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FOREWORD 

central question for the study of Central Asia’s international 

environment since 1991 has been whether the local states have 

real agency in developing independent, sovereign foreign pol- 

icies or whether they just have to adapt to the push and pull of large re- 

gional or global powers and powerful transnational forces. In the 1990s 

the challenge for the five new states of this region was to try to substanti- 

ate their sovereignty, for local leaders to bolster their political legitimacy, 

to manage the damaging fallout of the dissolution of integrated Soviet 

systems, to contain local cross-border tensions and to renegotiate rela- 

tions with Moscow on respectable terms. 

These preoccupations were affected by the sudden and irresistible, 

increase in American influence from the early 1990s after the 9/11 at- 

tacks and the onset of military action in Afghanistan, which also offered 

Central Asian leaders some opportunities to balance Russia’s continued 

assertion of special rights over Central Asian foreign affairs. However, in 

this period China was still very much a secondary, lower profile presence 

in the region, Turkish relative economic weakness limited its potential as 

a partner for the new Turkic states, while India was hardly visible. 

This contrasts to Central Asia’s contemporary international envi- 

ronment, revealed in the chapters of this fascinating volume. To be sure 

prominent features of the Central Asian states’ foreign policy strategies 

have not been transformed: for example, Kazakhstan’s multi-vector 

policy; Uzbekistan’s bilateralism; Turkmenistan’s isolation in the guise 

of neutrality. The region has also remained impressively stable overall, 

despite fears over transnational Islamist influences, over possible leader- 

ship succession crises and failures in governance. However, a profound 

process of reconnection of landlocked and seemingly remote interior 

Central Asian territories to the wider world has gathered pace. It is pre- 

cipitated by a scale of investment and infrastructure development which 

could not be imagined twenty years earlier. This new opening of Central 

Asia, especially to the east and west, has happily coincided with the local 

states resolving many border frictions among themselves, a new interest in 

intergovernmental consultations and a proactive approach by Uzbeki- 



Emerging Central Asia: Managing Great Power Relations 12 
 

 

 
stan, arguably the key state for region-wide developments. 

The authors in this book highlight major features of what are tec- 

tonic shifts in the geo-economics and international ties of Central Asian 

states thirty years on from the Soviet collapse. The development of Cen- 

tral Asia’s new ties of course reflects the wider priorities and resources 

available to major powers with interests in the region. The United States 

under the Biden administration continues to seek disengagement from 

Afghanistan and the American security policy imprint in Central Asia, 

a secondary concern, diminishes with that. The European Union in turn 

remains preoccupied by threats to its cohesion among member states 

and is better aware of the limited prospects it has to advance any trans- 

formational normative agenda in Central Asia. 

In contrast, China is fast becoming the dominant investor in the re- 

gion, the largest trade partner, a rival to Russia in access to Central Asian 

energy reserves and the primary enabler of far-reaching new transport 

and communications links, under the aegis of the Belt and Road Ini- 

tiative (BRI). For China, as a chapter in this book confirms, domestic 

security is now increasingly bound up with this international outreach. 

Yet the very scale of this Chinese presence in Central Asia creates wor- 

ries among Central Asian elites about a new form of dependency. On the 

other hand, this reinforces Russia’s image as a known and familiar 

neighbour. However, Russia continues to unsettle its Central Asian part- 

ners by empowering separatism in Ukraine and Georgia and even hint- 

ing at doubts over Kazakhstan’s statehood, while the Russian economy 

does not offer a shining prospect of modernisation. Moscow and Beijing 

have been speaking a win-win language of cooperation between the Eur- 

asian Economic Union and the BRI, and of common commitment to 

Eurasianism, elevated in the Russian lexicon to the notion of ‘Greater 

Eurasia’. But common projects between these rather different macro-re- 

gional frameworks seem hard to identify. A crucial if publicly unvoiced 

question for local officials and elites, is how far over time China will sup- 

plant Russia regionally, and whether Chinese dominance in trade may 

spill over eventually into attempts to shape Central Asian foreign policy 

preferences. This uncertainty is only likely to be reinforced by the global 
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pandemic, which has further boosted China’s economic growth relative 

to Russia’s, while Russia and China have both emerged as major players 

in the new field of vaccine diplomacy. 

At the same time geo-economic and geostrategic flux in Central 

Asia may offer opportunities for other second order powers. So the 

chapter in this book reviewing Turkish-Central Asian relations is timely. 

With Turkey’s successful support of Azerbaijan in the 2020 war over Na- 

gorno-Karabakh it is not fanciful to conceive of a higher Turkish profile 

in Central Asia in the 2020s. Equally, a chapter devoted to India’s efforts 

at greater economic access to Central Asia, in some competition with the 

BRI, speaks to the new geo-economics of the 2020s, and foreshadows the 

growing Chinese-Indian rivalry in wider Asian diplomacy. 

However, for a book entitled Emerging Central Asia: Managing 

Great Power Relations, the scholarly question of how much agency Cen- 

tral Asian states can exert in the force field of major powers remains 

important. Given the centrality of Uzbekistan, bordering all the other 

Central Asian states, yet insulated from the direct border influence of 

Russia or China and the more activist recent diplomacy of Tashkent, it 

is not surprising that two chapters are devoted to the position of this 

state: to the effects of nationalism in Uzbekistan and to the implications 

if Uzbekistan were to join the Eurasian Economic Union. A larger book 

might extend the coverage of Central Asian states’ efforts to manage the 

changing matrix of great power relations. However, the editors perform 

a valuable service in helping open out a wide agenda for future research 

and study in the 2020s, as the Central Asian region deepens its connec- 

tivity in an increasingly inter-connected world. 

Prof. Roy Allison 

Director, Russian and Eurasian Studies Centre, 

St. Antony’s College, Oxford University 
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MANAGING GREAT POWER RELATIONS: 

AN INTRODUCTION 

Kashif Hasan Khan and Halil Koch 
 

cademics, historians and political scientists often refer to the 

Great Game.” This term is the subject of much debate in the 

literature on Central Asia. In this context, the word “game” re- 

fers to seeking to promote stability while reaping the maximum bene- 

fits in the region by stopping other powers from gaining influence. The 

term was first popularized by the writer Rudyard Kipling in his novel, 

Kim, published in 19011. Many have argued, however, that it is not only 

a “Great Game”, but a “Great Gain” for the countries of the Central Asian 

Region (CAR), as they stand to benefit greatly from the competition of 

major powers in the region. 

Throughout history, people from many nations have journeyed 

through the region, attracted by its silk and spices as well as its peo- 

ple’s knowledge of irrigation, animal husbandry, music, religion, sci- 

ence, mathematics and philosophy. During the Soviet period, however, 

the influence of the USSR prevented the rest of the world from forming 

ties with Central Asia. Since their independence in the 1990s, the CARs 

have required capital investment assistance and international support, 

but there was very little knowledge about the region within the interna- 

tional community. Many efforts have since been made to increase inter- 

national recognition and build goodwill by reconnecting with the rest 

of the world and implementing a range of economic reforms. Despite 

these measures, lasting peace and prosperity has proved elusive. There 

is still a need for strengthened governance and increased transparency, 

accountability, and inclusion in the region, as well as environmentally 

sustainable growth policies. 

1 Although Kipling popularized it, the term “Great Game” was first seen even before 

Kipling’s work. An officer from the British East India Company, Arthur Connolly, used 

the term long before Kipling. 
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The end of the Cold War era has led to drastic changes in Eurasian 

geopolitics, particularly regarding energy politics in Central Asia and the 

Caspian Sea Region. The emergence of the newly independent Repub- 

lics - including Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan - shifted control from the Soviet Union and led to increased 

competition and cooperation between the regional and extra-regional 

powers for the rich energy and mineral resources of these states. 

The population of all the CAR states combined is about 60 million 

people composed of various ethnic and religious groups. The majori- 

ty of Central Asians are made up of Turkic-speaking (Kyrgyz, Kazakh, 

Karakalpak, Tatar, Uighur) and Farsi-speaking (Tajik) linguistic groups. 

The CAR states also have some variety in religious identities. 90% of 

Central Asians identify as Sunni Muslims with secular and communist 

mindsets, while the remainder mostly identifies as Orthodox Christian. 

The CAR states generally maintain peaceful relations with one another 

as they have a common Islamic heritage, secular states, some degree of 

authoritarian governance, and all face similar challenges with corrup- 

tion and drug trafficking. (Papkova and Dimitry, 2011). 

In this volume, the authors argue that in the twenty-five years 

since independence, several major events have had long term conse- 

quences for the region. Xi Jinping announced the One Belt One Road 

(OBOR) project in 2013; the Eurasian Economic Union was created in 

2015; Russia established military bases in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 

Kazakhstan; and Russian-CAR cooperation in Afghanistan grew. Cur- 

rently, today’s superpowers - the US, Russia, and China - have much 

at stake in Central Asia. China has a strong interest in the region’s vast 

national gas reserves. Russia is increasing trade with many countries in 

Central Asia for military and geostrategic purposes. The U.S. seeks to 

bring democracy and stability to Central Asia to prevent the region 

from becoming a cradle for terrorism (Soliev, 2019). This volume fo- 

cuses on how Central Asia has once again become a focal point for the 

entire world. For example, since the U.S.’s declaration of a so-called 

“War on Terrorism” following the attacks of September 11, 2001, many 
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U.S. delegations in the region have established relations with Central 

Asian secret services and military forces. 

In response to these developments, Russia began attempts to 

regain influence in the region in order to prevent Western interests 

from gaining clout. The growth of the Chinese presence in the region 

also accelerated through increased access to various commodities and 

funding infrastructure projects. At the same time, other countries such 

as Japan, Turkey, India, Iran, and the EU also wanted to engage with the 

CAR. Western powers like the EU and USA seek to advance their 

agendas with regard to democratic governance and civil structures like 

freedom of speech and human rights policies. India, whose foreign pol- 

icy is characterized by a resurgence of the principle of non-violence 

– the same approach promoted by Mahatma Gandhi to balance na- 

tional and international relations - has begun to view the region as its 

extended neighbor (Khan & Kuszewska, 2020). Turkey has also tried 

reviving its historic cultural and linguistic ties, while Iran and Japan are 

most interested in expanding business relations. Central Asia’s resourc- 

es and strategic importance are attracting growing interest from a di- 

verse range of actors, each with unique interests in the region. All these 

developments are described in post-Soviet literature as the emergence 

of a new “Great Game” between the great powers, which the editors of 

this book argue that these developments stand to benefit CARs. To sup- 

port the argument, this volume discusses a number of infrastructure 

projects and trends. 

Today, U.S. strategists seem to be resigned to a modest and prag- 

matic role in Central Asia. The Trump administration has given some in- 

dications about the future contours of U.S policy in Central Asia. In May 

2017, U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson announced that democratic 

values would not impede the advancement of U.S. national security and 

economic interests. The U.S. global retreat on human rights would favor 

a more pragmatic approach to the militarization of the region and even 

less focus on civil liberties. Furthermore, foreign assistance to Central 

Asian countries, with the exception of Uzbekistan, has been significantly 
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reduced. If this trend continues, Central Asia will be increasingly de- 

pendent on Russia and China, whose political agendas do not prioritize 

democratic principles or promote open civil societies (Romanowski, 

2017). The Trump Administration’s stance towards Central Asia has led 

to concern that interest in the region may again decline. European in- 

terest in Central Asia has also decreased from high levels 20 years ago 

in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. The European Union’s involvement 

in the region has diminished to a small number of value-based projects. 

Moreover, Iran and Turkey, although they continue their policies in the 

region, are also not delivering as much to the region as expected. 

Chinese interest in Central Asia is also not focused on the region, 

Rather, it centers on establishing global routes to connect China to the 

Middle East and Europe as well as the Xinjiang region, whose popula- 

tion is ethnically Central Asian. In order to curb the so-called terrorist 

activities by Uighurs and ensure the cooperation of CAR border security, 

China continues to invest in the CA region to keep the region under 

their influence (Khan H.K., 2020a). 

As China’s focus on its security agenda in the region increas- es, 

reports of a growing presence of Chinese private security firms are 

emerging. There are also more overt displays of strength occuring, like 

the construction of new military bases, joint training exercises with Ta- 

jik, Kyrgyz, and Uzbek forces, and the provision of equipment for Tajik 

forces along the Chinese border with Afghanistan. This begs the ques- 

tion: is Russian supremacy in the region intact? Willa common language 

and increasing cross-border labor mobility help Russia to maintain its 

hegemony and monopolize military sales? 

On the other hand, there are many reservations about China’s pres- 

ence in Central Asia. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, there are high levels of 

public disdain toward the Chinese resulting from China’s acquisition of 

Tajik land in the aftermath of Tajikistan’s default on Chinese debt. Chi- 

na’s considerable role in the region is rapidly expanding. Beijing holds 41 

percent and 53 percent of Kyrgyzstan’s and Tajikistan’s external govern- 

ment debt, respectively. Over half of China’s debt to Tajikistan was dis- 
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bursed between 2007 and 2010. Roman Kozhevnikov, a Tajik journalist, 

wrote in an article for Reuters that a Chinese company has purchased a 

majority share in Tajikistan’s largest gold mine. “This process is capable 

of stirring up tension within the local population, who perhaps cannot 

accept such a mass influx of Chinese,” said Tajik political analyst Zafar 

Abdullayev (Khan, K.H, 2020). 

The rise of nationalism as a political force in Central Asia con- 

cerns China in a number of ways. At the most basic level, China wishes 

to avoid instability on its border that would inevitably accompany na- 

tionalists challenging or replacing existing governments. Chinese lead- 

ers are also concerned that nationalist governments in Central Asia 

could serve as examples for Uighur separatists and be less cooperative 

with China in suppressing the activities of separatists on the border 

(Burles, 1999). 

Beijing and Moscow act as individual and distinct actors, each pur- 

suing their own agendas in the region. Both share some perspectives on 

Central Asia, which is visible in multilateral organizations and, more 

broadly, in relation to a “declining West” (see Conclusion). In 2001, Rus- 

sia and China signed the Treaty of Good Neighborliness and Friendly 

Cooperation which set forth a bilateral relationship based on “mutual 

respect of sovereignty and territorial integrity,” non-interference in in- 

ternal affairs, equality and mutual benefit. Years of negotiations on their 

borders culminated in China receiving almost 340 square kilometers of 

disputed territory from Russia in return for Beijing dropping all other 

land claims against Moscow. Today, neither sees major threats emanat- 

ing from across their common border. Rather, Moscow is much more 

concerned about NATO activities on its Western flank, or about threats 

coming to Russia from the Middle East or Afghanistan coming through 

the Caucasus or Central Asia. Beijing also appears worried about insta- 

bility coming across the border from Afghanistan and Central Asia and 

is intensely focused on shoring up its geopolitical position amid territo- 

rial disputes in the South China Sea and East China Sea (Stronski, Ng et. 

al., 2018). 
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In light of these considerations, this book aims to explore how the 

Central Asian Republics have managed their relations with small and 

major powers during the 25 years following the collapse of the USSR. 

The authors identify and discuss the questions like: what are the Central 

Asian states’ interests and how they are pursuing them? What are the 

CAR states’ relationships with these powers, and what is changing? Are 

the great powers outsourcing policing or security responsibilities to the 

CAR? 

By exploring the above-mentioned points, the book looks at the 

role of the major players in Central Asia and the region’s response to 

the “New Great Game.” This volume is especially focused on the cur- 

rent challenges and opportunities the region faces. The contributors also 

touch upon other crucial topics like security challenges, historical rela- 

tions with other major powers, the immigration of labor and students, 

the rise of nationalism, the energy sector and the BRI. 

Overall, this book aims to provide a better understanding of Central 

Asia’s multi-faceted relations in the face of rapidly evolving geostrategic 

dynamics. It serves as a timely insight into the contours of Central Asian 

states’ policies, emerging trends and the significant features of these in- 

teractions. The chapters are authored by academics and researchers from 

Central Asia and other parts of the globe to provide a wide spectrum of 

opinion and analysis on the subject. 

In the opening chapter, Aizada Nuriddenova, in her article “Rus- 

sian and Chinese versions of ‘Eurasianism’: A Response from Kazakh- 

stan,” points out that the idea of connecting Eurasia is by no means new. 

