
overlooked in (mostly, but not 
exclusively) Western analyses of 
Eurasian regionalism, symbolism 
is a crucial component thereof.

The second consequence of 
the CSTO intervention in 

Kazakhstan is that it may poten-
tially create mutual suspicion and 
an additional fracture within the 
Central Asian regional security 
complex, as this trend may not 
necessarily apply to Uzbekistan. 
On the same day that the CSTO 
announced the deployment of 
“Collective Peacekeeping Forces” 
to Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan’s Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs issued an 
official note saying that the country 

The first consequence of 
the CSTO intervention is 
that it seems to be in line 
with the understanding 
that avtoritet and sta-
bil’nost’ constitute the two 
normative cornerstones 

of the Eurasian order.

The CSTO’s Kazakhstan 
intervention marked a 
watershed for Eurasian 
regional security, given 
that it represents the first 
example of a deployment 
of military units in Cen-
tral Asia from abroad 
since the Tajik civil war.
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expressed confi-
dence and hope 
in the leadership 
of Kazakhstan, 
and that it was 
sure the situation 
could be resolved 
without external 
assistance. The actual deployment 
of the CSTO units and, perhaps 
even more importantly, the 10 Jan-
uary 2022 statement made by the 
president of Belarus, Aleksandr 
Lukashenko, during an emergency 
meeting of the CSTO Collective 
Security Council (no less) that the 
next possible unrest could take 
place in Uzbekistan, have increased 
the suspicion of Uzbekistan towards 
security-based multilateral organi-
zations. Incidentally, one could say 
that this suspicion is enshrined in 
the country’s 2015 foreign policy 
concept, which has recently been 
reaffirmed, that states its commit-
ment not to join military blocs. 

In any event, Lukashenko’s 
comments caused public outrage 
in Uzbekistan, especially among 
local pundits and in the expert 
community, although remarks by 
Uzbekistani officials stayed rela-
tively restrained. Across the media, 
Lukashenka’s remarks were called a 
“diplomatic mistake” and a “threat 
to Uzbekistan’s sovereignty.” 
Uzbekistani experts generally 
agreed that, as they put it, “Europe’s 

last dictator” 
was doing the 
Kremlin’s bidding: 
the thinly veiled 
message found in 
his clumsy remarks 
was allegedly in-
tended to heighten 

pressure on Uzbekistan to join the 
CSTO and other Russia-led region-
alist organizations. To Uzbekistani 
observers, Lukashenko’s pointed 
remarks were the latest in a long 
series of attempts by Russia to 
pressure Uzbekistan into joining 
the CSTO. 

However, that pressure campaign 
has so far been backfiring. Indeed, 
the CSTO troop deployment 
to Kazakhstan, combined with 
Lukashenko’s warning, united 
Uzbekistani officials, local opinion 
leaders, and experts in rejecting 
CSTO membership under any 
circumstances. Whatever the 
Kazakhstani leader’s reasons for 
calling in CSTO peacekeepers, 
political elites and experts in 
Uzbekistan collectively and reso-
lutely rejected any such possibility 
for their own country. Specifically, 
they have characterized any poten-
tial invitation for foreign troops to 
put down domestic protests as tan-
tamount to losing one’s sovereign 
statehood and as a national humili-
ation in light of the achievement of 
30 years of independence. 

The big question remains 
what the future of Eur-
asian security will look 
like without Uzbekistan’s 
position being formalized. 

It is therefore legitimate to expect 
that, from the Uzbek side, there 
will be a dual move. First, that the 
abovementioned solidarist trend 
between Eurasian and Central 
Asian states with respect to regime 
protection and the entrenchment 
of incumbents will meet the favor 
of Tashkent in normative terms, 
but not in terms 
of how to do en-
force it—this will 
basically amount 
to a dovetailing 
between regional 
norms and re-
gional practices. 
Second, and conse-
quently, Tashkent 
is likely to con-
tinue its policy 
of bilateralism in 
foreign policy, 
pursuing further cooperation and 
coordination with neighboring 
countries and Russia in the field of 
military and state security without 
participating in formalized mul-
tilateral structures. Thus, the big 
question remains what the future 
of Eurasian security will look like 
without Uzbekistan’s position 
being formalized.

