International Politics (2023) 60:76-106
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-021-00372-7

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

®

Check for
updates

Mongolia—Central Asia relations and the implications
of the rise of China on its future evolution

John Irgengioro’

Accepted: 2 December 2021 / Published online: 21 February 2022
©The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature Limited 2022

Abstract

This article provides an analysis of Mongolia’s foreign relations with the post-
Soviet Central Asian states, particularly with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, and their
prospects going forward. It provides an overview of relations and analysis of why,
despite shared geocultural identities and geopolitical imperatives, their relationship
remains more distant than Mongolia’s relations with its other neighbors of East Asia.
It then assesses the changes brought by the dynamics of a rising Chinese power pro-
jection as manifested through its Belt and Road Initiative in the region, and, using
the IR theories on rising powers and weak state behavior, examines the impetus of
these shifting dynamics for future Mongolia—Central Asia relations.
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Introduction

While Mongolia is usually recognized currently as a part of East Asia, at least politi-
cally speaking (UNstats 2021; Worldbank 2021), this country is significantly dif-
ferent in almost all aspects from other East Asian nations of China, the Koreas, and
Japan—in terms of differences in geopolitical and geo-economics situations, as
well as being fundamentally distinct in its cultural identity—but have been increas-
ingly drawn toward East Asia since the end of the socialist period politically and
economically. Meanwhile, this article will also show that although Mongolia have
much in common with the post-Soviet Central Asian states to its west—especially
with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, in terms of similar geopolitical and geo-economic
situations as well as shared cultural identities, relations with this region remained
stagnant over the past century, and current governmental, economic, and people-
to-people relations remain minimal. Why is this the case, and how are the future
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prospects of Mongolia’s relations with Central Asia? This article takes a look at
Mongolia’s current foreign policy and ideational situation vis-a-vis its neighbors and
current Mongolia—Central Asia relations, and assesses the potential of and interests
for relations with the Central Asian states of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, especially
in light of the implications posed by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) across
the Eurasian landscape. It thus first provides a background overview of Mongolia’s
geopolitical position and of Mongolia—Central Asia relations up to the present, and
then conducts an analysis of the implications that China’s BRI ambitions have for
a new chapter of Mongolia—Central Asia relations, through the use of International
Relations theories on rising powers, weak states, and alliance formations.

Mongolia between Central and East Asia

Mongolia’s current geopolitical political position is indeed an outlier. Physi-
cally sandwiched between the two great powers of Russia and China, it struggles
to define its own geopolitical position on the world stage, as one Mongolian official
describes their country as “a hybrid of Central and East Asia” (Pieper, 2020b, p.2).
International bodies such as the United Nations statistical division categorize it as
being a part of the region of East Asia, but Mongolia differs greatly from the other
East Asian countries in terms of demographics, geography, and economic situations,
not to mention as cultural and identity differences. First, this sparsely populated
country of just over three million people is greatly dwarfed in population compared
to the other East Asian countries of China (around 1.4 billion), South Korea (51.5
million), North Korea (25.5 million), or Japan (126.8 million) (UNstats, 2021), mak-
ing Mongolia a much smaller country demographically. Second, the country’s land-
locked geographic situation in the middle of Eurasia differs from the three major
East Asian powers with their coastal access to the Asia—Pacific, thus presenting a
different set of geopolitical imperatives. Third, the country’s economic situation is
very different from that of China, South Korea, or Japan, with the East Asian giants
possessing large, globally competitive diversified economies while Mongolia’s
small economy is dependent on resource extraction. Finally, the country’s culture,
drawing upon its nomadic heritage, Tibetan Buddhist influences, and Soviet-dom-
inated socialist legacy contrasts sharply with the Confucian cultural sphere of East
Asia and its differing historical trajectories and experiences.

Meanwhile, one can find much similarities between Mongolia and Central Asian
countries, especially with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan—Central Asian countries
with whom Mongolia not only shares certain cultural identity legacies, but also
modern-day geo-economic and geopolitical dynamics. The current definitions
of Central Asia being the five post-Soviet “Stans” are themselves a Russian and
Soviet conceptualization, since adopted by the rest of the world, for the areas in the
region under Russian control rather than by its intrinsic geographical, cultural, or
economic properties (Starr 2008, p.4), and Mongolia itself is considered as part of
the greater Central and Inner Asian geocultural space and part of a common steppe
world (Laruelle 2018; Starr 2008. The contemporary situation of Mongolia being
linked to Central Asia by physical or cultural geography while being physically cut
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off from modern Central Asian states is thus instead the result of the absorption
of huge territories of historically Inner Asian space -such as the regions of Xinji-
ang, Inner Mongolia, and the Tibetan plateau—by the Chinese state into its mod-
ern borders (Millward 2007), which cuts Mongolia off from a physical link with
the Central Asian states in the present day. Nevertheless, in terms of culture and
self-identity, Mongolia exhibits much in common with Central Asia, especially with
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, in cultural attributes such as customs, clothing, music,
food, lifestyle, or architecture, which are legacies of their common nomadic past.
Meanwhile, in the case of differences in the traditional religions—Islam for ethnic
Kazakh and Kyrgyz, Tibetan Buddhism for ethnic Mongols—scholars underline
that the adherence to these religions by all three peoples are historically nominal
as these ethnicities all incorporate a large mix of Tengriist and steppic culture into
their traditional ethnic identities (Laruelle 2019; Yemelianova 2014, p.2; Artman
2019; Myadar & Rae 2019). Mongolia also shares, to a certain degree, the Soviet
or socialist legacy with Central Asia, although the imprint of Russification was
not as strong in Mongolia since was not a part of the Soviet Union like Kazakh-
stan or Kyrgyzstan, was but one of the USSR’s “satellite states” as the Mongolian
People’s Republic (1921-1992). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the three
states share many geopolitical and geo-economic imperatives. First, all three coun-
tries are landlocked and border China, and, except for Kyrgyzstan, border Russia
as well. Meanwhile, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan border other Central Asian coun-
tries, while Mongolia does not border any other country at all besides China and
Russia—its closest point to Kazakhstan at around 37 km away being cut off by a
China—Russia border in between them in the Altai Mountains. This means that Rus-
sia and China thus looms large in the foreign policies of all three countries, con-
sider, a state of affairs which also holds true for Kyrgyzstan, without a direct border
with Russia, since it retains deep linkages and dependencies with the successor state
of the former Soviet Union and is member to a number of Russia-led international
organizations and alliances (Laruelle 2014). Thus, in terms of foreign policy, all
three countries, as smaller, weaker powers wedged between China and Russia, must
pursue their own national interests in the face of these great powers neighbors and
have to choose between four general options in terms of their foreign policy: align-
ing themselves with either Russia or China, pursue a policy of neutrality, such as
in the example of Switzerland, pursue a policy of reaching out to external powers
further afield, such as Mongolia’s current “third neighbor policy,” or seek to balance
the interests of the great powers through increasing partnership among themselves
(Batbayar 2002, p.333). In terms of economic situation, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Mongolia also have much in common. The economies of all three countries fall
into lower-middle to middle-income groups by global standards (World Bank 2021),
and resource extraction makes up a prominent part of all three economies—with
Kazakhstan’s exports being dominated by the oil and gas sector as well as various
metals, while Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia, lacking more lucrative endowments of oil
and gas, are mostly limited to other mineral extractions—with gold and other types
of mineral ore products comprising more than half of Kyrgyzstani exports, while
coal and copper dominate the exports of Mongolia (Observatory of Economic Com-
plexity 2021). All three countries are thus developing economies with a dependency
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on resource extraction, although Kyrgyzstan’s economy is relatively more diversified
than Mongolia or Kazakhstan’s with more balanced agricultural and light manufac-
turing sectors (ibid). Thus, we can see that the country profiles of the Central Asian
countries of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have much in common with Mongolia: The
three countries share deep historical and cultural identity ties rooted both in their
common steppe identity and Soviet influence, they are all located in relatively close
proximity in the greater Central Asian neighborhood between China and Russia and
share the imperative of the pursuit of their own interests and maintenance of their
sovereignty between the great powers and are also all smaller, developing nations
dependent on resource extraction.

Mongolia—Central Asia Relations—a relationship that never was?

