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Abstract
Since its early days, the Republic of Kazakhstan has been participating in all 
forms of Eurasian integration, yet in the last decade its integration policy 
has undergone significant changes. This article examines the evolution of 
Kazakhstan’s foreign policy with regard to Eurasian integration. To disclose 
the reasons for it, the present study uses the foreign policy model of a rising 
power within the framework of an international institution. The results of 
the analysis make it possible to say that since 2009 Kazakhstan has made a 
transition from the strategy of investing into the development of Eurasian 
integration institutions to a strategy of extorting (hold-up) political and 
economic concessions. This transition was driven by the change in the 
balance of external opportunities for Kazakhstan—from unfavorable at the 
beginning of the integration process to favorable after 2014. 

Keywords: Kazakhstan, Russia, the Eurasian Economic Union, integration, 
hold-up strategy, rising power, established power.

VOL. 18 • No.4 • OCTOBER – DECEMBER • 2020 37



Roman A. Yuneman

Starting from the 1990s Kazakhstan’s President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev repeatedly called for various forms of economic 
integration in the post-Soviet space. This course was driven by 

the objective interests of the newly independent republic  economically 
connected with other countries, above all Russia, in the post-Soviet 
space. However, it was only in the early 2000s, after the creation of the 
Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC), that the ideas of Eurasian 
integration began to be translated into life. This time the role of the 
integration’s driving force belonged to Russia (Mansurov, 2008). 

It is noteworthy that throughout the search for the most effective 
forms of integration in the post-Soviet space, Kazakhstan has always 
been among the co-founders of almost all associations and unions: 
the Customs Union (CU), the Common Economic Space (CES), and 
the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), created in 2015. Moreover, in 
the 1990s, Astana attempted to create Kazakhstan-led sub-regional 
integration projects.

Nevertheless, Eurasian integration is often viewed from the 
standpoint of Russia’s national interests when Moscow’s policies along 
this track are in focus (Bordachev, 2015; Kusznir, 2015; Akimbekov, 
2014). In this context, Kazakhstan often acts as a player of secondary 
importance in Eurasian integration.

Although Kazakhstan’s foreign policy as such has been studied well 
enough, its Eurasian integration aspect enjoys relatively little attention 
(Malysheva, 2016; Isaacs, 2020; Sullivan, 2019; Kassen, 2018). Many 
view Kazakhstan’s foreign policy from a constructivist point of view 
through the lens of the elites’ perception of foreign policy, integration 
processes, or identity (Laruelle, 2015; Roberts, 2016; Heller, 2019; 
Libman, 2018; Anceschi, 2015). Some authors consider Eurasian 
integration as part of Kazakhstan’s broader policy of counterbalancing 
large actors (Roberts, 2016; Nurgalieva, 2016; Clarke, 2015; Ambrosio, 
2015). Those researchers who are focused entirely on integration often 
confine themselves to examining its exclusively economic component 
(Bhutia, 2019; Migranyan, 2019; Gusev, 2015).   

In many of the above works the authors, one way or another, touch 
upon the evolution of Kazakhstan’s policy in relation to Eurasian 
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integration after 2014. However, the reasons for this evolution often 
remain largely unexplored. Usually, the authors pick only one factor for 
integration policy changes, but fail to present a comprehensive analysis 
of the diversity of reasons that could have influenced this change. For 
example, they may discuss solely the reasons related to the security of 
Kazakhstan’s northern borders (Morozov, 2015; Holmquist, 2015) or 
the factors behind the soaring confrontation between Russia and the 
West, which indirectly affected Kazakhstan (Sullivan, 2019). None of 
Kazakhstan’s foreign policy studies proposed a framework that would 
explain the country’s policy in relation to Eurasian integration. In this 
work, we will try to eliminate this gap.

