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Abstract. Why do repeated shocks fail to generate diversification in Central
Asia? Existing theories of dependency, hierarchy, and regional institutionalism
generally assume that vulnerability triggers exit, partner substitution, or strategic
hedging. Drawing on comparative evidence from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan, this article shows that these expectations do not hold. Instead, Central
Asian states exhibit a stable pattern of dual dependence, in which Russian-led
institutional and infrastructural hierarchies and Chinese-centered market and
financial ties operate in parallel and reinforce one another. Using qualitative
process tracing, trade and debt data, institutional membership records, and shock-
based diagnostics, including Russia-related sanctions, China’s overseas lending
contraction, and the COVID-19 supply-chain crisis, the article demonstrates
that efforts to reduce dependence on one external actor systematically intensify
reliance on the other. Rather than enabling diversification, shocks redistribute
exposure within the dual structure. The findings challenge unidirectional models
of dependence, hedging frameworks, and regime complexity theories, and
advance a political economy account of how functionally differentiated external
hierarchies can generate persistent, non-substitutable forms of dependence under
multipolar conditions.
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Introduction

In early 2022, as sanctions against Russia disrupted pipelines, financial
flows, and trade networks across Eurasia, Central Asian governments publicly
renewed long-standing commitments to “diversification.” Yet their economic
behavior moved in the opposite direction. Kazakhstan routed more trade through
Chinese corridors even as it remained tied to Russian-controlled pipelines;
Kyrgyzstan’s re-export economy grew more dependent on Chinese goods while
sustaining access to Eurasian Economic Union markets; and Uzbekistan’s
industrial modernization continued to rely on Chinese machinery while its
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labor market dependence on Russia remained unchanged. These outcomes echo
a broader pattern: across three decades of crises, policy shocks, and rhetorical
commitments to autonomy, the region has reproduced, not reduced, its reliance
on both Russia and China.

The central research question is therefore straightforward: why does
Central Asia maintain simultaneous dependence on two external powers whose
roles are non-substitutable, and why do major shocks fail to generate meaningful
diversification? This puzzle matters because it challenges core expectations in
international political economy. The dominant theories hold that vulnerability
produces escape strategies; that states exit underperforming institutions when
alternatives exist; and that overlapping external patrons generate competition
rather than reinforcement. The persistence of Russian institutional lock-in
alongside deepening Chinese market and financial dependence violates these
assumptions. It reveals a configuration that neither dependency theory, nor
hierarchy theory, nor institutionalist work on regime complexity predicts.

Behind this specific puzzle lies a more general question in the discipline:
how do external economic and institutional structures shape the strategic options
of smaller states? Classical answers assume a single dominant center of authority
or a competitive environment in which states hedge among partially substitutable
patrons. The Central Asian case forces us to reconsider these foundations. Russia
and China do not compete for the same domain of influence; rather, they occupy
complementary structural niches. Attempts to reduce dependence on one actor
heighten exposure to the other. The result is not miscalculation or incoherent
policy but a durable configuration of constraints produced by the interaction of
two distinct hierarchies.

Addressing this gap is theoretically and empirically important. Scholars of
dependency and hierarchy increasingly acknowledge complex forms of external
influence, yet the field lacks a clear framework for understanding how multiple
external powers can become jointly indispensable, not through coordination, but
through functional differentiation. Likewise, debates on institutional persistence
in Eurasia often emphasize legacies or authoritarian coalitions but do not explain
why institutional exit remains so costly even for states that publicly signal
dissatisfaction. By theorizing dual dependence as an equilibrium sustained by
infrastructural lock-in, functional complementarity, and double adjustment costs,
this article explains why diversification repeatedly stalls and why institutional
redundancy remains stable.

The empirical sections apply this framework to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Uzbekistan, showing how Russian-led institutional architectures and Chinese-
centered market structures interact to constrain alternative pathways. The analysis
demonstrates that the persistence of dual dependence is not a transitional phase
but a structural feature of the regional order, one that requires rethinking how
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hierarchy, interdependence, and institutional persistence operate in multipolar
environments.

Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative comparative design focused on Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. These cases are selected for three reasons. First,
together they represent the core variation within Central Asia in terms of
economic size, institutional embedding, and development strategies. Kazakhstan
is the region’s largest economy and a central node in energy transit; Kyrgyzstan is
a smaller, remittance- and re-export-dependent economy with deep institutional
integration; and Uzbekistan combines partial institutional disengagement with
ambitious industrial modernization. Second, all three states are deeply exposed
to both Russian- and Chinese-centered economic and institutional structures,
making them suitable for examining simultaneous dependence. Third, despite
differences in regime type, reform trajectories, and foreign policy rhetoric, all
three exhibit persistent reliance on Russia and China, allowing for controlled
comparison of mechanisms rather than outcomes.

The analysis does not aim to generalize statistically across all post-Soviet
states. Instead, it uses most-different systems logic within a shared regional
and historical context to identify common structural constraints shaping state
behavior.

The study relies on multiple data sources to capture institutional, trade,
financial, and infrastructural dimensions of external dependence.

First, trade and economic data are drawn from UN Comtrade, national
statistical agencies, and WTO datasets to track import composition, export
destinations, and shifts in trade patterns over time. These data are used descriptively
to identify concentration and persistence rather than to estimate causal effects.

Second, institutional data cover formal membership, participation, and
withdrawal patterns in regional organizations, including the Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU), Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), Commonwealth
of Independent States (CIS), and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO).
Membership histories, treaty texts, and organizational reports are used to assess
institutional embeddedness and the absence of formal exit.

