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THE EVOLUTION OF THE CHINA-PAKISTAN
ECONOMIC CORRIDOR
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE FORMATION
OF A MACROREGIONAL SECURITY COMPLEX

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) plays an important role in the formation of strategic inter-
connectivity between the regions of South and Central Asia. Chinese institutional development, which
began in the mid-2010s with the introduction of the transport and logistics strategy of the Belt and Road
Initiative, has formed new geo-economic and institutional mechanisms. At present, there exists geopolit-
ical and geostrategic relevance in the formation and development of a new transport and logistics route,
which may seriously affect the new functionality of CPEC. The development of CPEC plays an important
geostrategic role, as it may lead to an increase in strategic interconnectivity between South and Central
Asia, two regions that have historically been socially and culturally interconnected. The article examines
the formation of new prospects for CPEC. This project possesses significant potential for Central Asia
as a new geo-economic mechanism, which may lead to an increase in trade turnover between the two
regions and to the formation of a new macro-regional security cluster. The article examines the develop-
ment and formation of this process through the prism of the Regional Security Complex Theory of the
Copenhagen School of International Relations and identifies the main challenges and prospects for the
development and influence of CPEC in new geopolitical realities.

Keywords: China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, Regional Connectivity, Central Asia, South Asia,
China, Institutionalisation.
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MakpoaiiMakTbIiK Kayinci3Ajik KewweHiH KaAbINTacTbIpy asicblHAQ
KbiTai-IokictaH 3KOHOMMUKAABIK, ADAI3iHIH, 9BOAIOLIMSCDI

Kpitai-INekictaH 3koHOMMKaAbIK, A8AI3iHIH (KI3A) aAamybl OHTyCTiK XaHe OpTaablk, A3ns
arfMaKTapbl apacblHAAFbl CTPATErusiAblK, ©3apa 0OaiAaHbICTbIAbIKTbI KAAbINTACTbIPYAQ MaHbI3AbI
peA atkapaabl. 2010 XbIAAAPAbIH OpTacbiHaH 6GacTtan «beaaey >kaHe >KOA» GacTamMacbiHbIH KOAiK-
AOTMCTUKAABIK CTPaTerusicbiH eHrisy asicbiHiaa 6actasraH KbiTalAblH MHCTUTYLMOHAAABIK, KYPbIABIC
YAEpIiCi >aHa Treo3KOHOMMKAAbIK >8He WHCTUTYLMOHAAABIK MEXaHW3MAEPAI KAAbINTACTbIPAbI.
Kasipri TaHAQ »KaHa KOAIK-AOrMCTUKAAbIK, GarbITTbl KAABINTACTbIPY MEH AAMbITYAbIH reocasici >kaHe
reocTparterusAblik, e3ekTiAiri 6ap, oA KIIA-TIH >kaHa (YHKUMOHAAABIK MYMKIHAIKTEPIHE eAeyAi
acep eTyi MyMmKiH. KITDA-TiH Aamybl MaHbI3Abl FE€OCTPATErMUSIAbIK POA aTkapaabl, ceb6ebi oA Tapmxm
TYPFblAQH BAEYMETTIK XK8HE MOAEHM TypFbiaa ©3apa barAaHbickaH OHTYCTiK xeHe OpTaablk, A3us
apacbiHAAFbl CTPATErUSIAbIK ©3apa 6aNAaHbICTbIAbIKTbIH, aPTYbIHA aAbIM KEAYI MyMKiH. MakaAasa K3 A,
YWiH >KaHa nepcrneKkTMBaAapAbiH KAAbINTACYbl KapacTbipbiAaAbl. ATaAraH xKo6a OpTaablik, A3ust yiuiH
>KaHa reo3KOHOMMKAABIK, MEXaHM3M PETIHAE eAeyAi aAaeyeTke me, OyA eki arimak, apacbiHAAFbl cayAa
AMHAABIMbIHBIH, YAFAIObIHA >K8HEe >XaHa MaKpOBHIPAIK KAyirnCi3AiK KAACTEPiHiH, KAAbIMTacyblHA aAbIr
KEeAyi MYMKiH. MakaAaaa oCbl YAEPICTIH, AaMybl MEH KAAbINTacCybl XaAblKapaAblkK, KaTblHACTapAafbl
KoneHrareH mMekTebiHiH alMaKTbIK KayincCi3AiK KeweHi TeopusICbl TYPFbICbIHAH KapPaCTbIPbIAbIM, XKaHa
reocasicu >karaaraapAarbl KM A-TIH AAMybIHAQFbl HETi3ri CbIH-KaTepAEp MEH AaMy MepcrekTUBaAapbI
aAMKbIHAQAQADI.

Tyiin cesaep: Kbitai-IoKkicTaH 3KOHOMMKAABIK, ABAI3I, alMakTbiK ©3apa 6OairAaHbic, OpTaAbik,
A3ung, OHTYCTIK A3mg, KbiTa, MHCTUTYLMOHAAAQHABIPY .
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IBOAIOLIMSA KMTAHCKO-NAKMCTAHCKOTO 9KOHOMUY€ECKOro KopMaopa
B KOHTeKCTe (hopMUPOBaHHMSI MaKpPOPErMOHAALHOTO KOMIAEKCa 6e30MmacHOCTH