This article examines the evolution of Kazakhstan’s foreign 
policy with regard to Eurasian integration during the creation and 
development of the main institutions of integration. The purpose of 
the study is to describe the above evolution starting from the creation 
of the Customs Union in 2009 to the present day, and to establish the 
reason for its change. For this purpose, the framework developed by 
Scott L. Kastner, Margaret M. Pearson and Chad Rector for analysis of 
China’s foreign policy in international institutions (Kastner et al., 2016) 
has been used. In addition to analyzing the reasons for the change in 
Kazakhstan’s foreign policy, this work verifies the possibility of using 
Kastner’s  model for explaining the integration processes at the regional 
level. This work relies on the assumption that starting from 2009 
Kazakhstan has been turning away from the strategy of investment 
into the development of Eurasian integration institutions to a hold-up 
strategy of securing political and economic concessions as a result of 
the change in the balance of external opportunities—from unfavorable 
at the beginning of integration to favorable after 2014.

A MODEL FOR analyzing KAZAKHSTAN’S FOREIGN POLICY with 
regard TO EURASIAN INTEGRATION
The model proposed by Scott L. Kastner, Margaret M. Pearson, and 
Chad Rector explains the foreign policy of a rising power within an 
international regime that is established or initiated by an established 
power (Kastner et al., 2016, p.143). Within the framework of this 
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model, three rising power foreign policy strategies are distinguished: 
investment (invest), extortion (hold-up) and passive participation 
(accept), which depend on two variables: a balance of external 
options for a rising power and the extent to which the established 
power considers the rising power to be indispensable (perception of 
indispensability) for the existence of the regime. This model allows for 
determining which foreign policy strategy Kazakhstan uses during a 
certain period, and also for establishing the reasons that influenced the 
choice of this strategy.

Although the authors use this model to analyze China’s foreign 
policy within the framework of international institutions, we believe 
that it can be employed for analyzing Kazakhstan’s foreign policy in 
relation to Eurasian integration. First, the Kastner et al model examines 
the interaction of countries (China and the United States) within the 
framework of international regimes. The Eurasian Economic Union 
is also a regime in a broad sense, since it falls under its definition 
as an institution “possessing norms, decision rules, and procedures 
which facilitate a convergence of expectations” (Krasner, 1983). Some 
authors consider it to be an entity of different regimes, but even this 
approach leaves room for considering the EAEU a regime (Dragneva 
and Wolczuk, 2014).

Secondly, the above model analyzes the rising power’s foreign 
policy in relation to the established power. If these concepts are to be 
considered within the framework of Eurasian integration, we believe 
that Kazakhstan can be rated as a rising power, and Russia as an 
established power. In the given model the rising power is understood 
as “a country that in the past played a minor role in contributing to 
second-order cooperation on a particular issue but that is an increasingly 
consequential actor within that issue-area,” while the established power 
is, respectively, the one that established the international regime 
(Kastner et al., 2016, p.147). Moreover, these concepts can be used 
not only in the global, but also in the regional context. Within the 
framework of integration in the post-Soviet space, Russia has been the 
leader of integration processes since the creation of the EAEU (and 
in the broad sense starting from the emergence of the Union State 
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of Russia and Belarus), which is a reason enough to characterize it 
as an established power. Since the beginning of Eurasian integration, 
Kazakhstan has played an ever-increasing role for its successful 
expansion and deepening: without its participation, it would have 
been impossible to geographically expand Eurasian integration to 
the Central Asian states. All this makes it possible to characterize 
Kazakhstan as a rising power.

In accordance with the model used in this work, Kazakhstan has 
three main Eurasian integration-related foreign policy strategies. One 
is to accept, that is, to passively participate in international institutions. 
A state chooses such a strategy if the balance of external opportunities 
is favorable and the country is not perceived as indispensable (Kastner 
et al, 2016, p.143).

Another strategy is to invest. If the balance of external opportunities 
from non-participation in an international institution is unfavorable 
for a country, then it will prefer to actively invest into the development 
of this institution, often making political or economic concessions 
(Kastner et al., 2016, p.145).

Finally, there is the extortion (hold-up) strategy. If the balance 
of external opportunities is favorable and a country is perceived 
as indispensable for the successful functioning of an international 
institution, then it will prefer to demand political/economic 
concessions or changes to the “rules of the game” in exchange for 
participation in this institution (Kastner et al., 2016, p.143).