It was actively advocated by the former President of Kazakhstan Nursul- 

tan Nazarbayev in the early 1990s as the concept of “Eurasianism” and 

has become one of the major components of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy 

today. This idea started to come to fruition in early 2010s after the Global 

Financial Crisis gave rise to a Russian concept of Eurasianism along with its 

new regional framework – the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). In 

2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping proposed to “join hands in building 

a Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) with innovative cooperation,” thus 
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offering a Chinese view of Eurasianism. These three conceptions of Eur- 

asian integration, discussed in detail in the chapter, merged, and the no- 

tion of connecting Eurasia became larger in scope and more ambitious 

in its objectives. 

In his chapter, “The Importance of Central Asia in China’s Domestic 

Security”, Lere Amusan emphasizes that terrorism has gone global. It is 

a phenomenon that has haunted the international system for some time 

due to what Samuel P. Huntington describes as “the Clash of Civiliza- 

tions” and aptly conceived by Dominique Moisi as “the geo-politics of 

emotion” shaped by cultures of fear, humiliation, and hope in contem- 

porary global politics. Great, emerging and weak powers in international 

relations are all affected by it to differing degrees. As a state, China is 

seen by some as a great power, while others see it as an emerging nation, 

and others perceive it as a pivotal state in the context of geopolitics. The 

issue of domestic terrorism in China, centered around the Turkic Uighur 

ethnic group in the Xinjiang Autonomous Region, has captured global 

media and diplomatic attention. With borders close to several Central 

Asian states like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, China, through 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), strives to cooperate with 

Central Asian members to have cordial relations. This paper exam- ines 

the importance of Central Asian states in China’s domestic political 

stability. 

Tola Amusan’s paper “China’s Geo-Economic Inroads into Cen- 

tral Asia: An Asymmetric Interdependence Vulnerability Approach” 

discusses the fact that China’s rise to what might arguably be termed 

superpower status is so prominent that talking about international rela- 

tions without mentioning the phrase “the rise of China” could almost be 

considered taboo. China’s rise resonates more on the level of economy, 

which has extended to strategic, military, political, diplomatic and cul- 

tural dimensions. China has expanded its footprint across all corners 

of the global system since it shifted to a more outward-looking stance 

at the beginning of the 21st century. This economic strength has given 

Beijing an increased level of strategic, political and diplomatic leverage 
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which enhances China’s ability to directly compete for influence in Cen- 

tral Asia with Russia. China’s encroachment in the region is based solely 

on its national interest which revolves predominantly around energy re- 

sources. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is the key to understanding 

China’s geo-economic intent in the Central Asian subregion as it directly 

connects Central Asia to China. Utilizing the concept of asymmetric in- 

terdependence vulnerability, this piece examines the role that geo-eco- 

nomics plays in China’s international relations in Central Asia as well as 

how it impacts Russian interests in the context of the initiation of a “New 

Great Game”. 

In “Nationalism through Fear: Uzbekistan” Ryan Michael Sch- 

weitzer argues that since independence, the population of Uzbekistan 

has seen a growing shift towards nationalistic tendencies through new 

policies in religion, economy, government and language. Through this 

process of self-determination and self-realization, Uzbekistan is moving 

away from its Soviet history, and is instead embracing the resurgence 

(and reinvention) of its cultural identity. This chapter asks where this 

movement is heading, and what made this phenomenon occur? Is it a 

response to the perceived threat of Russia or simply an expression of 

Uzbek identity? It is unclear whether this new approach towards nation- 

alistic tendencies comes from the will of the people of Uzbekistan, or if 

the government and elite are creating nationalistic narratives in response 

to security concerns. This paper examines these important questions, 

and attempts to explain the rise of nationalism in Uzbekistan as an ex- 

pression of de-Russification. 

Halim Nezihoglu argues in his paper, “Turkey and Central Asia: A 

Historical-Geopolitical Context of the Relations “that Central Asia has 

come to the fore in the agenda of world politics after the dissolution of 

the Soviet Union. Central Asian states, situated in a great power-driven 

regional system have adopted multi-vector foreign policies as their over- 

all foreign policy strategy. The republics have sought to develop good 

relations and cooperation with different global/regional powers and oth- 

er states and to balance the diverse interests of various players. One of 
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the important actors in the region has been Turkey, which has historical, 

cultural, and linguistic ties with the region. High expectations about the 

progress of relations between these historically connected countries have 

not been realized, however, and remain limited. Although governments 

and leaders have changed from time to time in Turkey and the Cen- 

tral Asian republics since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the general 

framework and direction of the relations between them have remained 

largely unchanged. This article analyzes Turkish foreign policy towards 

Central Asia and the general direction of the foreign policies of Central 

Asian republics toward Turkey in framing their relations in a histori- 

cal-geopolitical context. 

In his paper “Uzbekistan Joining the Eurasian Economic Union: 

Implications for Central Asia’s Regional Balance”, Fabrizio Vielmini 

looks at the accession of Uzbekistan to the Eurasian Economic Union 

(EAEU), which may have the potential to be a game-changer for interna- 

tional relations in Central Asia. Apart from expected material benefits, 

Tashkent’s interest in the Union coincides with the desire of Russia and 

other Central Asian countries to balance both the excesses of neo-liberal 

globalization and Chinese inroads into regional affairs. Moreover, the 

entrance of a relevant demographic and economic player such as Uz- 

bekistan will reinforce the Central Asian dimension of the EAEU, thus 

moderating the organization’s internal imbalance. This is especially true 

if Uzbekistan finds a mechanism to act in tandem with Kazakhstan. At 

the same time, full membership in the EAEU represents a difficult choice for 

Uzbekistan. The consolidated national doctrine of self-reliance could be 

put under question and problems may arise in Uzbekistan’s relations 

with its Western partners. 

Alexey Fominykh’s paper “Cross-border Student Migration From, 

To and Within Central Asia: Pull and Push Factors” refers to the consis- 

tently high birth rates in the CAR and, consequently, their having the 

most mobile student population in the post-Soviet space. In the first de- 

cade of the 21st century, the number of Central Asian youth studying 

abroad almost doubled and continues to grow. This chapter examines 
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the recent and current developments and factors influencing cross-bor- 

der academic migration from, to and within the five post-Soviet repub- 

lics of Central Asia. After analyzing the data on cross-border academic 

migration flows, the author argues that the bulk of Central Asian aca- 

demic migrants go to Russia, where they currently make up about 40% 

of the total international student population. The Russian government 

continues to encourage this development and sponsor academic mobili- 

ty from the post-Soviet states via scholarships and tuition waivers. 

In the last chapter, “Connectivity for Economic Sustainability: In- 

dia’s March towards Eurasia” Anirban Chatterjee argues that the im- 

portance of “connectivity” in an era of economic interdependence has 

never been felt as acutely as in recent times. It is even more pertinent for 

India, one of the world’s fastest growing but energy deficient economies, 

to tap the potential of connectivity to meet its domestic requirements. 

As a result, the country is increasing engagement with the neighboring 

regions, and Eurasia in particular. In order to expedite its market diver- 

sification strategy and reduce its dependence on traditional sources in 

the West, together with Russia and Iran, India has launched the Interna- 

tional North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) to increase access and 

substantially reduce the cost and travel time to the markets of Eurasian 

countries, and eventually reach up to European markets as well. India’s 

strategic interest in the Eurasian region and the increasing need for eco- 

nomic and energy cooperation with the region requires it to enhance 

efforts to augment connectivity with the region. India’s growing presence 

in the region is also buttressed by the fact that India has become a full 

member in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and is also 

negotiating Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the Eurasian Econom- 

ic Union (EAEU). India regards China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

with skepticism and advocates the speedy operationalization of INSTC 

and other connectivity initiatives. Against this backdrop, the proposed 

paper will be dealing with the following research questions: How does 

the INSTC serve India’s economic interests? Can the INSTC become an 

alternative to the BRI? How does India perceive the BRI? In what ways 
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can India compete with the BRI? How does India plan to respond to the 

BRI? How does Eurasia as a region present an opportunity for India to 

fulfil its geo-strategic interests? How would India’s membership in the 

SCO and cooperation with the EAEU give it a stronger foothold in Cen- 

tral Asia to further bolster the prospects of connectivity with the region? 

Overall, the book highlights the current discourse of the major 

powers towards Central Asia from different perspectives. The work of all 

the authors points to the conclusion that Central Asia is not only a re- 

gion that may lead to conflict between the major powers, but that it may 

also play a pivotal role in de-escalating tensions through negotiations. 

At the same time, the region seems to be making noticeable progress 

towards more democratic and open societies based on free markets, the 

rule of law and respect for human rights. There are four interconnected 

aspects that comprise the core development of the five countries of Cen- 

tral Asia: good governance, economic challenges, corruption and poor 

governance in the form of political cruelty. The following works explore 

these aspects in further detail. 
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RUSSIAN AND CHINESE VERSIONS OF “EUR- 
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Introduction 

he term “Eurasianism” remains vague and outdated. In the past, it 

carried cultural, ethnic, and nationalist connotations, and 

while this is still the case to some extent, the term is not well 

defined. In her comprehensive study on Eurasianism, Laruelle (2009) 

notes that there are several versions of the term in works on Central 

Asia by the “Eurasianists” of the 1920s and 1930s. This includes but is 

not limited to the theories of ethnogenesis developed by Lev Gumilyov, 

writings on Eurasian geopolitics by Aleksandr Dugin, “Eurasianism: An 

Ideology for the Multipolar World” by Aleksandr Panarin and the na- 

tional motives expressed by Kazakh poet Olzhas Suleimenov (Laruelle, 

2009). Contemporary Eurasianism can be distinguished from its pre- 

vious forms by its emphasis on economic integration, regionalism and 

its attempts to physically connect the Eurasian countries. The following 

study focuses on contemporary forms of Eurasianism with a focus on 

regional economic integration and regional infrastructure projects that 

aim to connect Eurasian countries as a whole. 

The idea of connecting Eurasia is by no means new. The former Pres- 

ident of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, actively advocated for inte- 

gration in the early 1990s. Nazarbayev supported this agenda within the 

former Soviet Republics as a means of ameliorating the negative conse- 

quences of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Common borders, opening 

vital supply routes and increased demand for one another’s exports were 

seen as clear advantages of such a union. This concept gained further pop- 

ularity in the early 2010s as a result of the global financial crisis, giving 

rise to a Russian concept of Eurasianism and a new regional framework 

– the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). A Chinese view of Eurasianism 

appeared as well, with Chinese President Xi Jinping proposing to “join 

hands in building a Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) with innovative co- 

operation mode” in 2013 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2013). 

Central Asian, Russian and Chinese perspectives of Eurasian concepts are 

now coinciding with one another as the notion of connecting and integrat- 

ing Eurasia becomes larger in scope and more ambitious in its objectives. 
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Kazakhstan, due to its geostrategic location and size, presents itself 

as a major bridge in connecting the countries of Eurasia via economic 

corridors. Due to its geography, Kazakhstan has to balance relations with 

the two regional powers – Russia and China. This raises the question: 

how is Kazakhstan responding to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), giv- 

en its commitment to the Russia-led EAEU? The purpose of this study is 

to explore Kazakhstan’s response to the Russian and, more recently, 

Chinese visions of Eurasianism. This paper applies a hedging strategy 

framework to understand the decision making processes of Kazakhstan’s 

governing bodies and analyze ways in which they might affect the initia- 

tives of its northern and eastern neighbors. 

This paper argues that Kazakhstan aims to take advantage of Rus- 

sian and Chinese concepts of Eurasianism for their own economic ben- 

efit. Given the uncertain economic situation of the former Soviet repub- 

lics caused by the drastic fall of oil prices and western sanctions towards 

Russia, Kazakhstan needs strong external mechanisms for boosting and 

strengthening its economy. As a less influential nation acting within the 

framework of two larger powers, Kazakhstan seeks to avoid taking sides 

and demonstrate strong commitment to a multi-vectored foreign policy. 

The Kazakh view thus reflects the vision that these two understandings 

of Eurasianism can be complementary in organizing the new economic 

and infrastructural landscape of Eurasia. 

The relationship between these two concepts of Eurasianism can 

be understood in terms of “hardware” and “software”. The hardware ele- 

ment includes tangible support for infrastructure and economic stimu- 

lus projects. The software side includes “soft power” dimensions of influ- 

ence like policy influence or conditional funding for projects. In the case 

of Kazakhstan, Russia and China project spheres of influence comprised 

of the software of the EAEU’s rules and regulations and the hardware of 

the SREB’s highways, railways and bridges. 

In order to fulfill its purpose and objective, this paper uses the 

principle of a hedging strategy to explore Kazakhstan’s response to the 

Russian and Chinese Eurasian integration projects. The hedging strategy 
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framework is often applied in the context of foreign policy behavior of 

small states with powerful neighbors. For instance, many scholars tend 

to use this framework to describe Japan’s strategy vis-a-vis the US and 

China (Kang, 2007) as well as the relationship between ASEAN coun- 

tries and China. (Chung, 2004). This paper employs the hedging strategy 

framework to the post-Soviet space to explore its applicability in this 

context. 

Hedging Strategy: A Conceptual Discussion 

The concept of hedging remains one of the undertheorized aspects of 

International Relations (IR) Theory. This fact is widely recognized by IR 

scholars who continue to have difficulty elaborating the exact conditions 

under which states are prone to hedge and the concrete methods of con- 

ducting this strategy. IR scholars are divided into two camps in terms of 

defining a hedging strategy. One group emphasizes a hedging country’s 

middle position between balancing and bandwagoning whereas anoth- 

er group stresses that hedging includes both engagement and contain- 

ment elements and can thus be understood as a hybrid strategy. Koga 

and Kang are described as belonging to the former group while Korolev, 

Wohlforth, and Hemmings lean towards the latter. 

According to Kei Koga, the concept of hedging should be under- 

stood within Balance of Power Theory, in which a hedging strategy lies 

in the middle of the continuum between balancing and bandwagoning 

as a third option for hedging states (Koga, 2018). This strategy is com- 

mon in the foreign policy of states that seek to maintain strategic ambi- 

guity in order to reduce risks, uncertainties and negative consequenc- 

es caused by balancing or bandwagoning (Koga, 2018). According to 

Kang, hedging is one of several strategies in a wide spectrum between 

balancing and bandwagoning. He views hedging as distinct from these 

other strategies in that it is more likely to be used when there is fear 

of a rising adversary. Countries may prefer hedging when they do not 

see a need to balance power, but are still skeptical of another country 

(Kang, 2007). 
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Chung hypothesizes that hedging can be “motivated by the need 

to optimize economic benefits and minimize security risks in response 

to an environment of uncertainty” (Chung, 2004, p. 35). In light of an 

analysis that finds China-Russia relations characterized by cooperation 

on global issues and disagreements on regional approaches, Korolev 

sees hedging as a strategy of simultaneous engagement and containment 

(Korolev, 2016). 

Wohlforth in particular notes the ambiguous nature of the hedging 

strategy and views it as a coping mechanism deployed by middle coun- 

tries. In this sense, a hedging strategy would “allow them to cooperate 

with the potential hegemon even as they encourage other states to pay 

the costs of balancing it” (Wohlforth, 2004, p. 227). 

This illustrates the contradictory nature of hedging, in which states 

may simultaneously carry out two contradictory policies such as balanc- 

ing and engagement to prepare for a variety of possible future scenarios. 

The worst case scenario will be met with balancing, while the best case 

will be handled by engaging (Hemmings, 2013). 

This paper adopts the first version of hedging, which emphasizes 

the middle ground between balancing and bandwagoning. This view is 

well suited to this context, because it takes into account the fact that 

states may try to avoid the strategic ambiguity of the second view in or- 

der to avoid being hurt or exploited. 