Given the similar country profiles and shared national imperatives, it would seem
intuitive if Mongolia maintains a close relationship with the Central Asian states,
particularly with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. However, this is far from the case,
and the relationship between Mongolia and the Central Asian countries remains dis-
tant in comparison with its East Asian neighbors. An overview of the evolution of
Mongolia’s relationship with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan is as follows:

Mongolia’s geopolitical vision and Mongolia-Central Asia relations
up to the 1990s

While historically Mongolia have had intimate links with the lands that is currently
the Central Asian “Stans” since the days of the Mongol Empire, when the area was
under the rule of the Golden horde and the Chagatai Khanate, and continuing into
the later intensive contacts between various Western Oirat Mongols and the Kazakh
khanates (Millward 2007), contacts between the Eastern Mongols of today’s Mon-
golia with Kazakh and Kyrgyz people were evidently scant during the centuries of
Manchu Qing rule in Mongolia, during which the Qing Dynasty’s borders isolated
it from other regions to its west. Modern relations between Mongolia and Central
Asian republics commenced in the socialist era, while Mongolia was a Soviet sat-
ellite and the Central Asian republics were part of the Soviet Union, but this was
largely conducted within the framework of the former Soviet Union as a whole and
did not really involve independent policymaking on the part of the Central Asian
republics then under the Soviet Union (Soni 1996, p.173). It thus wasn’t until the
breakup of the former Soviet Union in 1991 and the independence of Central Asian
states that foreign relations between Mongolia and Central Asian countries of
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan began in earnest (ibid, p.174).

The period in the 1990s was a time of uncertainty and optimism for all three
countries, a time when scholars argue all of them achieved real independence for the
first time—Mongolia finally achieving de facto independence in foreign policy fol-
lowing the period of the Mongolian People’s Republic as satellite state of the Soviet
union since its establishment in 1921, while Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan achieved
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both de jure and de facto independence after the collapse of the USSR (Batbayar
2002, p.325; Soni 1996, p.174). During the 1990s, there was significant specula-
tion among Mongolian politicians and academia as for what foreign policy routes
Mongolia will take given its newly found independence, the country’s geopolitical
grand strategy, and even the country’s national identity in terms of its geographical
and cultural aspects. Batbayar (2002), for example, discussed the concept of a “geo-
political vision” for Mongolia and argued that it is intrinsically linked to Mongolia’s
national identity, which includes both geographical and cultural factors (Batbayar
2002, p.324). The question of Mongolia’s geographical and cultural identity was
used to determine Mongolia’s geopolitical positioning in the region and boiled down
to whether Mongolia should be considered as a Central Asian or East Asian coun-
try. This, as Batbayar argued, “was not merely an academic exercise, but ones with
implications for Mongolia’s survival as a sovereign state” (Batbayar 2002, p.328),
since Mongolia is located at the crossroad of Russia to the North, East Asia to the
East and South, and Islamic Central Asia to the West, where the choice of Mongo-
lia’s geopolitical orientation will have important consequences going forward. On
one camp, there are scholars like Baabar who believe that Mongolia is a part of
Central Asia and favors an alignment of Mongolia with other Central Asian coun-
tries, where such conceptualizations with Central Asia in the 1990s had a strong
civilizational and cultural identity aspect to it. Indeed, Baabar’s conception of Cen-
tral Asia includes not only Mongolia and the five post-Soviet Stans, but also regions
like Xinjiang, Tibet, Buryatia, Tuva, and countries like Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, and
Turkey, and is based on the idea that Central Asia means the region at the heart of
the Asian continent, historically a region of the meeting point of cultures on the Silk
Roads, possess much diversity in aspects such as religion or topography, and cur-
rently existing as smaller entities located in between major peripheral powers such
as Russia or China, thereby sharing common historical and cultural affinities as well
as geographical imperatives (Baabar 1995, p.18). Baabar thus advocated for a “Cen-
tral Asian Security Zone” in order to secure their common interests (ibid, p.25).
In the other camp, however, were thinkers who argue that Mongolia’s geopolitical
alignment need not only a civilizational/cultural aspect, but more importantly a clear
developmental aspect as well (Batbayar 2002, p.329), and the former diplomat Kh.
Olzvoy thus called for Mongolia to not align itself with Central Asia, but with North-
east Asia instead. This, he argued, is because the Central Asia states are essentially
not very useful for Mongolia’s developmental goals, as they are another group of
landlocked states which cannot provide much complementary benefits. The region’s
recent independence from the Soviet Union means that it has yet to become politi-
cally and economically stable, and the state of its underdeveloped economy, similar
to that of Mongolia’s while being economically intertwined with Russia, offers few
opportunities for Mongolia’s benefit (Olzvoy 1996, p.54). In contrast, Olzvoy argued
that an alignment with Northeast Asian countries would be much more beneficial.
Northeast Asian countries such as Japan and South Korea have already developed
into advanced economies by the 1990s and China was also obviously on the ascent
economically by then. Furthermore, cooperation with the Northeast Asian countries
with coasts on the Pacific will allow Mongolia to access markets worldwide and thus
remedy its landlocked status (Olzvoy 1996, p.55). It is thus in this context of the
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political debate between the alignment of Mongolia as a Central Asian or East Asian
country that Mongolia’s Concept of Foreign Policy was endorsed by the Mongo-
lian parliament in 1994, a document which emerged as a compromise between those
who advocated for a Central Asian identity versus those who advocated for an East
Asian identity, and thus subsequently formed Mongolia’s “geopolitical vision, men-
tioning that both Northeast and Central Asia will be focuses of Mongolia’s foreign
policy” (Batbayar 2002, p.331).

Mirroring these theoretical foreign policy debates, Mongolia’s relations in the
1990s with Central Asia in practice was also in a state of uncertainty and antici-
pation. After the Central Asian republics gained independence, Mongolia seemed
interested in building relations with three of the Central Asian countries: Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan—motivated in part by their perceived closer his-
torical and cultural ties (especially a common steppic heritage with Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan), while relations with the other two Central Asian countries were
less feasible—as Turkmenistan was cited as being too remote and already pursu-
ing an isolationist foreign policy, while Tajikistan was in the middle of a civil war
(Soni 1996, p. 177). During this period, there have been significant attempts at con-
solidating relations between Kazakhstan and Mongolia. The two sides established
direct road links across the Altai Mountains and airline service between Almaty and
Ulaanbaatar, while Kazakhstan’s president first visited Mongolia in 1993 and com-
menced several agreements concerning economic and cultural cooperation and a
protocol on cooperation between the foreign policy departments and national banks
of Kazakhstan and Mongolia. Moreover, mutual trade volumes between the two
countries steadily increased, reaching more than 25 categories of goods by 1996,
with Mongolia exporting textiles, wood, animal products, and consumer goods to
Kazakhstan while Kazakhstan exports machine tools, tires, spare parts, and petro-
leum products to Mongolia. The two sides also concluded several agreements on the
“repatriation” of Mongolian Kazakhs to Kazakhstan as well as guaranteeing their
rights of freedom of movement and citizenship (Soni 1996, p.175-176). Meanwhile,
Mongolia’s relationship with Kyrgyzstan commenced with the official visit of Kyr-
gyzstan’s president Askar Akayev to Mongolia in 1993, where several agreements
including a treaty of friendship and cooperation were concluded, and during this
time Mongolia also commenced trade relations with Uzbekistan (Soni 1996, p. 177).
Thus, the initial relations between Mongolia and the Central Asian countries were
promising, with Mongolia being more of an objective for the newly independent
Central Asian countries’ outreach than vice versa.

The long stagnation: Mongolia-Central Asian relations
towards the present

However, despite initial promises, relations between the Mongolia and the Stans
have remained relatively stagnant. For instance, the direct flights between Almaty
and Ulaanbaatar were cancelled by the 2000s, citing lower passenger volumes, and
direct Mongolia—Kazakhstan flights were not reinstated until 2019, while Mon-
golia’s general consulate in Tashkent was downgraded to become an honorary
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consulate afterwards as well. In the first decade of the twentieth century, Mongo-
lia and Kazakhstan exchanged state visits just once, as well as a few visits at the
minister level—from Kazakhstan, state secretary in 2005 and Minister of foreign
affairs in 2006, and from Mongolia, Secretary of national security council in 2000,
and vice prime minister in 2006 and 2007 (Kazakhstan Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
2021). Mongolia’s official contacts with Kyrgyzstan, meanwhile, has been even less
scant. For instance, in terms of inter-parliamentary relations, there have been just
one visit from the chairman of the State Great Khural (parliament) of Mongolia to
Kyrgyzstan, and just three visits from speakers and vice speakers of the Kyrgyzstani
Jogorku Kenesh (Supreme council) to Mongolia between the years 2004 and 2011
(Badral 2017), while Mongolia only established an embassy in the Kyrgyzstani
capital in 2019 (Batchimeg 2019). In terms of economic relations, Mongolia’s trade
volumes with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are also unimpressive as well as of an
irregular nature throughout the years. As bilateral trade statistics show,' the previous
decade saw a long stagnation of still miniscule trade volumes, which also appears
to be an extremely lopsided trade imbalance in favor of Kazakhstan, and to a lesser
extent, for Kyrgyzstan as well. For instance, in the year 2019 Kazakhstan exported
goods such as foodstuffs, vegetable products, animal products, and machinery to
Mongolia for a turnover value of $58.1 million, while Mongolia only exported a
turnover value of $7.14 million, mostly in transportation equipment, paper goods,
or animal products. Meanwhile, Mongolia’s trade relations with Kyrgyzstan are also
imbalanced, where in 2019, for instance, Kyrgyzstan exported goods to Mongolia to
the value of $2.32 million while Mongolia only exported goods to Kyrgyzstan to the
value of $413 thousand. Other trade patterns between Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and
Kyrgyzstan can also be observed: Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have a more diversi-
fied set of exports to Mongolia with more value-added products, while Mongolia
export to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan mostly animal and resource products, with
occasional spurts of machinery. In addition, Mongolia’s exports to Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan are more irregular in terms of turnover value and products exported,
which is the result of relatively very small volumes being traded, where Mongo-
lia’s exports to Kyrgyzstan are at a negligible level. It is thus clear that current eco-
nomic relations between Mongolia and Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are minimal and
largely stagnant.