The third consequence of the 
CSTO intervention is that it 

will be reasonable to expect more 
openness, and a greater propen-
sity, to discuss a possibly more pro-

active role for the CSTO in future 
conflicts in Eurasia. After all, 
what recent events have shown 
is that, irrespectively of the nor-
mative standings and preferences 
of analysts, the CSTO has indeed 
demonstrated a surprising ability 
to adapt to local contingencies and 
to pursue pragmatic, goal-oriented 

c o o r d i n a t i o n . 
While future inter-
ventions will keep 
being discussed 
on a case-by-case 
basis, it is clear 
that what hap-
pened in Kazakh-
stan will ensure 
the organization 
has more leeway 
to try to play a 
more active role 
that goes beyond 

coordination, training, and infor-
mation-sharing, perhaps assuming 
even a mediating role in some of 
the existing tense situations in the 
region. It is not by chance, per-
haps, that the wave of violence 
that erupted on the Kyrgyz-Tajik 
border in the final days of January 
2022 prompted CSTO Secretary 
General Stanislav Stas to voice the 
organization’s availability to play 
a role in resolving the issue, in-
cluding mediation. This, it should 
be noted, contrasts starkly with the 
rebuttal that Kyrgyzstan’s Japarov 
got right at a CSTO meeting in 2021 

The third consequence of 
the CSTO intervention is 
that it will be reasonable 
to expect more openness, 
and a greater propensity, 
to discuss a possibly more 
proactive role for the 
CSTO in future conflicts 

in Eurasia. 
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when he mentioned the CSTO as a 
possible arbitrator in the issue of 
Kyrgyz-Tajik border conflicts, thus 
signaling an evolution in the orga-
nization—and, perhaps, of its stra-
tegic objectives, too. 

The fourth and final conse-
quence of the CSTO inter-

vention in Kazakhstan has more 
of a global reach. I hinted at this 
at the beginning of this essay: we 
may be seeing the onset of a push 
towards an even more entrenched 
and embedded pluralism in world 
order. This is evidenced in the 
statement issued on 26 May 2020 
by the foreign ministers of the 
CSTO member states that called 
for establishing a fairer and more 
democratic world order. In par-
ticular, as Russian foreign min-
ister Sergey Lavrov explained at 
the time, the CSTO foreign min-
isters “supported the creation of a 
fairer and more democratic world 
order based on internationally 
recognized principles of interna-
tional law” and “adopted a joint 
statement on this issue, which 
reaffirms the commitment of the 
CSTO members to the goals and 
principles of the UN Charter.” To 
many, this sounds like an incon-
sistency—perhaps even a contra-
diction in terms—given the au-
thoritarian governance structure 
of most polities in Eurasia. How-
ever, one needs to go deeper in the 

analytical interpretation of this 
term, to understand that a “dem-
ocratic world order” is one that is 
organized along the lines of a plu-
ralist ethics and communitarian 
principles, and that it is democratic 
in that allows for fundamental dif-
ferences to coexist—in other words, 
embedded pluralism.

Here, in this context, by “plu-
ralism” I mean the diffuse distribu-
tion of power, wealth, and cultural 
authority; and by “embedded” I 
mean that cultural and ideological 
difference are not only tolerated, 
but respected and even valued as 
the foundation of coexistence. This 
is a concept that, in nuce, began to 
appear quite frequently in Russian 
official speeches (let alone in those 
of Central Asians) in the past few 
years, is inherently linked to the 
concept of embedded pluralism, 
and, indeed, is aligned to the 
kind of strategic and discursive 
narratives deployed by Chinese 
officials, too. 

A few Russian examples are 
sufficient for present purposes. In 
a November 2021 address to the 
Russia-Islamic World Strategic 
Vision Group, Russian presi-
dent Vladimir Putin mentioned 
the need for a “democratic world 
order […] that is based on the 
rule of law and the peaceful coex-
istence of states and is free of the 

dictate of force and any forms of 
discrimination.” Putin also argued 
for the necessity of “promoting an 
interfaith and inter-civilizational 
dialogue, ensuring international 
stability and security, and building 
a fairer and democratic world 
order” at the Twelfth International 
Economic Summit between Russia 
and the Islamic world in Kazan, 
which took place in July 2021. A 
few months earlier, Lavrov had 
promoted “the objective trend for 
democratizing interaction between 
states and creating a fair, inclusive, 
and polycentric world order” in 
his meeting with UN Secretary-
General António Guterres, 
stressing that “the voice of every 
country, regardless of its size, mil-
itary, or economic capacity, must 
be heard within the framework 
of this democratic world order.” 
Of some interest, perhaps, is that 
the same concerns were voiced at 
the Sixth BRICS Parliamentary 
Forum in late October 2020 by 
the Chairman of the State Duma, 
Vyacheslav Volodin.

Fairer and More 
Democratic World Order

In this respect, the CSTO in-
tervention in Kazakhstan 

has indeed entrenched this un-
derstanding of world order as it 

applies to Eurasia along three 
fundamental trajectories. First, the 
understanding of sovereignty not 
as a right but as a capacity. In other 
words, sovereignty in Eurasia is 
qualified as such not through a 
nominal act of international law 
(superiorem non recognoscens), 
but through the ability of the lead-
ership of regional states to main-
tain social order, keep competing 
groups in check, and quell dissent 
that may drive such state too far 
from Moscow’s interests.