The authors of the model understand external opportunities as “a 
government’s expectation about what would happen if it were to stop co-
operating with other states to promote or maintain a multilateral regime” 
(Kastner et al, 2016, p.147). At the same time, the state does not have to 
be interested in the collapse of the international regime; it usually uses 
the presence of these opportunities as leverage in negotiations (Kastner 
et al., 2016, p. 148). The model takes into account not only the presence 
of external opportunities for a rising power, but also their relation to 
the external opportunities of the established power, that is, a balance 
of these external opportunities. This variable can have two values: the 
balance of external opportunities can be favorable for a rising power or 

VOL. 18 • No.4 • OCTOBER – DECEMBER • 2020 41



Roman A. Yuneman

unfavorable. For instance, Kazakhstan’s external opportunities stemming 
from non-participation in Eurasian integration may be unfavorable by 
themselves, but Russia’s external opportunities may be still worse—so 
the “final” balance will be favorable for Kazakhstan.

The second variable is the perception of the rising power’s 
indispensability from the standpoint of the established power for the 
successful functioning of an international institution. That is, the state 
can be viewed as dispensable or, conversely, indispensable. The authors of 
the model do not give an exhaustive list of reasons why a country can be 
considered indispensable, but argue that an indispensable rising power 
can use the opportunity to pull out from an international institution to 
gain a competitive edge in negotiations (Kastner et al., 2016, p.152).

Next, we will consider Kazakhstan’s policy regarding Eurasian 
integration in 2009-2019, and also try to determine how the balance 
of external opportunities and Russia’s perception of Kazakhstan as a 
participant in Eurasian integration changed on the basis of an analysis 
of economic statistics, actions by Kazakhstan and other foreign policy 
actors, as well as statements by Kazakhstan’s top leadership. To do this, 
we will consider Kazakhstan’s foreign policy in relation to Eurasian 
integration during two periods: 2009-2013 and 2014-2019. 

KAZAKHSTAN’S EURASIAN INTEGRATION POLICY IN 2009-2013
Kazakhstan’s interest towards Eurasian integration can be divided into 
two groups. First, economic goals. Russian economist L. Yu. Gusev 
identifies five main sub-goals: easier transit from China to Europe, 
inexpensive access to Russian pipelines, benefits from a unified energy 
system with Russia, the marketing of farm produce in Russia, and fast-
tracked modernization of the economy (Gusev, 2015, p. 95).

Second, there is a group of goals related to Kazakhstan’s national 
security, above all the security of Kazakh oil and gas supplies to 
European markets (Nurgalieva, 2016, p.92). Energy exports are the 
most important sector of the Kazakh economy, for they account for 
up to 70% of the overall export and yield 40% of state budget revenues 
(Clarke, 2015). Even though Kazakhstan works hard to diversify the 
transit of hydrocarbons, up to 85% of all oil and gas is still exported 
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through Russian pipelines (Laruelle, 2019, p. 215; Today.kz, 2015). 
Security concerns also include the risk of escalating tensions in the 
northern regions of Kazakhstan, where Russians constitute a significant 
ethnic minority. Some researchers argue that this is one of the main 
motives for any integration with Russia (Clarke, 2015).

Starting from the 1990s, and almost until the emergence of the 
EAEU, Nazarbayev repeatedly emphasized the need for creating a 
Eurasian Union (without the adjective economic), but later began to 
insist on an Economic Union (Rakhaev et al., 2014, p.19).  Both in 
1998 and 2008, Kazakhstan’s president said that the yet-to-be created 
Customs Union would be just a prelude to a close economic, monetary, 
political and defense union, while stressing, however, that this would 
not lead to the loss of sovereignty (Mansurov, 2008, p.22). EAEU 
Secretary-General Tair Mansurov echoed him: “We must continue to 
build a common market, a single currency union, and only then declare 
that there should be not just the Eurasian economic community, 
but a Eurasian Union of States” (Rakhmatulina, 2010, p. 75). But, as 
integration deepened in the post-Soviet space, the original draft was 
gradually, at the will of the Kazakh and Belarusian sides, stripped 
of such components as supranational macroeconomic control or 
coordination of defense initiatives (Skriba, 2015, p. 100). The idea of ​​
a currency union, of which Kazakhstan was a supporter in the mid-
2000s, also vanished without a trace (Akimbekov, 2014).