Pa3Butre Kutamcko-nakmcraHckoro akoHomuyeckoro kopuaopa (KIM3K) mrpaer BakHyio poAb
B hOpMMPOBaHMM CTpPaTErnMyeckom B3aMMOCBS3aHHOCTU MeXKAY pervoHamm tOxHoi 1 LleHTpaAbHOM
A3uun. Kutainckoe MHCTUTYLUMOHAAbHOE CTPOMTEAbCTBO, KOTOPOE HavaAoCb B cepeanHe 2010-x rr., €
BHEAPEHMEM TPaAHCMOPTHO-AOTMCTUYECKON cTpaTernn MuuumaTtmebl MNosica n IyTn, cpopmmnpoBana
HOBble re03KOHOMMYECKME M MHCTUTYLIMOHAAbHbIE MeXaHn3Mbl. Cernvac CyLecTBYeT reonoAnTMYeckas
M reocTpartermyeckasl akTyaAbHOCTb (DOPMMPOBAHUS U Pa3BUTUS HOBOTO TPAHCMOPTHO-AOTMCTUYECKO-
ro nyTu, KOTopas MOXKET CEepPbe3HO MOBAMSTb Ha HOBYIO pyHKLMOHAaAbHOCTL KIM3K. Pa3sutme KITIK
UrpaeT BaXkHYIO reocTpaTermyeckyto poAb, KOTOpas MOXeT NPMBECTU K POCTY CTpaTermyeckon B3am-
MOCBS3aHHOCTU MexAy HOxHoM 1 LleHTpaAbHOM A3nen, ABYMSI perMoHamu, KOTOpble UCTOPUYECKn
ObIAM COLMAABHO M KYAbTYPHO B3aMMOCBsi3aHbl. CTaTbsl paccMaTprBaeT (hOPMUPOBAHME HOBbIX Mep-
cnektvB AAg KIMIK. AaHHbi NpoekT 06AaAaeT KPYMHbIM MOTEHUMAAOM AAs LleHTpaabHOM A3un, Kak
HOBbIM FrE03KOHOMMYECKMIA MEXAHU3M, UTO MOXET MPM1BECTUN K YBEAUUEHUIO TOPrOBOro 060poTa MEXKAY
ABYMSI permoHamu, 1 (popMMpOBaHMIO HOBOTO MAKPOPErMoHaAbHOIo KAactepa 6e3onacHocTu. CTatbs
paccMmaTpurBaeT pasBuTHe 1 hOPMUMPOBaHME AQHHOTO NMPoLLeCcca, Yepes NpU3My TEOpMM KOMIAeKca pe-
rMoHaAbHOM 6e3onacHoCT KomneHrareHCKoM WKOAbI MEXKAYHAPOAHbBIX OTHOLLEHWI U BbISIBASIET OCHOB-

Hbl€e BbI30Bbl U MepcrekTnBbl pa3BuTUs 1 BAUSHUS K3 B HOBbIX reONOANTUYECKUX PEAAUSIX.
KAtoueBble croBa: Kntancko-nakMcTaHCKMiA 3KOHOMUYECKMIA KOPUAOP, PErMOHAAbHAs B3aMMOCBSI-
3aHHOCTb, LleHTpaabHast A3ug, OxxHas A3us, Kutai, MHCTUTYUMOHaAM3aums.

Introduction

The development of CPEC has become one of
the leading elements within the existence and func-
tioning of the Belt and Road Initiative. However, the
formation of the Belt and Road Initiative as one of
the leading geopolitical factors has become one of
the reasons for the intensification of Sino-American
strategic rivalry.

Sino-American strategic rivalry found its in-
stitutional formalisation under Trump, when the
Republican administration of the White House at
that time abandoned the institutional strategy that
had been proposed by the previous Democratic ad-
ministration. It is evident that the intensification of
Sino — American strategic rivalry was shaped by
Chinese institutional narratives, which found their
confirmation in the institutional strategy of Xi Jin-
ping. In this case, the Belt and Road Initiative acts
as a new non-Western-centric international platform
that is intended to contribute to international devel-
opment.

Alongside the identification of certain trends,
nevertheless, the international system in the period
after 2022 begins to acquire features of geo-eco-
nomic bipolarity. In particular, it is necessary to
note the factors of territoriality and de-territoriality
that exist within the Regional Security Complex
Theory. Buzan and Waver identified the factor of
territoriality and de-territoriality as hard and soft
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security. Hard security is characteristic of the mod-
ern system, whereas the predominance of soft se-
curity is characteristic of the postmodern system.
In this case, this indicates that the Soviet-Amer-
ican confrontation was formed within the frame-
work of “territoriality”, and the measurement of
poles is also assessed within the framework of the
classical paradigm of defensive realism. “De-ter-
ritoriality”, in this case, signifies the presence of
non-traditional aspects of security, such as global
economic interdependence. Therefore, the format
of Sino — American strategic rivalry is formed in
the geo-economic dimension.

The purpose of the study is to examine the
growth of strategic interconnectivity between the re-
gions of South and Central Asia in the context of the
advancement of Chinese institutional development
in Eurasia, which intensified in the pre-COVID pe-
riod. CPEC acts as one of the flagships of Chinese
institutions that possess the potential for linkage be-
tween South and Central Asia.

The next important aspect relates to a greater
extent to the formation of a bipolar model of inter-
national relations. The contemporary situation, to a
certain extent, resembles the interwar period, when,
in terms of nation-states, the system was multipo-
lar, but in terms of the existence of military-political
alliances, the system was bipolar. These narratives
can also be identified within the framework of the
formation of global institutions, where the Belt and
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Road Initiative, the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank, BRICS, and the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation, in its updated format, act as new insti-
tutional paradigms that do not fall under Western
standards of global governance.

Theoretical and Methodological Foundations
of the Study

The primary theoretical approach of this study
is based on the theory of the regional security com-
plex (RSC). It explains the diversity of complexes
in a geographical context, bordering countries, and
interconnected geopolitical rivalries, historical ties,
and political events. The China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) is not limited to two countries but
plays a key role in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
which connects 56 countries. Although India is a
Global South country officially pursuing this proj-
ect, this trilateral complex is the subject of analysis
in this study. Within this framework, the concept
of securitization is of particular importance for ex-
plaining the CPEC. In this context, the study applies
the theory of the regional security complex (RSC)
developed by B. Buzan and O. Vaver. RCS theory
postulates the existence of a distinct regional secu-
rity complex, the intellectual foundations of which
are ased on two key concepts: balance of power and
social constructivism, with changes in the balance
of power generating specific social constructs (Bu-
zan and Waever, 2003).