Third, infrastructure and finance data include publicly available information
on pipelines, transport corridors, logistics hubs, and major development projects,
as well as data on external lending from Chinese policy banks and multilateral
development institutions. These sources allow identification of long-term
infrastructural and financial commitments that constrain policy adjustment.

Fourth, the analysis draws on secondary literature, policy reports, and prior
empirical studies to contextualize patterns of dependence and to trace changes
following major shocks, including the 2014 and 2022 Russia-related sanctions,
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fluctuations in Chinese overseas lending, and the COVID-19 supply-chain
disruption.

Finally, where available, qualitative evidence from official statements,
policy documents, and existing interview-based studies is used to corroborate
observed patterns and to distinguish rhetorical diversification from behavioral
continuity.

The analysis employs comparative process tracing to examine how
Russian-led institutional and infrastructural structures and Chinese-centered
market and financial ties interact over time. Rather than treating dependence as a
single variable, the study disaggregates external influence into distinct functional
domains: institutions, infrastructure, markets, and finance.

The empirical sections proceed in three steps. First, they document the
persistence of Russian-centered institutional and infrastructural arrangements
across cases. Second, they establish the growing centrality of Chinese trade,
imports, and development finance. Third, they assess interaction effects by
examining whether efforts to reduce reliance on one external actor increase
reliance on the other, particularly during periods of shock.

Shocks are used as diagnostic events rather than exogenous treatments.
If diversification or exit were feasible, major disruptions would be expected to
weaken existing dependencies. Instead, the analysis evaluates whether shocks
redistribute exposure within the dual structure. Consistent patterns across cases
and shocks are treated as evidence of a stable equilibrium rather than idiosyncratic
policy choices.

The study does not seek to test formal hypotheses or estimate causal
magnitudes. Its objective is to identify and explain a recurring structural pattern
by integrating comparative evidence across countries, sectors, and time.

The core puzzle in Central Asia is not the existence of external influence
but the durability of simultaneous dependence on two different external powers.
Despite major shocks, Russian sanctions, contractions in Chinese overseas
lending, and pandemic-era supply disruptions, Central Asian governments do
not exit Russian-led institutions, nor do they meaningfully reduce their exposure
to Chinese markets and finance. Instead, they remain anchored to both external
pillars. Existing theories offer no clear explanation for this outcome. Dependency
theory assumes that rising vulnerability creates incentives for diversification;
hierarchy theory anticipates that one center of authority ultimately dominates;
and regime complexity frameworks expect that overlapping institutions will be
pruned when they cease to provide value. None of these literatures predicts a
stable equilibrium in which two external powers occupy complementary structural
niches that smaller states cannot abandon.

I argue that Central Asia is best understood as a dual dependency
equilibrium: a condition in which two distinct but interlocking hierarchies
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generate a mutually reinforcing structure of constraints. Russian-centered
institutions and infrastructures continue to define regulatory standards, mobility
channels, energy transit, and regional security arrangements. Chinese-centered
markets, imports, and development finance supply the primary material inputs for
industrial production, consumer supply, and long-term development strategies.
Crucially, these hierarchies do not compete for the same domain of influence.
They are functionally complementary: Russia cannot substitute for China’s role
in manufacturing and finance, and China cannot replace Russia’s infrastructural,
administrative, or security ecosystem.

Because these domains are non-substitutable, attempts to reduce reliance on
one actor inevitably heighten exposure to the other. Exiting Russian institutional
frameworks would disrupt the very infrastructures through which Chinese goods,
credit, and investment circulate, raising the cost of participation in Sino-centric
markets. Conversely, reducing dependence on Chinese imports or financing
would require restructuring production systems, supply chains, and development
models that are embedded within Russian-regulated logistical and administrative
networks. As a result, each hierarchy reinforces the value of the other: Russian
institutional lock-in stabilizes the environment through which Chinese economic
activity expands, while China’s central role in trade and finance increases the
practical importance of Russian infrastructures, even when those institutions
underperform.

The causal logic underpinning this equilibrium is one of constraint
interaction. Russian institutions produce a form of path dependence that anchors
states within inherited post-Soviet frameworks. China’s rise, rather than displacing
these frameworks, attaches itself to them. Once both dependencies are established,
policymakers confront double adjustment costs: reducing one dependency
requires simultaneous, and prohibitively costly, adjustment in the other. Because
no state can feasibly undertake both transformations at once, maintaining the dual
structure becomes the least risky and most stable strategy. Public commitments
to diversification therefore coexist with behavioral continuity, as the institutional
and economic foundations of the dual system remain effectively intact.

Mechanism 1: Infrastructural lock-in

Russian-led institutions, EAEU, CSTO, CIS regimes, pipeline consortia,
transit corridors, and migration systems, constitute the inherited backbone of
Central Asian economic life. These infrastructures impose regulatory standards,
route dependencies, and administrative routines that are costly to reconfigure.
Even when institutions perform poorly, they persist because they are embedded
in the everyday functioning of mobility, energy, and trade. Institutional exit would
require simultaneous reengineering of transport systems, standards regimes, and
labor channels that underpin basic economic activity.
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Mechanism 2: Functional complementarity

Chinese economic influence attaches itself to these inherited systems rather
than replacing them. Chinese goods flow through transport routes governed
by Russian standards; Chinese industrial inputs depend on Soviet-legacy
technical norms; Chinese credit finances projects built within existing Russian-
linked infrastructures. The two hierarchies thus operate in distinct domains,
infrastructural/institutional versus market/financial, making them structurally
non-substitutable. Each external power provides functions the other does not,
generating a complementary division of labor in regional political economy.