Such paltry economic figures pale in comparison with Mongolia’s trade with the
East Asian giants of China, South Korea, or Japan which have been ever increasing
before the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, in 2019, imports from China made up
a total value of $1.95 billion, comprised of a very diversified and complex import
mix of machines, metals, transportation, electricity, chemicals, foodstuffs, and
almost every other category of goods; imports from South Korea amounted to $287
million, of also very diverse categories such as machines, transportation equipment,

! See Tables and Figures section: Mongolia exports to Kazakhstan by year, by (value $) and by
breakdown of exported goods; Kazakhstan exports to Mongolia by year, (by value $) and by break-
down of exports goods; Mongolia exports to Kyrgyzstan by year, by (value $) and by breakdown of
exported goods; Kyrgyzstan exports to Mongolia by year, (by value $) and by breakdown of exports
goods. Author’s own work.
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foodstuffs, and chemical products; and imports from Japan amounted to $594 mil-
lion, mostly transportation vehicles and machines. Meanwhile, Mongolia exported
a whopping $6.59 Billion worth of goods to China, mostly extractive metals, $34.7
million to South Korea, mostly textiles and extractive minerals, and $20.8 million to
Japan, mostly extractive minerals and textiles (UN Comtrade 2021; Observatory of
Economic Complexity 2021). Drawn by East Asia’s economic might, Mongolia is
thus very dependent on trade with the East Asian countries currently while having
relatively little economic ties with Central Asian Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Meanwhile, the people-to-people relations between Mongolian and Central Asian
publics are also evidently distant. For instance, in terms of mutual tourism, rela-
tively low number of Mongolian tourists visit Kazakhstan or Kyrgyzstan and vice
versa. Citizens from Kazakhstan made up 16,264 of tourist arrivals in Mongolia
in 2019 (Visit Ulaanbaatar 2019), while citizens of Kyrgyzstan make up an even
smaller number such that it was not listed among prominent countries of arrival by
Mongolia’s tourism board (ibid). Vice versa, only 20,700 Mongolian citizens visited
Kazakhstan in 2018 and an even smaller amount visited Kyrgyzstan not sufficient
to be individually listed (National Statistics Committee Kyrgyzstan 2017). These
are much lower numbers than the amount of Mongolian citizens visiting East Asian
countries, where approximately 1,494,300 Mongolians visited China in 2018 (China
National Bureau of Statistics 2019) and 113,864 visited South Korea in 2018 (Korea
Tourism Association 2019). Furthermore, Mongolia’s educational relations with
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are currently almost nonexistent: for example, in 2017,
only around 250 Mongolian citizens have been accepted to study in Kazakhstan’s
higher learning educational institutions (Enkh-Orgil 2017), while between 2013 and
2017 only 32 Mongolian citizens studied in Kyrgyzstan’s higher education institu-
tions (Stat.kg 2021). In contrast, more than 7300 Mongolian students were studying
in South Korea in 2018, making up the third largest international student group in
that country, while 10,100 Mongolian students study abroad in China in 2018, thus
being the biggest study abroad destination for Mongolian students (ICEF Monitor
2019). The relative lack of people-to-people interaction in terms of tourism and edu-
cational metric thus helps to keep Mongolians unfamiliar with Central Asian coun-
tries, and vice versa.

What explains this current situation of Mongolia’s relatively low connectivity
between Mongolia and Central Asia while being much more connected with East
Asia? This article argues that while the strong pull of economics from the boom-
ing East Asian economies can be a clear explanation for Mongolia’s increasing
orientation eastwards, the lack of Mongolia’s connectivity to Central Asia can be
explained by two factors. First, as Mongolia’s status as a former Soviet satellite
state but not part of the USSR proper corresponded to its relatively lesser degree of
Russification, the English language thus quickly replaced Russian as the new lan-
guage of cosmopolitanism in the country since the post-socialist era (Billé 2010;
Cohen 2005), a phenomenon which, in contrast to the continued dominance of the
Russian language as a lingua franca in Central Asia (Skalamera 2017), becomes a
liability factor for Mongolia in terms of building people-to-people ties with Cen-
tral Asia and the post-Soviet space. Second, Mongolia’s subsequent lack of mate-
rial incentives and geopolitical vision for building relationships with Central Asia
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further discouraged their political cooperation, as the East Asian giants’ more attrac-
tive economies and economic clout resulted in Mongolia’s gravitation toward eco-
nomic integration and dependency with East Asia. Another explanation attributes
the lack of economic relations to the supposed lack of economic complementarity
due to the similar export structure among Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan,
with all three countries being all relatively dependent on the export of various natu-
ral resources (although to a lesser extent in Kyrgyzstan), but the lack of economic
connectivity cannot entirely be blamed on the lack of economic synergies, since
the Central Asian states are also economically similar between each other to a large
extent, and, though far from being an integrated region among themselves (Krapohl
& Vasileva-Dienes, 2020), still demonstrate higher integration metrics with each
other than with Mongolia. For instance, just like the situation between Mongolia and
Central Asia, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan also share direct no land borders with each
other and both countries also have largely resource extraction-based economies, yet
they are still among each other’s top three trade partners in 2019 (Observatory of
Economic Complexity, 2021). Furthermore, the assumption of a low level of eco-
nomic potential between Mongolia and Central Asia can itself be challenged, as
Marlene Laruelle illustrates that, for example, Mongolia and Kazakhstan have many
promising mutual economic interests, but these have strikingly yet to be material-
ized (Laruelle 2018, p.405).

The lack of people-to-people connections is perhaps the most telling, which can-
not be fully attributed to the lack of a land border between Mongolia and the Central
Asian states, since Central Asian states which do not share land borders with each
other still enjoy more people-to-people traffic than with Mongolia, as is the case
between Kazakhstan and Tajikistan (Stat.gov.kz, 2021). The persistent lack of politi-
cal relations, economic ties, and people-to-people connections should thus mostly
be attributed societal circumstances, a current lack of geo-economic incentives, as
well as a lack of popular consciousness and political will between Mongolia and
the Kazakhstani and Kyrgyzstan public in building closer relations. For country(ies)
on either sides of the Altai Mountains, those on the other side are thus far still per-
ceived as distant, unfamiliar countries with a common heritage but lacking in mod-
ern-day economic and political relevance.

The China factor: Belt and Road Initiative, the rise of China,
and implications for future Mongolia and Central Asia relations

Recently, however, the geopolitical situation across Central Asia and Mongolia is
undergoing major changes due to an external factor—the rising power of China and
its increasing clout in the region. In 2013, China announced the “Silk Road Eco-
nomic Belt” (SREB) project in Astana (now Nur-Sultan), Kazakhstan—the land
component of an initiative of which was later combined with its counterpart, the
“Maritime Silk Road” to form its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The
BRI thus became a collective branding of an assortment of infrastructure and eco-
nomic integration projects with the stated goals of promoting connectivity along
the New Silk Road in terms of “policy coordination, infrastructure connectivity,
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trade facilitation, financial cooperation, and people to people contacts” (Bitabarova
2018) between China and the rest of the Eurasian continent and beyond; the larg-
est Chinese-led Eurasian integration effort to date and a defining piece of China’s
global foreign policy in the Xi Jinping era (Fallon, 2015; Cooley 2016; Chen, 2015).
Strands of the literature have since emerged analyzing China’s motivations behind
the BRI, including its theoretical underpinnings from the “Xijin” or “March West”
strategy—a rethinking of Chinese geopolitical strategy calling for a rebalance from
China’s concentration on great power diplomacy and the Asia—Pacific region toward
a greater focus on the Eurasian continent and peripheral diplomacy, as advocated by
the prominent Chinese scholar Wang Jisi, in order to break through China’s increas-
ingly zero-sum game with the US and Asia—Pacific rim powers and give China
new global leverage (Wang 2011; Pantucci 2015; Bitabarova 2018, p. 155), as well
as being a Chinese geostrategic grand design to remake the Eurasian, and subse-
quently global, order in its own image and heralds its arrival as an Eurasian power
(Mayer 2018; Panucci & Lain 2017; Cooley 2016; Fallon 2015).

