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Prof. Alexander Cooley began by exploring the dynamics of the great power competition in Central 

Asia over the past decade. The three great powers in question, the United States, Russia, and China, are 

each pursuing important goals: basing rights and security cooperation for the United States; access to 

energy for China; and increased political influence for Russia. However, the various Central Asian 

governments have proven themselves to be powerful forces in their own right, establishing ‘local rules’ 

that external powers must adhere to when operating in the region. Such ‘local rules’ have fended off the 

demands of foreign governments and limited external constraints while reinforcing Central Asian 

sovereignty and promoting regional economic development.  

Great Games, Local Rules explores the tensions and areas of competition between Russia, China, the 

United States, and the states of Central Asia that have shaped the region over the past decade and will do 

so in the future. The competition between China, Russia and the U.S. in Central Asia is predicated on 

their pursuit of national interests in the region, within the framework of non-zero-sum, non-exclusive 

engagement. This applies both to relations between these three states, and to their respective relations 

with the states of Central Asia. 

 

The geopolitics of present-day Central Asia do not constitute a repetition of the regional foreign policy 

paradigm of the 19
th

 century (the so-called Great Game); rather Central Asia serves as a window into the 

geopolitics of the new multipolar world order, and potentially as a guide to future trends in other 

regions.  

 

The strategy of the United States in the region is primarily directed at garnering the continued support of 

the Central Asian states for its military operations (and subsequent drawdown) in Afghanistan. In 

practical terms, this means the maintenance of the Northern Distribution Network and the access to the 

Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan. To these ends, the United States has relied heavily on its security 

relationships in Central to pursue its goals. The United States has also utilized economic incentives to 



increase meaningful cooperation and engagement in Central Asia.   

 

China’s strategy in Central Asia is primarily focused on maintaining security in the Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region, a region of Western China which borders Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, 

and suffers from considerable tensions between the indigenous Muslim Uyghur population and the large 

number of Han Chinese immigrants who have come to the region in recent decades.  China also has 

economic interests in Central Asia, especially energy.  While much of Chinese strategy in the region is 

conducted bilaterally, China has also focused on multilateral engagement within the context of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), where it has promoted border agreements, security 

cooperation, energy sector cooperation, along with economic development and investment cooperation 

in the pursuit of its goals in Central Asia.   

 

While Russia boasts the greatest variety of diplomatic tools for influencing developments in Central 

Asia, Russian policy suffers from inconsistency and a lack of strategic coherence.. Russia is primarily 

focused on securing and maintaining a preeminent position in all aspects of Central Asian affairs, though 

its goals are much less concrete than those of the United States or China. Moscow has utilized economic 

and trade ties and its superior regional intelligence and security networks, as well as its cultural, 

historical, and demographic ties, in pursuit of this goal. However, Russia’s strategy has, over time, been 

internally contradictory. . While Russia cooperated with the West in the region after 9/11, offering its 

support to the U.S. in Afghanistan, it later attempted to strengthen its influence through competition with 

the United States, seeking to force the U.S. military out of its bases in Central Asia. Regional and 

international actors alike perceive Russia as both a competitor and partner in the region. Consequently, 

these actors frequently lack a coherent strategy for dealing with Russia.  

 

Local Rules in Central Asia  

 

Central Asia is a region of small sovereign states, all of which are distinct, and thus must be dealt with 

on an individualized basis.  This sovereign status grants certain privileges to the Central Asian leaders, 

including the ability to negotiate independently and to consciously play external interests off of one 

another. These realities define the nexus of local rules according to which diplomacy in Central Asia 

takes place. 

 

One of the more prominent realities of Central Asian interstate relations is that governments seek to 

retain power at almost any cost. Many states therefore conflate international and external security threats 

to galvanize political support, both internationally and domestically. In foreign policy, the Central Asian 

governments routinely seek to manipulate external interests on behalf of their own interests—or for the 

personal profit of elites. Central Asian elites often “talk out of both sides of their mouth” when dealing 

with foreign interests, to engage with both sets of external actors at once, in search of the best deal 

possible.  