This is a stark contrast to 2011, when Nazarbayev authored one of his 
key policy articles, entitled “The Eurasian Union: From an Idea to the 
History of the Future.” In this article the author advocated the creation 
of not only a currency union, but also a Eurasian Assembly—a body of 
inter-parliamentary interaction, a program for technological and indus-
trial cooperation, and the EAEU Chamber of Commerce (Nazarbaev, 
2011). To back up his rhetoric about the common historical destiny and 
the brotherhood of nations, Nazarbayev pointed to the experience of 
the European Union as a reference point. He found it both positive and 
worth studying. That is, when the Customs Union was still in the mak-
ing, the rhetoric of Kazakhstan’s officials was pro-Eurasian and aimed at 
strengthening integration (including political in the near future). 
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This was confirmed by the discussions over plans to create a common 
parliament for a future Eurasian Union (Akimbekov, 2014), and 
the initial intention to make decisions of the Eurasian Economic 
Commission—the main executive body of the union—mandatory for 
all member countries (Dragnewa and Wolczuk, 2014, p.12).

In 2010, for the sake of creating a Customs Union within 
the Eurasian Economic Union, Kazakhstan had to make certain 
concessions in the field of customs regulation. Kazakhstan’s original 
import duties were lower than those of the other member-states, so with 
the introduction of the Unified Customs Tariff (the UCT) the national 
tariffs had to be raised to the Customs Union’s level. Kazakhstan’s 
average weighted average customs tariff went up more than 1.5 times 
from 6.2% to 10.6% (Rahmatulina, 2010, p.80). However, this was 
partially offset by better conditions for gas and oil transit to Europe 
through Russia (Skriba, 2015, p. 101), as well as more exemptions from 
the EAEU’s UCT (Bagdasaryan and Pahomov, 2016, p.6).

KAZAKHSTAN’S EURASIAN INTEGRATION POLICIES IN 2014-2019
The Treaty on the Establishment of the Eurasian Economic Union was 
signed on May 29, 2014 amid the growing U.S.-Russia confrontation 
over Crimea’s reunification with Russia. By the moment the treaty 
was signed, all political aspects of integration had been excluded 
from the agreement through the efforts of Kazakhstan and Belarus. 
Taken together, the following provisions, previously put forward 
by the leaders of the three countries (some of which had already 
been included in the preliminary draft document), were removed 
(Kheifets, 2015, p.7):

•	 Common citizenship and visa control;
•	 The protection of compatriots abroad (at Kazakhstan’s request);
•	 Export control (as suggested by Kazakhstan);
•	 Creation of an inter-parliamentary assembly (dropped at 

Kazakhstan’s initiative);
•	 Close military-technical cooperation (Kazakhstan was behind 

aborting this provision, too);
•	 Progress towards the creation of a currency union.
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The agreement on the creation of the EAEU did not contribute anything 
entirely new, except for a new name, to the integration processes in the 
post-Soviet space. Two chapters of the EAEU agreement’s total four are 
exact replicas of those found in the agreements on the CU and the CES 
(the 2014 Treaty). Moreover, the treaty itself actually implies finalizing 
the creation of an actual customs union, obliging the member states to 
reach an agreement on oil, gas and finance by 2025 (Knobel, 2015, p.88).

The official discourse of the Kazakh authorities has also changed. 
Despite the fact that Russia continued to be referred to as a strategic 
ally, proposals for political integration disappeared from public 
speeches by Kazakhstan’s top officials. Instead, there followed 
warnings that Kazakhstan would quit the EAEU, if its sovereignty 
were at risk (Nazarbaev, 2014). In the official Foreign Policy Concept of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2014-2020, the Chinese project of the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the U.S. project of the New Silk Road 
and association with the EU began to be regarded as alternatives to 
Eurasian integration (Concept, 2014).