Mechanism 3: Double adjustment costs

Because the two hierarchies are complementary, efforts to reduce reliance
on one actor intensify dependence on the other. Exiting Russian institutions
would sever or complicate the logistical and administrative foundations on which
Chinese trade and investment rely. Reducing Chinese imports or financing would
require reconfiguring industrial and commercial systems that are embedded in
Russian-led infrastructural and regulatory frameworks. No state can adjust both
dependencies simultaneously. Maintaining the dual structure therefore becomes
the lowest-cost equilibrium.

Together, these mechanisms generate a stable equilibrium that reproduces
dual dependence even when governments articulate diversification goals. The
equilibrium is resilient under shock conditions. Events that undermine one external
pillar do not create opportunities for escape; they push states more deeply into
the other hierarchy. Sanctions on Russia, for example, increase the attractiveness
of Chinese markets and logistics, while slowdowns in Chinese lending re-elevate
the importance of Russian institutions, labor channels, and security guarantees.
Apparent oscillation between the two partners is therefore not evidence of
strategic reorientation but a stabilizing redistribution of constraints that preserves
the underlying configuration.

This theoretical framework reframes external influence in Central Asia not
as a competition between Russia and China but as a complementary structure of
constraints, in which each power occupies a strategic niche that the other does
not fill. Persistent dual dependence arises not from miscalculation or limited state
capacity but from the interaction of these distinct hierarchies and the cumulative
adjustment costs that make meaningful reorientation extraordinarily difficult.

Results

The empirical patterns across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan
closely track the mechanisms set out in the theory. Russian-led institutions
continue to structure the administrative, regulatory, and infrastructural foundations
of regional economic life, while Chinese markets, imports, and financing shape
the material conditions of growth. Testing the dual-dependency equilibrium
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therefore requires assessing whether the empirical record exhibits:

(1) institutional lock-in centered on Russia;

(2) market and financial dependence centered on China; and

(3) interaction effects in which efforts to reduce exposure to one actor
increase exposure to the other.

Russian institutional lock-in

Russian-centered arrangements remain deeply entrenched across all
three states despite recurring dissatisfaction with organizational performance.
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan remain full members of both the Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO).
Uzbekistan, although outside the EAEU, continues to rely heavily on CIS-based
regulatory and administrative frameworks. Process-tracing of Uzbekistan’s
earlier withdrawals from the CSTO and GUAM shows that these exits did not
reduce underlying dependence on Russian-managed labor migration, energy
exchanges, and transit corridors. A similar pattern emerges from ROCO-based
analyses: no state materially embedded in the post-Soviet institutional layer has
exited it, regardless of organizational performance or elite discontent.

Table 1. Institutional embeddedness in Russian-led frameworks

Country EAEU | CSTO CIS Dependence channels
Energy transit; technical standards;
labor mobility; customs harmonization
Migration dependence; bazaar re-
export structures tied to Russian
and Kazakh markets; customs
harmonization

Labor migration to Russia; CIS-based
Non- Former

Uzbekistan Member |regulatory dependence; energy swaps;
member |member g . Y p ’ gy ps
transit constraints

Kazakhstan |Member |Member |Member

Kyrgyzstan |Member |Member |Member

These patterns underline a durable institutional lock-in. Even when
governments articulate reformist ambitions or consider alternative partnerships,
the foundational regulatory and infrastructural systems remain anchored in
Russian-led frameworks.

Chinese market and financial centrality

China’s economic position is equally decisive. WTO and UN COMTRADE
data show that China has become either the largest or second-largest import
source for all three states. Uzbekistan sources roughly 29 percent of its imports
from China; Kazakhstan imported US$15.15 billion in Chinese goods in 2024;
and Kyrgyzstan imported more than US$5.4 billion, making China its top trading
partner. Across the region, manufactured goods, machinery, and intermediate
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inputs overwhelmingly originate from China, while exports to China remain
concentrated in raw materials.

Table 2. Imports from China

Country |Import Value (latest) | China’s Rank Notes
Kazakhstan |$15.15 billion (2024) Top2  |Dominance in machinery, electronics,
intermediate goods
Core supplier for the bazaar re-export
economy (Dordoi, Kara-Suu)
Uzbekistan |$10.33 billion (2024) #1 (29.1%) | China 29.1%; Russia 22.4% of imports

Kyrgyzstan |$5.45 billion (2024) #1

Chinese lending further reinforces this position. Fieldwork conducted
in Kyrgyzstan documents that by 2013 the Export-Import Bank of China held
US§$527.5 million, 17.4 percent, of Kyrgyzstan’s public external debt. Interviews
with officials revealed explicit anxiety about repayment capacity. Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan face lower levels of sovereign debt exposure but rely heavily
on Chinese credit, contractors, and bundled financing for infrastructure projects
including pipelines, special economic zones, industrial facilities, and transport
corridors. These arrangements create substantial substitution costs and tie national
development strategies to Chinese financial and industrial networks.

Table 3. Exposure to Chinese lending and infrastructure finance

Country Debt exposure Sectoral exposure Evidence
$527.5 million
(17.4% of public | Transport corridors,

Ministry of Finance data;

Kyrgyzstan interviews reflecting

external debt, energy, highways repayment concerns
2013)
Oil/gas pipelines;
. Khorgos; Western Integration of Nurly Zhol
Kazakhstan | Medium exposure Europe-Western China | with BRI initiatives
corridor
. Moderate Energy. upgrades; Industrialization and trade
Uzbekistan industrial zones;
exposure data

machinery imports

Taken together, these patterns confirm that Russian-led institutions supply
the structural scaffolding of the regional economy, while Chinese markets and
financing provide the material flows and developmental inputs.

