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Central Asia and
South Caucasus in An Era of
New Great Power Rivalry

Murad Nasibov

he adage “When ele-
phants fight, the grass
gets  trampled”—com-

monly invoked to highlight the
perils faced by smaller or non-he-
gemonic states amidst great power
rivalry—may not be as accurate as
it appears. As with all analogies,
the oversimplification of the con-
sequences of great power rivalry
for the others, the homogeniza-
tion of the impact such a rivalry
may have on small states, and the
ignorance of the agency of small
states are a few of the problems
that such an analogy may effec-
tuate. At the end of the day, the
wisdom in such sayings is recalled
only when they hold true.

A more nuanced analytical ap-
proach might suggest the contrary.
As rivalries among major powers
escalate, the decisions made by

smaller or non-hegemonic states
may assume importance equivalent
to those of the great powers for two
major reasons: increased demand
for their alignment and widening
room of maneuver for small or
non-hegemonic states to play com-
peting major powers against one
another.

As the tension among major
powers intensifies, they seek the
alignment of middle and small
powers all around the world or in
regions of strategic importance.
Partly flowing from this logic, we
observe that small or non-hege-
monic states find ample possibil-
ities to exploit the rivalry among
major powers by positioning them-
selves as valuable but non-com-
mitted partners, thus playing one
great power against another to
extract maximum benefits.

Murad Nasibov is an Associate Lecturer and Research Fellow at the Institute of
Political Science of the Justus-Liebig University of Giessen. The views expressed in

this essay are his own.

he enhanced prospects for

such states to influence the
formation of the emerging inter-
national system appear to be well
recognized in Central Asia and the
South Caucasus—a conglomerate
of non-hegemonic states mostly
encircled by aspirants to regional
or great power status in Eurasia (or
what the editors of Baku Dialogues
call “the Silk Road region”): Russia
to the north, China to the east,
India and Iran to the south, and
Tiirkiye to the west.

Multi-Vectoralism and
Independence

entral Asian states are
known to have declared
their foreign policies to be
“multi-vectoral”—
something  that

In certain periods over the last
three decades, Central Asian states
came indeed very close to substan-
tiating what they declared; at other
times, they seemed to be far from it.
With the ongoing war in Ukraine,
we witness a renewed strong as-
sertion of “multi-vectoralism” in
Central Asia.

The term “multi-vectoral”
can perhaps be better un-
derstood through the concept of
hedging in the academic literature
of international relations and re-
lated fields of political science.
Hedging is a kind of foreign policy
strategy that aims to exploit all
the opportunities that may arise
from cooperation with different
power centers—be they global or
regional—as well as the costs for
those that would
seek to force a

sounds sim-  As rivalries among major hedging state into

ilar to India’s
“multi-alignment.”
What one may

powers escalate, the de-
cisions made by smaller

alignment or ex-
clusive loyalty. A
hedging strategy

simply understand 7 non-hegemonic states  should not be mis-
from this term— may assume importance  taken for a bal-

or at least the equivalent to those ofthe ancing strategy—

way it is used by
the foreign policy

great powers.

another term
overstretched in

elites of the five

Central Asian states—is that they
are ready to engage with multiple
partners that pursue contrasting,
if not clashing, foreign policy
strategies.

the general lan-
guage and even in the academic
literature, which is in a strict sense
reserved for describing a state
that aligns with one side against
another.



For a state to pursue a successful
hedging strategy—and thus engage
in a multi-vectoral foreign policy—
diplomatic skillfulness is required
to ensure that engagement with
one side does not incur any direct
losses due to engagement with the
other side(s). Moreover, it must
increase the total gain, not incur
costs on the part of the exerciser,
and broaden the room of ma-
neuver—not shrink it.

zerbaijan, which does not

belong to Central Asia but,
in the words of its president pro-
nounced on 23 November 2023,
conceives of itself and Central Asia
as constituting a “single political,
economic and geopolitical space”
The divide across the Caspian may
explain why Azerbaijan typically
does not use the same terminology
(i.e., “multi-vectoralism™). Instead,
since the early 2010s Baku has
tended to charac-

to be one that most successfully de-
ploys a hedging strategy.

Along with Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan exemplifies
the efficacy of strategic hedging over
pure balancing, which contrasts
with the experience of Georgia and
Ukraine, in particular. This nu-
anced approach enables these three
states to skillfully navigate global
power dynamics, and thereby avoid
becoming battlegrounds for larger
regional or international powers.