During this period, Astana continued its multi-vector policy in 
the economic sphere. For example, Kazakhstan, separately from the 
EAEU and Russia, was negotiating with China its involvement in the 
Economic Silk Road project. Also, in 2015, following negotiations 
in Istanbul, Kazakhstan joined an international consortium for the 
transportation of goods from China to Europe, using routes bypassing 
Russia (Turkey and China, 2015). Also, in 2015, Kazakhstan signed a 
new cooperation and partnership agreement with the European Union 
(Malysheva, 2016).

Astana’s so-called “trade wars” on Russian imports were a clear 
sign Kazakhstan’s elites were unhappy about the progress of the 
Eurasian integration project. Growing supplies of Russian goods to 
the domestic market of Kazakhstan undermined the competitiveness of 
domestic production (mainly agricultural) (Kheifets, 2015, p.16). This 
problem became especially acute in 2015, when, due to the devaluation 
of the Russian ruble, low-price Russian goods started pouring into 
Kazakhstan. In 2015, the Kazakh leadership introduced a ban on the 
import of not only certain types of food products from Russia, but 
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also Russian oil products (Kheifets, 2015, p.16). It is also noteworthy 
that Kazakhstan has not joined Russia’s food counter-sanctions, which 
contradicts the principles of the EAEU common market.

Over time, Astana’s attitude towards the accession of new members 
to the EAEU also changed. Kazakhstan opposed the idea of Armenia 
and Kyrgyzstan joining the EAEU (Rakhaev et al., 2015, p.22). Firstly, 
tensions with Kyrgyzstan might have occurred due to illegal Kyrgyz 
migration into Kazakhstan, dumping policies by Kyrgyz agricultural 
producers, as well as Chinese propaganda that triggered conflicts 
between Nur-Sultan and Bishkek (Djanibekova, 2020). Secondly, 
Kazakhstan was ready to agree to Armenia’s accession only within 
the UN-established borders (i.e., without Nagorno-Karabakh), while 
with regard to Kyrgyzstan, a procedure of phased accession to customs 
regulation within the EAEU was to be used (Rakhaev et al., 2015, 
p.22). If these conditions were not met, Nazarbayev said Kazakhstan’s 
further membership of the EAEU would be called in question. As 
a result, Armenia and Kyrgyzstan were admitted to the EAEU on 
Kazakhstan’s conditions.

After signing the agreement on the EAEU, Kazakhstan began 
to put brakes on integration processes. For instance, it managed to 
secure exemptions to the liberalization of transport services in order 
to protect domestic carriers. As a result, in cooperation with Minsk, 
Astana blocked the creation of a single market of transport services in 
the EAEU territory (Roberts, 2016, p.549). Also, after the emergence 
of the idea of ​​a supranational parliament of the EAEU, Nazarbayev 
warned that Kazakhstan might leave the organization, so the idea had 
to be shelved (Roberts, 2016, p.551).

Kazakhstan’s external opportunities AND RUSSIA’S 
PERCEPTION OF KAZAKHSTAN as an INDISPENSABle party  
IN EURASIAN INTEGRATION
Throughout the entire period under review, Kazakhstan has been a key 
participant in Eurasian integration. Firstly, there are objective factors 
that make Kazakhstan an important participant in any integration 
projects in Russia. From a geographical point of view, the republic not 
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only shares the longest border with Russia, but also serves as the key 
to integration with other Central Asian states. The integration of the 
subregion’s countries with Russia is impossible without Kazakhstan’s 
participation. In addition, the ideology of the Eurasian integration 
project and Eurasianism is closely linked with Kazakhstan and 
Nazarbayev personally (as one of those who was the first to propose 
a political union at least formally associated with Eurasianism). These 
factors are destined to last.

Secondly, Kazakhstan’s non-participation during the creation of 
the EAEU would have disavowed the very idea of ​​a Eurasian Union. 
Conceived as a union of three Eurasian states, it would have turned into 
another alliance of Russia and Belarus. At the moment of its creation, 
the EAEU was Russia’s priority foreign policy project (Bordachev, 
2015). In 2011, Vladimir Putin positioned a future EAEU as one of the 
centers of a multipolar world (Putin, 2011). All this made Kazakhstan 
an indispensable participant in Eurasian integration.