Interaction mechanisms

The critical assessment of the theory lies in identifying whether efforts to
reduce dependence on one actor intensify dependence on the other. Kazakhstan’s
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experience after the 2022 sanctions on Russia illustrates this dynamic most
clearly. Although officials publicly committed to diversifying export routes and
reducing exposure to Russian chokepoints, the immediate effect of the sanctions
was a sharp increase in reliance on Chinese imports, logistics, and investment.
Trade volumes with China rose significantly in 2023-2024, while Western firms
withdrew and Russian supply chains faltered. Existing transit alternatives such as
Middle Corridor, Iran-Caspian routes, and Caspian shipping proved viable only
insofar as they remained connected to Chinese demand and infrastructure.

Kyrgyzstan displays a similar form of constraint. The re-export economy
depends on Chinese consumer goods entering the EAEU through Kyrgyz bazaars
and preferential access to Russian and Kazakh markets. EAEU membership
increases compliance costs but enables re-export; exiting the union would
eliminate access to the very markets that sustain the model. Meanwhile, reducing
reliance on Chinese imports would undermine domestic commerce and the re-
export sector itself. Interviews with traders and policymakers emphasize that
attempts to adjust one side of this dependency threaten the viability of the other.

Uzbekistan’s industrial reforms reveal the same mechanism through
different channels. Efforts to expand partnerships with Turkey and Europe run up
against compatibility issues with Chinese-made production lines and machinery.
At the same time, dependence on Russian migration corridors, remittances,
and CIS-based energy coordination persists. Structural reliance on both actors
remains intact even as official rhetoric emphasizes diversification.

Across all three states, adjustment costs on one side of the dual structure
intensify dependence on the other, producing a stable equilibrium rather than
enabling meaningful shifts toward alternative partners.

Shock tests and cross-case synthesis

Geopolitical and economic shocks provide a valuable window into
adjustment dynamics. If the dual-dependency equilibrium holds, shocks that
weaken one external pillar should deepen reliance on the other rather than
permit diversification. Three major disruptions, the 2022 Russia sanctions shock,
China’s 2017-2020 lending contraction, and the COVID-19 supply-chain crisis,
consistently follow this pattern.

Russia sanctions (2022)

The sanctions imposed after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine created the most
significant regional disruption since the Soviet collapse. Kazakhstan experienced
immediate interruptions in oil transit via the Caspian Pipeline Consortium,
financial transactions, and trade logistics. Rather than diversifying away from
Russia, the short-term effect was heightened reliance on Chinese imports and
transit solutions. UN Comtrade data show substantial increases in Kazakhstan-
China trade in 2023-2024. Russian institutional dominance, particularly in
pipeline control and regulatory frameworks, remained intact, while China’s
material role expanded.
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Kyrgyzstan’s adjustments followed a similar logic. As Russian markets
experienced shortages and inflation, Kyrgyz re-exports surged, fueled by
continuous inflows of Chinese goods. Simultaneously, Russia tightened
migration and financial controls, reinforcing dependence on remittances and CIS
frameworks. Reducing reliance on either actor remained infeasible.

Uzbekistan adopted more explicit diversification rhetoric but faced
structural barriers. Chinese machinery and inputs remained embedded in
industrial production, while remittances from Russia continued to stabilize
household incomes. Despite new partnerships with Turkey, South Korea, and
Europe, neither the Russian nor Chinese pillar of dependency diminished.

Additional shock tests

China’s temporary overseas lending contraction (2017-2020) did not reduce
overall dependency. Instead, as Chinese financing slowed, reliance on Russian
migration, energy coordination, and CIS institutions increased. Once Chinese
lending resumed, exposure rebalanced rather than decreased.

During the COVID-19 supply-chain crisis, all three states intensified
reliance on Chinese suppliers, especially for medical goods, machinery, and
industrial components, while Russian institutional frameworks provided crisis
stabilization in migration and energy.

Table 4. Shock responses and observed patterns

Expected Efl?lzc::d
Shock under . Observed effect Interpretation
hedging one-pillar
dependence
Russia Diversify . He}ghtened ' Dual dependency:
. Collapse in  |reliance on Chinese |weakening Russia
sanctions away from RO . . )
. Russian ties |imports, logistics, |increases exposure
(2022) Russia . .
investment to China
China . . L Russian institutional | Redistributed
. Diversify Decline in
lending . roles deepened; dependence,
away from Chinese . .
slowdown China influence Chinese influence  |not reduced
(2017-20) recovered afterward | dependence
Reinforced reliance
COVID-19 |Broader on Chlnese . Comp lemep tary
. .| Severe suppliers; Russian | dependencies
supply-chain | supply-chain | . . . . .
. . . |disruption institutions activated during
shock diversification o . .
stabilized mobility |crisis
and energy
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Across all shocks, the same outcome emerges: the system redistributes
exposure rather than enabling escape from either pillar.

Cross-case synthesis

Comparing the three cases demonstrates consistent patterns of mutually
reinforcing dependence. Russian-led institutions continue to shape the region’s
regulatory and infrastructural environment, while Chinese markets and financing
underpin industrial production, consumer supply, and development strategies. The
key interaction mechanism, the tightening of one constraint when governments
attempt to loosen the other, appears in each case.