 

The Consequences of Competition in Central Asia  

The competition between the three external powers has had a profoundly negative effect on the 

development of political and humanitarian value systems in Central Asia. While Central Asia suffers 

from considerable corruption and human rights abuses, the desire of some states, most notably the 

United States, to curry favor with Central Asian governments has removed incentives for these 



governments to reform.  Some Central Asian regimes have been able to remain in power even during 

periods of international outcry over human rights, thanks in part to patronage from external forces. One 

such example of this phenomenon was the 2005 Andijon massacre in Uzbekistan, when Russian and 

Chinese support allowed Tashkent to sidestep calls for an international investigation.  

 

Another byproduct of great power involvement in Central Asia has been the prevalence of, and 

competition between, various election monitoring organizations. While before 2000, only the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OSCE) Office for Democratic Institutions and 

Human Rights monitored elections in Central Asia. However, following criticism from the regimes, 

other groups, , such as the SCO and CIS, began to furnish their own monitors. These alternative groups 

have been much less critical of the governments, creating an environment in which these regimes need 

be less concerned about their democratic institutions and, more importantly, the international perception 

of those institutions.  

 

Engagement with outside powers has also changed how the Central Asian states approach terrorism. 

Central Asia has become a transit point and holding center for the extradition and rendition of terrorist 

suspects to the United States, Russia, and China. During the Bush Administration, the United States 

justified this practice on the basis of the global war on terror while both Russia and China have sought to 

enshrine it in the SCO Anti-Terrorism Convention.  

 

Central Asia remains very fragmented, and many analysts are loath to consider it a unified region in the 

commonly accepted sense of the term. This fragmentation persists in spite of the efforts of all three 

major external powers to foster both economic and political cooperation. The United States has 

attempted to stimulate economic development in the region and foster deeper interregional economic 

ties; however, protectionist policies and informal barriers to trade and investment prevent Central Asia 

from functioning as a region in the economic sense. Both Russia and China have attempted to unify the 

region through a variety of multilateral structures, though with little success. China has focused on 

initiatives within the SCO, while Russia has pursued an expanded role for the CSTO, while also calling 

for the creation of a regional Customs Union.  

 

The increased focus on Central Asia has created both challenges to the strategic interests of the United 

States and alternatives to engagement with the United States for the states of Central Asia. American 

policy has been inconsistent beyond the regional level, and these inconsistencies have undermined the 

reputation of the United States in Central Asia. One example was the United States’ reluctance to 

criticize Uzbekistan over the Andijon massacre, as Uzbekistan was a critical strategic partner. Beyond 

these inconsistencies, NGOs, an important facet of the U.S. presence in the region, have recently come 

under attack as foreign agents whose operations are seen as violating state sovereignty. U.S. global 

preeminence in the realms of economics, trade, investment, and finance has furthermore been challenged 

in recent years, particularly by China, whose economic weight has been especially pronounced in 

neighboring Central Asia. China, which does not coordinate with the World Bank, takes advantage of 

the patronage systems in the region to exert pressure and create political and economic leverage with 

both states and individual actors.  

 

 

Ambassador William Courtney began by discussing the role of external powers in the geopolitics of 

Central Asia. Europe is, geographically speaking, much closer to Central Asia than is the United States, 



yet it does not play a major role in the region. However, Great Games, Local Rules undervalues 

Europe’s position in the region. In fact, the EU is active especially in the realms of trade and energy 

development, where is has facilitated production sharing agreements (PSAs), furnished technical 

assistance, and invested heavily in Caspian energy development and pipeline infrastructure. 

Furthermore, the EU has supported the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the states of Central Asia, 

and served as a buffer in the geopolitical competition between the major powers in the region. It should 

be noted, however, that the EU has definitely halted its heavily active involvement in the region at the 

western edge of the Caspian Sea.  

 

China has skillfully pursued its interests in Central Asia, becoming more influential in the region while 

maintaining a principled stance against interference in states’ internal affairs. Its influence has been built 

on a foundation of economics and multilateralism, with a focus on the role of the SCO and economic 

projects, such as Caspian pipelines and investment in regional transportation infrastructure. China has 

undercut Moscow’s initiatives, especially in the energy sector, by successfully negotiating with several 

Central Asian states to construct oil and gas pipelines.  