Straddling the geographical links between China and Europe and Western Eura-
sia, Mongolia and the Central Asian states thus became important considerations
of the envisioned SERB economic corridors linking China to Europe and West-
ern Eurasia, which include: (1) the Northern Eurasian corridor of China—Mon-
golia—Russia—Europe, (2) the Central Eurasian corridor, or New Eurasian land
bridge, of Western China—Kazakhstan—Russia—Europe, (3) the Trans-Caspian
corridor (Western China—Kazakhstan—Azerbaijan—Georgia—Turkey/Europe via
the Caspian sea), (4) the Trans-Asian corridor (Xinjiang—Kazakhstan—Turkmeni-
stan—Iran), as well as (5) the “Southern corridor” (s), the less clearly formulated
Xinjiang—Kyrgyzstan—Uzbekistan corridors which goes onward toward the Mid-
dle East (Vinokurov et al. 2018; Chatzky & Mcbride 2019; Chubarov 2019, p.85).
As these economic corridors all involve the Central Asian states or Mongolia, this
region collectively occupies an essential role in China’s BRI ambitions. Kazakhstan,
in particular, have been identified by scholars as being the SREB’s key cooperation
partner in the region as it forms the lynchpin of two major SREB economic corri-
dors across Eurasia, and is thus a critical actor for Chinese geo-economic and geo-
political strategy (Bitabarova 2018; Pieper 2020a).

Reactions of Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan to the BRI

From the perspective of Mongolia and the Central Asian states, China’s BRI and
increasing presence in the region can hardly be overstated, as it is evident that it
brings an assortment of opportunities, concerns, and ultimately, fundamental
changes in regional dynamics for these states. On the one hand, scholars note that, as
landlocked states in the middle of Eurasia hampered by a lack of global connectivity
and developmental challenges, the geo-economic lure of the BRI for Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia is proving to be decisive, as these environed economic
corridors may provide them with the opportunity to ameliorate their geographical
and developmental woes to become important nodes on the economic corridors of
the new Eurasian silk road (Bitabarova 2018; Pieper 2020a, 2020b). Indeed, all three
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states have demonstrated agency in officially embracing these SREB economic cor-
ridors since China first proposed them, as they see the SREB being aligned with
their own domestic developmental interests (Bitabarova 2018; Pieper 2020a, b;
Mogilevskii 2019). For instance, the crystallization of the China—Mongolia—Russia
corridor passing through Mongolia was in fact spearheaded by the Mongolian gov-
ernment’s own efforts in not wanting to be left out of the initiative (Pieper 2020b,
p.2), while Kazakhstan and Mongolia developed or seek synergize their own domes-
tic programs alongside China’s BRI. Following the BRI’s announcement, Kazakh-
stan went beyond a mere passive response to China’s grand proposal by seeking to
“link up” the BRI to the country’s already existing domestic development program,
“Nurly Zhol,” or “Bright Path” (Pieper 2020a, p.1), while Mongolia presented its
own connectivity program, “Tallin Zam” or “Steppe road,” after the announcement
of the BRI as a complementary project (Pieper 2020b, p.2).

The welcoming of the BRI by all three governments is fueled by the perception
that the BRI’s investment projects can potentially provide their countries with the
much needed infrastructure and industry developments boosts needed all across
the region, as well as in conjunction with their own domestic developmental goals.
Scholars argue that Kazakhstan see the BRI as not only matching its own vision
of becoming a lynchpin on the modern silk road, but also an instrument in aiding
its own urgent efforts in upgrading its domestic transportation infrastructure to bet-
ter integrate the country’s own macroregions amidst pressures from the downturn
of the country’s oil dependent economy since 2015, as well as a further interest in
utilizing the BRI to spur Kazakhstan’s own manufacturing capacity and economic
diversification through Kazakh—Chinese industrial cooperation, in order to diversify
beyond mostly energy exports to include other promising sectors such as agriculture
(Bitabarova 2018; p.161-168; Bizhanova 2018; Pieper 2020a). Kyrgyzstan possess
much less resources of its own while also having dire needs in improving its insuf-
ficient infrastructure and developmental needs, and have thus also welcomed a num-
ber of joint initiatives and investments under China’s BRI umbrella, including many
key infrastructure projects in its transportation networks, energy infrastructure, and
urban development, as well as FDI in local resource extraction (Mogilevskii 2019).
Mongolia, meanwhile, also seek synergy with the BRI in its objective of updating its
poor transportation infrastructure and gain better access to Chinese ports for Mon-
golia’s trade with third countries, and understanding that the three top priorities of
the trans-Mongolian corridor are road development, railway infrastructure, and the
development of Mongolia’s energy sector (Pieper 2020b).

However, beneath the official embrace of the BRI by all three countries for its
anticipated economic benefits, there are wearier perceptions, especially across the
public level across Central Asia and Mongolia, whom often express more reserva-
tions, concerns, and in many cases, increasing negative sentiments toward the SREB
projects and the trajectory of future relations with China in general. Projects under-
taken in recent years under the BRI banner across Central Asia have already fueled
a myriad of public concerns on the implications of increasing Chinese investments
and China’s growing clout in the region, such threats of Chinese ownership of local
land, debt traps from borrowing from the large-scale BRI projects beyond the lim-
ited capacities of Central Asian states, the enablement of the BRI projects as sources
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of corruption, a limited contribution of Chinese investments toward local job crea-
tion, or long-term concessions to Chinese interests (Pieper 2020a; Kruglov 2019).
While China now seem to be diversifying away from large infrastructure projects in
the face of their criticism toward more investments in local industrial projects (Van
der Kley 2021), the already implemented joint industrial projects, in Kazakhstan,
for instance, are still subject to increasing concerns on their opacity, relationships
with corruption, or environmental damage (Bitabarova 2018, p.168). It doesn’t help
that the BRI “investments” from China, as Pieper dissects, are usually schemes to
lend money to the recipient governmental authorities, which they then have to rein-
vest to secure contracts with Chinese engineering firms, and the money thus hardly
leaves the Chinese system and further provides the negative impression that Chinese
actors’ interests lie in building and owning assets in the target country and slowly
gaining leverage (Pieper 2020a). Meanwhile, the current track record of China’s
BRI projects on the ground seems to do little to nullify negative perceptions toward
them, demonstrated by cases such as a corruption-rooted power plant breakdown
scandal in Kyrgyzstan (Higgins 2019), the perpetuation of unscrupulous behavior by
Chinese companies operating under the BRI banner (Yau 2019), or persistent con-
cerns about pollution from Chinese run factories (Imanaliyeva 2020). Furthermore,
fears over debt trap diplomacy is a serious concern for the limited capacities of the
small states of Central Asia and Mongolia, whom, in any case, prefers more inter-
national funding as opposed to Chinese policy bank funding which China seems to
insist on in the region (Pieper 2020b). In fact, the threat of a debt crisis to China is
already becoming a reality in the case of Kyrgyzstan, where debts accrued to Chi-
na’s Export-Import Bank for a series of BRI-branded projects have already swelled
to over 40 percent of Kyrgyzstan’s national debt, while Kyrgyzstan’s struggling
economy since the COVID-19 pandemic has threatened the country’s ability to even
make the interest payments (Standish 2021). In the face of such developments, it is
perhaps not surprising that in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which received more of a
surge of increasing Chinese BRI presence in recent years, the negativity against this
has already fueled public protests, in some cases violent, against BRI projects and
Chinese nationals (Yau 2020; RFE/RL 2020, Umirbekov 2019).