Representatives of the Copenhagen School, Bu-
zan and Waever, within the framework of region-
al security theory, argue that the regional security
complex constitutes the fundamental structure of
the international system, which is divided into sev-
eral levels, including regional and macro-regional
complexes. Furthermore, the following levels of the
regional security complex are identified: domestic,
regional, interregional, and global. These levels de-
termine the dynamics of interdependence between
states at the micro-regional, macro-regional, and
global levels. The authors also emphasize the ex-
istence of a special type of state, called an isolator
state, which simultaneously belongs to various re-
gional security complexes. This concept is particu-
larly important for this study, as it takes into account
the central position of Afghanistan. RSC theory pro-
vides insight into regional security clusters. Region-
al security complex (RSC) theory also posits a mac-
ro-regional security complex, which in turn consists
of smaller regional security clusters operating at the
national, regional, interregional, and global levels
(Buzan & Waever, 2003).

One of its propositions concerns the isolator
state, meaning that a single state can simultaneously
be in both security clusters. Afghanistan’s position
is a good and pertinent example of this. Afghani-
stan’s position exemplifies its simultaneous Central
Asian and South Asian identities. The policies and
potential of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) align with the explanations and perspec-
tives of RSC theory.

The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
is one of the most promising areas of the BRI, with
the potential to restore connections between Central
and South Asia.

The paper uses a qualitative research methodol-
ogy based on the content analysis to examine the
evolving regional dynamic changes associated with
the CPEC and its implications for the interactions
between Central and South Asia. Additionally, this
method is used by analyzing academic literature,
policy documents and government statements verify
the patterns in political discourse, regional coopera-
tion and security perceptions related to the project.

The quantitative data collected from analyti-
cal reports and official policy discussions analyze
the link between BRI and the regional connectiv-
ity projects, especially the political and diplomatic
developments of Pakistan and Afghanistan to Cen-
tral Asia states. These developments are analyzed
as indicators of evolving regional cooperation and
integration processes.

Through this methodological approach, the
study aims to reveal how regional actors interpret
and promo0Ote connectivity initiatives and how these
interpretations shape the evolving relationship be-
tween Central and South Asia within broader geo-
political context.

Literature review

This study draws on a range of scholarly works
that, to varying degrees, address the prospects for
strategic interaction between South and Central
Asia.

Early observations on the China—Pakistan Eco-
nomic Corridor (CPEC) were articulated by Zbig-
niew Brzezinski in his book The Game Plan, in
which he highlighted the strategic significance of
developing what would later become CPEC for
China’s economic rise (Brzezinski, 1986). These
remarks may be regarded as preliminary reflections
on the development of transport and logistics link-
ages between South and Central Asia, with China
acting as a Central Asian participant and Pakistan
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as a South Asian one. The importance of this con-
tribution lies in the articulation of the first strategic
narratives concerning this process.

David Brewster examines Chinese policy and
strategy in the broader Indian Ocean region. He fo-
cuses on China’s growing dependence on energy
supplies from Africa and argues that this dependence
prompted Beijing to advance a comprehensive strat-
egy in South Asia, encompassing the development
of transport and logistics networks alongside po-
litical, economic, and diplomatic instruments. From
an economic perspective, China has developed a
system of Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs)
across the Indian Ocean region (Brewster, 2019).

Andrew Small analyses the prospects for stra-
tegic interaction between China and Pakistan. He
notes that whereas the balance of power was a cen-
tral factor during the Cold War, Pakistan’s contem-
porary relevance-particularly from India’s perspec-
tive — lies in its access to the Indian Ocean and the
modernisation of the port of Gwadar. As a result,
the focus of cooperation has shifted from traditional
balance-of-power considerations towards the sphere
of institutional cooperation (Small, 2015).

In a similar vein, the French scholar Frédéric
Grare examines CPEC in the context of regional ri-
valry with India. From this perspective, the Indian
government views CPEC as a security dilemma
within the framework of the China—India—Pakistan
strategic triangle (Grare, 2020).

The Chinese scholar Huo Wenle addresses the
strategic significance of the Maritime Silk Road.
Its importance lies in its potential to connect the
countries of South Asia, and more broadly the In-
dian Ocean region. For the Chinese economy, the
relevance of this sector is rooted in its transport and
logistics capacity, which is essential for enhancing
future strategic connectivity between South and
Central Asia (Huo, 2017).

The Indian expert M. S. Prathibha focuses on
the stages of CPEC’s development and its impact on
regional politics. At the official, interstate level, the
CPEC project was articulated as early as the begin-
ning of the 2010s. Through CPEC, China sought to
modernise Pakistan’s transport and logistics system
and to securitise its economic interests (Prathibha,
2017). In this context, the work of the Italian scholar
Andrea Ghiselli is also significant. In his book Pro-
tecting China’s Interests Overseas: Securitisation
and Foreign Policy, Ghiselli argues that China’s
economic rise under conditions of globalisation
has led to the securitisation of economic interests
becoming a core component of the PRC’s foreign
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policy, which he conceptualises as a comprehensive
mechanism (Ghiselli, 2021).

The Pakistani expert Faisal Javaid likewise
points to the growing strategic interconnectivity be-
tween South and Central Asia, emphasising the role
of Afghanistan and the potential implementation of
trans-Afghan projects (Javaid, 2023).

The Uzbek researcher Nargiza Umarova analy-
ses the prospects and potential of trans-Afghan proj-
ects, which play a significant role in the future evo-
lution of CPEC and its capacity to link South and
Central Asia (Umarova, 2025).

Another important strand of the literature is
represented by the work of the American scholar
Christopher Miller. He examines the dynamics and
transformation of the Russia—China strategic inter-
action in Central Asia. Miller notes the presence of
balancing elements in Sino-Russian relations, high-
lighting, in particular, Russian dissatisfaction with
the fact that Chinese investment levels in the econo-
mies of Kazakhstan and Russia are comparable,
despite Russia’s economy being approximately ten
times larger. This, he argues, indicates the existence
of balancing behavior despite official declarations
of strategic partnership (Miller, 2020).