Why Hedging Has
Taken Root

he aforementioned three
countries are beginning to

be identified as “keystone states,” a
term defined by Nikolas Gvosdev
of the U.S. Naval War College in
2015 as “giv[ing] coherence to re-
gional order” They

terize its foreign
policy as “indepen-
dent” This is in-

qualitative upgrade
from a “balanced”
foreign policy—the

Along with Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
tended to indicate a jan exempliﬁes the eﬁi—
cacy of strategic hedging
over pure balancing.

are important,
he says, “because
they are located at
the seams of the
global system and
serve as critical
mediators between

terminology that
was generally in use in the 1990s
and 2000s. Even though Azerbaijan
does not use the “multi-vecto-
ralism” terminology, its “balanced”
foreign policy can easily be judged
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different major
powers, acting as gateways between
different blocs of states, regional
associations, and civilizational
groupings. A keystone state, even
if it is ‘small; [...] may nevertheless

be important to regional or global
security beyond what its own do-
mestic capabilities may merit”
Each of the three states enhances
its “keystone” status by pursuing a
“multi-vectoral” foreign policy (i.e.,
a hedging strategy). Even those
core Silk Road region states that do
not (and cannot) enjoy this status
are also, each in their own way, pur-
suing some version of this strategy.

Several reasons can be given as to
why it has taken root in the core Silk
Road region, unlike, for instance,
in Ukraine or Georgia. First, in par-
ticular, Central Asia faces no sharp
choice. Located in the middle of
Asia, its states are located far from
the West. There is neither a NATO
nor an EU perspective for them.
Located at the heart of Eurasia,
they are not in the collision spot.

Second, within their surroundings,
there is no other regional power
willing to win the exclusive align-
ment of Central Asian states at the
cost of the other regional powers.
There is no willingness among
neighboring powers to generate such
an open rivalry in Central Asia—at
least for now, that is.

Third, their geography also dic-
tates that they exploit their land
routes to the maximum extent
possible, and in all directions, to
compensate for being far from sea
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routes (i.e., for being landlocked
states). Alternatives are always
better. The heavy-weighing eco-
nomic dependence on Russia in the
1990s and 2000s has been gradu-
ally counterbalanced by Chinese
investment and cooperation. Yet, a
channel of breath from both (and
others) that may come with the
Middle Corridor is also important.

Fourth, no particular ideological
alternatives are clashing in the re-
gion. They rather share the prefer-
ence for common norms, such as
multilateralism, sovereignty, and
non-interference—which are often
emphasized in the individual state-
ments of leaders, like Kazakhstan’s
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, or joint
declarations adopted, for instance,
within the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization.

Fifth, they all have stakes in op-
posing Western-promoted regime
change. There are definitely elite
interests being threatened, but
also reflect a popular distaste for
democracy promotion. It is not
about strong anti-West sentiments,
strictly speaking, but the West
having geopolitical motives behind
its democracy promotion agenda
and a fear of the consequences it
may bring to their countries as it
has to Iraq, Afghanistan, and even
Georgia and Ukraine. For younger
states like those in Central Asia,



sovereignty and geopolitical secu-
rity are much more precious. Hence
their reticence in signing up to the
terms of the U.S.-led “rules-based”
liberal international order.

Sixth, they have common secu-
rity concerns regarding Islamic ex-
tremism, radicalism, and terrorism,
plus cross-border smuggling—an
agenda that led to the establish-
ment of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. For Central Asian
states, all secularized (harshly)
under the Soviets, radical Islamist
groups and non-traditional Islamic
denominations or sects originating
from or having a foothold in
Afghanistan are seen as threats. For
Russia, Central Asian borders are
the “second borders,” while China
fears radicalism’s spread among its
already tightly-controlled Uygur
population. India, with a sizeable
Muslim minority, needs also to
confront them beyond its borders
as its arch-enemy Pakistan has a
history of supporting radical mili-
tant groups.

Seventh, there are plenty of prom-
ising cooperation opportunities
in the region, both material and
non-material, which remained
untapped due to the Soviet period
that are, only now, due to growing
global competition, gaining new
prominence. For most of the 1990s
and 2000s, it was primarily about
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oil and gas. Now it is also about
connectivity (from East to West,
from North to South), green en-
ergy, rare earth materials, and other
untapped sources of the region.

Lastly, bargaining and handling—
despite controversies and con-
flicting interests—is the main mode
of engagement in the region. These
postures are preferred to those that
would increase the likelihood, for
the states concerned, of getting
dragged into long, deep-seated
rivalries. It’s all about business—
transactionalism, more broadly—
taking place securely across sover-
eign borders, the maintenance of
which all of these countries take
quite seriously. Such an approach
is a deeply established cultural code
within the elite, partly a legacy of
the Soviet period.