Russian and Chinese Versions of “Eurasianism” 

Although the idea of Eurasianism in Russia has been on the rise since 

the beginning of the 2000s (Laruelle, 2009), it came into fruition in the 

2010s in the form of a Customs Union. Since early 2009, three former 

Soviet countries – Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan – met to discuss the 

launch of the Customs Union in order to establish unified customs tar- 

iffs. On the 1st of January of 2010, the participating countries announced 

the establishment of the Customs Union. In July of 2011, they removed 

all the customs controls between them and enacted a common customs 

code, and in January of 2012, introduced a common economic space. 
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It is estimated that the Customs Union established a common market 

with a population of 170 million and aggregate industrial potential of 

$600 billion, as well as 90 billion barrels of oil reserves and agricultural 

production valued at $112 billion. The agreement would enable the three 

countries to achieve 15% GDP growth by 2015, and eventually reach an 

economic union based on the EU model (European Bank for Recon- 

struction and Development, 2012). Such an economic union eventually 

emerged in 2015, grouping together Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Arme- 

nia, and Kyrgyzstan into a regional trade bloc. 

According to Arbatova, this model of Russian Eurasianism with its 

focus on regional economic integration stems from a period of uncer- 

tainty about Russia’s prospects for modernization. She postulates that 

the Global Financial Crisis led Vladimir Putin to conclude that Russia 

should not emulate the West as a path to prosperity. Instead, there was 

a shift towards the view that Russia should revive its economy and es- 

tablish a unified political, economic, military and cultural space with its 

partners in the post-Soviet space (Arbatova, 2019). Laruelle notes that 

this “neo-Eurasianism” takes a pragmatic turn, as the form of the EAEU 

can represent several dimensions. One of them is the inevitability of the 

Russia-led regional integration process, articulated by Putin when he 

stated that: “reintegrating the post-Soviet space under its leadership is 

Russia’s ‘natural’ geopolitical destiny and that the country cannot be de- 

nied this vocation” (Bassin, Glebov & Laruelle, 2015). 

The Russian Eurasian vision was extended further in June 2016 

when President Putin proposed a “Greater Eurasian Partnership” (GEP) 

encompassing the EAEU, the states of the Commonwealth of Indepen- 

dent States (CIS), China, India, Pakistan, and Iran. Rolland argues that 

this move was a result of the Russian leadership’s intention to show that 

Russia is still the key player in Eurasia’s integration projects, since it fac- es 

a challenge in the form of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Rolland, 

2019). 

It can thus be seen that the previous versions of Russian Eurasian- 

ism have been transformed to suit the contemporary needs of Russian 
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foreign policy and its regional stance. While one cannot disregard the 

previous Eurasianism models, one can be certain that its latest version - 

with its emphasis on regional economic integration and competition to 

secure Russian influence in Eurasia - is becoming more prevalent. 

How does the Chinese version of Eurasianism in the form of the 

BRI differ from the Russian one? Although there is no official conceptu- 

al Chinese Eurasian doctrine that elaborates China’s vision for the con- 

tinent, we can note one thing that differentiates Chinese Eurasianism 

from Russian namely, the scope of what China offers under the banner of 

Eurasianism. Whereas the Russian Eurasianism (i.e. Customs Union and 

later the EAEU) initially focused on the economic integration of selected 

post-Soviet countries, the Chinese version aims to physically connect 

Europe to Asia. Building on the glorious history of the Silk Road during 

the Han Dynasty, regional expansion during the Tang Dynasty and the 

naval expeditions of the Ming Dynasties, China emphasizes its contri- 

bution to the advancement of all humankind within the framework of 

Eurasianism. One can thus conclude that China envisions a grander role 

for itself that links it to the realm of global governance. 

Harper argues that the BRI means China’s return to Eurasia takes 

into consideration the long-term involvement of various Chinese dy- 

nasties in Eurasia through the Silk Road, as well as defense measures 

against nomadic tribes from the Northern and Western Chinese fron- 

tiers. He also notes the importance of the post-Cold War period, since it 

allowed China to reshape a region that was previously dominated by 

Russia (Harper, 2019). 

During his state visit to Kazakhstan in 2013, Chinese President Xi 

Jinping proposed to ‘join hands building a Silk Road Economic Belt with 

innovative cooperation mode and to make it a grand cause benefiting 

people in regional countries along the route’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2013). In his speech titled “Promote People-to-People Friendship and 

Create a Better Future” at Kazakhstan’s Nazarbayev University, he fur- 

ther outlined the five main steps that need to be taken to implement this 

project. They include: 1) strengthening communication among partners, 
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i.e. countries along the road should communicate with each other and 

consult on plans for future economic development; 2) improving road 

connectivity to allow participating countries to form a transportation 

network which connects Asian and European countries from the Pacif- 

ic to the Baltic sea; 3) facilitating trade among the partner-countries; 

4) enhancing monetary circulation in order to avoid financial risks and 

economic competitiveness; 5) strengthening people-to-people exchang- 

es (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2013). The BRI has thus undoubtedly 

become an ambitious and comprehensive framework aimed at building 

connectivity and cooperation among the Eurasian countries, as well as 

facilitating the movement of goods, services, and people across borders. 

One interesting aspect of these two visions of Eurasianism is that 

they have not led to a regional Sino-Russian rivalry. Conversely, as noted 

by Harper, the “image of Eurasia has shifted from being a largely Rus- 

sian entity to a Sino-Russian partnership” (Harper, 2019, p.117). The two 

countries expressed their willingness to work together in May of 2015 

during the Putin-Xi Summit in the Russian capital. The two heads of 

state signed a Joint Russian-Chinese declaration on linking the EAEU 

and SREB initiatives, while committing to promote regional economic 

integration and maintain peace and stability (Rolland, 2019). 

Despite their distinct origins, these two versions of Eurasianism 

highlight the importance of the Eurasian landmass to Russia and Chi- 

na’s respective regional and global aspirations. Even though the scope 

of both the GEP and BRI is grand, the Central Asian region is pivotal to 

their success. Exploring the response of Kazakhstan, the largest Central 

Asian country involved in these models of Eurasianism, thus carries tre- 

mendous importance. 

Kazakhstan’s Response 

President Xi’s announcement of the BRI initiative in the Kazakhstani 

capital during his Central Asian tour clearly illustrates the importance 

of Kazakhstan in promoting the land-based “Silk Road Economic Belt” 

project in Eurasia as one of the main components of its successful im- 
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plementation. Kazakhstan, due to its unique geographic location, size 

and logistics has the potential to become a major bridge in connecting 

the countries along this economic belt. Indeed, some observers of Ka- 

zakhstan have already noted that it is ‘the buckle of One Belt, One Road’ 

initiative given that Kazakhstan’s future economic growth depends on 

the development of transport infrastructure and regional trade (Runde, 

2015). Moreover, Kazakhstan was one of the 21 founding members of 

the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a development bank 

aimed at funding the infrastructure projects, in October 2014. This 

demonstrates Kazakhstan’s embrace of the new Chinese initiative from 

the initial stages of the project despite its commitments to the Russia-led 

EAEU. 

The idea of connecting Eurasia is by no means alien to Kazakhstan. 

In March 1994, the then Kazakhstani President proposed the idea of cre- 

ating a Eurasian Union among former Soviet republics. Common bor- 

ders, vital supply routes and greater demand for one another’s exports 

were seen as major potential advantages to such a union. 

The reasons behind this proposal were hidden in Kazakhstan’s do- 

mestic economic policy, where the Eurasian idea was extremely popular 

in the 1990s. After the Soviet collapse and the associated wide-spread 

economic crisis, the only solution to Kazakhstan’s economic predica- 

ment was seen to be cooperation with Russia and the former Soviet re- 

publics in the form of new confederation or some other form of regional 

institution. 

Although President Nazarbayev’s proposal was not met with en- 

thusiasm by other post-Soviet countries, he continued to emphasize 

Kazakhstan’s willingness to work with Russia and the CIS countries. As 

President Nazarbayev pointed out in 1997: “I have formulated and will 

continue to promote the idea of Eurasian unity which, I believe, has a 

strategic future. Kazakhstan alone cannot realize its great transit poten- 

tial, nor can any other neighboring country do so. This should be done 

jointly, in close and mutually beneficial cooperation”, thus Kazakhstan 

was deeply committed to the idea of connecting Eurasia (Nazarbayev, 
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1997). Fast forward to 2009 and 2013, and the Russian proposal of cre- 

ating a customs union and the Chinese idea of implementing BRI both 

represented means of realizing this proposal, albeit in partnership with 

regional powers. 

As Kazakhstani officials have repeated on several occasions, Ka- 

zakhstan seeks to complement both the Russian EAEU and China’s BRI 

– in order to capitalize on the possible economic benefits. This paper 

argues that Kazakhstan is trying to hedge between the two projects by 

being a stable contributing partner to China’s BRI while maintaining its 

commitments to the Russia-led EAEU. 

Kazakhstan represents itself as an enthusiastic supporter of the 

Chinese grand vision in Eurasia, and Kazakhstani officials continue to 

express their support towards the project. Furthermore, they highlight 

its commonality with Kazakhstan’s ‘Nurly Zhol’ (‘Bright road’) pro- 

gram, which in turn aims at developing domestic infrastructure. The 

Nurly Zhol program seeks to connect the capital to the main economic 

regions by building highways toward the South, East and West. By the 

same token, it is intended to create jobs in light of the past economic 

crisis caused by the sharp falls in oil prices and the western economic 

sanctions against Russia, which have had a very negative impact on 

Kazakhstan’s economy 

The complementary nature of these two programs was officially stat- 

ed during President Nazarbayev’s state visit to the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) in September of 2015, when he announced that “the synergy 

of the two programs – ‘Bright Road’ and the ‘New Silk Road’ – are to open 

new opportunities for strengthening the strategic partnership between the 

two countries” (Kapital, 2015). Since then, the ‘Bright Road’ project has at 

times been described by Kazakhstan as part of the ‘Silk Road Economic 

Belt’ project. The rationale behind such bold statements is the fact that 

Kazakhstan has already become a major conduit of the transcontinental 

logistics project. Currently, 250,000 containers travel from the Chinese 

port of Lianyungang to Europe through the territory of Kazakhstan with 

this volume expected to double in 2020 (Kazinform, 2015). 
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One reason why Kazakhstan welcomes Chinese projects is that 

they enhance connectivity and the diversification of economic activities 

and trade routes, a strategic priority in light of its landlocked location. 

However, the longevity of Kazakhstan’s geostrategic advantage in trade is 

concerning to some observers who stress the high costs associated with 

being a trade hub. Currently, the transportation of Chinese products by 

land is sponsored by the Chinese government and it is unclear how long 

the Chinese government will be willing and able to continue this support 

(Kassenova, 2017). 

Another indication of the hedging strategy applied by Kazakhstan 

can be observed in Baitabarova’s study, which argues that Nur-Sultan 

went beyond a passive response to the Chinese initiative and “exercised 

active agency to fill it with a concrete plan” (Baitabarova, 2018, p. 161). 

The decision to link the Kazakhstani project of Nurly Zhol and the SREB 

is the most appropriate example of this. Baitabarova also mentions that 

Kazakhstan views the SREB as an opportunity to gain new access to cap- 

ital and technology that can be utilized to advance domestic economic 

and developmental agendas (Baitabarova, 2018). 

It can be concluded that Kazakhstan’s behavior is likely to be moti- 

vated by the possibility of capitalizing on the Chinese economic presence in 

Central Asia and the associated capital inflows and infrastructure 

projects in order to avoid the negative consequences of being excluded 

from the ambitious Chinese initiative. At the same time, Kazakhstan at- 

tempts to maintain its special relationship with Moscow with the aim of 

avoiding definitively taking sides and any strategic uncertainty it might 

entail. 

The Two Eurasianisms and Regional Powers 

There have been differing responses from the European Union coun- 

tries, Turkey and India to the Russian and Chinese initiatives in Central 

Asia and Eurasia in general. China’s BRI has produced stronger feed- 

back compared to the EAEU due to its larger scope, ambitious agenda 

and its effects on the aforementioned regional powers. These major re- 
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gional powers have taken neutral stances regarding the establishment 

and further development of the EAEU by acknowledging that Russia 

is defending its interests in its “near abroad” and will continue to do 

so in the future. Moreover, the EAEU has narrow and clearly defined 

economic goals such as trade creation, free movement of people, goods 

and capital and, hence, does not seem to project large structural changes 

in the region. Therefore, the resurgence of Russian Eurasianism in the 

post-Soviet region has not significantly changed Russia’s relations with 

other major regional powers. 

In the meantime, China’s Eurasian project has produced a range of 

supporters and opponents among the major regional powers. For exam- 

ple, Turkey showed strong support for the BRI with its announcement of 

a “Middle Corridor Initiative” that aims to build a transport route from 

Turkey to China through Central Asia. Consequently, in November of 

2016, Turkey and China signed a memorandum of understanding on 

aligning BRI and the Middle Corridor Initiative (Guo, 2018). 

Some argue that the EU’s initial enthusiasm towards the BRI is grad- 

ually fading as the project could undermine European unity. The Belt 

and Road Initiative is more appealing towards the Central and Eastern 

European countries that are greatly in need of investment. Such disunity 

is seen within the framework of 16+1 which brings together Central and 

Eastern European countries and China together outside of the EU (Mo- 

han, 2018). The 16+1 format that initially included Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Macedonia, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia plus China was joined by Greece in 2019, turning it into the 

17+1 framework. This development is linked to the significance of Greek 

ports in implementing the BRI in Europe (Kavalski, 2019). Countries 

like France and Germany have thus grown more skeptical of the initia- 

tive and are voicing their concerns regarding the BRI and its adherence 

to the rules of free trade (Brattberg & Soula, 2018). Nevertheless, the EU 

and China seek to find common ground in their approaches towards 

BRI, as indicated by a memorandum of understanding on the EU-Chi- 
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na Connectivity Platform signed in 2015, which is intended to promote 

synergy between the BRI and EU initiatives such as the Trans-European 

Transport Network Policy (European Commission, 2015). 

By contrast, India displays clear opposition to the Chinese initiative. 

India’s major concerns with the BRI are related to its existing territorial 

disputes with China as well as the potential geopolitical advantages that 

China would gain through access to South Asia and the Indian Ocean. 

Moreover, India argues that the BRI is not based on the principles of 

good governance, rule of law, and transparency, while emphasizing that 

this project will create debt burdens in recipient countries (Baruah, 

2018). India’s disapproval of the BRI was made clear by its absence from 

the First and the Second Belt and Road Forums that took place in 2017 

and 2019. However, the Chinese emphasize that this will not affect Si- 

no-Indian bilateral relations (Kamdar, 2019). 

Although the Chinese Eurasianism project, in the form of the BRI 

with its various corridors, has strained Beijing’s relations with the EU 

and India, other major regional powers are demonstrating their willing- 

ness to work with China in order to attain constructive solutions. 

Regarding the potential benefits that can be gained from the two 

Eurasianism projects by Russia and China, it is pertinent to point out 

that both projects were launched in order to revive their respective pasts 

as they relate to the countries’ respective goals and ambitions. For Rus- 

sia, it is a way of reasserting its past influence and reestablishing its eco- 

nomic dominance in as many former Soviet republics as possible. For 

China, the BRI presents a framework through which it will be able to 

play the role of a regional hegemon. Both initiatives are clearly defined 

in scope, and the potential for Russia and China to respectively benefit 

from them is likely to be determined by that scope. 

Conclusion 

This paper argues that the hedging strategy can best explain Kazakh- 

stan’s response to the Russian and Chinese grand projects in Eurasia, 

since clear external balancing and bandwagoning do not match the fun- 
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damental approach of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy, which is based on a 

multi-vector orientation. This way, Kazakhstan can avoid the risk of fall- 

ing out with both regional powers in the face of uncertainty. 

This study highlights that the Chinese infrastructure initiative is 

without doubt unprecedented in its scope and goals. Some states have 

received the proposal guardedly, while many of the countries that lie at 

the heart of the project have welcomed it by viewing it as the start of the 

new creative era of connectivity and inter-state interaction. Kazakhstan 

is not an exception in this respect, since it has expressed self-conscious 

support for the initiative by recognizing its own role as a major transit 

country. 

However, some observers doubt Kazakhstan’s enthusiasm, arguing 

that Nur-Sultan’s commitment towards the EAEU would not allow Ka- 

zakhstan to approve of the BRI, let alone participate in its realization. 

This paper argues, rather, that Kazakhstan has become China’s main 

contributing partner in its BRI project, in particular its continental com- 

ponent – the “Silk Road Economic Belt.” In doing so, the two regional 

projects - the EAEU and the BRI – can be complementary in organizing 

the new economic and infrastructural landscape of Eurasia. As many 

have noted, the coexistence of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and 

the 21st century Maritime Silk Road in the Asia-Pacific Region, and the 

coexistence of EAEU and “Silk Road Economic Belt” is quite possible. 