Second, the fact that 
international security in Eurasia 
has again taken on a much-sev-
ered regional trend. This was ev-
ident not just in how swiftly the 
division of labor between Russia 
and China—premised on Russia 
providing military and security 
support and China economic in-
centives and opportunities—has 
been implemented, but also in the 
rapidity of the coordination and 
the deployment of the Kazakhstani 
operation, as well as the margin-
alization of any other actors, both 
state and international. As a matter 
of fact, no concerted great power 
management was visible, and the 
relevant international organiza-
tions were “informed” and “noti-
fied,” not “consulted.” This speaks 
directly to the idea of a “more 
democratic world order” that this 
episode symbolizes. 
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This friction was visible also in 
how the United Nations noted that 
members of a Kazakhstani mili-
tary unit known as the Kazakhstan 
Battalion (KAZBAT)—which is 
drawn from the country’s air-
borne forces and participates in 
UN missions abroad—were pho-
tographed wearing blue helmets 
(the images were taken by a local 
photographer and then spread 
globally by the U.S.-based AP news 
agency) and yet were not part of a 
UN peacekeeping mission. A UN 
spokesperson was quoted by Radio 
Free Europe/Radio Liberty, a U.S.-
government-funded news orga-
nization, as stating that “United 
Nations troop and police con-
tributing countries are to use the 
UN insignia only when they are 
performing their mandated tasks 
as UN peacekeepers, in the con-
text of their deployment within a 
United Nations peacekeeping op-
eration as mandated by the UN 
Security Council,” which was, 
of course, not what took place in 
Kazakhstan. Yet, as we noted above, 
the UN was quick to congratu-
late CSTO’s conflict-management 
once its mission was over. 

Third, this episode may signal a 
push to regionalize conflict-man-
agement, allowing regional great 
powers to take ownership of 
their own regional security com-
plexes—at least in instances in 

which other (regional) great 
powers do not object. An earlier 
example of this, similar in many 
respects to the CSTO’s interven-
tion in Kazakhstan, was the 2011 
deployment of the Peninsula 
Shield Force (the Saudi-led mili-
tary arm of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council) to Bahrain at the request 
of its government to help it defend 
its constitutional order against a 
foreign-backed aggression, identi-
fied with Iranian forces. Yet, con-
sidering what discussed above, 
what is important to keep in mind 
is that this potential push towards 
the regionalization of conflict 
management, at least in Eurasia, 
is being undertaken on solidarist 
and multilateral lines, despite the 
undeniable prominent role played 
by Russia. This multilateral dis-
course of necessity and legitima-
tion is often forgotten; yet it is 
fundamental to understand the de-
velopment of these new trends in 
world politics. 

Moreover, exactly because it has 
developed along multilateral lines 
and is based on consensus, this soli-
darity and the negotiated hegemony 
that derives from it should not be 
interpreted as blind and uncon-
ditional. Solidarism as described 
above still develops and takes place 
in a highly politicized realm—one 
marked by contestation, tensions, 
historical and present sensitivities, 

and strategic differences. It is, in 
fact, because of this tension that, for 
example, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Uzbekistan have taken very 
cautious positions on the conflict 
over Ukraine. That is to say, they 
have avoided condemning Russia 
directly, reaffirmed the indivisibility 
of Eurasian security, continued to 
cooperate with Moscow in many 
areas, advocated for the prevalence 
of diplomacy and dialogue, and ab-
stained from voting in favor (or, in 
Uzbekistan’s case, not registering a 
vote) of the recent Western resolu-
tion at the UN General Assembly 
condemning what the Russians call 
a “special military operation” and 
what the text calls an “aggression.” 
Yet, at the same time, they have re-
iterated their adherence to the fun-
damental norms of international 
law and refused to recognize the 
separatist “people’s republics” of 
Donetsk and Lugansk. 

To conclude, it is now clear 
that the tragic events in Ka-

zakhstan constitute a watershed 
event in the history of the country. 
Understanding the origins, causes, 
and deep impact of the popular 
discontent there will be of utmost 
importance to guarantee the sus-
tainable renewal of a more just and 
equitable social contract between 
the authorities and the people. Yet, 
what should also not be forgotten is 
that in parallel to domestic develop-
ments, fundamental regional ones 
have also taken place, affecting the 
very meaning of security and sover-
eignty, and the dynamics of multi-
lateralism in the context of Eurasia. 
These regional effects, in turn, are 
very likely to have future important 
repercussions for the current tra-
jectory of world order and its em-
bedded pluralization. Ignoring 
them is a mistake; downplaying 
them is wishful thinking. BD
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