Despite the substantial body of academic litera-
ture that has already accumulated on various aspects
of CPEC, significant research gaps remain, particu-
larly with regard to the securitisation dimension of
this project.

Research questions

The above highlighted literature explains the
diverse studies related to China Pakistan Economic
Corridor. In this regard, this study target following
research objects as a part of questions to unearth in
the discussion and results section based on the Re-
gional Security Complex Theory.

- What is the potential of CPEC for interaction
between South and Central Asia?

- Why do the consequences of instability affect
CPEC implementation?

- What is the strategic importance of CPEC?

Discussions and results

The CPEC Model for Interaction between Cen-
tral and South Asia

With regard to CPEC, several stages can be iden-
tified in the evolution of this framework. The earli-
est references to what would later become CPEC
can be found in Zbigniew Brzezinski’s The Game
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Plan. In this work, the author argues that a key ob-
jective of the United States was to draw China out
of the Soviet Union’s geopolitical orbit through the
introduction of market-oriented economic reforms
and China’s integration into global trade. Within
this context, the development of a trans-Himalayan
transport route linking China and Pakistan played
an important role, although CPEC itself had not
yet been institutionalised at that time (Brzezinski,
1986).

The second phase of CPEC’s development falls
within the period 2013-2015. The advent of the cor-
ridor plan took place in 2013 (Prathibha, 2017), dur-
ing the visit of Premier Li Keqiang in Pakistan where
the corridor signed under the first tenure of Asif Ali
Zardari. However, the routes of the plan traced in the
annals of 90s, when China initiated to enroute eco-
nomic collation to the Indo-Ocean countries, linking
South Asia, Middle East and towards Africa. In this
matter of the fact, CPEC plan played a decisive role
for economic interests into the intraregional expan-
sion. According to Kamphausen, (2012), the main
institutional and administrative shift and changes in
foreign policy of China was the adoption of “New
Historic Missions” in 2002 for the People’s Libera-
tion Army of China. The safety of national interests
in terms of economic was the core principle in terms
of outside China, an objective which significantly
shaped the vision of Military Operations than War-
fare system (MOOTW) (Brewster, 2019).

CPEC, as a transport and logistics corridor, is
closely linked to China’s so-called “Malacca Dilem-
ma”, which highlighted Beijing’s need to ensure the
security of its transport and supply routes (Ghiselli,
2021). Broadly speaking, the functionality of CPEC
can be divided into two main stages.

The first stage covers the period from 2013 to
2021/22 and is characterised by a primary focus on
the securitisation of resource supplies from the re-
gion. China prioritised the modernisation of the port
of Gwadar, which became a central hub within the
corridor and provided access to Xinjiang via Paki-
stan’s Gilgit—Baltistan region. Resources originat-
ing from the wider Indian Ocean region, including
the Middle East and Africa, were transported to
Gwadar and subsequently redirected to China. In
addition, China invested approximately USD 60 bil-
lion in the development and modernisation of the
corridor (Small, 2015).

Another significant factor shaping the dynam-
ics of CPEC’s development concerns security con-
siderations, which can be divided into internal and
external dimensions. Internally, a key priority has

been ensuring protection against attacks by armed
groups, both in southern Pakistan, where Baloch
separatist movements are active and in the north,
characterised by instability in the tribal areas. The
implementation of CPEC has also had a notable
impact on the regional geopolitical configuration,
as the corridor technically passes through parts of
Kashmir, a territory claimed by India as its own.
From the Indian perspective, CPEC thus constitutes
a security dilemma (Grare, 2020).

The second phase of CPEC’s evolution can
be associated with the period following NATO’s
withdrawal from Afghanistan. Although the United
States initially pursued ambitious objectives in Af-
ghanistan, its role in the conflict gradually became
marginalised. To understand this second stage, it is
essential to examine the process of institutionalising
Chinese influence in Central Asia. Within Regional
Security Complex Theory (RSCT), the concept of
an “insulator state” refers to a state that is simulta-
neously located within two regional security com-
plexes (Buzan & Waver, 2023). Owing to its geo-
graphical characteristics, Afghanistan occupies such
a position, being situated at the intersection of both
Central and South Asia.

The institutionalisation of Chinese influence in
Central Asia began in the early 2010s, particularly
following President Xi Jinping’s announcement of
the Belt and Road Initiative in Astana in Septem-
ber 2013. Over the spare of time, it directed to the
formation of so-called Eurasian Land connection,
linking China with Central Asia then Europe. This
geopolitical growth enormously empowered the in-
stitutionalisation of China’s influence by creating
new diplomatic, economic, and institutional interac-
tion in accordance with the BRI approach.

At this stage, China has significantly extended
its economic influence in Central Asia, particular-
ly through geo-economic tools and infrastructure
development. Within this framework, CPEC is no
longer projected to its original part of safeguarding
and boosting China’s economic interests, But also
acquired the potential to play as a role of connective
framework between South Asia to connect Central
Asia through Afghanistan, facilitating both regions
in terms of open market access and Indo-Ocean
reach.

The institutional construction signifies histori-
cally important for China with the implementation
of the BRI. From bygone times, till the modern era,
Central Asia and South Asia balanced close geo-
economic and cultural ties through the road ways.
However, the expansion of the Russian Empire from
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the north, the British Empire from the south, and
later the formation of the Soviet Union led to the
fragmentation and weakening of these connections.
Over the course of the twentieth century, the two re-
gions became increasingly estranged. The develop-
ment of new transport and logistics routes, together
with the emergence of geo-economic patterns with-
in China’s macro-regional institutional framework,
may contribute to the restoration of these historical
linkages.

Within the framework of RSCT and the logical
interconnection between Central Asia and CPEC,
several strategic narratives can thus be identified.
Central Asia has traditionally been viewed as an in-
tegral part of the post-Soviet or Eurasian geopoliti-
cal space, particularly during the 1990s and 2000s.
From a social constructivist perspective, the post-
Soviet geopolitical space that emerged after the col-
lapse of the USSR-with its geopolitical and socio-
cultural orientation towards Moscow-can be seen
as a product of a Eurocentric system, given that its
security patterns have largely been oriented towards
Russia and Europe. Although US presence in the re-
gion has been limited, the Russia-US balance has
nevertheless constituted one of the mechanisms of
the regional security system.