This seems plausible, since both the EAEU and SREB share the common 

goals of enhancing the free movement of goods, services, people and 

capital. If these two overlapping regional projects can work in harmony, 

they may comprise the software (the EAEU with its rules and regula- 

tions) and hardware (“Silk Road Economic Belt” with its highways, rail- 

ways and bridges) of the structure of economic activities in the Eurasian 

continent. 
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Introduction 

lobal terrorism gained prominence after the 9/11 attacks 

weakened the preeminent global power, the United States of 

America (USA). Before the 9/11 attacks, terrorism occurred 

but was considered a second-tier national security threat, and non-state 

actors were, for the most part, not taken seriously. The 9/11 events in- 

creased awareness amongst nations about the salience of the threat of 

terrorism to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of nation-states. 

With the acceleration of globalization and the rise of non-state actors’, 

it can be argued e that states have been weakened, as their borders are 

more porous and governments are less able to control the movements of 

goods and persons across borders. The volume of academic discourse 

on terrorism has increased and governments have developed compre- 

hensive counter-terrorism policies with varying degrees of success. The 

nature and impact of terrorism brings about competing interpretations, 

which is common in the field of social sciences. 

When researching terrorism in China, it is very likely that an academ- 

ic will look into the situation in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region 

(XUAR), where Muslim ethnic Uighur groups comprise 45 percent of the 

population (BBC, 2018; Liu & Peters, 2017). This area receives the most 

attention from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in its counter-terror- 

ism efforts. Like the majority of the countries in the international system, 

China’s attitude towards terrorism was altered by the events of 9/11, after 

which the central government initiated its war on terror (Chung, 2002, p. 

8; Sutter, 2016). Such efforts have been successful, but have also harmed 

China’s image due to various human rights issues (Tuttle, 2015). China’s 

2002 National Defense White Paper labeled terrorism in the post-9/11 era 

as the preeminent threat to global and regional stability. The document 

further stated that China will ‘unremittingly’ combat terrorism in whatev- 

er form it appears (Information Office of the State Council, 2002). 

The main crux of this paper can be summarized by the following 

thesis: to protect one’s household, one needs to create a stable outer envi- 

ronment. In this analogy, nations recognize the importance of conditions in 

neighboring countries. China has stressed the importance of cooper- 
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ation/multilateralism when it comes to tackling global threats such as 

terrorism. To tackle terrorism within its claimed territory, Beijing must 

cooperate with the international system and its regional neighbors in 

particular. Regional cooperation in tackling terrorism has so far focused 

on coordinatingpolicies between China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajik- 

istan, Uzbekistan, and Russia (Omelicheva, 2007), via international or 

regional institutions. Since this is a more liberal stance of international 

relations (Jackson & Sorensen, 2013, p. 110), so this paper will look into 

Central Asian-Sino terrorism cooperation through the Shanghai Coop- 

eration Organisation (SCO). 

Terrorism in a Nutshell 

Terrorism is defined by Amusan and Adeyeye as using violence to 

achieve political ends through the creation of fear, uncertainty, and ap- 

prehension (Amusan & Adeyeye, 2014; Amusan, Adeyeye & Oyewole, 

2019; Heywood, 2011). Another way of seeing terrorism is as an irregu- 

lar form of warfare that uses hard force to air out grievances and discon- 

tent through targeting non-combatants (Mansbach & Rafferty, 2008). 

While acknowledging the fact that terror has no internationally accepted 

definition, the Global Terrorism Index (GTI) defines terrorism as ‘the 

threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state ac- 

tor to attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, 

coercion, or intimidation’ (Institute for Economics and Peace, 2019, p. 

6). However, these definitions ignore the important concept of ideology. 

Another way of seeing terrorism is as the phenomenon of using violence 

against civilians to achieve political or ideological objectives (Office of 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2008, p. 5). 

However, this paper will employ an academic consensus definition of 

terrorism as developed by (Schmid & Jongman, 1988, p. 28): 

Terrorism is a method of using repeated violent action to inspire 

fear, employed by (semi-) clandestine individual, group or state actors, 

for idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons, whereby - in contrast 

to assassination - the direct targets of violence are not the main tar- 

gets. The immediate human victims of violence are generally cho- 
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sen randomly (targets of opportunity) or selectively (representative 

or symbolic targets) from a target population, and serve as message 

generators. Threat- and violence-based communication processes be- 

tween terrorists or terrorist organizations, victims, and main targets 

are used to manipulate the main target audience(s), turning it into a 

target of terror, a target of demands, or a target of attention, depending 

on whether intimidation, coercion, or propaganda is the primary goal. 

Theoretical framework 

This study will employ a strand of liberalism known as institutional lib- 

eralism. An example of this thinking is Woodrow Wilson’s approach 

to international relations. Wilson described his vision for the interna- 

tional system as creating a zoo instead of a jungle, i.e. where the states 

(animals) are regulated and cooperative. This led to the creation of the 

League of Nations (LON) after the First World War. Institutional liber- 

als contend that international institutions facilitate cooperation between 

states (Jackson & Sorensen, 2013). In other words, institutions and the 

rules that arise from them help to facilitate mutually beneficial state-to- 

state interactions in various important issues that affect all of human- 

ity. This, in turn, can ensure beneficial effects for security, welfare and 

liberty (Keohane, 2012). The ultimate goal is the creation of a peaceful, 

free, and prosperous world for all those who reside in it. To achieve this, 

institutional liberalism depends on the role of common goals and inter- 

ests to create international institutions and foster cooperation, leading 

to a more regulated, peaceful, and prosperous world. In the context of 

this paper, an institution is defined as a formal international multilateral 

organization that sets constitutive, regulative, and procedural rules and 

norms that govern the actions of states and thus state-to-state relations 

in particular areas of international relations (Duffield, 2007). 

A Brief Overview of the China and Uyghur Xinjiang 

Story 

Most of China’s terrorism problems are asymmetrically located in the 

XUAR (Clarke, 2018; Sutter, 2016). This warrants a summary of who the 

Uyghur people are and how they came to be under China’s control. 
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The Uyghur ethnic minority group is predominantly located 

in the province of Xinjiang, found in the Northwest part of China, 

where they make up roughly half of Xinjiang’s 23 million inhabitants 

(Feng, 2018). The Uyghur people are identified as a Turkish Muslim 

minority group that originates from and is culturally aligned with 

Central Asia (CA) (Castets, 2003, p. 1). The Uyghur are ethnically 

Turkic and practice a moderate form of Sunni Islam with a collective 

Muslim identity (Mahmut, 2019, p. 24). Uyghurs are considered to be 

indigenous people of Central Asia. Xinjiang has been under Chi- nese 

control and influence since the Qing Dynasty annexed Xinjiang in 

1759 after the Dzungar–Qing Wars between 1687–1757 (Castets, 

2003). However, the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in the early twen- 

tieth century saw a rise in the Uyghur community’s will for self-de- 

termination. This led to the creation of an independent East Turke- stan 

Republic in the 1930s and 1940s as the central government was unable 

to effectively control the region. The creation of the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC) resulted in a strong centralized government that then 

re-gained control of Xinjiang (Castets, 2003). This tumultu- ous history 

has led both sides to make contradicting claims as to who has sovereign 

rights over Xinjiang. The CCP claims that Xinjiang has been an 

inalienable part of China since ancient times, while the Uy- ghurs claim 

that they have inhibited Xinjiang for six thousand years (Tschantret, 

2018). 

The Uyghur discontent towards the Chinese state started in the ear- 

ly 1760s when its annexation began a period of ethnic, religious, social, 

economic and political tension between the local indigenous people and 

the state (Frankel, 2017). 

Terrorism in China 

China, like many states in the international system, has a history of 

terrorism. Terrorism in China is mostly related to the issues of eth- 

nicity and self-determination which have been sources of intra- and 

interstate conflict throughout history. This is the case when it comes 

to studying terrorism in China, a topic often linked to ethnic minori- 
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ty groups like the Uighurs, Kazakhs, Koreans, Mongols, Tibetans and 

other groups who constitute of 8 percent of the total population, or 

about 120 million Chinese citizens (Potter, 2013; Tuttle, 2013). The ma- 

jority of terrorist activities in China can be characterized as low-level 

violence by Islamic groups like the East Turkestan Islamic Movement 

(ETIM), which fights for an independent Xinjiang state or, as they see it, 

an independent East Turkestan. For Beijing, the issue of territorial 

integrity is of utmost importance. Thus, Beijing labels those fighting for 

an independent East Turkestan as terrorists and part of an internation- 

al Islamic terrorist network (Chung, 2002). Based on the 2017 GTI re- 

ports, China, along with other countries such as Saudi Arabia, Germa- 

ny, and the United Kingdom, are described as low conflict states with 

high levels of terrorism (Institute for Economics and Peace, 2017). The 

low-level violence generally included knife attacks, vehicle rampages, 

and bombings. Below, Figure 1 shows the number of terrorism-related 

deaths in China from 2003-2017. 

Figure 1: Terrorism Fatalities in China (2003-2017) 

Source: (Ritchie, Hasell, Appel, & Roser, 2020) 

*Data was collected from Global Terrorism Database (GTD); RAND Da- 

tabase of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents; Integrated Network for Soci- 

etal Conflict Research (INSCR) and International Terrorism: Attributes 

of Terrorist Events (ITERATE). Data for 2006 and 2007 was not found. 
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From the above diagram, 2009 and 2014 show the highest num- 

bers of terrorism related deaths. The 2009 death rates resulted from 

the riots in Urumqi while the 2014 death rates resulted from various 

attacks from bombings and knife attacks (Byman & Saber, 2019). Pri- 

or to 2003, the collapse of the Soviet Union played a role in the rise of 

Uyghur nationalism in Xinjiang. This is due to the fact that the col- 

lapse of the Soviet Union led to the creation of various Muslim states2 

neighboring Xinjiang along the western part of the Chinese border, . 

These newly independent states “…contain titular populations with 

ethnic and religious characteristics more closely resembling those of 

western China’s long-restive non-Han populations, and this has con- 

tributed to an upsurge in Uyghur nationalism” (Potter, 2013, p. 72). The 

longing to also experience independence like their neighboring Muslim 

brothers and sisters in former Soviet Central Asia, and Bei- jing’s refusal 

to award such independence, led to increasing tensions between 

separatists and government forces. These tensions erupted in the 

1990s, particularly in 1995 and 1997 (Dillon, 2014), culminat- ing in 

the creation of the Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP) and ETIM in 1997. 

These events were decisive in shaping the development of China’s 

counterterrorism policy. 

Counter-terrorism in China 

Different states have different strategies for countering terrorism, with 

varying degrees of success. Counterterrorism (CT) can be seen as the 

complex set of strategies, policies, and programs that are pro- posed to 

counter terrorists, their supporters, and their sponsors (Bellasio, et al., 

2018). These measures span a variety of fields, the most important of 

which include politics, law, finance, communica- tion, defense and 

intelligence. In the case of China, counterterrorism consists of both 

domestic and international components. On the do- mestic front, it 

includes passing and implementing national security and 

counterterrorism laws, repression through societal controls and 

2 These states are what form the bulk of Central Asia: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, 

and Tajikistan. 
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heavy policing in Xinjiang. This heavy policing has led to Xinjiang 

being labeled as a police or security state in where technological con- 

trol (i.e. Integrated Joint Operations Platform (IJOP)) is exerted over the 

Uyghur population (Human Rights Watch, 2019; Dirks & Cook, 

2019). This has created an intrusive social system that monitors nearly 

every aspect of an individual’s life. There exists a “surveillance state” 

where “facial-recognition software and iris scanners at check- points, 

train stations and petrol stations; biometric data-collection for 

passports; mandatory apps to cleanse smartphones of potentially 

subversive material; surveillance drones” are used (Clarke, 2019). CT 

centers around China’s armed forces, particularly the People’s Armed 

Police (PAP), which has a mandate to combat violence and terrorism 

(Information Office of the State Council, 2019). Over the years, the 

number of security personnel has increased as the number of po- lice 

force recruitments rise. This has increased exponentially under the 

leadership of Chen Quanguo, the Regional Party Secretary as of August 

2016. Within the first year of Quanguo’s leadership, 100,680 police 

recruits were sent out, higher than at any time between 2009- 2015 

(Zenz & Leibold, 2019). This trend became especially apparent after the 

2009 Urumqi riots where it was said that the “Chinese au- thorities have 

ratcheted up control through a massive expansion of its security 

apparatuses” (Leibold & Zenz, 2016). 

Most of China’s counterterrorism activities are directed to- 

wards “identified” terrorist groups like the Eastern Turkistan Islamic 

Movement (ETIM), East Turkistan Liberation Organization (ETLO), 

World Uighur Youth Congress (WUYC) and East Turkistan Infor- 

mation Center (ETIC) that are perceived to be active in Xinjiang 

(Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China to the Unit- 

ed Nations, 2003). A significant indicator of the CCP’s emphasis on 

the XUAR in terms of public security is the amount of resources put into 

domestic security spending. Security spending in Xinjiang is in- 

creasing at a higher rate than national spending (Greitens, Lee, & Yazici, 

2019). According to the Jamestown Foundation, a U.S.-based think tank, 

Xinjiang’s domestic security spending per capita (mea- 
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sured in Renminbi) ranks second out of all China’s regions, behind 

the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). However, between 2006-2017, 

domestic security spending in Xinjiang increased faster than other 

regions, growing by 411% compared to 404% in Tibet (Zenz, 2018; 

Feng, 2018). 

Though China’s anti-terrorism activities had started before 9/11, 

after 9/11,China started to engage in international anti-terror coopera- 

tion (Guang, 2004). Before 9/11, the need for counterterrorism measures 

reached its peak during the East Turkestan movement of the 1990s. After 

9/11, various anti-terror institutions were formed as part of policies and 

strategies designed to help reduce China’s vulnerability to terrorism. Bei- 

jing’s counterterrorism plan includes the following: 

▶ strengthening counterterrorism legislation; 

▶ expanding the counterterrorism bureaucracy; 

▶ increasing law enforcement operations in Xinjiang; 

▶ promoting economic growth and other development initiatives 

in Xinjiang; and 

▶ promoting ethnic unity and combating religious extremism (Tan- 

ner & Bellacqua, 2016). 

In December 2001, the Standing Committee of the National Peo- 

ple’s Congress (NPC) amended China’s criminal law to cover terrorist 

activities (Article 120). This amendment includes founders, leaders, 

and participants of terrorist groups and activities. Another legislative 

landmark came in August 2015 when the ninth amendment of the 

criminal law was passed, and then in December 2015 when the Coun- 

terterrorism law was also passed. The Counterterrorism law defined 

terrorism through the eyes of the CCP. The CCP defines terrorism as the 

following: 

The term ’terrorism,’ as it is used in this law, refers to advocacy or 

behavior (zhuzhang he xingwei which is aimed at realizing political or 

ideological objectives through means of violence, destruction, intimidation, 

or other methods or creating social panic, endangering public safety, violat- 

ing persons or infringing property, or coercing state organs or international 

organizations (Article 3). 
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The 9th amendment of the PRC Criminal Law [Article 120(3) to 

120(6)] describes terrorist or extremist actions and their punishments 

(Tanner & Bellacqua, 2016, p. 39). 

With regards to bureaucracy, there are two national-level organi- 

zations: the National Counterterrorism Leading Small Group and Min- 

istry of Public Security’s (MPS) Counterterrorism Bureau. These orga- 

nizations create a platform for institutional coordination and ensuring 

all elements of the bureaucracy work together to combat terrorism. The 

former ensures the coordination of counterterrorism policy while the 

latter strives to improve the terrorism intelligence collection (Tanner & 

Bellacqua, 2016). 