But perhaps the biggest concern relating to the BRI and China’s growing clout
across Central Asia and Mongolia is the threat of embedded conditionality and
growing Chinese political leverage resulting from the BRI and closer ties with
China. While Beijing have long claimed a principle of non-interference in the inter-
nal affairs of other sovereign countries (Kivimaki 2014, p.433) and present eco-
nomic cooperation with China as being win—wins without any sort of governance
conditionality, which indeed is one of its key posturing differentiation toward third
countries vis-a-vis Liberal Western states (Grieger 2015; Wilson 2015), China’s
records of dealing with Central Asia and Mongolia increasingly show embedded
conditionality of their own. In Kazakhstan, the increasing clout of China has cor-
responded with the Kazakhstani government’s increasing subservience to Beijing’s
position on what Chinese deems as its sensitive political issues—such as the polit-
ical crackdown in Xinjiang in which hundreds of thousands of ethnic minorities,
including many ethnic Kazakhs, have since been incarcerated and subject to gross
levels of human rights violations—as Kazakhstan ceases to be any sort of safe haven
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for asylum seekers and, amidst pressure from Beijing, imprisons its civil society
activists campaigning on this matter (Rickleton 2020; 2021). Meanwhile, the direct
political consequences of a hegemonic Chinese economic leverage in Mongolia, per-
vasively increasing since its post-socialist era, can already be demonstrated since the
advent of the BRI with cases such as the Dalai Lama scandal. A Tibetan Buddhist
nation by heritage, Mongolia have previously hosted the Dalai Lama, the Tibetan
spiritual leader viewed by China as an “anti-Chinese separatist” many times in the
past, but China responded to the latest visit to Mongolia by the Dalai in 2016 with
an economic blockade of Mongolian exports, and under such pressure, the Mongo-
lian foreign minister made a remarkable public apology to Beijing promising to not
allow any further visits by the Dalai Lama under the current administration, with
Beijing following up by admonishing Mongolia that it should “truly learn” from
this experience and respect China’s “core interests”’(Kohn 2016; Radchenko 2017).
In light of Mongolia’s already overwhelming economic dependence on exports to
China (Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2019), such responses are perhaps
not surprising, but, as Sergey Radchenko argues, Mongolia’s humiliating apology
thus cuts into the heart of Mongolia’s sovereignty, emboldens China to act in an
even more brazen manner in its neighborhood, and sets a dangerous precedent for
Mongolia’s future where any foreign policy action by Mongolia can be subject to
Chinese sanctions, as the Dalai Lama’s visit makes a joke of Chinese president Xi
Jinping’s insistence of not attaching political conditions to economic relations (Rad-
chenko 2017). Such cases thus illustrate the embedded conditionality that come with
BRI projects and further cooperation with China, where Chinese economic leverage
grants it the power to coerce and influence the domestic policies of economically
dependent states through the threat of sanctions at China’s discretion, whenever
China deems its “core interests” to have been infringed upon.

Implications of the rise of China for Mongolia—-Central Asia relations

Given such opportunities and concerns surrounding the embrace of the BRI and
the rise of China’s clout in this region, what are their implications on the relations
of Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan among each other, all of whom directly
borders China and are the first stops on its Silk Road Economic Belt? For this sec-
tion, I will examine the implications of a rising China for Mongolia’s foreign poli-
cies through the lens of International Relations theories on rising powers and weak
state behavior, apply such theories to re-examine the current geopolitical situation of
Mongolia, and then analyze the future prospects of Mongolia—Central Asia relations.

On rising powers and weak state behavior:

Substantial literature has been written on the phenomenon of rising powers and the
reactions it elicits among neighboring states. The rise of China’s clout, as instru-
mentalized through its Belt and Road Initiative, is an archetypical case of such a
phenomenon, since I have demonstrated earlier that China’s own power as well as
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the impact on its neighbors are absolutely increasing, while its neighbors in ques-
tion have not already been previously aligned with it, thereby fitting the criteria of
a new rising major power. In terms of general state behavior toward rising powers
and changes in the balance of power, one key question among structural IR schol-
ars is whether states will bandwagon (ally with the rising state), or balance (ally in
opposition to the rising state). Stephen Walt (1985, pp.4—17) argued that in response
to a perceived threat, the historical evidence shows that states tend to choose balanc-
ing to safeguard their self-interests more often than bandwagoning and cast their
fate with the source of the perceived threat. However, he does make an exception to
this pattern in the case where exceptionally weak states will be more likely to band-
wagon, because they are perceived as too vulnerable and irrelevant, or when allies
are simply unavailable, and if weak states see a lack of other alternatives, they will
resort to bandwagoning. Meanwhile, Randall Schweller (1994) argues that Walt’s
position of bandwagoning as near capitulation and resigning to the threat of the lig-
uidation of the state’s independence as misleading, since states may also be moti-
vated to bandwagon for reward—that is, lured to cooperation and alignment by the
notion that bandwagoning will be beneficial and suitable to the interests of the state
in its own right. Furthermore, balancing is a costly activity that most states would
rather not engage unless forced to, while bandwagoning rarely involves costs, and
is typically done for the expectation of gain (Schweller 1994, p.90), which can be
induced when the states in question view the rising or revisionist state as the “wave
of the future”—that is, as representing an inevitable IR trend that the weak state
needs to join one way or another (Schweller 1994, p.96).

An especially relevant concept to Mongolia and Central Asia concerns the behav-
ior of “weak states” in response to rising powers. Although no congruent definition
of a weak state exists within the IR literature (Reeves 2014, p.254), general under-
standings of this concept include that such states are weak in economic (Krause
& Singer 2001), geographical (Benedict 1967; Vital 1967), or even psychological
terms (Rothstein 1968) and can be an absolute or relative status compared to other
states (Mosser 2001). This concept is relevant for Mongolia and Central Asia since,
as Jeffrey Reeves demonstrates, Mongolia is clearly a prototypical weak state in both
material and relational terms (Reeves 2014). Similarly, Kyrgyzstan’s small economy
and population and low state capacity (UNSD 2021) also certainly qualify it as a
weak state, and although Kazakhstan exhibits greater capacities across different
indicators compared to Mongolia or Kyrgyzstan (UNSD 2021) and is a significant
geopolitical actor in its own right, it is, politically and economically speaking, obvi-
ously still much weaker compared to its neighbors of China and Russia and can thus
also be analyzed as a weak state in the context of this analysis.

If Mongolia and Kyrgyzstan, and in this context, Kazakhstan, are indeed weak
states, then what can be expected of their behavior in reaction to a rising major
power—China—in their proximity? Scholars express a variety of views on the gen-
eral topic of weak state behavior. Fundamentally speaking, the goal of weak states on
the international scene concerns its own survival as an independent actor (Fox 1968;
Pardo & Reeves 2014). In terms of the continued achievement of this goal, there is
on the one hand a binary debate between whether weak states have a predisposition
to bandwagon (Rothstein 1968) or to balance (Palmer & Morgan 2011, p.37), while
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other scholars draw attention to the concepts of weak state multilateralism or the
“multi-vector” foreign policy. Annet Baker Fox argues that weak states tend to avoid
balancing behavior while maintaining a benevolent neutrality toward the power they
believe is on the “winning side” (Fox 1968). This is similar to Schweller’s views on
the “lamb” type of international actor—weak states and which do not hold revision-
ist foreign policy agendas, whom are the “prey of IR” and have the goal of self-
abrogation in international politics, where their preferred behavior is to maintain
distancing, but can also exhibit appeasement and wave-of-the future bandwagon-
ing should the impact of the rising power prove to be irresistible (Schweller 1994,
p-102). Other scholars examine weak state behavior in relation to actors other than
the rising power. Keohane and Nye (2012) demonstrate that weak states see interna-
tional institutions as opportunities to build coalitions and strengthen ties with other
weak states (Keohane & Nye, 2012), while Hampson Crocker & Aall (2013) argue
that weak powers seek cooperation with other weak powers to alter the existing bal-
ance of power in their favor.

A further conceptual reference for small state and weak state behavior is that of
the “multi-vector” foreign policy. Arguing that small powers represent a unique type
of state different from the calculations of a great power and with unique alignment
decisions (Contessi 2015), scholars of post-Soviet politics in the recent decades
have identified and used the concept of “multi-vectorism” to describe a common
feature of foreign policies in post-Soviet states. In the context of the smaller pow-
ers of Eurasia, they identify a distinct foreign policy strand where, diverging from
the standard forms of both bandwagoning and balancing, and sharing similarities
with the strategies of the “third world” countries during the cold war, these smaller
Eurasian states seeks to pursue close relations with different foreign powers without
committing wholly to any specific partner, in order to achieve a foreign policy diver-
sification of not becoming dependent on any single foreign power and to balance
the competing interests of various foreign powers (Contessi 2015, 2018; Gnedina
2015; Clarke 2015). In such scenarios, small states engage in a “multi-vector” diplo-
macy, calling for the simultaneous co-alignment with different great powers, whom
can represent both opportunities (sources of assistance, patronage, or prestige) and
threats (dependence, dominance) in order to guarantee its national sovereignty and/
or regime survival (Contessi 2015). Such a stratagem is thus conceptually distinct
from the traditional alignment notions of either bandwagoning or balancing, as it
seeks to allow the weaker state to generate relational power in order to preserve
autonomy while engaging in asymmetric relationships (Contessi 2018, p.763), and
represents not a series of one-time transactions but a permanent, strategic approach
to statecraft to ensure economic development and state security, an “organizing prin-
ciple” for foreign policy as well as a domestic political tool of identity building, sov-
ereignty consolidation, and regime legitimacy (Clarke 2015; Contessi 2018). How-
ever, one key implication of multi-vectorism is that it is a foreign policy concept
rationalized in the context of an a priori conceptualization of global and regional
power distribution and hence in the context of a relatively stable global balance of
power. The shifting power dynamics of a rising major power thus presents major
challenges to multi-vector diplomacy, because as the relative power between differ-
ent foreign powers shift, the underlying power calculations for the leverage afforded
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by relationships with different vectors must also shift in order to synchronize with
any changing realities.