A distinctive feature of China’s strategic be-
havior in Central Asia has been the creation of geo-
economic institutions and mechanisms that function
as security patterns. By 2017-2018, the Belt and
Road Initiative had generated new geo-economic
mechanisms. From the perspective of RSCT, the
implementation of CPEC is therefore expected to
further consolidate pro-Chinese geo-economic insti-
tutions. Consequently, the development and institu-
tionalisation of CPEC point to the emergence of an
Asia-centred model of security, one that prioritises
non-traditional dimensions of security.

The Potential of CPEC for Central Asia in the
Context of Institutionalisation

CPEC opens up new prospects and formats of
interaction with the states of Central Asia. Its clas-
sical function was primarily oriented towards safe-
guarding Chinese economic interests; however, fol-
lowing the Taliban’s return to power, the situation
has undergone a significant transformation.

From an analytical perspective, available evi-
dence remains contradictory, particularly with re-
gard to the Taliban’s willingness to participate in
regional projects. The core issue lies in the extent
to which Afghanistan is prepared to engage in re-
gional initiatives. Initially, conflicting narratives
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suggested that the “new Afghanistan” constituted a
comprehensive threat to its neighbours (Satpayev,
2021). For example, it was argued that the United
States had left behind substantial quantities of mili-
tary equipment in order to create security threats
along the southern periphery of Russian influence in
Central Asia, thereby allegedly opening opportuni-
ties for Russia to provide military assistance to Cen-
tral Asian states and strengthen its regional position.
These narratives, however, have largely become
outdated and no longer correspond to contemporary
strategic realities.

The Afghan government-more precisely, the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan-has declared that
it does not intend to export its ideology beyond
national borders (TASS, 2021). Subsequently,
Afghanistan has begun to engage more actively
in regional initiatives. The Taliban authorities are
interested in national reconstruction, and the prin-
cipal-albeit paradoxical-challenge they face con-
cerns the complex and problematic relations with
Pakistan and China. In the case of Pakistan, the is-
sue is closely linked to military and political ties
between the two sides, which became particularly
evident in 2024.

The nature of Pakistan-Taliban relations re-
mains ambiguous. Some sources continue to claim
that the Taliban regime is dependent on Pakistan-a
view that has been prevalent since the 1990s-while
others argue that relations between Pakistan and the
Taliban are, on the contrary, conflictual. The coali-
tion originated from the NATO’s legacy of twen-
ty-year presence in Afghanistan, which pushed the
cousins at war in shape of Pakistan-Taliban relations
in a highly complex and inconsistent state behavior.
However, the rise of Taliban divisions within the
Taliban movement more complicated this tie.

Similarly, the influence of China in Afghanistan
is also overpassed and contested. Although China
is the second-largest economy with significant eco-
nomic capacity underscore to exert influence in Af-
ghanistan. However, it is confidential that Beijing
embodied the geo-economic tools to undermine
its dealings with Afghanistan at both bilateral and
multilateral levels. For China, the main concerns
also exist in the northern border activities where
the presences of terrorist groups, particularly those
linked to the East Turkestan Islamic Movement
(ETIM) are question mark to resolve at this level. At
the same time, contradictory reports suggest that the
Taliban have severed ties with ETIM, partly due to
the prospect of Chinese investment in Afghanistan’s
economy.
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Another illustrative example of stereotypical
perceptions of the Taliban concerns Russia’s role.
In the aftermath of the Taliban’s return to power
in August 2021, Kazakh political analyst Dosym
Satpayev argued that this development provided
Russia with an opportunity to strengthen its influ-
ence in the region (Satpayev, 2021). This thesis,
however, does not fully correspond to the dynamic
expansion of transport and logistics infrastructure in
the region. Russia has become increasingly engaged
in developing bilateral relations with the Taliban au-
thorities (RBC, 2025), driven by both practical and
ideological considerations. Practically, this engage-
ment is linked to the development of transport and
logistics infrastructure in which Afghanistan plays
an active role. This process aligns with the logic of
the North—South Economic Corridor, a Russo—Ira-
nian initiative, parts of which traverse Iranian and
Afghan territory.

By the second half of the 2010s, Central Asia wit-
nessed a gradual shift in the Russia—China balance.
Through geo-economic instruments, China has in-
creasingly displaced Russian influence in the region.
Against this backdrop, the expansion of Russia’s stra-
tegic engagement with Afghanistan serves as a partial
counterbalance to China’s growing presence.

In accordance with Chinese perspective, two
dominant paras of interpretation highlighted to iden-
tify. The first line emphasizes the core extension of
geoeconomic import and export ties. The second
line focused on capitated discourses according to the
upgradation and modernization of the Qosh Tepa
Canal. However, the specific Central Asian sources
claimed that the canal’s modernization is applied
through USAID funds, forming it as an indirect US
endeavour to destabilize the Central Asian region.
In Contrast, other sources argue that Chinese invest-
ment aided to build the project, displaying the canal
as a tool of geo-economic influence. If implemented
successfully, the canal underscore harsh environ-
mental outcomes for Central Asian states, thereby
highlighting its geostrategic strength.

In this case, he ties between Central Asia and
China are no longer on the same which were con-
sidered back then in 90. Since 2013, China has
pursued an active strategy of institutionalising its
influence. The introduction of the “Xi’an Summit”
format represents one of the key processes under-
pinning contemporary geopolitical transformations
in the region. Although cooperation with the Euro-
pean Union remains limited within the framework
of China—Central Asia relations, there remains po-
tential for joint problem-solving. The implementa-

tion of CPEC thus represents one example of emerg-
ing geo-economic institutions. Nevertheless, CPEC
remains less economically competitive than the
North—South Economic Corridor, which constitutes
a Russo—Iranian project.