Hence, there is no strong
ground to join one side
against the other side—that is, to
engage in block politics. There are
no clear-cut opposing sides. Not
even between India and China. At
least, for now. Even the Taliban re-
gime is gradually being embraced.
No one wants to distort or sacrifice
projects. Yet, they move cautiously
towards Kabul. A strong, yet some-
what moderated, government with
whom one can cooperate is what
is now much wanted to have in
Afghanistan. No more drama.

Beyond Regional
Implications

t is within this context—i.e.,

the growing opportunity for
Central Asians hedging towards
great powers—that the recent
developments in and around
Armenia and Georgia, whose
geopolitical alignment has been
clear-cut until recently, can also
be explained. Armenia’s recent
rapprochement with the West,
while being heavily tied to Russia,
is not only the result of its dis-
appointment with Russia since
the Second Karabakh War, but
also the widening room for ma-
neuver between Russia and the
West, in which Prime Minister
Nikol Pashinyan tries to build
its distinct agency. Similarly, the
ruling party Georgian Dream’s re-
cent attempt to restrict the space
for Western-funded NGOs, part
of which has a close relationship
with the major opposition par-
ties, reflects the intention of the
Georgian government to weaken
Western leverage in Georgia and
therewith, be able to establish
the necessary flexibility for ma-
neuvering between the collective
West on the one hand and Russia
and China on the other. To what
extent, both Yerevan and Thbilisi
will be able to break with their re-
cent past still remains to be seen.
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A similar argument can be made
with regards to Azerbaijan. One of
the most illustrative formulations
can be found in President Ilham
Aliyev’s most recent inaugural ad-
dress, pronounced earlier this year

in Baku:

We have no other family. Our
family is the Turkic world. If
anyone thinks that we should
look for a family elsewhere, I
can say that we are not welcome
anywhere else, and they are
not even concealing this
anymore. Whereas in previous
years, especially during the
occupation, they tried to lure
us with certain promises to
confuse us—i.e., pull wool over
our eyes, now those masks have
been dropped and there are
dividing lines there. We did not
draw those dividing lines; we
are against any dividing lines.
Even in the South Caucasus,
where there are only three
countries, we can clearly see
these dividing lines today.
Under such circumstances,
should we bow to those who
do not want to accept us
somewhere?

The prevailing  hedging
strategy—what is often re-
ferred to as “multi-vectoralism”
or “multi-alignment”™—in Central
Asia and the South Caucasus car-
ries implications that extend well
beyond the regional boundaries.
Firstly, by asserting their actorness
in the emerging maneuvering space
between the collective West on the



one hand and the Eurasia powers
on the other, the countries of the
region avoid turning themselves,
and their region, into a “battle-
field” among competing powers
and hence, avoid the opening of
new fronts. Secondly, by simultane-
ously engaging in cooperation with
multiple regional and great powers,
they partly absorb power competi-
tion among them and avoid the rise
of new Cold War-like blocks in the
international system.

This role, which characterizes the
core Silk Road region, is particularly
visible when the events unfolding
around the wider region—greater
Eurasia—are considered. The con-
flict over Ukraine has deepened the
divide between Russia and the col-
lective West, effectively disrupting
key trade routes linking Europe to
both Russia and Asia.

Similarly, the conflicts in Gaza
and Yemen, particularly the activ-
ities of the Houthis, have not only
impacted trade routes between
Europe and Asia via the Suez
Canal, but have also hindered
prospects for connectivity be-
tween India, the Arab world, and
the Mediterranean region.

The ambitious Turkish-backed
railway project in Iraq, aimed at
connecting the Gulf to southern
Tirkiye and thus facilitating trade
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between India and Europe, faces
significant hurdles due to insecu-
rity in northern Iraq. While re-
cent moves by the Iraqi National
Security Council to crack down
on the PKK and enhance security
cooperation with Tiirkiye may help
address these challenges, the situa-
tion remains complex, especially in
the absence of full support from the
United States.

Likewise, prospects for improve-
ment in Syria seem bleak in the
near term.