Kazakhstan’s adjustment costs stem from pipeline dependence and industrial
upgrading. Movement away from Russia pushes the country deeper into China’s
economic sphere, but Russian institutional frameworks remain unavoidable.

Kyrgyzstan faces sharper constraints: the re-export economy rests
simultaneously on Chinese imports and market access to Russia and Kazakhstan.
Altering either side risks destabilizing the entire economic model.

Uzbekistan’s modernization strategy depends on Chinese industrial inputs
and continued labor migration to Russia. Efforts to diversify partnerships proceed
incrementally but do not alter these structural foundations.

Table 5. Mechanisms of dual dependency across cases

Mechanism Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan
Russian High (p 1pe11.ne High (EAEU + CIS |Medium (migration; CIS
institutional lock-in dependence; EAEU migration) regulatory backbone)

standards)
Chinese market/ ngh (l.mp.o rs; Very h igh (imports High (machinery;
industrial inputs; sustain re-export . . .
finance dependence o industrial zones; inputs)
logistics) economy)
. Strong (sanctions Very sFrong Strong (industrial
Interaction . (reducing one o S
. shock — deeper shift compatibility + migration
mechanism . dependence .
toward China) constraints)
collapses the other)
Adjustment Redistribution, not Constrained Incremental reform
outcomes diversification equilibrium without structural change

The cross-case comparison shows that none of the states can reduce exposure
to one external actor without increasing exposure to the other, and none can exit
the dual structure without incurring prohibitive adjustment costs. The empirical
record therefore provides strong support for the dual-dependency equilibrium
and challenges interpretations that assume hedging, balancing, or great-power
competition as primary drivers of Central Asian foreign economic behavior.
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Discussion

Dual dependence as a structural configuration

The findings of this article require rethinking how dependence operates
in contemporary political economy. Classic dependency theory conceptualizes
dependence as a unidirectional relationship between core and periphery, in which
peripheral economies are structurally subordinated through unequal exchange,
specialization in low-value production, and external control over key sectors
[1-4]. While these approaches emphasize persistence and structural constraint,
they also assume that vulnerability generates pressures for diversification or
transformation, whether through import-substitution, state-led industrialization,
or strategic realignment.

Central Asia does not conform to this expectation. Despite repeated and
highly visible shocks, ranging from Russian financial crises and sanctions to
fluctuations in Chinese growth and lending, states in the region have not moved
toward meaningful diversification. Instead, dependence has been reproduced
through a dual structure in which reliance on Russia and China is simultaneously
necessary and mutually reinforcing. This article conceptualizes this outcome as
dual dependence: a stable configuration in which two external powers dominate
distinct, non-substitutable domains of political economy.

As the empirical analysis demonstrates across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Uzbekistan, Russian-led institutions continue to structure regulatory,
infrastructural, and administrative foundations, while Chinese markets, imports,
and finance supply the material inputs of growth. Crucially, no case exhibits
sustained movement away from one pillar without compensatory deepening of
reliance on the other.

Russia and China do not function as alternative patrons within the same
sphere. Russian influence is embedded in inherited infrastructures, institutional
memberships, regulatory standards, and labor mobility regimes rooted in the
Soviet and post-Soviet order [5-9]. Chinese influence, by contrast, is concentrated
in trade, manufacturing inputs, logistics, and development finance associated
with global value chains and large-scale infrastructure projects [10-12]. These
domains are analytically distinct but practically intertwined. Attempts to reduce
dependence on one external actor systematically increase reliance on the other.

This interaction produces a structural equilibrium rather than a transitional
phase. Empirically, attempts to diversify away from Russian transit routes,
regulatory frameworks, or migration channels, most clearly visible after the 2022
sanctions, were associated with rising dependence on Chinese imports, logistics,
and investment rather than structural exit. Reducing exposure to Russian-
controlled transit routes, regulatory systems, or migration channels requires
economic adjustments that deepen reliance on Chinese imports, credit, and
industrial inputs. Conversely, reducing reliance on Chinese goods or finance would

440 BULLETIN of Ablai Khan KazUIRandWL



DEPENDENCY, HIERARCHY AND INSTITUTIONAL PERSISTENCE: THE POLITICAL...

necessitate reforms that collide directly with Russian-controlled infrastructures
and institutional arrangements. Because neither external pillar can be removed
without destabilizing the other, maintaining the dual structure becomes the least
risky strategy available to political and economic elites.

Vulnerability without diversification

This pattern directly challenges the widespread assumption that
vulnerability generates diversification. Across dependency theory, post-Soviet
political economy, and institutionalist approaches, shocks are expected to trigger
exit strategies, partner substitution, or structural reform [3-4,18]. Central Asia
demonstrates the opposite dynamic. Shocks do not open space for escape; they
tighten existing constraints.

The results show that major disruptions, including Russia-related sanctions,
China’s temporary lending contraction, and the COVID-19 supply-chain crisis,
did not produce exit from Russian-led institutions or substitution away from
Chinese markets in any of the three cases. Instead, exposure was redistributed
within the dual structure.

Sanctions on Russia redirect trade toward Chinese markets and logistics
rather than toward alternative partners. Contractions in Chinese overseas lending
elevate the importance of Russian labor markets, remittances, and institutional
coordination. The system adjusts internally by redistributing reliance within the
dual structure rather than by breaking out of it. Vulnerability thus functions less
as a catalyst for diversification than as a disciplining mechanism that narrows the
range of feasible policy responses.