A major challenge for CPEC lies in geographi-
cal constraints. Its adaptation to Central Asia would
require modernisation efforts in south-eastern Af-
ghanistan, particularly in Paktia Province. The Hi-
malayan geography also presents structural limita-
tions. CPEC holds particular strategic interest for
Uzbekistan, which is seeking access to Pakistan’s
seaports (Expert interview, personal communica-
tion, 2024). However, it is likely that CPEC will re-
quire approximately a decade to mature into a fully
functional and effective trade regime.

Another significant factor is the gradual rap-
prochement between Russia and Pakistan since the
late 2010s. This development reflects broader shifts
in the global balance of power since 2018, par-
ticularly the institutionalisation of Sino-American
strategic rivalry during the Trump administration.
Whereas, the extra developments limited to be exag-
gerated merely through balance of power approach,
shifts in global order likewise Sino-Russian close-
ness and Indo-American relations rise have exclu-
sively reshaped the international arena. Nonetheless,
geoeconomic aspects ever more play a conclusive
role, portentous that modern transformations are not
completely determined by geopolitical rivalries.

Similarly, the closeness of Pakistan and Rus-
sia has developed inappropriate lessons for India.
During this tenure of Sharif family in Pakistan have
turned into new era where Russia and Pakistan have
acknowledged to recognize one another as major
actors, which certainly shifts the balance of power
in Central Asia specifically for India. An individual
geopolitical feature of bilateral ties between Islam-
abad and Moscow shows that both countries have
the power capacity to exert influence in this region.
Scholars mainly discusses separating great powers
Like Russia, China, and America, and secondary ac-
tors such as the European Union, India, Iran, Japan,
and North Korea. Pakistan was not traditionally in-
cluded among these actors; however, it now faces a
strategic window of opportunity through enhanced
cooperation with Russia and active participation in
China’s macro-regional initiatives. In this respect,
Pakistan’s position appears more advantageous than
that of India, which remains a largely extra-regional
actor.

Pakistan joined the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation (SCO) five years ago. SCO membership
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facilitates systematic multilateral engagement, in-
cluding participation in joint military exercises such
as the “Friendship” drills conducted since 2016
(TASS, 2024). The SCO has increasingly matured
into a macro-regional organisation, extending be-
yond Central Asia to encompass South Asia, where
the securitisation of Sino-Indian rivalry plays a cen-
tral role in shaping regional security dynamics. In
this context, the SCO provides an appropriate plat-
form for cooperation and potential conflict manage-
ment. Pakistan’s neutral stance on the Ukraine con-
flict further contributes to a favourable environment
for cooperation.

In September 2024, Russian Deputy Prime Min-
ister Alexei Overchuk met with senior Pakistani of-
ficials, including General Asim Munir and Deputy
Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar, to
discuss prospects for expanding bilateral economic
ties. Dar described Russia as an important actor in
Western, Southern, and Central Asia and empha-
sised Pakistan’s commitment to working with Mos-
cow to promote peace and stability in Afghanistan
(TASS, 2024).

The institutionalisation of Chinese influence in
Central Asia enables Pakistan to emerge as an active
regional actor not through balance-of-power mecha-
nisms, but through institutional cooperation. In this
context, the trend towards intensified Russia—Paki-
stan cooperation becomes particularly evident.

A parallel can thus be drawn between the insti-
tutionalisation of Chinese influence in South and
Central Asia. The Indian Ocean region holds stra-
tegic significance for China’s transport and logistics
strategy. The expansion of Chinese economic pres-
ence has strengthened political and economic ties,
with numerous Chinese projects contributing to the
transformation of the macro-regional order (Brews-
ter, 2019). From the perspective of Regional Secu-
rity Complex Theory (RSCT), this suggests growing
interconnectivity between South and Central Asia.

China has invested heavily in the modernisation
of the Maritime Silk Road since its announcement in
2013 (Huo, 2017). Together with the Eurasian Land
Bridge, it constitutes a core component of China’s
broader Eurasian strategy. Notably, Chinese invest-
ment levels in Russia and Kazakhstan-USD 2.174
trillion and USD 288.4 billion respectively-were
proportionally comparable, underscoring Beijing’s
prioritisation of the modernisation of the Eurasian
corridor (Miller, 2020).

Following the US withdrawal from Afghanistan
and the Taliban’s return to power, the institution-
alisation of Chinese influence has had a stabilising
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effect on Afghanistan’s adaptation to regional dy-
namics. Within the emerging continental economic
framework, Afghanistan’s role has grown signifi-
cantly (Umarova, 2025). Unlike Eurocentric pow-
ers such as the USSR and the United States, which
approached Afghanistan primarily through the lens
of classical geopolitics, China and subsequently
Russia-have increasingly framed Afghanistan’s role
in geo-economic terms. For China, economic corri-
dor development forms an integral part of advancing
the institutional foundations of its Eurasian strategy.

For Russia, the North—South Economic Corridor
offers opportunities to reorient trade flows from Eu-
rope towards Asia. As noted by Pakistan’s Foreign
Minister Ishaq Dar, trade between Russia and Paki-
stan reached USD 1 billion last year, with both sides
committed to addressing logistical challenges to fur-
ther expand trade (Russia’s Pivot to Asia, 2025).

In contrast, enhanced activity within extra-re-
gional organizations displays logical system of the
relations. However, the first SCO transport took
place on 01 November 2023 in Tashkent

On 1 November 2023, the first SCO Transport
Forum was held in Tashkent, where nine state mem-
bers joined, representing their services. It focused
the discussions on logistics development, trans-
port, digitalization and infrastructure development
projects. During this meeting, a memorandum was
signed to build a transport corridor connecting Be-
larus, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan,
and Pakistan in shape of South and Central connec-
tivity. While Kazakhstan, Russia, Uzbekistan, and
Pakistan are core SCO members, but Afghanistan
and Belarus are observer state in the SCO accentu-
ate to play key roles in this scheme.