Mongolia’s foreign policy in context:

Mongolia’s foreign policy behavior since the post-socialist era has thus far demon-
strated significant convergences with such theories, where its policies can largely be
seen as a clear example of the multi-vector approach which share key similarities with
many other landlocked states of Eurasia. Reeves argues that Ulaanbaatar have since
employed a foreign policy approach that seeks to engage with a rising China but
attempts to limit its overall influence on its foreign and domestic affairs, as Mongo-
lia have demonstrated no interest in bandwagoning with China, nor does it engage in
antagonistic balancing against it, but rather seeks to merely dilute China’s influence
(Reeves 2014, p.261-262). Indeed, a major pillar of consensus for Mongolian diplo-
macy, fully internalized by the Mongolian political elite since the post-socialist era
(Radchenko 2018, p.119), have been its “Third Neighbor Policy,” where in addition
to Mongolia seeking to balance relations between its two giant neighbors, China and
Russia, it also seeks to cultivate ties to other powers around the world—Mongolia’s
“Third Neighbors”—since identified as an amalgam of Western aligned powers includ-
ing the USA, countries of the Asia—Pacific rim, the EU, as well as India and Turkey
(Radchenko 2018, p.111; Reeves 2014, p.262-264; Makhanov 2021, Pacheco &
Reeves 2014), Here, Mongolia seeks closer institutional ties as well as military coop-
eration with associated organizations such as NATO, although Ulaanbaatar is aware
of the questionability of how much these relations can translate into actual support for
Mongolia in the event of an actual conflict involving itself and China (Reeves 2014,
p-1164). Such strategic thinking is also evident in Mongolia’s “controlled risk™ strategy
in the economic sphere, exemplified by Mongolia’s 2010 National Security Concept
included a clause mandating that no foreign power can provide Mongolia with over
one-third of its total foreign direct investment, where such policies are clearly formu-
lated in response to the threat of overdependence on China (Pacheco & Reeves 2014,
p-1163), or its parliamentary law requiring Mongolia’s official approval for acquisition
of controlling share in the “strategic” sectors of the economy by foreign entities (Rad-
chenko 2018, p.120). Meanwhile, while Mongolia engages with regional associations
such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF), it does not fully join either, which can be explained, in the case of the SCO, by
Mongolia’s desire to maintain a certain distance from this Russia and China dominated
organization thus far (Pacheco & Reeves 2014; Radchenko 2017). Thus, establishing
beneficial ties with relevant third neighbors while avoiding the dominance of either of
its great power neighbors, China or Russia, forms the basis of Mongolia’s foreign pol-
icy strategy, which seems to align with Schweller’s conceptions of the self-abrogation
goals of the “lamb” actor, and represents a textbook case of multi-vector diplomacy.
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Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan'’s foreign policy in context:

Meanwhile, an examination of the foreign policy of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan
in comparison with Mongolia indicates that the variances in each of their particu-
lar domestic considerations, immediate environments, state capacity, and other
impacting factors contribute to the specific foreign policy manifestations currently
exhibited by each country, but both these states nevertheless exhibits fundamen-
tal similarities with Mongolia in terms of the underlying self-interests and ration-
ale of a multi-vector foreign policy as small or weak states in a common greater
neighborhood.

In Kazakhstan’s case, scholars illustrate how considerations for the country’s
domestic environment and its global geopolitical and geo-economic position shaped
the country’s foreign policy path following its independence from the Soviet Union
in 1991. After gaining its nascent statehood, Kazakhstan’s aspiring position on the
world stage have since follows several major considerations: the need to construct
and consolidate a distinct Kazakhstani national identity and independent statehood
out of a fledgling post-Soviet state (Insebayeva 2016 p.9; Laruelle 2018); the man-
agement of its relationship with its more powerful neighbor Russia as well as the
other post-Soviet Central Asian states while considering the entrenched cultural and
demographic linkages as well as its geo-economic imperatives with them (Anscechi
2020; Laruelle 2018). Moreover, as the largest landlocked state in the middle of Eur-
asia, Kazakhstan shows aspirations for greater connectivity with the global system
in order to facilitate its development goals as well as to gain greater recognition on
the world stage (Kassen 2018, p.321; Laruelle 2018; Anscechi 2020, p.49). In such
a context, scholars see Kazakhstan as consistently pursuing a “multi-vector” foreign
policy which constructively engages Russia, China, the USA, and Europe (Laruelle
2018; Insebayeva 2016). This approach manifests in the Kazakhstan’s self-concep-
tualization since the Nazarbayev era as an “Eurasian” country with itself being at
the crossroads of Europe and Asia, a positioning which thus calls for close ties with
Russia and economic integration of the post-Soviet space (Laruelle 2018; Anscechi
2020), as well as substantive engagement with both the Asia—Pacific region as well
as Europe and Western nations (Laruelle 2018, p.397; Pieper 2020a). Such an Eura-
sianist position mirrors Kazakhstan’s distancing from the more Turkic and Muslim
identity as pursued by neighboring Uzbekistan under its former Karimov regime,
and instead consistently prioritize Eurasian over Central Asian regional integra-
tion, rationalized in the considerations of the perceived greater economic and socio-
development benefits of the former option as well as to avoid the security concerns
posed by the latter, despite the risk of being second-in-command to a Russian led
Eurasian integration (Laruelle 2018, p.409). Nevertheless, Kazakhstan’s Eurasianist
path have recently became more stifled in the aftermath of the 2014 Ukrainian
crisis and Russia’s overly assertive push for regional integration, where concerns
regarding the political weight of Russia threatens to jeopardize Nur-Sultan’s multi-
vectoral goals (Laruelle 2018; Anscechi 2020). In response to such circumstances,
Laruelle analyzes Kazakhstan’s exploration of a third potential foreign policy path
of the “Kazakh EIi” idea, where, invoking the example of Mongolia, the country
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disassociates being part of a regional identity to instead create its own distinctive
brand derived from its Kazakh ethnic identity rooted in its steppe culture historically
distinct from the Transoxiana legacy of southern Central Asia, while accompanied
by a greater focus toward the Asia—Pacific and takes as a model Asian countries
which are seen as having attained economic modernity and cultural globalization
(Laruelle 2018). Taken together, Kazakhstan’s foreign policy thus represents a
multi-vectoral approach of a smaller power, grounded in the landlocked Eurasian
environment similar to Mongolia, but with a heightened importance and linkage of
the Russia vector and a Eurasian identity looking more toward Russia. It also occu-
pies a more middle positionality between Europe and the Asia—Pacific versus the
heavy tilt of Mongolia toward the Asia—Pacific, while being on the lookout for craft-
ing a new state identity with a greater focus toward the Asia—Pacific vector.

On the other hand, scholars illustrate the phenomena of Kyrgyzstan’s foreign
policy as being shaped not only by its perceived interests on the international stage
but also strongly affected by the country’s internal dynamics. Following its inde-
pendence from the Soviet Union, Kyrgyzstan’s relatively weak geopolitical and
geo-economic situation shaped its perception for the need to secure assistance and
opportunities from abroad to be economically viable and the provision of security
in a neighborhood of instability (Sari 2012, p.138; Toktomushev 2016, p.2). Oper-
ating from conditions of structural change, uncertainty, and lack of experience of
its policymakers (Sari 2012, p.131), Kemel Toktomushev argues that while on the
surface, Kyrgyzstan pursues a “multi-vector” foreign policy, its actions in reality
manifest in erratic, and often contradictory approaches, seeking support from often
contradictory actors derided as “international beggary.” He attributes such policy
incoherence not only to the geopolitical and systemic weaknesses of the country,
but also as a result of the country’s rent seeking regimes, where the behavior of
its ruling elites in this weak and kleptocratic state are dominated by the politics
of rent seeking (Toktomushev 2016). In such a context, “multi-vectorism” thus
becomes an act of performance rhetoric used to justify opportunistic and mercan-
tile foreign policy deviations, largely driven by the interests of Kyrgyzstani officials
as well as both Kyrgyzstani and foreign business interests rather than the interests
of the Kyrgyzstani state, as evident with the whole ordeal surrounding the Manas
Air Base (Toktomushev 2016). It is also being used by Kyrgyzstani ruling elites to
maintain internal political order and obtain foreign support for their domestic posi-
tions (Sari 2012, p.136). Within such a context of state weakeness, it is perhaps not
so surprising that Kyrgyzstan instead tends to demonstrate bandwagoning attitudes
toward more powerful regional actors, such as the cases of the perceived “push” on
the country to join the Russia dominated Eurasian Economic Union (Kudaibergen-
ova 2016), or its state-led embrace of China’s Belt and Road Initiative which goes
against its own wearier public opinion (Mogilevskii 2019). Compared to Mongolia,
Kyrgyzstan thus seems to be even more hampered by the weaknesses in its klep-
tocratic domestic governance in implementing its national foreign policy interests,
but otherwise shares Mongolia’s multi-vectoral ambitions in keeping its great power
neighbors, particularly China, at arm’s length. It thus seems evident that there is a
convergence of fundamental foreign policy interests between all three states, which
provides a foundation for their regional cooperation.