This finding qualifies classic dependency arguments by showing that non-
diversification need not reflect policy failure or elite capture alone. Even where
governments articulated explicit diversification strategies, as in Uzbekistan’s
outreach to Turkey and Europe or Kazakhstan’s promotion of alternative corridors,
the empirical record shows that these initiatives did not alter the underlying
Russian-Chinese structure of dependence.

Imperial political economy and functional differentiation

Imperial and geoeconomic political economy further illuminate why dual
dependence persists. Rather than treating markets as neutral arenas, this literature
emphasizes how infrastructures, financial systems, and institutional architectures
are constructed to reproduce hierarchy and power [13-15].

Central Asia reveals a configuration in which two external powers exercise
influence through functionally differentiated mechanisms rather than direct
competition. Russia’s power rests on institutional depth and infrastructural
inheritance, while China’s power derives from its position within global
production networks and its capacity to supply goods, finance, and connectivity
[10-12].
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These forms of power do not substitute for one another. Instead, they interact
to stabilize dependence by making exit from either pillar prohibitively costly.
The empirical sections document this differentiation clearly: Russian influence
persists through pipeline control, regulatory standards, migration regimes, and
CIS-based coordination, while Chinese influence expands through manufactured
imports, development lending, logistics corridors, and industrial inputs. These
domains show little overlap or substitutability in practice.

This perspective extends imperial political economy by showing how
multiple external hierarchies can coexist without coordination and still generate
durable patterns of subordination. Dual dependence is reproduced not through
rivalry but through complementarity. As a result, strategies that assume
competition between Russia and China mischaracterize the structural constraints
facing Central Asian states.

Institutional persistence and the limits of regime complexity

The persistence of Russian-led regional institutions further challenges
institutionalist expectations. Regime complexity theory predicts that overlapping
institutions create opportunities for forum shopping, competition, and eventual
exit from underperforming organizations [16-17]. Organizational mortality
research similarly links institutional decline to functional redundancy and loss
of support [18].

Empirically, however, none of the three cases exited Russian-led
institutional frameworks despite repeated dissatisfaction with organizational
performance and the presence of overlapping alternatives. Even Uzbekistan’s
earlier withdrawals did not reduce reliance on Russian-centered regulatory and
infrastructural systems.

Eurasia does not follow this logic. Russian-led organizations coexist with
newer frameworks without displacement, and formal exit is exceedingly rare.
Membership is embedded within broader hierarchical relationships encompassing
security cooperation, regulatory compatibility, and infrastructural access. Exit is
therefore not a discrete institutional choice but a systemic rupture with cascading
economic and political costs. Institutional survival reflects not efficiency but
structural indispensability.

By situating institutional persistence within a dual dependency equilibrium,
this analysis explains why layering rather than pruning characterizes Eurasian
regionalism. Overlap does not generate competition because institutions are not
substitutable. They are anchored in different external hierarchies that jointly
constrain state behavior.

Hierarchy, small states, and constrained strategy

Finally, the Central Asian case invites a reconsideration of hierarchy and
small-state strategy. Hierarchy theory highlights authority relations that coexist
with sovereignty but largely assumes a single dominant hierarchy [19-20]. Both
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approaches presuppose some degree of substitutability among external patrons.

The empirical findings indicate that policies often labeled as hedging,
such as selective engagement with third partners, remain marginal relative to the
structural weight of Russian and Chinese ties, and do not alter the underlying
dependency patterns documented in the results.

Across these literatures, three shared assumptions clash with the empirical
reality of Central Asia. First, dependency is primarily conceptualized as
unidirectional [1-2,13,19]. Central Asia, by contrast, is structurally reliant on both
Russia and China, with each power dominating different but non-substitutable
domains: Russia in institutions, security, and inherited infrastructure; China in
trade, development finance, and new connectivity projects [10-12].

Second, vulnerability is assumed to generate diversification [3-4,18]. In
Central Asia, repeated shocks to both Russian- and Chinese-linked channels have
not produced sustained structural diversification. Instead, diversification remains
rhetorical, while behavioral patterns reinforce existing dependencies.

Third, institutional overlap is expected to produce competition and exit [ 16-
18]. Yet in Eurasia, underperforming Russian-led organizations persist, new ones
are layered on, and formal exit is virtually absent [6-7]. Institutional redundancy
appears to be a stable feature of the regional order, not a transitional stage on the
way to consolidation.

Across these bodies of scholarship, three common assumptions prevent
existing theories from accounting for the Central Asian pattern. First, dependency
i1s almost universally understood as unidirectional. Second, these literatures
assume that vulnerability triggers diversification. Third, institutional overlap
i1s expected to generate competition and organizational mortality. In Eurasia,
however, institutional redundancy persists because it is embedded within broader
hierarchical relationships that cannot be revised through narrow institutional
adjustment alone.

These shared assumptions point to a missing theoretical lens. Central Asia
does not display competition between Russia and China, nor a move toward
autonomy or a decisive alignment with one or the other. Instead, the region
exhibits a dual structure of dependence in which Russian-led institutional and
infrastructural hierarchies and Chinese-led market and financial hierarchies
operate in parallel, reinforce one another, and jointly constrain alternative
pathways. Explaining this persistence requires a framework capable of
theorizing how distinct external hierarchies become mutually constitutive and
why diversification becomes extraordinarily costly even when leaders formally
commit to it.

Dual dependence violates this assumption. Russia and China do not offer
interchangeable benefits, and engagement with one does not offset reliance on
the other. Strategies that resemble hedging in rhetoric do not function as hedging
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in practice. Instead, Central Asian states pursue a form of strategic preservation
aimed at maintaining a constrained equilibrium under layered hierarchies.