 

Russia has proven incapable of halting the rise of Chinese influence in the region. This is especially 

troubling given that Russia seeks regional primacy and prestige that is consistent with its vision of itself 

as a great power. Russia’s capacity to influence Central Asia is nevertheless both large and multifaceted. 

Russia boasts strong energy relations with the region (both in terms of imports and pipeline networks), 

stands as a major regional trading partner (and the potential center of the Eurasian Economic 

Community), and maintains a strong military presence, both through the CSTO and through bases in 

Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Additionally, Moscow’s cultural and demographic influence, measured 

through the populations of Central Asian migrants in Russia and the prevalence of Russian cultural 

products, such as television programming, remains pre-eminent. It should be noted though that the 

Central Asians themselves remain wary of Moscow’s role in the region and its aspirations for 

hegemonic status; as a result, they have, at various times, actively opposed the expansion of Russia’s 

regional role.  

The United States has created a strategic partnership with Central Asia in the post-9/11 world. While it 

has been focused on security relationships, especially those centered around the war in Afghanistan 

(such as the Manas base and the Northern Distribution Network), it has also expanded to the realms of 

economic development, energy investment, regional transportation development (such as the New Silk 

Road project), human rights, counter-narcotics, and counter-terrorism. In the realm of human rights, the 

United States has not been silent when it comes to Central Asia. In fact, during the Andijon massacre, 

the Department of State was publicly critical of the Uzbek government and Radio Free Europe / Radio 

Liberty reported on the abuses. It was U.S. calls for an investigation into the massacre that led 

Uzbekistan to expel U.S. forces from their base at Karshi-Khanabad (K2) in 2005.  

The states involved in the geopolitical competition in Central do not, by any means, have fully mutually 

exclusive interests. The United States has interests in common with both China and Russia. China has 

benefitted greatly from the involvement of the West in Central Asia, as it has curtailed Russia’s 

monopoly on energy relationships, economic assistance, and political influence. Additionally, the West 

has benefitted from China’s economic engagement in the region, which has reduced security risks in the 

region and fostered stability. Russia and the West are mutually interested in stemming the flow of 

narcotics in the region and the terrorist threat. Furthermore, both  Russia and the West would benefit 

from energy development in the Caspian and the development of a more stable political landscape. 

However, the West is committed to countering Russian influence in the region and pushing Russia in the 



direction of more democratic, market-oriented policies domestically. To this end, the United States has 

focused its energies on increasing the cost of Russia’s overreach in the region. Additionally, both Russia 

and the United States are to varying degrees interested in countering China’s economic and political 

ambitions in the region.  

The states of Central Asia are primarily concerned with the growing influence of Russia and China in 

the region and the potential for that influence to grow even further following the NATO drawdown from 

Afghanistan in 2014. The Central Asian governments would like the West to stay involved in the region 

over the long term. The best was to ensure such involvement would be for these governments to 

wholeheartedly pursue democratic reforms, despite the fact that the West has limited its advocacy and 

involvement on the issue of democratic transition in Central Asia this point. Exhibiting willingness to 

reform could provide a strong incentive to the West to continue engaging with these countries.  

 

Dr. Andrew Kuchins commented on the geopolitical position of Central Asia, focusing on its status as 

a geopolitical crossroads for the United States. Central Asia is adjacent to many areas of major U.S. 

interest: East Asia, the Middle East, and South Asia. As the United States withdraws its forces from 

Afghanistan, U.S. interests in the region are expected to decline.  However, there is still a question of the 

New Silk Road strategy in Central Asia. Yet, the predictability and thus, significance of these new 

transit routes will be entirely dependent on the actions of the Central Asian leaders. If they choose to act 

in the broader national interest, the project will be successful; however, if the act in the interests of a 

small group of influential figures, the entire project will be undermined. Central Asia has also recently 

benefitted from its proximity to China, Russia, and India, three growing economic powers. For example, 

thirteen years ago the Afghan-Tajik border had no telecommunications connection with other parts of 

the northern hemisphere. Today, this area is reconnected with the rest of the world as a result of 

Chinese, Indian, and Russian investment and economic activity. Given its geographic position, as well 

as its economic and political linkages, Central Asia stands at the center of many of the most significant, 

fundamental geopolitical transformations set to take place in the coming decades.  