94 J. Irgengioro

Impact of China’s continued rise for Mongolia’s geopolitics

Although Mongolia’s multi-vector foreign policy strategy amounts to a long-term
strategic positioning, it seems evident that the continued rise of China’s clout in
the dawn of the BRI era represents a fundamental, ongoing shift in the balance of
power within Mongolia’s neighborhood, which implies changing calculations for
the maintenance of the country’s multi-vectoral balance. As Mongolia’s period
of relative political flexibility since Russia’s post-cold war retrenchment and
China’s earlier low key foreign policy give way to an increasingly more power-
ful and assertive China, Radchenko questions if China’s BRI ambitions will lead
to Mongolia’s further economic overreliance such that it will inevitably fall into
Beijing’s orbit, and whether Russia, itself constrained by its own dynamics of
closer relations with China, will acquiesce to this eventuality (Radchenko 2017).
This is thus the fundamental shift for Mongolia’s geopolitical calculus: Schol-
ars argue that Mongolia’s "Third Neighbor Policy" as it currently stands is under
strain in the wake of China’s rise and its latest BRI, since Mongolia have cur-
rently been unable to check the country’s unbalanced economic reliance on China
(Hiscox 2018; Pieper 2020b; Radchenko 2017). Given such a situation, one senti-
ment argues for the importance of Mongolia to maintain friendly and cooperative
relations with Russia, its other major neighbor, to ensure that Chinese influence
in Mongolia does not gain further traction (Hiscox 2018, p.12). Ironically, a tell-
ing phenomenon on the rise of China’s economic influence at the expense of Rus-
sia in Mongolia is the corresponding rise of Russia’s political popularity, since
Russia is no longer viewed as a potential threat even among Mongolian nation-
alist circles (Radchenko 2017), while the survey results show a high degree of
Russia’s popularity among Mongolia’s general population (Center for Insights in
Survey Research 2017).

Indeed, Mongolia have become increasingly friendlier toward Russia over the
years, a position supported by both the more “pro-Western” and the nationalist
politicians (Radchenko 2018b, p.131-133). In fact, recent developments points
to a significant comeback of Mongolia’s relationship with Russia, particularly
since the year 2019, leading scholars to ponder if they mark the beginning of
the end of Mongolia’s Third Neighbor policy. They include the signing of a new
treaty upgrading the Russian-Mongolian relationship to “permanent comprehen-
sive strategic partnership” where Russia now pledged in perpetuity to “provide
military-technical assistance” to Mongolia, and the increasingly materialization
of the Power of Siberia-2 gas pipeline project, which is to transit Siberian gas
to China through Mongolia via the planned Soyuz-Vostok pipeline section, pois-
ing to bringing huge economic and development benefits for Ulaanbaatar and
further anchoring Mongolia in both China’s BRI and Russia’s “Greater Eurasian
Partnership”’-which itself envisions a merger between the Russian-led EaEU and
China’s BRI integration themes (Jargalsaikhan & Radchenko 2021). The key
observation here, however, is Ulaanbaatar’s behavior of more coordination with
the Russian side than with the Chinese side during the negotiations of this project
(Gazprom 2021), which seems to demonstrate its stance of preferring Russia as
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a guarantor of integration projects over Chinese led ones. The driving force of
such blossoming of Mongolia-Russia relations thus stems from Mongolia’s own
desire for it—thanks in part to the increasingly positive perceptions of Russia as
an economic partner and well received political gestures, but also due to the key
perception of Russia being a crucial counterweight against China (Jargalsaikhan
& Radchenko 2021). Still, Radchenko points out that a rising China relative not
only to Mongolia but also vis-a-vis Russia means that, in the face of the grow-
ing Chinese clout, the reliability of Russia’s means, if not the interest, of being
a bulwark for Mongolia against Chinese domination may not be clear, as Russia
itself risks becoming a junior partner in the Russia—China relationship in the long
term (Radchenko 2017), while China seems certain that it will ultimately win in
a long-term competition with Russia for Mongolia due to its vastly stronger eco-
nomic gravity (Radchenko 2018a). Concurrently, Mongolia continues its efforts
to cultivate relations with its current Third Neighbor countries, such as recent
overtures with the USA or Japan (Jargalsaikhan 2018), but the reciprocation of
Mongolia’s outreach remains unclear, as Mongolia offers relatively little value
for its identified Third Neighbors (Jargalsaikhan 2018, p.159-161; Radchenko
2017) and the payback from the Third Neighbor Policy thus far have arguably not
been very impressive (Jargalsaikhan & Radchenko 2021). Seen from the bigger
picture, it thus seems that the current attempts by Mongolia to balance further
Chinese influence are still yet sufficient, and perhaps calls for closer ties not only
with Russia and its currently identified Third Neighbors, but also initiatives with
further actors.

A re-examination of Mongolia—Central Asia relations: prospects
of small states regionalism-on-the Steppe

If Mongolia’s currently identified Third Neighbors are major powers in their own
right but are outside of Mongolia’s geopolitical neighborhood, then the Central
Asian states of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan represent the opposite—they are small
or weak states in this context, with shared geopolitical imperatives of dealing with
a rising China as well as a formerly hegemonic yet more positively viewed Rus-
sia, where these common challenges and interest alignments present opportunities
and limitations for a common cause. This section will now analyze the prospects of
future Mongolia—Central Asia relations.

According to theories on the response of weak states in response to rising powers as
mentioned earlier, weak states can utilize different strategies to achieve its goals of safe-
guarding their own interests, including building coalitions with other weak states to
gain greater power as a collective than going at it alone (Keohane & Nye 2012; Hamp-
son, Crocker & Aall 2013). As mentioned previously, Mongolia and the Central Asian
states of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan already share the geopolitical motives on coopera-
tion between each other vis-a-vis China’s rise, and in theory, regionalism initiatives among
them are possible given favorable political leadership as well as sufficient political and pop-
ular will among their respective societies. The possibilities of new attempts at altering the
regional political landscape can already be found in the precedent of recent Central Asian
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developments such as in Uzbekistan, where the new Shavkat Mirziyoyev administration’s
course of reversing the country previously more isolationist stance against its neighbors
and set about the prospects of a new era of Central Asian regionalism (Akromov 2020).
Furthermore, just as the impetus of Uzbekistan-stimulated Central Asian regionalism is
backed up by tangible measures of regional cooperation agendas (ibid), so too are multilat-
eral relationships between Mongolia and Central Asia. First, as previously noted, Kazakh-
stan, Mongolia, and Kyrgyzstan are collectively the first stops on China’s SREB economic
corridors as necessitated by geography, so multilateral cooperation between them can theo-
retically endow them with much greater bargaining power vis-a-vis China as a regional
bloc. This bargaining power can be utilized both in cooperation with China and as a check
on Beijing’s pressures. For instance, the SREB economic corridors do offer much unful-
filled potential for Mongolian and Central Asian exports to China, since there are much
higher vacancies levels of cargo trains returning from Europe to China (Vinokurov et al.
2018), leaving an opportunity for Central Asian and Mongolian goods to fill the gap and,
ideally speaking, fuel their important need for export diversification, which on its own
can be considered as one item in a genuine “win—-win” scenario for Mongolia and Cen-
tral Asia. Second, the fruition of a coalition of states which are crucial for the successful
realization of China’s BRI objectives will afford these individual states with much more
protective leverage against any actual or perceived coercive undermining of their respec-
tive sovereignties. Furthermore, greater bilateral ties, between Mongolia and Central Asian
countries, themselves represent significant potential. Between Mongolia and Kazakhstan,
for instance, Laruelle argues that the mutual economic interests between the two coun-
tries are promising: Kazakhstan as a source for the import of vehicles and transport equip-
ment as well as industrial and textile machinery to Mongolia, while Mongolia may also be
interested in greater Kazakhstani foreign investment, have already asked for Kazakhstan’s
assistance in developing its oil and electricity sector and have expressed interest toward
Kazakhstan on importing wheat as well as expertise sharing of Kazakhstan’s success in the
construction sector and urban planning (Laruelle 2018, p.405). In pursuing such objectives,
the shared “steppe identity” between Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan may form a
useful identity anchoring to facilitate such cooperation, where a common positioning of
“neither, nor”,? that is, being of an identity discursively distinct from that of Russia, of East
Asia, and of the Islamic world provides an opening for the ideational development of a
“Steppe Cooperation” mechanism.