Law enforcement is a critical component of any state’s counter- 

terrorism arsenal. In China, the PAP and the People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) are responsible for this area. The CCP has increased its security 

presence in Xinjiang, as well as deploying an extensive security artifi- 

cial surveillance system. Xinjiang has experienced a disproportionately 

heavy presence of security forces, surveillance, checkpoints and security 

cameras (Chin & Burge, 2017). China’s “Strike Hard” security campaign, 

which started in 1996, and wastermed in 2014 as the “Strike Hard Cam- 

paign Against Violent Terrorism,” were designed to target terrorism, ex- 

tremism, separation, and religious activities that incite the former three 

(Human Rights Watch, 2018). These programs increased the presence of 

security personnel, establishing a permanent heavy security presence in 

XUAR. This has led to various claims that Xinjiang has become a ‘Police 

State’ (Human Rights Watch, 2019). 

Another section of China’s counterterrorism policy is the creation 

of ethnic unity, which the CCP views as integral to limiting ethnic sep- 

aratism and religious extremism (Tanner & Bellacqua, 2016). Such at- 

tempts have drawn numerous criticisms, however, one being that the 

central government has repressed the Uyghur national identity and Is- 

lamic religion/practice (Meyer, 2016). In line with relevant international 

law, minoritie sare qualified to be addressed as indigenous peoples with 

certain rights (Amusan, 2017; Lennox & Short, 2016). Article 36(1) - (4) 

of the PRC constitution ensures religious freedom and forbids religious 
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discrimination. Section 36(3) states that religion must not be used to in- 

cite protest or violence, however, which has been used as the basis for the 

religious crackdown on the Uyghur ethnic minority. Moreover, religious 

groups in China are constrained under the iron fists of the communist 

party, and religion cannot be used as the basis to oppose the central gov- 

ernment in any way, shape or form, and religious groups must be ‘reg- 

istered’. In the case of the Uyghurs, Islam is normally singled out and 

discriminated against as a religion that incites extremism. This brings 

into light the ‘vocational training’ or re-education centers which the gov- 

ernment portrays as re-educating the Muslim minority. Estimates sug- 

gest that such camps have roughly 1 million Uyghur residents. (Amnesty 

International 2018; Human Rights Watch, 2018; Zenz, 2018). Based on 

the accounts of Uyghur people who fled China and gave a rough account 

of the conditions in these camps, “Detainees are forced to pledge loyalty 

to the CCP and renounce Islam, they say, as well as sing praises for com- 

munism and learn Mandarin” (Maizland, 2019). 

In the course of China’s counterterrorism efforts, Beijing realized 

that the “war-on-terror” cannot be fought in isolation when cotermi- 

nous states of CA are involved. This led to the inevitable move toward 

regional cooperation to address terrorism activities in Xinjiang. 

Terrorism in Central Asia 

Terrorism is a transnational issue in many geographical areas. Cen- tral 

Asia is no exception, and terrorism is considered to be a top national 

security issue for all five Central Asian states (Lain, 2016). Throughout 

the fall of the Soviet Union and subsequent attempts at nation-building, 

terrorist activities have become a staple in the re- gion’s security 

discourse (Jin & Dehang, 2019, p. 67). In particular, the nation-building 

explanation for terrorism has resulted in a height- ened threat of 

terrorism in Central Asia, as there are various groups (political, 

economic, and religious) that seek to challenge what they consider an 

illegitimate status quo (Borkoev, 2013). Central to this challenge to the 

status quo is the religious aspect, with groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir 

and Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) be- 
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ing proponents of the creation of a Caliphate (Amanbayeva, 2009). 

However, terrorist attacks in Central Asia have been categorized as low-

scale, rare, ineffective and sometimes exaggerated (Lewis, 2014). 

However, these unconventional security threats are still central to the 

security discourse of these states due to the perception of un- 

derground networks and the penetration of terrorists from neigh- 

boring terrorist hubs such as Afghanistan and Pakistan (Institute for 

Economics & Peace, 2016; Cheng, 2010). The region has elements of 

various groups designated as international terrorist organizations like 

the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU), IMU, and Jund Al-Khilafah which have 

links with major terrorist groups like the Taliban and Al-Qae- da 

(Lewis, 2014). However, there is a lack of concrete empirical data about 

the nature and extent of terrorist activities in Central Asia (Lewis, 

2014). Figure 2 below, shows the terrorist impact ranking of CA states 

from 2012-2019. 

Figure 2: Terrorist Impact Ranking of CA States from 2012-2019 
 

Source: Global Terrorist Index (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 

2018, 2019) 
 

For China, this is a problem as the Uyghur ethnicity “has extensive 

diaspora links throughout Central Asia, particularly in Kazakhstan, Kyr- 

gyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkey” (Tanner & Bellacqua, 2016). Thought 
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the states of Central Asia and China have a number of common securi- 

ty interests, terrorism is certainly one of the foremost issues of shared 

concern. Since 9/11, Beijing has shifted from viewing terrorism as a do- 

mestic issue to a more transnational outlook where it is understood as a 

threat at the global level (Reeves, 2016). The Xinjiang issue places extra 

pressure on Beijing to take a more cooperative route on tackling terror- 

ism, as the presence of religious sectarianism, terrorism, separatism, and 

ethno nationalism in Central Asian states has the potential to ‘inspire’ 

the Uyghur people (Panda, 2006, p. 36). Thus, to China, the threat comes 

not only from Uyghur militants, but also from external terrorist groups 

and the ethnic, cultural, and historical connections the Uyghurs have 

with these groups (Clarke, 2018). This concern is intensified by the initi- 

ation of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) which has been received with 

enthusiasm, but has also elicited security concerns, as Central Asia is an 

important component of the project (Reccia, 2018). 

Regional Cooperation: Regional Anti-Terrorism Struc- 

ture (RATS) and counterterrorism in Central Asia 

Domestic counterterrorism measures are important, but these mea- 

sures are incomplete without complimentary efforts on the interna- 

tional level due to the transnational nature of terrorist networks. Ter- 

rorists can function in different states due to the porous nature of state 

borders resulting from globalization and technological advancements. 

Transnational terrorism has implications for more than two states, un- 

like domestic terrorism which is strictly confined to the border of the 

specific state (Rosendorff & Sandler, 2005). Terrorism requires a con- 

certed international and regional effort from all states affected by it. For 

this reason, counterterrorism cooperation among states is crucial, as 

states cannot tackle this issue unilaterally, as shown by the USA’s “war 

on terror”. The facilitation of such cooperation is normally found in 

institutions that are vital to the global fight against terrorism. States 

have used international institutions to suppress and prevent terror- 

ism, and these effots have generally been effective, especially if they are 

backed by global powers, which has realist connotations (Amusan 
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& Oyewole, 2016; Romaniuk, 2010). Regional cooperation is normal- 

ly done through regional organizations, which are organizations that 

“only allow states to join that fulfil criteria related to their geographical 

location” (Panke, 2019). The main hypothesis is that China, to an ex- 

tent, relies on the stability of neighboring Central Asian states to cre- 

ate stability in Xinjiang through the gradual eradication of domestic 

terrorism which could spill over into China. According to the Global 

Times, former RATS director Zhang Xinfeng noted, “It is a fact that vi- 

olent attacks seen in Northwest China’s Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 

Region were also influenced by terrorist groups hiding in Central Asia, 

due to their close ties in history, ethnicity and religion” (Xiang, 2013). 

This ultimately shows the importance of the Central Asian states in 

China’s quest to promote domestic stability by limiting terrorism in 

Xinjiang via the SCO. China is heavily invested in these efforts and 

plays a leading role in counterterrorism through the SCO and RATS, 

because it cannot face transnational terrorism alone (Jin & Dehang, 

2019). 

The SCO is an intergovernmental international organization whose 

main priority is found in the realm of interstate relations. Its creation 

was announced on June 15, 2001 and its charter signed in June, 2002. 

The organization entered into force on September 19, 2003 (Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization, 2020). Its membership is concentrated 

mainly in Asia, and Central Asia in particular, as 4 (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan) out of 6 of the founding 

member states (excepting Russia and China) of the SCO are 

geographically located in CA.3 Other permanent members in- clude 

India and Pakistan. The SCO is concentrated on issues related to non-

conventional security, i.e. terrorism, separatism, and regional 

extremism (European Parliament, 2015, p. 2). SCO counterterrorism 

 
3 There are other states that are involved with the SCO. There are four observer states, 

namely the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the Republic of Belarus, the Islamic Republic 

of Iran and the Republic of Mongolia. There are also six dialogue partners, namely the 

Republic of Azerbaijan, the Republic of Armenia, the Kingdom of Cambodia, the Federal 

Democratic Republic of Nepal, the Republic of Turkey, and the Democratic Socialist 

Republic of Sri Lanka. 
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efforts were formalized by the Shanghai Convention on Combating 

Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism. Its crucial first step was the 

formulation of an agreed-upon definition of terrorism, separatism, and 

extremism in Article 1. While Article 2 states that the states “shall 

cooperate in the area of prevention, identification, and suppression 

of acts referred to in Article 1,” Article 8 additionally posits that “Co- 

operation among central competent authorities of the Parties within 

the framework of this Convention shall be carried out in a bilateral 

or multilateral format on the basis of a request for assistance as well 

as by way of providing information upon the initiative of the central 

competent authority of a Party” (Shanghai Cooperation Organisa- tion, 

2001). Cooperation ranges across a range of areas, including “trade, the 

economy, research, technology, and culture, as well as in education, 

energy, transport, tourism, environmental protection” (Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation, 2020). 

Central to the SCO’s counterterrorism efforts is the RATS, a perma- 

nent body of the SCO which was legally created in 2001 in accordance 

with the Agreement on Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure between the 

Member States of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation of June, 2002. 

The function of this permanent body is found in Article 3, which states: 

“RATS shall be the permanent body of the SCO intended to assist in 

the coordination and collaboration of the Parties’ competent agencies 

in combating terrorism, separatism, and extremism as defined in the 

Convention” (Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, 2002). States that are 

part of the convention are required to assist each other in combating 

terrorism, mainly at the request of one of the parties (Article 6 (2) of 

the RATS agreement). According to (Wallace, 2014) RATS’s functions 

can be divided into five thematic functions, based on Article 6 of the 

RATS agreement: Information exchange, information integration and 

production (Article 6 (3), (4), and (5)), external relations (Article 6 (12)), 

training and exercise coordination (Article 6 (6), (7), and (8)), and legal 

and jurisdictional (Article 6 (9)). This is shown by the various important 

anti-terrorism measures in areas of financing, cybersecurity/informa- 

tion sharing, and combat exercises that are covered by various RATS 
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conventions as summarized in table 1. These measures have enhanced 

counterterrorism cooperation between SCO member states (Jin & De- 

hang, 2019). 

Table 1: Anti-Terrorism Measures 

Anti-Terrorism measures Conventions 

Financing Agreement on Cooperation in 

Combating Illicit Traffic of Nar- 

cotic Drugs, Psychotropic Sub- 

stances, and Precursors 

Weaponry movement Agreement over Cracking Down 

Smuggling Weapons, Explosives 

and Ammunition 

Information sharing/cybersecurity Agreement on the Database 

of the Regional Anti-Terrorist 

Structure of the Shanghai Coop- 

eration Organization 

Combat exercises Agreement on the Procedure 

for Organizing and Conducting 

Joint Anti-Terrorist Exercises by 

Member States of the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization 

Source: (Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, 2020) 

 
This has contributed significantly to counterterror activities in 

the Central Asian states, as such cooperation means member states 

are required to support each other to combat terrorism (Omelicheva, 

2009). This provides a win-win opportunity for all sides as they are 

better able to pool together the necessary military, financial, and in- 

telligence resources to combat terrorism. This is clearly shown by the 

various multilateral anti-terror military drills which have taken place, 

in which China has been the most active participant (Jin & Dehang, 

2019). Table 2 illustrates some of the multilateral military anti-terror 

drills between 2003-2018. 
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Table 2: Multilateral Military Anti-Terror Drills Between 2003-2018 

Year Code Participants Host(s) 

August 6-12, 

2003 

Coalition-2003 China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz- 

stan, Russia, and Tajikistan 

Kazakhstan and 

China 

March 5-6, 2006 East-Antiterror-2006 Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Ka- 

zakhstan, China, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, and Russia 

Uzbekistan 

May 

2007 

29-31, Issyk Kul 

ror-2007 

Anti-Ter- Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Chi- 

na, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uz- 

bekistan 

Kyrgyzstan 

August 

2010 

16–26, Saratov-Antiter- 

ror-2010 

Russia, Kazakhstan, and 

Kyrgyzstan 

Russia 

S e p t e m b e r 

9–25, 2010 

‘Peace Mission-2010’ Russia, China, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Kazakhstan 

Kazakhstan 

June 8-14, 2012  Kazakhstan, China, Kyrgyz- 

stan, Russia, and Tajikistan. 

Tajikistan 

August 

2014 

24–29, Peace Mission-2014 China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan 

China 

September 15– 

17, 2015 

CentrAsia-Antiter- 

ror-2015 

Russia, China, 

Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Ta- 

jikistan, and Uzbekistan 

Kyrgyzstan 

August 29, 2018 Peace Mission 2018 China, Russia, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Kazakhstan 

Russia 

Source: (de Haas , 2016, pp. 382-386; Jin & Dehang, 2019, p. 73) 

 
China’s growing influence and power meant that it played a leading 

role in the counterterrorism efforts of the SCO. With the functions of the 

RATS as detailed in Article 6, we find that China has established an ave- 

nue to legally help the Central Asian states combat terrorism, something 

that China appears to be enthusiastic about. This is due to the belief that 

helping Central Asian states handle their ‘terrorist threat’ will reduce the 

ability of Uyghur extremist groups to use Central Asia for aid, refuge, 

and inspiration (Scobell, Ratner, & Beckley, 2014). 

Conclusion 

China’s involvement in CA is not motivated by altruism, but by the state’s 

interest in economic and political stability in the region. Without the 
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support of Central Asian states, Beijing’s domestic terrorism policies 

could be rendered ineffective in the long term. This is a result of the 

cultural irredentism that is the hallmark of the state system in develop- 

ing areas. The need for energy, oil and gas, and political stability despite 

the repression of minorities in Xinjiang and Xizang (Tibet), as well as 

the realization of the Silk Road Economic Belt, Maritime Silk Road, and 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor necessitate an international security 

regime, and the SCO is intended to fulfill this role. Transforming this 

organization into a supra-national institution will go a long way toward 

helping Beijing achieve domestic political stability. 

For meaningful improvement in the two neglected provinces of 

Xinjiang and Xizang, there is a need to promote human rights, such as 

rights relating to religion and culture. One expression of these rights 

may take the form of an educational system that will eventually pro- 

mote minorities’ access to gainful employment on a level similar to that 

enjoyed by the Han ethnic group, which dominates the political and 

economic affairs of the state. In achieving this, relevant public laws that 

guide indigenous rights and responsibilities should be promoted. This 

will facilitate the socio-economic development of these regions, as well 

as improving mutual trust between Beijing and the Central Asian states. 
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Introduction 
 

he Central Asia Region (CAR) is an essential component in Chi- 

na’s foreign relations due to the Chinese central government’s 

various interests in the region. China’s relations with the CAR 

has deep historical roots, extending to the period where China was 

considered the ‘Middle Kingdom’. This relationship has gone through 

phases of varying degrees of peace and animosity, particularly during 

the Cold War period. The collapse of the Soviet Union (USSR) resulted 

in the establishment of five independent states - Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan - which collectively form the 

CAR. Such a separation provided Beijing new avenues to secure its in- 

terests, but at the same time augmented the security threat posed by the 

region: a blessing and a curse. For this reason, since the 1990s China has 

increased its engagement with the region for two overriding interests; 

security and economic pursuits. Both domestic and international factors 

play a role in China’s increased attention towards the region. China is not 

alone when it comes to emphasizing improved relations with the CAR. 

Other major powers like Russia and the European Union (EU), influen- 

tial powers like India and Iran, and minor powers like Afghanistan and 

Pakistan are all vying for a stake in this region. 

The relationship between China and the CAR, post-Cold War, has 

centered around security issues such as border disputes - a cause of fric- 

tion between the USSR and PRC during the Cold War - as well as pro- 

moting economic ties. In shaping its relations with the CAR, China is 

playing to its strengths and leveraging the economic component of pow- 

er and influence. Beijing, by many accounts, is considered an economic 

superpower which allows China to exert considerable political and dip- 

lomatic power. When applying this to the case of the CAR, this leverage 

has allowed China to develop friendly relations and directly challenge 

other major powers, a situation often attributed to Beijing’s geographic 

proximity and economic affluence. Thus, China has mostly used eco- 

nomic instruments to promote its interests in the region in a form of 

“geo-economics”. 
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Globalization and interdependency are common characteristics of 

the modern international system. They promote prosperity and peace, 

but they can also be used by states as a form of leverage and influence, 

particularly in situations of asymmetric interdependence vulnerability. 