The broader implication is that in regions shaped by functionally
differentiated external powers, multipolarity does not necessarily expand
autonomy. It can entrench dependence by multiplying, rather than alleviating,
structural constraints. Understanding such outcomes requires moving beyond
models of competition, substitution, and exit toward a framework that treats
complementary hierarchies as a source of persistence rather than instability.

Conclusion

Central Asia’s political economy reveals a durable structure of external
reliance that cannot be explained by traditional accounts of dependency, hierarchy,
or regime complexity. Despite repeated shocks, from Russian sanctions to
fluctuations in Chinese lending and global supply-chain disruptions, the region has
not shifted toward meaningful diversification. Instead, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Uzbekistan remain anchored to two external powers whose roles are not
interchangeable. Russian-led institutions, infrastructures, and mobility channels
continue to shape the regulatory and logistical foundations of economic life,
while Chinese markets, imports, and development finance supply the material
and industrial inputs on which growth strategies depend. The interaction of these
two hierarchies generates a dual dependency equilibrium that persists even when
governments publicly commit to reducing external vulnerability.

What emerges from this analysis is a clearer understanding of why
diversification repeatedly stalls. Reducing exposure to Russian institutions
requires economic adjustments that heighten dependence on China; limiting
reliance on Chinese markets and financing demands reforms that run directly
against Russian-controlled infrastructures and administrative systems. Because
neither state can feasibly absorb these simultaneous adjustment costs, maintaining
the dual structure becomes the least risky strategy. This equilibrium is reinforced,
not undermined, by crises. Sanctions on Russia redirect trade toward China,
while slowdowns in Chinese financing re-elevate the importance of Russian
labor markets and transit systems. The system bends but does not break.

These findings carry important implications for both scholarship and policy.
For researchers, Central Asia demonstrates that multiple external powers can
become jointly indispensable not through coordination but through functional
differentiation. Existing theories assume unidirectional dependence, substitution
among patrons, or institutional competition leading to exit. The region shows the
opposite: complementary hierarchies can lock states into a configuration where
escape from one dependence intensifies the other. This requires a shift in how we
conceptualize power, interdependence, and institutional persistence in regions
shaped by more than one external center.
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For policymakers in Central Asia and beyond, the analysis underscores the
limits of diversification strategies that do not confront the structural interaction of
these dependencies. Efforts to expand ties with Turkey, Europe, or the Gulf may
create new openings, but they cannot substitute for the infrastructural and market
foundations dominated by Russia and China. Without large-scale reengineering
of transit routes, production systems, and financial sources, diversification will
remain largely aspirational.

Looking ahead, the dual dependency equilibrium outlined here offers a
basis for forecasting the region’s trajectory. As long as Russia retains control over
key infrastructures and China remains the central provider of manufactured goods
and development finance, Central Asia is likely to continue oscillating within this
bounded space rather than breaking out of it. Future research can build on this
framework by tracing variation within specific sectors such as energy, logistics,
manufacturing, and digital infrastructure, and by assessing whether emerging
actors can alter the cost structure underpinning the equilibrium. Additional
quantitative work on organizational persistence and case-based studies of policy
experimentation could further illuminate when, and under what conditions, this
dual structure might begin to shift.

What this study has answered is why dual dependence persists despite
repeated incentives for change. What remains open is whether upcoming
geopolitical or technological transformations could meaningfully reduce the
adjustment costs that lock states into the current arrangement. Until such shifts
materialize, the interplay of Russian institutions and Chinese markets will
continue to shape the region’s political economy, not as a temporary condition
but as a defining feature of its international position.
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3ABUCUMOCTD, HEPAPXUSA U UHCTUTYHUOHAJIBHASA
YCTOMYUBOCTh: HOJIUTUKO-9KOHOMUYECKHUE OCHOBBI
JIBOMHOM 3ABUCUMOCTH B IIEHTPAJIBHOM A3UH
*Ceiirkoxa E.E.!
*1 Ka3axckuil yHUBEPCUTET MEXKIyHAPOIHBIX OTHOILICHUH U MHUPOBBIX SI3BIKOB
nMeHn AObLIai xana, AyiMatel, Kazaxcran