Given Pakistan’s influence in Afghanistan and
the nature of Sino—Pakistani relations, this configu-
ration may positively contribute to the implementa-
tion of the North—South geo-economic project. The
corridor could facilitate the development of new
geo-economic security mechanisms. As Pakistani
expert Faisal Javaid observes, earlier agreements be-
tween Pakistan and Central Asian states faced chal-
lenges due to instability in Afghanistan; however,
the inclusion of Russia and Belarus introduces new
opportunities, particularly in the context of Russia’s
search for alternative trade routes following the war
in Ukraine (Faisal, 2023).

In sum, the institutionalisation of Chinese in-
fluence in Eurasia-emerging alongside shifts in
the balance of power-suggests that the large-scale
implementation of the North—South project carries
significant geopolitical implications. India’s par-
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ticipation in the QUAD, an explicitly anti-China
framework within the Indo-Pacific strategy, further
reinforces this dynamic. Consequently, the realisa-
tion of the North—South geo-economic corridor is
likely to unfold amid open confrontation with India
on China’s part, and more covertly through China-
aligned states.

Further modernisation of CPEC also represents
an important technical instrument for Russia’s eco-
nomic transformation and access to South Asia. His-
torically, Russia was near to integrate with the EU in
terms of trade. In contrast, the polices after 2022 have
underscored Moscow to transmit its geoeconomic ori-
entation towards Asia which is currently influenced
as Asian century under China’s rise. In this case, the
corridor project emerged the defining trends of on-
going economic structural changes, infrastructure de-
velopment and a step towards DE-dollarization.

Additional distinguished consequence is the em-
powerment of Pakistan and Central Asia relations
after 2010s, in accordance with the extra extension
of Chinese influence in this Asian region. It has en-
hanced transport, logistics connectivity which has
been a key driver for these involved countries. Paki-
stan’s Ambassador to Kazakhstan, Nauman Bashir
Bhatti, highlighted the Karakoram Highway as the
shortest and most cost-effective route for freight
between Pakistan and Kazakhstan, emphasising its
role within the China—Pakistan Economic Corri-
dor (Kazinform, 2024). Pakistan has shown several
times to support Kazakhstan in gaining access to the
Arabian Sea through Indo-Ocean, potentially devel-
oping in depth geo-economic interdependence from
landlocked to the water access for the open markets
of South Asia.

Consequently, the advancement of logistics and
transport road networks contribute to the initiate of
an innovative cluster of regional security. Although,
South Asia was historically connected with Cen-
tral Asia through silk road routes, and imperialistic
divisions and the Cold War wanning ties. During
this time, the advanced development of infrastruc-
ture under the Belt and Road Initiative facilitate the
gradual restoration in the ties. Following this, CPEC
highlight the substantial geopolitical, geo-economic
gateway to underpin the emergence of a new secu-
rity complex.

The Impact of Regional Instability on CPEC

The disputed territory of Kashmir between
Pakistan and India created unforeseen circumstance
playing nasty role in reshaping the regional bal-
ance of power in South Asia. The conflict limited

to understand enough through the prism of Indo-
Pak traditional rivalry. The particular significant is
more deepen geostrategic relations between India-
US partnership, which has advance convoluted un-
der Prime Minister Narendra Modi. However, Modi
government has institutionalised its strategic part-
nership with the United States through the QUAD
linkages, alongside a broader sense of economic,
military and political, cooperation.

The second tenure of Donald Trump as Presi-
dent of the United States of America paves the
grounds for advancing Washington’s foreign policy
trajectory together with his consistently confronta-
tional aggressive steps towards China. Even though,
it is crucial to note that a Trump administration has
displayed an enthusiasm of decisive, aggressive and
harsh actions. This, in turn, suggests that the United
States may prioritise efforts aimed at undermining
the functionality of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), including, in particular, the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC).

The Indo-Pakistani conflict is therefore embed-
ded within the broader logic of Sino-American stra-
tegic rivalry. Pakistan occupies a crucial strategic
position in the securitisation of China’s national
economic interests, which, as noted above, underpin
the formation of a pro-Chinese geo-economic order.

India’s opposition to CPEC is primarily linked
to the fact that parts of the corridor traverse territo-
ries claimed by India as falling under its sovereign-
ty. According to media reports, Pakistani officials
have stated that India is prepared to launch strikes
against Pakistan, citing intelligence assessments. In
this context, the attack in Pahalgam created a stra-
tegic window of opportunity for the Modi govern-
ment to target CPEC infrastructure. Tactically, such
a conflict would appear to be confined to India and
Pakistan; however, this represents an overly nar-
row interpretation. Theoretically, India could strike
CPEC facilities, but such actions would effectively
constitute an attack on China. The logic of complex
interdependence has strengthened geo-economic
mechanisms, and any strike against CPEC would
align with the dynamics of Sino-American strategic
competition. Nevertheless, such actions would en-
tail significant political and legal consequences. In
this sense, CPEC functions as a security pattern of
a fundamentally geo-economic nature. With regard
to the Indo-Pakistani crisis of 2025, three scenarios
can be envisaged.

First, the conflict may resemble the 2001-2002
military standoff, with both sides relying on nuclear
deterrence.
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Second, limited border clashes and aerial en-
gagements could occur as a form of tactical con-
frontation, fluctuating between latent escalation and
de-escalation depending on circumstances.

Third, India could strike strategic CPEC facili-
ties. In this scenario, the primary diplomatic signal
would be directed not at Pakistan, but at China. Such
a course of action would aim to undermine China’s
strategic potential and could align with US interests
under conditions of heightened global polarity. At-
tempts to disrupt CPEC would thus represent a di-
rect signal challenging China’s global institutional
construction.

At the same time, French analyst Frédéric Gra-
re notes that India adheres to a policy of strategic
ambiguity, enabling it to balance between compet-
ing actors (Grare, 2020). Even within the QUAD
framework, India has refrained from emphasising
militarisation, preferring to preserve a diplomatic
format. According to Grare’s logic, a strike against
CPEC would only intensify Sino-Indian rivalry-an
outcome New Delhi seeks to avoid.