For China, there is a consensus on what its interests in the CAR are. This 

paper investigates the means used in pursuit of those interests. China’s 

strategy in the CAR is centered around the BRI, which advances various 

objectives for Beijing. One of these objectives is the creation of asym- 

metric interdependence vulnerability that increases China’s geo-eco- 

nomic influence and power. This, in turn, leads to China having greater 

bargaining power and increases its ability to consolidate and defend its 

interests in the region. 

Conceptual Framework 

Geo-economics as a concept has gaps in its conceptual contributions 

that require further investigation (Scholvin & Wigell, 2018). The term 

was first coined by Edward Luttwak (1990) who argued that states would 

pursue their conflicting interests using economic means rather than mil- 

itary power after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In his own words, 

Luttwak argued that state power is found in “disposable capital in lieu of 

firepower, civilian innovation in lieu of military-technical advancement, 

and market penetration in lieu of garrisons and bases” (Luttwak, 1990, 

p. 17). Geo-economics is the use of economic instruments to promote 

and defend a state’s national interests and achieve desired geopolitical 

results (Blackwill & Harris, 2016). There is a relationship between eco- 

nomic growth, development, and changes in the geopolitical character 

of the international system. Another way of seeing geo-economics is as 

a foreign policy strategy whereby states use economic means of pow- 

er to achieve strategic objectives (Scholvin & Wigell, 2018). The ‘geo’ in 

geo-economics refers to the need to recognize the importance of the 

geographic dimension. As such, the study and practice of geo-economics 

is about the use of economic power to achieve strategic objectives within 

a geographical dimension (Wigell et al., 2019b). Geo-economic pow- 
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er has been described as a new form of power that involves both states 

and non-state actors such as corporations who use capital to influence 

state bureaucrats toward making policies that favor corporate interests 

(Kundnani, 2011). 

Geo-economics can be seen from both macro and micro levels. 

“Macro-level economic power management and the new era’s micro-lev- 

el implications for the system’s actors in the shifting global power game, 

captures the essence of the age of geoeconomics” (Hsiung, 2009). Hsiung 

defines geo-economics as the acquisition of economic power to diversify 

the availability of economic instruments that actors can use as a power 

base. Actors can also use geo-economic strategy as leverage in bargain- 

ing positions, as well as to advance and define their national interests 

within a geographical context. 

Economic interdependence is an essential component of Interna- 

tional Relations as it covers various aspects of the field. Interdepen- 

dence can be a source of peace and prosperity, (Jackson & Sørensen, 

2013) but it can also be a source of tension and belligerence (Cope- 

land, 2015). Asymmetric interdependence vulnerability posits that 

when interdependence is unequal, some parties are more dependent 

on others instead of the utopian ideal of ‘mutual dependence’. In this 

context, vulnerability pertains to the opportunity cost incurred by a 

state when a relationship is disrupted, even when taking into consid- 

eration the availability of an alternative policy and the cost of such 

policy (Keohane & Nye, 2012). In an asymmetrically interdependent 

relationship, the degree of vulnerability for one party is higher than the 

other. Hence, one party stands to bear more of the costs than the other 

(Esakova, 2012). Coupled with the effects of globalization, interdepen- 

dence can be used as a potent source of power, and this dynamic is the 

defining characteristic of asymmetric vulnerability interdependence. In 

this way, states pursue their interests through the manipulation of the 

economic ties that bind them together in a globalized world (Keo- hane 

& Nye, 2012; Lee, 2014). 
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China’s Interests in Central Asia 

China identifies itself as a developing country, and the developing world is 

becoming more important to China (Scobell et al., 2018). For this reason, 

China has prioritized other developing countries in its overall foreign pol- 

icy in the 21st century, particularly within the multilateral framework (Sc- 

obell et al., 2018). Developing countries, such as those of Latin America, 

Asia, Oceania and Africa are more likely to fall into China’s orbit of influ- 

ence than the more developed states.4 China’s presence in the developing 

world in modern history became a topic of discussion during the Cold 

War, when Beijing focused on expanding its influence, both ideological 

and political, to challenge American and Soviet imperialism. Since the end 

of the Cold War and with the advent of the 21st century, Beijing has made 

significant strides in the developing world, leading to a more complicated 

interconnection between its various interests in these regions. 

The CAR is an important cog in China’s worldwide activities, and 

China has a wide array of interests in the region. One can argue that the 

CAR is not only vital to domestic stability and the growth of the Chinese 

state- it also plays a role in the preservation of the central government 

(Mitchell, 2014). China’s interests in the CAR can be grouped into 2 cat- 

egories: security and economic interests. This is based on the comments 

of several scholars, i.e. Mitchell (2014), Peyrouse (2016), Scobell et al. 

(2018) and Sutter (2012). 

4 Developed and developing countries tend to be classified according to their levels of 

industrialisation, income per capita, and human development. Developed countries tend 

to rank high in these three areas, while developing countries have lower rankings. In this 

paper, the United Nation’s method of classifying countries as either low and medium  

human development (developing) or high and very high human development (devel- 

oped) will be used. The United Nations uses the Human Development Index (HDI) to 

rank countries on a scale of 0-1 using life expectancy (health quality), education (mean 

and expected years of schooling for adults and children), and standard of living (Gross 

National Income per capita). Countries with scores lower than 0.550 are low develop- 

ment countries, between 0.550 – 0.699 are medium human development, between 0.700- 

0.799 are high human development and more than 0.800 are considered to be very high 

human development countries (Todaro & Smith, 2015; United Nations Development 

Programme, 2019) 
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In the security realm, the most important issues after the forma- 

tion of the new CAR states, were delimitation and de-militarization of 

borders. These issues were one of the main catalysts for Sino-Soviet ten- 

sions and conflict during the Cold War, and a priority immediately after 

the Cold War (Brown, 2000). For this reason, Beijing wasted no time in 

trying to resolve these issues with the creation of the “Shanghai Five,” 

a treaty organization that initially included China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 

Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan (Chung, 2004). 

Another issue is the presence of extremists, terrorists and separatist 

groups. China worried that the newly formed independent states in the 

CAR would become a breeding ground for such groups. Such groups 

could infiltrate China, particularly the autonomous Xinjiang region 

(Guangcheng, 2015). Hence, peace in the CAR is of vital importance to 

China. 

Economically, Beijing has various vested interests in the region in 

the realms of trade, investment, energy, and natural resources. These 

form the crux of Chinese economic engagement with the CAR states. Not 

only does this relationship benefit China economically by securing 

access to alternative sources of energy and natural resources, additional 

markets for Chinese products, and more business for companies, it also 

helps China with its Xinjiang issue. The central government has empha- 

sized the rapid development of Xinjiang, which would require opening 

up the province’s Western border with the CAR states. Thus, economic 

cooperation with the CAR is also important for the stability of Xinjiang 

(Guangcheng, 2015). On the other hand, the CAR has a role in China’s 

economic security which is visible in the ‘Malacca Dilemma’.5 Chinese 

economic engagement with the CAR states is thus aimed at implement- 

ing Beijing’s strategic security interests (Jarosiewicz et al., 2013). 

 
 

5 The Malacca Dilemma is term coined by Hu Jintao that refers to the situation whereby 

China’s heavy dependence on the Strait of Malacca to receive its energy imports forms 

one of its greatest weaknesses as any form of blockade in the Strait can cripple the Chinese 

economy and negatively impact the legitimacy of the CCP (Lanteigne, 2008). 
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China-Central Asia Economic Relations 

The following section investigates China’s economic engagement with the 

CAR from 2000, as this period saw an increased emphasis on economic en- 

gagement. During the 1990s, China’s main interaction with the CAR states 

was focused on security (border disputes, extremism, separatism and terror- 

ism). This is not to say that economic relations were not important; China 

and the CAR states had budding economic relations during this period. It 

was not until the early 2000s, however, with China’s ‘going out’ initiative, 

that economic relations began to make significant strides. By many ac- 

counts, China is the single most important state actor in the region (Mariani, 

2013). Beijing has a distinct advantage over other economic competitors, it 

is geographically close to the region and has the economic strength to forge 

deep economic relations. This has resulted in China’s economic footprint 

in the region growing significantly in the 21st century, particularly in trade, 

investment, and finance (Scobell et al., 2018). Since 2013, the BRI has been 

the crux of China’s economic relations with the CAR states. The following 

subsections detail each aspect of China’s economic relations with the CAR, 

namely trade, foreign direct investments, and financing and aid. 

Sino-Central Asia Trade 

China’s total trade with the states in the CAR has grown from 2000 to 

2018, displayed in Figure 3 below. 

Figure 3: China-Central Asia aggregate trade (2000-2018) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: UN Comtrade database (2020) 
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Figure 4: China’s disaggregated trade with Central Asian states 

 

Source: UN Comtrade Database (2020) 

 
 Total inflow 

(US$ Billions) 

China FDI (US$ 

Billions) 

China Share of 

total FDI (%) 

Kazakhstan 24.3 1.5 6.1% 

Tajikistan (2017) 0.270 0.095 35% 

0.851 0.338 40% Kyrgyzstan 

2.4 0.5 20.8 Uzbekistan 

Sources: (National Bank of Kazakhstan, 2020; National Statistical Com- 

mittee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2020; News Central Asia, 2019; Saidov, 

2019; UNCTAD STAT, 2020; Xinhua, 2020b) 

These events are mainly driven by China’s quest for a nearby source 

for natural and energy resources (Scobell et al., 2018). This brings the 

issue of the ‘Malacca Dilemma’ and China’s economic security into the 

foreground. China’s investments in the CAR are primarily found in en- 

ergy and natural resources , as well as in infrastructure. The infrastruc- 

tural investments are largely spurred by the BRI, facilitating the smooth 

transportation of energy and natural resources between the CAR and 

mainland China (Scissors, 2018, p. 6). China has been the main driver 

for the infrastructural development of the CAR states, linking China’s 

western frontier through the development of roads and railways, much 
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like the ancient Silk Road. The Central Asia Data-Gathering and Anal- 

ysis Team (CADGAT) has examined 261 investment projects under the 

BRI and gathered empirical data on China’s investments in the region. 

The data is summarized in the table below according to the amount re- 

cipient countries received and the total monetary value of the projects 

per sector. 

 
Table 4: China BRI projects in Central Asia as of 2019 

 

 Total 

value 

(US$ 

billion) 

Rail and 

road con- 

nectivity 

(US$ 

billion) 

Energy con- 

n e c t i  v i t  y 

(US$ billion) 

Resource 

exploration 

and process- 

ing (US$ 

billion) 

O t h e r 

( U S $   

billion) 

Kazakhstan 90.9 14.54 18.5 37.8 20.06 

Kyrgyzstan 5.4 1.8 2.7 0.68 0.22 

24.8 1.4 9.4 14 NA Turkmenistan 

4.6 1.3 0.21 2.23 0.86 Uzbekistan 

10.5 4.52 4.5 0.465 1 
Tajikistan 

Total (billion) 136.2 2 3   . 6 35.31 (26%) 5 5   .   1 8  

and (% share)  (17.3%)   (40.51%)  

Source: (CADGAT, 2019) 

 
According to these data, the majority of China’s BRI investment 

projects are found in the resource exploration and processing sector, 

accounting for 40.51% of China’s investment in the region. Kazakhstan 

is the highest recipient of these investments, receiving 66.7% of the to- 

tal value. The importance of natural resource extraction is also evident 

in the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) data. AEI data, compared to 

CADGAT data, show different figures but reach the same conclusion, as 

shown in Table 5. 

Table 5: China’s FDI and Construction in the Central Asia Energy 

Sector (2005-2018) 
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 The total value of 

FDI and construc- 

tion contracts (US$ 

billion) 

The total value of 

Chinese FDI and 

construction in 

the energy sector 

(US$ billions) 

% of energy in 

total FDI and 

construction con- 

tracts 

Kazakhstan 33.99 24.28 71.4 

Kyrgyzstan 4.73 2.89 61 

5.44 3.49 64 Uzbekistan 

6.8 6.8 100 Turkmenistan 

1.61 0.75 47 
Tajikistan 

Source: (American Enterprise Institute, 2020) 

 
Most of China’s investments and construction activities are in the 

natural resource sector. Tables 4 and 5, the data displays that Kazakh- 

stan is the main beneficiary of Chinese outward FDI in the CAR and 

that the energy sector dominates this FDI. China’s investment approach 

focuses on oil and uranium mines in Kazakhstan, gas in Turkmenistan, 

Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan and electricity in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

and Kazakhstan. With the CAR as the backbone of China’s overland Silk 

Road, it is predicted that Beijing’s bilateral investment engagement with 

the region will increase considerably (Grant, 2019). China has bought 

up critical assets in most of the Central Asian states. For instance, in Ka- 

zakhstan, China has shares in Petro Kazakhstan, JSC KazMunaiGas E&P, 

and Kazakhmys. China also acquired Kyrgyzaltyn in Kyrgyzstan, Tajik 

Aluminum in Tajikistan and Uzbek neftegaz in Uzbekistan (American 

Enterprise Institute, 2020). 

Financing and Aid 

In examining Chinese financing, we consider both Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) and Other Official Flows (OOF). The former abides 

by a strict OECD definition of aid in which aid is “designed to promote 

the economic development and welfare of developing countries” (OECD, 

2018). The latter constitutes “official sector transactions that do not meet 
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official development assistance (ODA) criteria” (OEDC 2020). Both of 

these generally take the form of loans. It is important to note, however, 

that ODA and OOF data from China is very elusive, as such activities are 

considered secret (Horn et al., 2019). Table 6 presents China’s share of 

the CAR states’ external debt in 2018. 

 
Table 6: China’s Share of Central Asian External Debt (2018) 

 Total external 

debt (US$ bil- 

lion) 

China’s loans 

(US$ billion) 

China’s share of exter- 

nal debt (%) 

Kazakhstan 158.8 11.6 7.3 

Kyrgyzstan 3.82 1.72 44.9 

17.3 2 11.5 Uzbekistan 

0.91 - - Turkmenistan 

2.9 1.2 41 
Tajikistan 

Source: (Kyrgyz Bank, 2020; Levina, 2019; Ministry of Finance of the 

Republic of Tajikistan, 2019; National Bank of Kazakhstan, 2020; World 

Bank, 2020a) 

 
Table 6 suggests that in the majority of the CAR states6 China con- 

tributed more than 10% of each state’s external debts. When looking at 

the external debt to China (debt stock as a share of GDP), the top 50 

most indebted recipients of Chinese loans included 4 from states in the 

CAR (Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan). As of 

2017, their debt to China made up at least 10% of their GDP, with Kyr- 

gyzstan having the highest debt-GDP ratio and Uzbekistan having the 

lowest (Horn et al., 2019, p. 15). The majority of these loans are provided 

by State-Owned Enterprises and Banks and geared towards natural re- 

sources, energy resources, and infrastructure (Aid Data, 2020). For the 

CAR states, a herculean effort may be necessary to repay these loans. 

According to Jaborov (2018, p. 34), these states will continue to depend 

primarily on China due to the US backtrack and Russia’s lack of financial 

6 Data on China’s share of Turkmenistan’s external debt could not be found. 
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strength. Additionally, China’s loans tend to be cheaper than the other 

parties, with interest loans as low as 2 percent and repayment periods as 

long as 20 years. 

China’s Economic Clout in Central Asia 

Having analyzed China’s economic involvement in the CAR, the next 

step is to discuss China’s geo-economic influence in the region. To do 

this, it is important to first examine China’s degree of economic impor- 

tance in the region and the ways in which it leads to asymmetric vul- 

nerability interdependence. Beijing is rising to be the most important 

economic player in the sub-region in various aspects of international 

economic relations (Scobell et al., 2018). In terms of total trade, Chi- 

na accounts for a substantial share of each state’s trade as of 2018, as 

shown in Table 7. 