 

 

Question and Answer: 

 

The first question asked the panel to discuss the prospects for direct support to the states of Central Asia 

from China. China takes great pains to tailor its engagement with and support for each Central Asian 

country to the specifics of each bilateral relationship, taking the time to understand the underlying 

circumstances and listen to its Central Asia partners. While it is possible that such a strategy could 

generate anti-Chinese sentiment, such an outcome is unlikely in the near future. Importantly, China 

alters its engagement strategies significantly when addressing border security issues with the Xinjiang 

region, as this is a primary interest for China. China is also something of a “free rider” in the geopolitics 

of Central Asia, taking advantage of the American focus on countering Russia in the region to carve out 

a significant role for itself. As such, while China does focus on bilateral ties in Central Asia, Beijing 

does not want the United States to end its engagement in the region as it would likely lead to increased 

tensions and competition with Russia.   

  



The second question asked the panel to discuss the role of domestic politics in the region, the potential 

for political instability, and how these factors influence the regional balance of power.  

Instability is foremost in the minds of all Central Asian leaders, especially following the Arab Spring, 

which frightened local governments and has led to exert greater control over the internet and social 

media outlets.  To this point, however, the heavy flows of migrants in the region have prevented the 

populations of Central Asia from mobilizing in a similar way. Poor socio-economic conditions and a 

distinct lack of upward mobility still remain the primary sources of instability. One potential source of 

major domestic instability in the near future could be regime transition or rising nationalist sentiment.    

In regard to the regional balance of power, Uzbekistan’s departure from CSTO might prove very 

significant and system-altering. To this point, Russia has attempted, unsuccessfully, to resolve regional 

disputes within the context of the CSTO by addressing the interests of all the states of Central Asia. 

Uzbekistan’s departure may prompt Russia to back its closer partners, such as Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan, more actively. However, a more coherent policy that explicitly favors certain states could 

exacerbate tensions over Russia’s military deployments in the region. There also exists something of a 

power balance between the two primary regional multilateral structures in the region: the Russian-led 

CSTO and the SCO, where Chinese influence is strong. While the two organizations are not necessarily 

in competition with each other, the SCO’s influence is based, to some degree, on the efficacy of its 

conflict resolution process. This, in turn, depends on sources of instability in the region that provide 

fodder for conflict resolution. Increased regional instability would likely legitimize the power and status 

of these organizations and regional arbiters (though it may disproportionately benefits the SCO), by 

providing them opportunities to intervene.  

 

Dr. Kuchins then asked the panel to discuss the impact of the American withdrawal from Afghanistan 

on the security situation in Central Asia, referring specifically to a potential security vacuum leading to 

an increased region-wide threat perception.  

 

Ambassador Courtney stated that there is a major difference between a reduction of military presence, 

which is what is expected, and a full-scale withdrawal. The most important security implication of the 

drawdown will be the security challenge that is created along Afghanistan’s northern border. However, 

in the pre-drawdown phase, the potential negative consequences will be counterbalanced by increased 

U.S. engagement in those areas, including through border assistance, security arrangements, and transit 

agreements. Thus, while the United States might become less engaged over the long run, protecting the 

northern borders of Afghanistan will remain a priority for the U.S. that demands significant engagement 

with Central Asian partners. Prof. Cooley agreed that the northern Afghan border is indeed a critical 

issue. He also analyzed the impact of a full withdrawal. Withdrawal would require additional border 

assistance, an increased focus on containment scenarios, and more active negotiations on the transit of 

military equipment. It would also portend expanded integration under the CSTO in Central Asia, an 

intensification of Sino-Russian cooperation on anti-terrorism, and greater military engagement, 

especially in terms of training, under the auspices of the SCO. It is almost certain though that the United 

States will continue its engagement in Afghanistan and the region. Furthermore, the countries of Central 

Asia will likely not protest Russia’s regional leadership role unless Russia actively attempts to restrict 

the Central Asian states’ autonomy.” It is important to note that Uzbekistan’s withdrawal from the 

CSTO has undermined Russia’s prestige in the region. Dr. Kuchins added that the CSTO may become a 

more cohesive organization following Uzbekistan’s withdrawal, though it will not be as effective 



without Uzbek membership.    