Nevertheless, there are also significant concerns, limitations, and obstacles for the
materialization of such “Steppe Cooperation” visions which needs to be addressed
for such initiatives to gain traction. First, such new regionalism efforts, especially
for Mongolia, can spell major changes for Mongolia’s foreign policy principles
and geopolitical alignment. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan’s longstanding alignment
with Russia through multiple significant regionalist initiatives such as the Eurasian
Economic Union (EaEU), the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO),
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), or the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) means that regionalism with such partners likely opens the door

2 See Laruelle 2018 p.408, on the possibilities of a distinct Kazakh Eli identity, which can be a useful
reference for a shared, greater Steppic identity.
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for Mongolia’s path to greater Russian-dominated Eurasian integration, or act as a
conduit for increased Russian influence in Mongolia. Such developments may thus
firmly place Mongolia on a Russia-aligned path, since it is no secret that Mongolia
have already long been subject to Russian pressure to join the SCO and even the
EaEU (Jargalsaikhan 2018, p.161; Jargalsaikhan & Radchenko 2021), and a Mon-
golia—Kazakhstan—Kyrgyzstan regionalism will certainly be a Russia-favorable one,
if not subject to direct Russian influence. Indeed, since Mongolia and Central Asia
does not share any direct land borders, any regional connectivity in practice have to
go through either Russian or Chinese territory. If such regionalism is formed with
counterbalancing China in mind, then Russia indeed assumes a dominant position
as the lynchpin in such a regionalist venture, but given that Mongolia have already
been willingly moving closer toward Russia recently as discussed earlier, then such
implications may not necessarily be seen negatively by Ulaanbaatar. The prudence
of choosing increased Russian clout over a Chinese one is up to debate, but in any
case, such regionalism would mean a drastic shift from Mongolia’s current neutral-
ity principles. Second, such a move by Mongolia may also raise eyebrows with its
current Third Neighbors partners—especially in the case of the USA, whom rhetori-
cally framed cooperation with Mongolia on the basis of democratic principles and of
Mongolia being an “island of democracy” in an autocratic region (Ignatov 2020), so
closer association with Russia may also negatively affect Mongolia’s relations with
such important partners. Finally, a crucial determining factor of such endeavors lies
in the dimension of the political will of Mongolia and Central Asian states to strive
for its successful implementation. The charting of such a significant new chapter of
relations between Mongolia and Central Asia, in the face of still low existing lev-
els of economic, political, and people-to-people ties, will require the materializa-
tion of a significant shift in the political thinking among both the Mongolian and
Central Asian political leadership in favor of such a new vision and a commitment
to its execution, backed up by a sufficient level of public opinion support, in order to
push through such a major foreign policy shift. The initiative here seems especially
dependent on Mongolia, since it seems poised to especially benefit from its inclu-
sion into already nascent Central Asian integration schemes and represents the side
with lower bargaining power.

In sum, there are many variables in the feasibility, potential, and concerns surround-
ing a prospective Mongolia—Central Asia “steppe regionalism.” As a weak state with a ris-
ing great power for a neighbor, the stakes for Mongolia’s geopolitical destiny are growing
increasingly high, but it may be forced to make its choices soon as its window of oppor-
tunities may be slowly running out, since China’s growing Eurasian ambitions, temporar-
ily disrupted by the COVID-19 crisis, seems likely to continue with renewed vigor in the
post-COVID era (Asiryan 2020). The encouraging perspective, however, for Mongolia as
well as Central Asian states is that they are not mere inconsequential pawns at the mercy of
great powers neighbors, but that the reactions of such governments along China’s new silk
roads, from complementary policies, to wary embrace, to outright resistance will deter-
mine to no small extent the success of this initiative (Pieper 2020b, p.17, Bitabarova 2018).
Facing a crossroads of foreign policy choices, the upcoming decisions to be taken by Mon-
golia and Central Asian states will, in no small part, determine their own future destinies.
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Conclusion

This article has illustrated the reasons behind the curious deficit of relations between Mon-
golia and Central Asian states in the face of shared geopolitical and geoeconomic impera-
tives, but also how China’s rising clout in the region, as instrumentalized through the BRI,
is changing the current equilibrium and makes closer regional relations between Mongo-
lia and Central Asia—especially with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan—deserving of a second
look. Such Mongolia—Central Asia regionalism initiatives would find justifications in IR
theories on weak states, rising powers, and alliance formations, yet the prospects and con-
cerns of such a major foreign policy undertaking are multifaceted, and its implementation
no easy task. Meanwhile, it seems that, over the last few years, increasing evidence of a
move toward closer ties between Mongolia with Kazakhstan are appearing, such as the
resumption of direct air flights and increasing agro-industrial cooperation (Erdenejargal
2019; Batchimeg 2020; Kapital.kz 2021). The crystallization of such developments into
the pursuit of a concrete Mongolia—Central Asia “steppe cooperation” initiative will likely
face a tough hurdle, but this does seem to represent a prudent foreign policy and identity
choice for Mongolia and Central Asian states in response to their changing geopolitical
environments. A scenario where such an initiative does manage to take shape will demon-
strate how the agency of small or weak states can have a significant impact on the ambi-
tions of the great powers surrounding them.
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Kazakhstan exports to Mongolia by year (value $) (ibid.)

70M

3m

2017 2018 2019 2020

Year Mongolia exports to Kazakhstan® Kazakhstan exports to Mongolia
Value Main exported goods Value Main exported goods
2019 $7.14 M Transportation(aircraft), machines,  $58.1 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), vegetable
paper goods, animal products products, animal products, machines
2018 $4.04 M Animal products (horse meat), $70.9 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), vegetable
machines, paper goods, textiles products (rapeseed), machines,
chemical products
2017 $2.85M Animal products (horse meat), food- $72.8 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), vegetable
stuffs, paper goods, textiles products (rapeseed), chemical prod-
ucts, machines
2016 $1.19 M Paper goods, textiles, foodstuffs, $74.2M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), animal
machines hide (trunks and cases), chemical
products, vegetable products
2015 $2.34 M Machines (construction vehi- $52.1 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), vegetable
cles), paper goods, animal products (rapeseed), chemical prod-
products ucts, paper goods
2014 $5.03 M Machines (Large construction $59 M  Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), chemical
vehicles), transporation equip- products, paper goods, vegetable
ment, textiles, paper goods products
2013 $1.02 M Paper goods, textiles, animal prod- ~ $63.2 M Foodstuffs, chemical products, paper

ucts, machines

goods,toilet paper, petroleum coke
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Year Mongolia exports to Kazakhstan® Kazakhstan exports to Mongolia
Value Main exported goods Value Main exported goods
2012 $1.78 M Animal products, textiles, paper $52.8 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), chemical
goods products, paper goods, petroleum

coke

2011 $1.41M Animal products, textiles, $35.4 M Foodstuffs (rolled tobacco), chemical
products (cleaning products, paper
goods, wheat flours

2010 $616 K Textiles, animal products $22.7M Chemical products (cleaning prod-

ucts), paper goods, foodstuffs, wheat
flours

2012

200000

2013 2014 2015 2016

1800000
1600000
1400000
1200000
1000000

400000

2017 2018 2019 2020

Mongolia Exports to Kyrgyzstan by year ($) (Table obtained from Tradingeconomics.com, source data
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aTable created with data from Observatory of Economic complexity, source data
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Mongolia exports to Kyrgyzstan®

Kyrgyzstan exports to Mongolia

Year Value Main exported goods

Value Main exported goods

2019 $413 K Transportation (cars)

2018 $255K  Animal products, textiles
2017 $269 K  Molybdenum ore, textiles
2016 $401 K  Feldspar, molybdenum ore,
2015 $1.68 M Feldspar, molybdenum ore

2014 $1.01 M Feldspar

2013 $338 K Feldspar, used rubber tires, insect
resins

2012 $965 K  Feldspar

$2.39 M Refined petroleum, foodstuffs (pre-
pared meats, baked goods), cars

$2.35M Refined petroleum, foodstuffs (pre-
pared meats, baked goods)

$1.75M Refined petroleum, Foodstuffs (pre-
pared meats, baked goods)

$2.94 M Refined petroleum, Foodstuffs
(prepared meats, chocolates), blank
audio media

$2.85M Refined petroleum, cars, foodstuffs
$4.29 M Refined petroleum, cars, foodstuffs
$4.37 M Refined petroleum, cars, foodstuffs

$1.99 M Foodstuffs (processed tobacco),
refined petroleum, vegetable
products

2011 $410K Feldspar,

2010 $362K Feldspar

$1.46 M Foodstuffs (processed tobacco),
machines, cars

$1.99 M Foodstuffs (processed tobacco)
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