 
Table 7: China’s Share of Total Trade in Central Asian States (2018) 

 China’s share of total trade Russia’s share of total trade 

Kazakhstan 12.34 19.54 

Kyrgyzstan 28.11 26.1 

Uzbekistan 20.05 17 

Tajikistan 41.32 25 

Source: UN Comtrade database (2020); World Bank (2020) 

In 2017, China accounted for 83% and 11% of Turkmenistan 

export and import respectively (OEC, 2018). Compared to Russia, China 

accounts for more trade with Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Uz- bekistan, 

and Tajikistan. Meanwhile, in Kazakhstan, Russia accounts for a 

marginally larger share of total trade (OEC, 2018; UN Com- trade, 

2020). To have an influence over these states by means of trade, trade must 

play a large role in that state’s economy. The states in the 
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CAR are highly dependent on the external financial flows that come 

with international trade. In Kazakhstan, trade accounts for 63% of 

its GDP, Kyrgyzstan, 70%, Turkmenistan, 35%, Tajikistan, 57%, and 

Uzbekistan, 68%.7 

China has been a rising force in terms of investment and con- 

struction projects, as seen in Tables 3, 4, and 5. There is a consensus 

that China has become an important source of funding and invest- ment 

in all the CAR states (Konstantinas, 2013; Peyrouse, 2007; Sc- obell et 

al., 2018). Though most of these investments go to the natu- ral 

resource sector and transportation connectivity, the provision of funds, 

technological know-how, and labor for infrastructure is also a crucial 

aspect of China’s economic engagement with the CAR. This is something 

that has increased in importance since the early 2000s and culminated 

with the initiation of the BRI (Stronski & Ng, 2018). In Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan, Beijing accounts for the majority of foreign direct 

investment (FDI). In Uzbekistan, China is ranked second after Russia. 

In Kazakhstan, China accounts for a smaller share of FDI, marginally 

less than Russia and substantially less than the Nether- lands, 

Switzerland and the USA (National Bank of Kazakhstan, 2020; Samruk-

Kazyna, 2018). In terms of the construction sector, China is the most 

dominant player. This is especially crucial in these states as they are 

severely lacking in the infrastructure needed to modernize and develop 

(Fengler & Valley, 2019). From 2005-2019, China under- took many 

construction projects across different sectors (American Enterprise 

Institute, 2020; CADGAT, 2019). Chinese investment and funding of 

infrastructure projects is mainly directed towards hard, rather than 

soft infrastructure.8 As with trade, it is crucial to examine the 

contribution of inward FDI towards the GDP of these states. In all 

the CAR states, as of 2018, FDI contributed less than 6% of GDP. 

7 These figures are for 2018 except for Tajikistan’s data. It is from 2017. 

8  Hard infrastructure general refers to physical infrastructure like ports, roads, buildings, 

airports, and railway lines, while soft infrastructure relates to institution building to ensure 

governance and maintenance of hard infrastructure. 
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Table 8 below summarizes inward FDI as a percentage of GDP in the 

5 CAR states. 

Table 8: Inward FDI as a Percentage of GDP in 2018 for Central 

Asian states 

 FDI (% GDP) 

Kazakhstan 0.12 

0.6 

1.2 

3 

5 

Kyrgyzstan 

Uzbekistan 

Tajikistan 

Turkmenistan 

Source: (World Bank, 2020c) 

 
Table 6 highlights that China is also a major source of foreign loans 

for the CAR states and that these Chinese loans take up a large chunk of 

these state’s total external debt. Chinese lending activities in the develop- 

ing world have raised concerns from both internal and external actors. 

This has resulted in accusations that China is dishing out loans to entangle 

these states into debt traps (Ameyaw-Brobbey, 2018; Cheng, 2018). How- 

ever, for CAR states, particularly Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 

Turkmenistan, China is seen as a more reliable source of cheap funding, 

as Russia is financially incapable of providing such funds (Mitchell, 2014). 

It is only in Kazakhstan that China does not hold a significant share of 

foreign external debt, falling behind the Netherlands (30%), US (8%), and 

UK (13%), but ahead of Russia (6%). Chinese loans are crucial to these 

CAR states as “their governments rely on Chinese loans as an econom- 

ic tool to boost local development. Regional infrastructure is inadequate 

and outdated and local funds are scarce” (Sim & Aminjonov, 2020). These 

loans also come with preconditions such as the involvement of Chinese 

companies, labor, and technology. When comparing Chinese loans to that 

of Western funders, these loans are more attractive due to their low in- 

terest rates and lack of preconditions of political, economic, and human 

rights reforms (Sim & Aminjonov, 2020). In research conducted by the 

Center for Global Development (CGD), it was found that Tajikistan and 
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Kyrgyzstan are most likely to experience debt distress (Hurley et al., 2019) 

exposing them to economic vulnerability to China. 

China’s Influence in Central Asia: A Cause for Concern 

for Russia? 

Over the years, China and Russia have developed a strategic partnership 

(Xinhua, 2020a) and a friendship, with Xi Jinping describing Vladimir 

Putin as his ‘best friend’ and Vladimir Putin awarding China’s ambassa- 

dor to Russia, Li Hui, the Russian Order of Friendship. Much has been 

written about this relationship and its potential to blossom into a full- 

fledged alliance and whether or not it is sustainable. A crucial area that 

will either make or break this friendship is the CAR, which is Russia’s 

traditional sphere of influence. This section discusses China’s influence 

in the region as it relates to Russia’s concerns. 

Overall, the CAR has received a renewed interest in the study of 

power dynamics in the region, which has resulted in the conception of a 

so-called ‘New Great Game’ between the great powers that compete for 

a greater stake in the region. The most notable great powers are: Chi- 

na, Russia, the EU and the USA. The ‘New Great Game’ is shorthand 

to describe great power competition for ‘influence, power, hegemo- 

ny and profit’ (Edwards, 2003, p. 83). Great power competition in the 

Central Asian theater is not new to the region. In the 1800s it was the 

centre British and Russian imperial maneuvering for control and influ- 

ence, prompting Rudyard Kipling to label this competition as the ‘Great 

Game’9 (Hamm, 2013; Hauner, 1984). The analysis of this ‘New Great 

Game, ’however, will be limited to the immediate great power neigh- 

bours of CAR states: China and Russia. 

China’s economic reach has penetrated deep into the CAR, with the 
 

9 The difference between the original Great Game and the New Great Game is that former 

involved competition between two empires and the latter involves competition between 

more than two states. The original great game involved competing forms of imperialism, 

while the new great game hasa dynamic range of goals determined by neo-imperialism 

(Edwards, 2003) 
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majority of the region’s states becoming highly economically dependent 

on China. This has encroached into Moscow’s traditional sphere of influ- 

ence (Jackson, 2016). Wigell & Landivar (2019) argue that this economic 

reach has credible potential to result in significant political influence in 

the long run. What is certain is that China’s increasing economic engage- 

ment with the CAR has drastically changed the power dynamics in the 

region. These states are tilting more towards China to push forward with 

their economic development, making China an indispensable partner. 

In this context, Beijing strives to increase its influence at the expense of 

other powers in the region (Scobell et al., 2014). However, another 

argument that presents itself is that China has never explicitly expressed 

its desire to carve out a sphere of influence in the CAR. Beijing’s attitude 

towards the region is simply to pursue its own interests in the region. If 

one frames this game as Russia and China’s quest for influence in the re- 

gion, there is a compelling argument that Russia simply cannot keep up 

with the pace at which China is extending its influence, as shown by the 

relative failure of Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) vis-à-vis the 

BRI (Stronski & Ng, 2018). This may frustrate Moscow in the future as 

both states “pursue great power aggrandizement and even neo-imperial 

policies there” (Blank, 2012). China is significantly more economically 

powerful than Russia and presents higher perceived opportunities to the 

CAR. As illustrated in the previous section, China has, over time, ob- 

tained a larger stake in CAR states’ economies in terms of trade, invest- 

ments, and loans. Thus, the economies of the CAR states are becoming 

more aligned with China rather than Russia. The BRI and its accom- 

panying economic package present a challenge to Russia’s influence in 

the region. China’s latent economic dominance has resulted in Beijing’s 

increased geo-economic influence (Beeson, 2018; Ferchen, 2016; Lain, 

2018) 

Geo-economics is used by China firstly to strengthen the economic 

base of CAR states and promote stability in the region, since this also 
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helps secure China’s national interests.10 Secondly, the increase of Chi- 

na’s diplomatic ties with the region increases the CAR states’ propensi- 

ty to side with China on a variety of issues, particularly in multilateral 

settings like the United Nations General Assembly. Lastly, China has 

cemented its place as the most important economic player in the region 

over the coming decades and become an indispensable partner, thus 

giving Beijing increased economic leverage to conduct power politics. 

In other words, China’s economic expansion into the CAR is a geopo- 

litical design insofar as the country tries to improve its prestige and 

power in the region while enhancing its economic security by diversi- 

fying its energy sources. The states in the CAR are also well aware of the 

asymmetrically negative consequences that might result from changes 

in China’s economic policies towards them, primarily as a result of their 

economic dependence on China (Sharshenova & Crawford, 2017). This 

can potentially strengthen Beijing’s political sphere of influence in the 

region, particularly with the context of the BRI (Wigell et al., 2019a). 

This is further exemplified by the notion that China is an ideal partner 

who provides generous trade, investment, and loan terms without try- 

ing to alter domestic issues (Olcott, 2013). Moreover, with China’s rise, 

“Beijing and Moscow will be the region’s principal economic, political, 

and security partners due to China’s preeminent regional economic 

power and Russia’s residual presence” (Rumer et al., 2016) 

In a study conducted in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, the authors 

concluded that there is a general awareness that China’s influence is on 

the rise while Russian influence is on a decline. This trend is expected 

to continue in the next decade, as China’s influence is projected to gain 

supremacy (Chen & Jiménez-Tovar, 2017). Regarding the Uyghur situ- 

ation, CAR states have ethnic ties with the Uyghur people but are reluc- 

tant to challenge China on the suppression of the Uyghur ethnic group. 

10 In this context, China’s national interests is ensuring secure borders to curb the ‘three 

evils’ which are separatism, extremism and terrorism. Particularly in the Xinjiang region. 

Additionally, economically supporting these states will also have positive economic 

effects on China. 
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This is largely due to the investments and loans that China provides 

to these states, which can be seen as ‘hush money’ (Mirovalev, 2020). 

China’s infrastructure diplomacy in the CAR binds these economies to 

China and also expands China’s influence in the region. This has pro- 

pelled Moscow to play “catch-up” and increase its economic influence in 

the region through the creation of various multilateral security organi- 

zations like the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) (Malashenski, 2013). 

Such analysis, however, considers only economic aspects of influence, 

ignoring the military/security and soft power aspects where Russia still 

dominates in the region. 

On the other hand, up until recently, China and Russia have co- 

operated in the region instead of competing against each other for in- 

fluence. This is due to both powers converging interests in the region, 

i.e. maintaining stability to curb extremism, terrorism and separatism. 

Both sides understand that they have more to gain geopolitically and 

geo-economically from cooperation than from competition (Stronski 

& Ng, 2018). Although cooperation seems to be the norm, it is expect- 

ed that China’s influence in the region will continue to spread. The 

tension between Moscow and Beijing may begin to escalate at some 

point, as great power relations tend to be unpredictable. In such situa- 

tions, the CAR states would find themselves in a difficult position due to 

several factors. First, China-Russia cooperation is a form of control over 

the CAR states. Second, when China-Russia relations deteriorate, the 

CAR states may be caught in a situation of conflicting interests 

between the two world powers and struggle to attain their own per- 

sonal interests. As such, the CAR states must perform a balancing act 

to extract as much as possible from their relations with two powers 

(Laruelle & Peyrouse, 2009). 

Conclusion 

The goal of this paper is to illustrate China’s growing presence and influ- 

ence in the CAR, through the lens of geo-economics. One shortcoming 

of this approach is that it relies solely on the examination of economic 
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forms of power. There is no doubt that China has gained considerable 

influence in the region through economic instruments like trade, invest- 

ment, loans, and aid. The CAR is an important node in the BRI, which 

has increased Beijing’s interest in the region. As shown in this paper, 

the CAR states have become more dependent on China to push forward 

their own economic agendas. One can argue that this gives Beijing a 

certain level of leverage to foster asymmetric vulnerability interdepen- 

dence. However, the geo-economics of China has not fully played out in 

the region due to China’s interest in seeking to present itself as a friendly 

neighbour and its desire to maintain cordial relations with Russia. China 

is still operating on unstable grounds and their strategy is based on the 

premise that the exercise of geo-economics to secure its interests is a 

“long-game”. China’s influence is limited by Russia, a more crucial secu- 

rity and cultural partner to the CAR. Such a partnership is too long and 

deep to be displaced in the short-run. The “New Great Game” for influ- 

ence in the CAR between the major powers will revolve around who has 

more to offer, particularly in the economic sphere of influence. 
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Introduction 

or newly independent countries, it is imperative to solidify and 

differentiate their cultures and histories from colonial powers to 

create a unique national identity. This is especially true when in- 

dependent nations fear foreign control. In turn, to protect the nation’s 

chosen identity, a sense of nationalism is used to protect against per- 

ceived outside threats. Some scholars have argued that the Soviet Union 

collapsed due to a surge of nationalism in the various regions under 

Soviet control (Suny, 1993). However, this was not the case with Uz- 

bekistan. There were no large nationalistic out-cries for an independent 

Uzbekistan, and in fact, Uzbek nationality was a product of Soviet en- 

gineering. Before the Soviet Union, various tribes with complex ethnic 

backgrounds hailing from the Turkic-Mongol empires were dispersed 

throughout the territory of the Central Asian region, but the region was 

not “Uzbek” as identified by any modern standards (Bell, 1999, p. 185). 

Before the Soviet regime, Uzbekistan was composed of an array of 

ethnic tribes including Bukharians, Tartars and Tajiks. It was not until 

later in the Soviet Union era that “Uzbek” came to be considered as a 

nationality. This history demonstrates that Uzbek nationalism does not 

pre-date the Soviet Union era which some scholars use as a means to 

describe the rise of nationalism in the Central Asian region. Uzbeks did 

not become “Uzbeks” until much later, so there must be an explanation 

for the rise of nationalism in the region (Bell, 1999, p. 185). 

Through this paper, it will become evident that the Uzbek ruling 

elite used, and still uses, Uzbek national identity to further encourage 

national independence and limit outside influence. After the fall of the 

Soviet Union and the creation of independent nations, a number of se- 

curity threats became salient political and cultural topics. In the case 

of Uzbekistan, the rise of nationalism was a response to the perceived 

threat of Russian control. This threat continues to promote Uzbek na- 

tionalism today. This scholarly work is set to fill in the gap in the study 

of Uzbek nationalism and the trends that influenced the nation-building 

process under the former President Karimov’s leadership. 
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Methodology 

In conducting this research, historical data, publications, and speeches 

were examined. Additionally, first-person interviews with leading schol- 

ars were conducted before embarking upon research of historical sources 

to gauge the level of knowledge already understood. To understand the 

rise of Uzbek nationalism, several basic terms must be explained. Identity 

is a complex term, but when an individual identity or national identity is 

discussed in this paper, it will refer to how individuals choose and relate 

to origins, ethnicity, and language. Secondly, the word ‘nation,’ as used in 

this essay, will refer to what Snyder calls “a group of people who see them- 

selves as distinct in these terms and who aspire to self-rule” (Snyder, 2000, 

p. 23). These definitions are indispensable in scrutinizing the trajectories 

and major developments in the establishment of Uzbek national identity. 

Karimov’s First Steps Towards Shaping Uzbek Identi- 

ty 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, there were no governments or 

institutions dictating how to act, what to believe or how to protect in- 

dividuals from outside threats. These security issues and threats, espe- 

cially of foreign control—most notably from Russia—created the need 

for a strong identity amongst Uzbekistan’s citizens. Former President 

Islam Karimov began to see the threat from Russia and, three months 

before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, on August 31st, 1991, de- 

clared that “Uzbek self-determination was realized” (Karimov, 1992). 