Nonetheless, the geo-economic dimension of
CPEC warrants particular attention. While India pos-
sesses the military capability to strike targets within
Pakistan, the implementation of CPEC has played
a decisive role in transforming the regional balance
of power. For this reason, several analysts have de-
scribed CPEC as a “game changer” (Small, 2015),
given its substantial geo-economic potential. It is
therefore not coincidental that Modi openly opposed
CPEC in 2015. Notably, some CPEC facilities are lo-
cated in close proximity to Pakistani military installa-
tions, which indirectly enhances their security.

Another important strategic dimension is that a
short-term conflict between India and Pakistan has
revealed technical aspects of the broader US-China
military-strategic rivalry. As the United States and
China are not directly engaged in armed conflict,
Washington lacks opportunities to assess China’s
military capabilities firsthand. In this context, the
Kashmir conflict serves as a critical testing ground.
The Pakistani armed forces are partially equipped
with Chinese military technology. Analysts have
noted that the share prices of Dassault Aviation,
the supplier of India’s Rafale aircraft, declined by
9.48 per cent over five days, while shares of China’s
AVIC Chengdu Aircraft-producer of the J-10C and
JF-17 Thunder aircraft used by Pakistan-rose by
61.65 per cent over the same period (TRT World,
2025). For the United States, Kashmir thus func-
tions as an indirect arena for assessing relative mili-
tary performance.
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From a balance-of-power perspective, the situ-
ation is even more complex. The role of two extra-
regional actors has grown significantly: Tirkiye,
which adopts a pro-Pakistani stance, and Iran, which
tends to support India. For Tiirkiye, her existence
in the Middle East, Africa, and Central Asia epito-
mizes a central hub of expanding the geopolitical
emergence into South Asian region. The central tra-
jectory is reliable with its ambition to unite its posi-
tion for Ankara as a middle power. Besides, Tiirkiye
already possesses a geostrategic vicinity in Central
Asian region. It is also vital to underpin the advanc-
ing reconciliation between Tiirkiye and China in the
shape of the connectivity. This way, Tiirkiye posi-
tion a significant pillar along the Belt Road routes,
which fostered to bring closer with China.

Meanwhile, Pakistan plays pivot role in con-
necting Tiirkiye by the maritime routes and by road
through Iran which is known as westward ways. It
underscores the Sino-Turkish alignment in the joint
share with Pakistan. This trio-dynamic signify a
bridge to boost the institutionalisation of Chinese in-
fluence toward Eurasia, as the corridor highlight po-
litical strengthening. In this regard, Pakistan found
as a major linchpin between China and Tiirkiye.

Overall, the situation reflects the evolution of
balance-of-power mechanisms in South Asia, with
actors becoming directly or indirectly involved in
the process. For Tiirkiye, engagement through Pak-
istan strengthens its ties with China and serves as
a test of its middle-power ambitions. For Iran, its
positioning reflects classic balance-of-power logic,
whereby actors seek to hedge against excessive Chi-
nese influence.

From a military-strategic standpoint, the likeli-
hood of a large-scale war has significantly dimin-
ished. Conflict increasingly functions as a diplo-
matic instrument rather than a means of outright
confrontation. The presence of CPEC has exerted
a stabilising influence. Although China conducted
military exercises along its border with India (large-
ly symbolic in nature) the geo-economic dimension
embodied by CPEC has played a restraining role in
preventing escalation into a full-scale conflict.

CPEC maintains good potential for the devel-
opment of Pakistan and Central Asian economic
relations and broadly may lead to the development
between Central and South Asia connectivity. But
the major issue, that CPEC is still in the process of
development. Russia, China and the West, with the
US and the EU, can be seen as the major geopolitical
participants, meanwhile Iran, Tiirkiye, South Korea,
Japan and India as a less influential but still impor-
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tant participant, especially taking into the view pre-
vious South Korean and Japanese initiatives for the
region's programs of the development. In this sense,
Pakistan becomes one of the leading regional actors.
Probably, it will take few decades in order to build
and launch the CPEC as a complete and well-func-
tioning institutional entity within the region.

Conclusion

CPEC as Chinese institutional building instru-
ment provides Pakistan with a strategic opportunity
to expand its influence in the region. It establishes a
new format of geo-economic interaction, signaling
an evolution in the security architecture of Central
Asia.

The implementation of the Belt and Road Initia-
tive, together with the institutionalisation of Chinese
influence, has led to a transformation of prevailing
security patterns.

From the 2010s onwards, however, Chinese in-
stitutional construction in Central Asia intensified
markedly, most notably through the advancement of
the Belt and Road Initiative as a core geo-economic
mechanism. By the late 2010s, the BRI had become
a defining element of China’s institutional presence
in the region. In the post-pandemic period, a new
geo-economic foundation has begun to take shape,

centered on transport and logistics connectivity,
most prominently the North-South Economic Cor-
ridor and its competitor, CPEC.

CPEC has a vast potential for the provision and
the development of the South and Central Asia con-
nectivity. Afghanistan’s geographic position poses
new economic and political perspectives in terms
of the geoeconomic and new geopolitical trends.
In this sense presents a new institutional character,
which is also can be viewed as a Chinese institution-
al building. But the growing and Trump's broader
policy on countering China and the chains of insta-
bility arising locally and strategically, poses chal-
lenges for the CPEC potential.

Strategically, CPEC has a vast potential for the
South and Central Asia connectivity development,
but the geopolitical conditions around it, put strong
political and bureaucratic pressure on its ability and
potential of functioning. The relevance of Regional
Security Complex Theory in the context of CPEC
lies in its capacity to explain how Chinese institu-
tional construction facilitates deeper integration
and strategic interaction between South and Central
Asia. This process is likely to result in an expan-
sion of strategic contacts and sustained interaction
between the two macro-regions. So CPEC functions
as a new geo-economic platform that contributes to
the transformation of the regional security system.
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