In Southeast Asia, there has
been a notable rise of tension in
the seas, particularly concerning
Taiwan, which could potentially
serve as a flashpoint. However,
the issue extends beyond Taiwan
itself. The primary strategic goal
for the United States is to counter
China’s growing influence in Asia
and prevent its unrestricted access
to and, as they say, “dominance”
over global maritime routes.
Taiwan plays a crucial role in this
strategic calculus. From the estab-
lishment of AUKUS to increased
U.S. support for its regional allies,
such as the recent reaffirmation
of an “ironclad commitment”
to the Philippines, the United
States is actively working to con-
tain and confront what it calls
China’s “expansionist ambitions”
in Southeast Asia.

mid all this tumultuous dis-

order surrounding greater
Eurasia, the innerland Eurasia
(or core Silk Road region), with
Central Asia and South Caucasus
at its heart, is largely stable and
peaceful. Since the 1990s, particu-
larly Central Asia has been one of
the relatively peaceful regions of
the world.

Until recently, this stability held
no particular significance for the
international system. Yet, from
now on, it will. Such a role of
Central Asia is underpinned by
the multi-vectoral foreign policy
of Central Asian states, above all,
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan (cou-
pled with Azerbaijan).

Simply, the fact that Central Asian
states are not willing to engage
in block politics neither among
Eurasian powers nor between them
and the West allows them to accom-
modate and absorb power compe-
tition among major powers, and
not to become an

Azerbaijan—has also been effective
in preventing the onset of serious
dividing lines within the region.

P 1 oreover, European interests

in accessing the resources
of the region, including natural
gas, green energy, and rare earth
materials, have gained particular
significance following the onset of
the present stage in the conflict over
Ukraine. Seeking also an oppor-
tunity in the weakening hands of
Russia in the region to bring Central
Asia closer to Europe, diplomatic
efforts have reached an unprece-
dented level. Above all, the Middle
Corridor—the international multi-
model transit route linking China
to Europe by bypassing Iran and
Russia—is where the interests of
Central Asia, the South Caucasus,
China, and Europe converge.

As the two strongest regional
champions of the Middle Corridor,
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan do not
pursue any policy of economic
exclusion towards
Russia. In the case

object of it. Their
closer  coordina-
tion among them-
selves through,
but not only, the
process of Central

As the two strongest regio-  of
nal champions of the Mid- 2
dle Corridor, Azerbaijan
and Kazakhstan do not

Kazakhstan,
member  of
the Russia-led
Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU),

Asian leaders  pursue any policy of eco-  thisisnot even pos-
summits—tellingly, ~nomic exclusion towards  sible. Any benefit
these have recently Russia. Kazakhstan gains

been joined by

from being part of
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this connectivity mega-project will
also indirectly feed into the eco-
nomic capacity of the EAEU.

While Azerbaijan is not a member
of the EAEU, it does not follow
any economic exclusion policy to-
wards Russia, either. Ironically, a
land route to link Russia to India
also passes through Azerbaijan,
bypassing European waters—this
used to be understood as being the
only feasible option for Russian
shipments.

Namely, the incorporation of
Azerbaijan into the International
North-South Transport Corridor
(INSTC) linking St. Petersburg
and Moscow to Mumbai through
Baku and Tehran, which was inked
by Russia, Iran, and India in 2002
partly in response to the EU’s
TRACECA, ensures there is no
tough geopolitics to follow geoeco-
nomic due to the Middle Corridor.
Moreover, the cross-cutting of the
Middle Corridor and the INSTC in
AzerbaijanoffersIndiaanalternative
route to Europe, too. Particularly,
given the difficulty of realizing the
India-Arab-Mediterranean connec-
tivity project in the current context
of insecurity in the Middle East, the
cross-cutting of these two corridors
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in Azerbaijan is now beneficial to
all sides involved. Everyone needs
Azerbaijan, and Baku knows it.

hus, through the prudent

avoidance of bloc politics and
the facilitation of trans-regional
cooperation between Europe and
Asia, the core Silk Road region
(again, composed of the states
of Central Asia and the South
Caucasus) is poised to assume a
pivotal stabilizing role in the in-
ternational system, particularly in
the event of escalating tensions be-
tween the U.S. and China.

This strategic positioning will
safeguard the region from being
caught in the crossfire, granting
Europe the latitude to delineate its
stance while enabling China to uti-
lize land routes—especially (but not
only) during periods of constrained
maritime access. Such a stabilizing
function will further mitigate the
risk of exacerbating the already
significant global economic reper-
cussions that could emanate from
heightened U.S.-China confronta-
tion on a global scale. The conduc-
tivity and fluidity that Central Asia
and the South Caucasus bring to
the international system cannot be,
henceforth, overestimated. o
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