In addition, external opportunities resulting from Kazakhstan’s 
non-participation in integration were unfavorable before the Treaty on 
the Customs Union came into force. By participating in the Customs 
Union, Kazakhstan had a chance to solve, and eventually solved, the 
problem of its security: of both oil and gas transit and of border regions 
with a significant Russian population. As a member of the Customs 
Union, Kazakhstan enjoyed long-term contracts for transiting oil and 
gas through Russian pipelines at preferential rates. The population’s 
mobility and labor migration in the border regions was ensured. 
Moreover, Kazakhstan gained access to the Russian market for the 
goods of its enterprises, which favorably influenced non-primary 
exports from Kazakhstan to Russia (Migranyan, 2019, p.141).

However, after joining the Customs Union and the Common 
Economic Space, the external opportunities resulting from non-
participation in further integration turned more favorable. On the 
one hand, Kazakhstan achieved the main goals of Eurasian integration: 
security and economic benefits were guaranteed. The main effect of 
integration for Kazakhstan’s foreign trade was achieved already in 2011 
(Migranyan, 2019, p.141). On the other hand, as early as 2013, some 
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alternative options to Eurasian integration began to come to the fore. 
China’s infrastructure projects are an example (Clarke, 2015).

External opportunities for Kazakhstan became noticeably more 
favorable after 2014. Firstly, the sanctions imposed on Russia harmed 
the Kazakh economy: the GDP growth rate in 2015 dwindled by 50 
percent (Kazakhstan, 2015). Non-participation in the EAEU would mean 
a lesser impact of these sanctions on Kazakhstan’s economy (Yefremenko, 
2017). Secondly, the conflict between Russia, on the one hand, and the 
EU and the U.S., on the other, impedes the multi-vector policy that 
Kazakhstan has been pursuing since independence. Amid the remaining 
confrontation Kazakhstan has to move closer to one of the centers of 
power, thus jeopardizing relations with the others (Sullivan, 2019, p.31).

The external opportunities of Russia, as an established power, 
remained unfavorable throughout the entire period under review. It 
should be noted that Russia regards Eurasian integration primarily 
as a political project. Only 5% of Russia’s trade turnover falls on the 
EAEU (Heller, 2019). Moreover, some researchers note that Russia’s 
main goals in the EAEU are “collecting lands” and using the Union 
as “a counterweight to U.S. and Chinese incursions” (Kusznir, 2015; 
Dragneva and Wolczuk, 2014, p.14). Abandoning this project would 
be tantamount to giving up the ambitions to enjoy the role of one of 
the centers of power in a multipolar world. From this point of view, 
the urgency of deepening Eurasian integration merely soared after 
the beginning of confrontation with the West in 2014. Consequently, 
Russia’s external opportunities have become even more unfavorable.

In general, it can be noted that throughout the entire period under 
review Kazakhstan remained an indispensable party in Eurasian 
integration. At the same time, the balance of external opportunities, 
initially unfavorable for Kazakhstan (during 2009-2012), eventually 
turned favorable (during 2013-2019).

	
KAZAKHSTAN’S FOREIGN POLICY REGARDING EURASIAN 
INTEGRATION: THE RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS
Throughout the reviewed period Kazakhstan’s foreign policy turned 
ever less “integrationist.” Whereas at the moment the Customs Union 
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was formed Kazakhstan was a firm proponent of deeper integration, 
its long-term aim being creation of a currency and political union at 
some future date, after the EAEU was brought into being its attitude to 
such plans made a U-turn.

In general, this change in foreign policy regarding integration 
allows us to distinguish two periods: before 2013-2014 and after. 
It is important to note that there is not a single event that could be 
called a “watershed.” Crimea’s reunification with Russia might have 
been such an event (as, for example, Holmquist, 2015 believes), but 
spokes had begun to be put in the wheels of the integration process 
before the Crimean events. For instance, take the amendments to 
the agreement on the EAEU Kazakhstan introduced at the end of 
2013. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian crisis of 2014 markedly changed the 
external opportunities for Kazakhstan and Russia and unequivocally 
influenced the evolution of the country’s policy towards integration.