AnHoTauus. [Touemy noBropstomvecs: BHEIIHUE IIOKUM HE MPUBOIAT K
nuBepcuduxanyu B LlentpanbHoit Azun? CyuiecTByoue TEOpUH 3aBUCUIMOCTH,
HepapXuM U peruoHaIbHOr0 MHCTUTYLIMOHAIN3MA, KaK IIPaBUIIO, IPE/IIOIarator,
YTO YS3BUMOCTb CTUMYJIHMPYET BBIXOJ, 3aMEHY MapTHEPOB MJIU CTPATETHUYECKOE
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xepkupoBanue. Ha ocHoBe cpaBHHUTENnbHOTO aHanu3a Kasaxcrana, Kelpreiscrana
n Y30ekucraHa B CTaTbe IOKA3aHO, YTO 3TU OXKUIAHMS HE IOITBEPIKIAIOTCS
SMIIMpUYECKH. BMecTo 3TOoro rocymapcrBa PETHOHAa  BOCHPOU3BOIAT
YCTOMYMBYIO MOJEIb JBOMHOW 3aBHCUMOCTH, B paMKaxX KOTOPOW POCCHICKHE
MHCTUTYIIMOHAIbHBIC U MHPPACTPYKTYPHBIC HEPAPXUH M KUTAWCKUE PHIHOYHBIE U
(uHaHCOBBIE CBA3U (PYHKIMOHUPYIOT MapaljIesIbHO U B3aUMHO YCUIIMBAIOT APYT
apyra. Mcnonbe3ys kadeCTBEHHOE MPOLIECC-TPEUCUHT HCCIIEIOBAHUE, TAHHBIE 110
TOPIOBJIE U JIOJITY, aHAJIN3 UHCTUTYLIMOHAJIBHOIO y4aCTHsl M JUATHOCTUYECKUE
«IIOK-TECTB» (CaHKUMU MpOTUB Poccuu, cokpalieHre KUTaiCKOro BHEIHEro
KpeAMTOBaHMs, Kpu3uc Ienodyek mnoctaBok B nepuon COVID-19), crares
ITOKa3bIBAET, YTO MOMBITKH COKPATUTh 3aBUCUMOCTb OT OJTHOI'O BHEIIHETO aKTOpa
CUCTEMAaTH4YECKH YCWIMBAKOT 3aBHUCHUMOCTh OT Jpyroro. Illoku He co3maror
YCIIOBUH JUIsl BBIXO/A WJIM TUBEPCUPHUKALNY, a IEpepacipeesisiioT yI3BUMOCTh
BHYTPH JBOMHOMN CTPYKTYpBI. [lomydeHHbIE pe3yiabTaTbl CTABAT I0J COMHEHHUE
OJTHOCTOPOHHUE MOJENIN 3aBHUCHUMOCTH, KOHLIECTIIHMH XELKUPOBAHHUS U TEOPHUU
PEKUMHOM CIIO)KHOCTH W HPEUIaraloT IMOJIUTIKOHOMUYECKOE OObSICHEHUE
YCTOWYMBOCTH  B3aUMOJONOJHSIOMIMX BHEUIHUX HEpPapXuid B  YCIOBUAX
MHOT'OITOJIIPHOCTH.

Knw4yeBble ciaoBa: [BOilHasg 3aBUCUMOCTh, LleHTpanbHas A3sus,
MOJINTUYECKAsl SKOHOMUSI, UEPAPXUS U HHCTUTYTHI, BHEITHUE IIIOKU

TOYEJALUIIK, UEPAPXUSA '/KOHE UHCTUTYUHUOHAJIAbIK
TYPAKTBUIBIK: OPTAJIBIK ABUSJAFBI KOCAPJIAHFAH
TOYEJAIJIIKTIH CAACU-OKOHOMUKAJIBIK HEI'T3EPI

*Ceiitkoxka E.E.!
*1 AObuTaii XaH ateiHAarsl Kazak xaibIKapasblK KaTbIHACTAp KOHE
oneMm Tuiaepl yauBepeurteti, Anmarsl, Kazakcran

Anjaarna. Hemikten KaiTamaHaThIH CHIPTKBI IIOKTap OpTaibiK A3USHBIH
opTapanTaHbIpyHa aiubin KenaMenai? Toyenmmaiunik, uepapxusi KoHEe alMaKTBIK
MHCTUTYLMOHAIU3M TEOPUsIIApbl 9JETTE “IIarblH’ MEMJIEKETTepAl alMaKThIK
yibIMJIapJaH WIBIFYbIH, CEPIKTECTEP MEH SPINTECTEPAl aJMacTbIPyblH HEMece
XEIDKUHTKE JKYTiHYyiH Ooipkaiael. Kasakcran, Keiprei3ctan skoHe ©30eKkcTaH bl
CaJbpICTHIPMAJIBI  TaJJIay HeETi3iHAe Oyl Makama aTtajaFaH OoybKamaapIbIH
SMIUPUKAIBIK TYPFBIIAH pacTaJIMalThIHBIH KepceTeal. AiMakTa “KocapiaHFaH
TOYENAUIK® Jel cunarrayra OoJaTblH TYPAKThl KYPbUIBIM KaJbIITACKAH:
Peceil allMakTBIK enepMEH KapbIM-KaTblHACTA WHCTUTYLMOHAJBIK JKOHE
MH(QPaKYpbUIBIMABIK HepapXusulapra ceHiM aptca, KpiTalli HapbIKTBIK >KOHE
Kap>KbUIBIK OailyianpicTapFa skyrineal. Hotmxkecinae,aTanMpiin MEMIICKETTEPAIH
OipeyiHiH BIKHAJIbIHBIH TOMEH/EY1 EKIHILIICIHIH ailMaKTaFrbl bIKIAJIbIHBIH 6CyiHe
anbin kenenl. CamajiblK MHpPOIECC-TPEHCHHI, cayla >KOHE KapbI3 JepeKTepi,
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aliMaKTBIK YHABIMJApFa MYIIETIK CHIHIBI MOIIMETTEP KOHE «IIOK-TECTTEP»
(Peceiire kapcel canknusuiap, KpITaliplH CHIPTKbI HECHEINIEYIHIH KbICKapybl,
COVID-19 cayna »oHe KeTKI3y TI30€KTEpiHIH JaFaapbIChl) apKbUIbI Makajia
Olp aKkTopra TOYEJNJIUIIKTI a3alTy OpeKeTTepl EeKIHII aKTopra TOYEJIUTIKTI
KYIIEHTETIHIH TOJIEIICH/I.

Tipek ce3aep: KocapianraH TayenauTiK, OpTanbik A3us, casici SKOHOMUKA,
Mepapxusl )KOHE HHCTUTYTTAP, CBIPTKBI IIOKTAP
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