 

The fourth question asked the panel to discuss the implications of a potential increase in Sino-Russian 

competition in Central Asia.  

Prof. Cooley began by discussing the role of the EU in Central Asia, asserting that both the EU and the 

United States have developed “Central Asia fatigue.”  Central Asia at times influences U.S. policy (e.g. 

military involvement in Afghanistan), while the EU’s involvement in Central Asia is rather minimal.  

For the EU to expand its role in Central Asia, it may have to soften its stance on human rights in order to 

tackle more important issues, though Europe must also focus on creating a capacity to constrain the 

actions of the Central Asian governments.   

 

Russia has become rhetorically entrapped in its strategic partnership with Central Asia due to its single-

minded focus on protecting its perceived hegemonic status in the region and preventing China’s rise. 

However, Russia, has not succeeded on either front to any great degree, as it now has few mechanisms 

for realizing its true ambitions or preventing China from accessing Central Asia’s energy resources. 

Ambassador Courtney added that the major issue for Russia vis-à-vis China is that China’s strategy is 

based on economic power with which Russia cannot compete. In order to balance China’s rising 

influence, both in Central Asia and in Russia’s Eastern regions, Russia would need support from the 

United States. Dr. Kuchins stated that recent events such as the global economic crisis, NATO 

expansion, missile defense initiatives, and China’s rise have convinced the Russian government that the 

geopolitical balance of power is shifting in China’s favor, both in Central Asia and globally.  

 

The fifth question asked the panelists to provide their perspectives on the possibilities for a solution to 

the Syria crisis.  

Prof. Cooley stated that he could not provide a definitive solution, but that he could analyze the 

rationales behind Russia’s position.  It is possible that Russia’s interests are defined by its economic 

relations with Syria, particularly in military exports. Alternatively, Russia’s goal could be to 

demonstrate its power to Europe and the United States in an attempt to prevent a repetition of the Libyan 

intervention.  Dr. Kuchins added that, while the Russians face the bulk of international criticism on 

Syria, China has been Russia’s partner in the vetoes and received little criticism. This is likely due to 

China’s oversized economic importance for the United States, though it would be interesting to know if 

the United States is actively attempting to uncover China’s position on Syria. 

 

The sixth question asked the panel to discuss the relative efficacy of the SCO and the CSTO in Central 

Asia. China is very frustrated by the lack of cooperation within the SCO and by the high degree of 

corruption in the region more broadly. In China’s ideal multilateral arrangement, the SCO would operate 

as solely an efficient economic organization. However, due to Russian and Central Asian interests, the 

SCO is a “marriage of convenience” and the organization as a whole stands in opposition to Russia’s 

vision for a Russo-centric Eurasian Union.   

 

The seventh question asked the panel to discuss the Russian perspective on the SCO and whether Russia 

would pursue greater cooperation with China under the SCO framework. Moscow primarily views the 

SCO in geopolitical terms, seeing it as a counterbalance to Western influence. This vision does not 



easily mesh with China’s vision for an SCO focused on economic development and investment. As 

such, the SCO suffers from structural cinstraints that are a drag on the agendas of both Russia and 

China, and that limit its overall effectiveness. Dr. Kuchins added that Putin has been disappointed with 

the SCO, especially when it did not recognize South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Furthermore, Russia’s vision 

of a Eurasian Union appears to be an attempt to counterbalance China’s influence, which could create 

further tensions within the SCO.  

 

The final question asked the panel to discuss Russia’s position on the Balkans. Dr. Cooley stated that the 

Balkans, unlike Central Asia, stand within Europe’s sphere. As such, the European Union is the most 

likely actor to take an active,role in resolving the issues in the region. 

 

The summary was prepared by Oliver Backes and Natalia Izergina, Research Interns at the CSIS Russia 

and Eurasia Program.  

 