The first period in the reviewed time span we are considering can be 
called a period when Kazakhstan actively invested into the development 
of Eurasian integration. On the one hand, its leadership was making 
proposals for further, deeper forms of integration, and showed 
fundamental readiness for them. On the other hand, Kazakhstan was 
ready to make concessions in order to create a Customs Union. All this 
characterizes Kazakhstan’s foreign policy at this stage as an investment 
strategy in accordance with the model proposed by Kastner et al., 2016.

The other period was characterized not only by Kazakhstan’s 
reluctance to invest into the integration association, but also by the 
strategy of extortion (hold-up) towards Russia. Kazakhstan rejected 
closer integration formats, and their implementation was stopped by 
various means, including through threats to leave the Eurasian Union. 
Moreover, Kazakhstan opposed the Union’s expansion and agreed to 
it only when it found the terms favorable enough. These actions are 
nothing more than political extortion in relation to Russia.

The chosen model explains well the changes that occurred in 
Kazakhstan’s strategy in the reviewed period. First, throughout the 
entire period Kazakhstan was perceived by Russia as an indispensable 
participant in integration. Its geographical position, the very essence 
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of Eurasianism and the nature of the Union as an alliance of several 
states made Kazakhstan’s participation crucial for the integration 
project to succeed.

Secondly, since the creation of the Customs Union, the balance of 
external opportunities has changed. Whereas during the creation of 
the Customs Union it was unfavorable for Kazakhstan and the country 
had to invest into the creation of an international regime, then over 
time, the external opportunities turned ever more favorable. Alongside 
the creation of this balance Kazakhstan’s integration “zeal” eased—
the better the opportunities resulting from no-participation in the 
integration association, the more resolutely Kazakhstan resisted deeper 
integration.

It can be concluded that while Kazakhstan remained as important 
as ever for the success of Eurasian integration, the changes of external 
opportunities became a factor for the evolution of the country’s foreign 
policy. The achievement of integration’s initial goals, the economic 
expansion of China into Central Asia, and the confrontation between 
Russia and the West made the balance of external opportunities 
favorable for Kazakhstan. This prompted the country to change its 
strategy of investing into building and developing the Eurasian Union 
in favor of extorting preferences and concessions from Russia as a 
condition for further participation in the integration project.

In this context, the Russian leadership has several options to 
choose from: to make more concessions and offer preferences to 
Kazakhstan in order to deepen Eurasian integration or to diversify 
its policy on the integration track, thus stripping Kazakhstan of its 
image of an indispensable actor. Both approaches have significant 
flaws: for example, additional concessions and preferences to one 
actor in an integration association would lead to demands for similar 
concessions from other EAEU members, which is economically and 
politically disadvantageous for Russia. On the other hand, it is possible 
to diversify policies inside the EAEU only by including new members, 
comparable with Kazakhstan in importance. However, at this moment, 
no possibility of counterbalancing Kazakhstan in the EAEU by a new 
member state is in sight. 
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For Russia, it seems reasonable to consider ways of deepening the 
EAEU and transforming it from a mostly political project into a 
truly economic and integrational one, which would make non-
participation more unfavorable for other countries. At the same 
time, it should be noted that Russia should also revise its policy 
towards Kazakhstan itself, using not only political and economic 
instruments of influence, but also measures to deepen interaction 
with the Russian-speaking population that might act as a natural 
Russian soft power agent. Such a policy can impose certain internal 
restrictions on Kazakhstan’s foreign policy.

It is worth noting that the approach we used is true only within 
certain limits. The Kastner et al model allows for characterizing and 
explaining only Kazakhstan’s general foreign policy strategy within the 
framework of Eurasian integration, but not individual actions taken 
by the state. Therefore, this model is unable to accurately explain and 
cover the entire range of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy instruments.

To obtain more accurate results, in the future it is necessary to 
clarify the factors influencing the variables in the model: “the balance 
of external opportunities” and “perception of indispensability.” 
In addition, it may be worth complementing the model with some 
domestic political variables, in the first place, which is primarily used 
in neoclassical realism as the “intervening variable.” 
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