Since independence, Uzbekistan has seen a growing shift towards na- 

tionalism within its population through new policies regarding reli- 

gion, economy, government and language. Through this process of self-

determination and self-realization, Uzbekistan is moving away from its 

Soviet history and is instead embracing the resurgence (and creation) 

of its cultural identification. The Uzbek people’s desire for au- tonomy 

and freedom from Russia provokes this process of self-discov- ery and 

identity creation. 
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The best way to realize this process is through the lens of de-Sovi- 

etization and de-Russification. After being a part of the Soviet Union for 

many years, Soviet history, culture, Russian language and Russian iden- 

tity strongly pervaded the identities of many of Uzbekistan’s citizens. 

However, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, none of these identity 

categories were relevant to an independent Uzbekistan or its people. The 

first step to building an independent state free from the control of Russia 

was to revise and re-brand the history of the Uzbek people. 

Former President Islam Karimov started the revision of Uzbek iden- 

tity by seeking to protect it while it was in the early stages of formation. He 

saw the need “to consolidate the fledgling state and imbue it with a secure 

national identity” in order to protect it from being lost in other, most likely 

Russian, identities (Bohr, 1998, p. 43). At all levels of the new Uzbekistan 

government, there was an aversion to and fear of deeper Russian integra- 

tion. Consequently, the leaders of Uzbekistan believed that they needed 

“internal consolidation and sovereignty” to fend off Russian hegemony 

over the new nation (Bohr, 1998, p. 43). By creating a unique and strong 

identity, Uzbeks could establish a distinct identity from Russians. 

The first step came in June, 1992 when Karimov ordered a “cleansing 

of Lenin’s image from the streets and squares of Tashkent” (Bell, 1999, p. 

201). For Karimov and other government actors, it was important that 

Uzbeks claimed a strong national attachment to their territory so that 

they could create a “national unifying policy” (Bohr, 1998, p. 21) that 

limits Russian influence. By choosing Uzbek history over Soviet history, 

Karimov and his administration not only demonstrated Uzbek solidar- 

ity within the country, but also were able to display their sovereignty in 

the face of perceived threats from Russia. This process of creating new 

historical meaning through de-Russification and re-naming of cultural 

spaces solidified power within the country. Uzbek officials realized the 

negative impact that former Soviet Union statues and history could have on 

the newly united Uzbek people. Therefore, they made the decision to 

get rid of the Lenin statues as “an obvious gesture towards reinvent- ing 

Uzbek national identity…by casting Lenin out, Uzbek elites [created 
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Uzbek nationality]” (Bell, 1999, p. 201). In turn, they created an identity 

that Russians would find difficult negating and re-claiming. 

After choosing to destroy the symbols of the Soviet Union to pre- 

vent Russian control, the next step for Uzbek solidarity was to effectively 

purge all reminders of the Soviet Union within society and to replace 

them with Uzbek identifiers. First, “Lenin Square” became “Indepen- 

dence Square.” Then Karl Marx statutes were replaced with Timur, an 

Uzbek national historic hero. By using Timur, a respected and recog- 

nizable figure, Uzbeks were able to legitimize their power…[and also] 

ground the history of the Uzbek nation in a past that extends beyond 

the founding of the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic in 1925” (Bell, 1999, 

p. 203). By making Uzbek culture seemingly older than it was, and 

grounding it to a long-forgotten time, the Uzbek political elite met their 

objective of creating a shared mythological history; in turn, this action 

would increase solidarity and strength for the rest of the Uzbek nation. 

Additionally, it would signal to Russia that the Uzbeks had a history 

separate from Russian history, entitling the Uzbeks to self-government, 

without interference from Russia. 

Finally, in the process of reclaiming history, President Karimov in- 

troduced Alisher Navoi as a “celebrated symbol of Uzbek culture,” even 

though, “his works pre-date the emergence of an Uzbek nation” (Bell, 

1999, p. 205). In doing so, President Karimov created a historical “golden 

age.” These historical references are important because “they are root- 

ed in a murky, distant past…[so that] Uzbek identity can be remolded 

to serve the purposes of…national state legislation” (Bell, 1999, p. 205- 

6). In other words, the Uzbek government was able to redefine what it 

means to be ethnically Uzbek and the culture that goes along with it. 

Uzbek political elites were then able to produce nationalistic rhetoric 

amongst the Uzbek population so that they could counter the old meth- 

ods of Russian control. Moreover, this “murky past” (Bell, 1999, p. 205- 

6) prevents Russian influence in cultural identification, because there is 

no evidence to dispute the stories that Uzbeks claimed as ‘historical.’ In 

doing so, the Uzbeks sent a powerful message of their desire autonomy, 
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while also pursuing domestic and foreign policies without Russian in- 

fluence. 

Russia as a Threat to the Formation of Uzbek Identity 

Many see a democratic government and competitive economy as es- 

sential elements of a modern nation-state in the 21st century. However, 

the case of Uzbekistan shows that this transition is arduous to complete 

without consolidating national identity, defining the role of religion and 

establishing an independent foreign policy. These efforts were necessi- 

tated by the suppression of pre-Soviet cultural identity Many Uzbeks re- 

sented Russia for presuming its own Russian version of their collective 

history. The main reason for this resentment was because it portrayed 

Uzbeks as “backward peoples who had received support and enlighten- 

ment from the Russian ‘elder brother’” (Critchlow, 1991, p. 119). Once 

Russia dominated the region, Uzbeks were forced to forget their histories 

or were taught that past achievements were successful because of Russia’s 

help. For many Uzbeks, especially ones that were protective of their ear- 

lier collective history, the Soviet leaders made it illegal to promote Uzbek 

culture if it did not demonstrate Russia’s help in creating that history. Es- 

pecially for Uzbeks in the intelligentsia, this was alarming and unfair— 

this realization would eventually cause anti-Russian rebellions in the 

early 20th century. This resentment would last well beyond the collapse of 

the Soviet Union until the Uzbek intelligentsia were able to re-write their 

own history, including challenging narratives of the ’voluntary’ nature 

of Uzbek annexation” (Critchlow, 1991, p. 130). Russians portrayed the 

annexation of Uzbekistan to the Soviet Union as voluntary, while Uzbeks 

perceived that the annexation of their territory was forced upon them. 

This contrast between the Russian perspective of voluntary regional an- 

nexation and the Uzbek perspective of forced annexation challenged 

Russia’s narrative, rendering the Russian perspective inherently offen- 

sive. By rewriting history, Uzbeks realized their nationalism. Thus, it was 

resentment towards Russia and a fear of Russian dominance that was the 

driving force behind this nationalistic upheaval. 
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The perceived threat of and resentment towards Russia contributed 

to a revival of the Uzbek language, as well. Former President Karimov 

quickly denounced the use of the Russian language in government and 

industry insisting on Uzbek as the official language of Uzbekistan. This 

was a consequence of fears of Russian hegemony over jobs and culture 

in the region. Karimov could have easily used Russian to make his point, 

and because the majority of Uzbeks living in Uzbekistan knew Russian 

and they would have understood him. However, by choosing to use Uz- 

bek, Karimov highlighted his favoring of Uzbeks over Russians. This 

promotion of the Uzbek language strengthened Uzbek nationalism, and 

was unique because it did not come from a desire to expand, or even to 

truly promote, ethnic ideas, but rather from a sense of fear regarding 

Russia. 

As a newly independent state, Uzbekistan’s officials were trying to 

maintain unity amongst its people and separation from the colonizer, 

Russia. To continue its independence efforts, it was important to con- 

nect with the Uzbek people and play on their resentment of Russia(ns). 

According to Kellner-Heinkele, language encourages independence and 

depends on it - a reciprocity process. In order for Uzbeks to maintain 

independence from Russia and collectively unite, a unifying factor was 

needed— the Uzbek language. As Critchlow points out, “In Uzbekistan, 

the national language emerged as an effective vehicle for opposition to 

Russification. It also became a potent force in consolidating nationalism” 

(Critchlow, 1991, p. 101). Although this emphasis on the importance of 

Uzbek diminished the role of the Russian language in public life and 

served as a rallying point for nationalism, it would also lead to security 

dilemmas for Uzbekistan and Russia. 

During the Soviet Union, Russians (who spoke only Russian) lived 

in Uzbekistan for decades, especially concentrated in the capital, Tash- 

kent. Russians moved to Uzbekistan during the Soviet Union and instant- 

ly “enjoyed a privileged situation” in terms of jobs, housing and status 

(Dollerup, 1998, p. 1). This favoritism was due largely to their knowledge 

of the Russian language. This fact would later cause resentment and a 
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nationalistic uprising, as Uzbeks were historically unable to maintain job 

security or reach higher status due to their inability to speak Russian. 

Tashkent is the center of business and politics within Uzbekistan, 

and much of the city’s population has been Russian since the Soviet 

Union era (Rashid, 1994). Soviet Union leaders in Moscow were respon- 

sible for appointing all leadership within the Soviet Union, and they typ- 

ically chose Russian natives or Uzbeks with strong Russian ties as the 

leaders during the Sovietization period. This process naturally excluded 

many Uzbeks, who did not know Russian at the time, from seeking gov- 

ernment positions. Relations between Uzbeks and Russians were rela- 

tively harmonious at first. Eventually, however, “what rankled the Uz- 

beks was not the size of this influx [of Russians] but its level, the fact that 

the new arrivals occupied highly-rated jobs that were off-limits to the 

[Uzbek] locals” (Critchlow, 1991, p. 115). This resentment was towards 

“immigrant Russians, those who are seen as descending on the region to 

lord it over the natives and siphon off the best jobs” (Critchlow, 1991, p. 

112). Since independence, Uzbeks do not have an issue with the few Rus- 

sians “who consider the region to be their only home.” Rather, Uzbeks 

fear Russians who view Russia as the motherland and would gladly see 

Uzbekistan fall under Russian control again (Critchlow, 1991, p. 112). 

This sentiment of fear is what seemingly sparked the Uzbek nationalism 

evident in Uzbekistan’s governmental policies. 

The solution to exiling Russians from prestigious government jobs 

was through “a renaissance of the Uzbek language” (Bohr, 1998, p. 33). 

Many Uzbeks saw the President Karimov’s mandating of Uzbek as the 

official language “as perhaps the best means of not only widening its role in 

public life but also of redistributing cultural and political power in the 

republic” (Bohr, 1998, p. 33). 

The emphasis on Uzbek is a sort of “purification [which] is fre- 

quently a defensive measurement against what is considered an external 

attack” (Kellner-Heinkele, 2001, p. 148). This process of emphasizing 

Uzbek language (in a way, an appeal to nationalism) created fear for the 

Russian minority living within the Uzbek territory. 
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Many Russians decided not to learn Uzbek. Only about 4.6 percent 

of Russians in Uzbekistan know the Uzbek vernacular (Bohr, 1998). 

This led to a mass exodus to Russia after the official working language 

change. The Russian government wished to be represented in Uzbeki- 

stan in terms of ethnic composition contributing to diversity, but the 

mono language policy resulted in Russians leaving. Upwards of 400,000 

Russians have migrated back to Russia, citing language and lack of op- 

portunity as their reason (Bohr, 1998). However, on migrating to Russia, 

“new arrivals have been known to wait months to receive housing, em- 

ployment, and social services, particularly in the neglected rural areas of 

Russia where many have settled” (Bohr, 1998, p. 35). This situation cre- 

ates instability within Russia’s borders and results in Russians resenting 

the Russian system as well. 

The retreat of Russians back to Russia has caused many political 

and social issues for the Russian government, raising security concerns. 

This has caused tensions between Uzbekistan and Russia, further fuel- 

ing Uzbek fears of a hostile and vindictive Russia. Uzbeks seem to be 

uniting because they see Russian unity “as a danger” (Posen, 1993, p. 

31). This ‘Russian danger’ is countered by Uzbek nationalism, which 

seeks to destroy Russian dominance of history and language in the re- 

gion. 

Another key language reformhas also recently been enacted—the 

changing of the Cyrillic script in favor of Latin script. In the early 90s, 

Uzbekistan sought to de-Russify their culture by switching to the Latin 

script. This decision was not taken because of the Uzbeks’ rich literary 

tradition in Arabic and Latin alphabets. Instead, the push to a Latin-based 

writing system was motivated “by the political need to engage in a path 

different from that prescribed by the Soviet rulers” (Kellner-Heinkele, 

et al, 2001, p. 134). From a Russian perspective, this would seem to be 

a threat, because it indicates that one of its neighbors is aligning with 

the West. Switching to the Latin script would allow Uzbekistan to more 

readily adopt Western software and programming languages and com- 

pete with Russia in the arena of technology. 
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Finally, along with the changing of language and writing script 

come changes in the Uzbek school system. As Latin script becomes more 

important in Uzbek society, a greater importance is placed on learning 

and speaking English in the classroom. In the Soviet era, only Russian 

was spoken in the classroom. With the process of de-Russification, how- 

ever, the role of the Russian language is being reduced in favor of more 

emphasis on English and other Western languages. As former President 

Karimov stated in many speeches, “students should leave school with the 

Uzbek language as a language of instruction experience while studying 

foreign languages” (Kellner-Heinkele, et al, 2001, p. 178). Therefore, in- 

stead of using Russian to teach foreign languages in the classroom, teach- 

ers instruct in Uzbek. This also contributes to straining Uzbek-Russian 

relations by reducing imports from Russia. Uzbeks are no longer buying 

Russian schoolbooks, and are instead producing their own Uzbek books 

domestically. By creating economic and trade tensions between the two 

countries, the security dilemma grows, further amplifying nationalist 

sentiment within Uzbekistan. 

Once again, through the process of de-Russification, Uzbekistan 

is aligning itself with Western societies, leaving Russia behind. The de-

Russification process started as resentment toward the Russian colo- 

nizers but continued out of fear of potential Russian imperialism and has 

become a unifying factor for nationalism in Uzbekistan. By aligning with the 

West, Uzbekistan can assure itself to have strong allies that would help 

prevent any possible hostile takeover (Lewis, 2016). 

Ultimately, the easiest way to see the impact of this fear on the for- 

mation of Uzbek nationalism is by looking at the Uzbek government’s 

foreign policy agenda. As Lake suggests, when groups “fear for their 

safety,” they prepare for war (Lake, et al, 1996, p. 41). However, in the 

case of Uzbekistan, the Uzbeks do not seem to be preparing for a war, but 

are simply trying to maintain their sovereignty. This may explain why 

there has been little tension between Uzbeks and other minorities in the 

region (Drobizheva, et al, 1996). Nationalism in Uzbekistan is a result of 

vying for protection from Russian control, not from other ethnic groups. 
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As previously mentioned, there are thousands of Russians cur- 

rently living within Uzbekistan’s borders, and, because of this, Russia 

claims to have a reason to interfere for the security of its citizens—“a 

claim which Tashkent [Uzbek government officials] has resolutely 

rejected” (Bohr, 1998, p. 57). Russia’s right to interfere for national 

security, Russia claims, even goes as far asprotecting “the USSR’s old 

external borders from potential invaders” (Bohr, 1998, p. 57). This 

rhetoric is exactly what creates Uzbek fears of a hostile takeover from 

Russia and ignites Uzbek nationalism to maintain its own border and 

security. 

This perceived danger of Russian foreign policy has led to protec- 

tionist Uzbek national and foreign policy. The most notable example 

of this is Uzbek officials “refusing to sign the Treaty for Defense of the 

CIS [Commonwealth of Independent States] External Borders in May 

1995” (Bohr, 1998, p. 57). This treaty brought together the Central Asian 

countries and Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union to achieve a 

smooth transition. Uzbekistan is the only Central Asian country which 

refuses to work with the CIS, citing fears of Russian control. In addition, 

“Uzbekistan uses virtually every possible opportunity to oppose Russian 

‘integrationist’ proposals, appearing to view them as a smokescreen for 

a Russian hegemonistic agenda” (Bohr, 1998, p. 44). Such deep mistrust 

of the Russian agenda has created the frameworks for Uzbek nationalism 

and its foreign policy agenda. 

As a response to these failed agreements, Uzbek nationalism soared 

and many Uzbeks claimed: “We are capable of reliably defending our 

156-kilometer border with Afghanistan with our own forces and without 

the intervention of border troops from other countries, first and fore- 

most from Russia” (Bohr, 1998, p. 58). By stating explicitly that Uzbeki- 

stan does not need Russia’s ostensible help, Uzbeks have not only created a 

sense of nationalism as Hechter would describe (state-building) but 

have also created Posen’s security dilemma (that Russia will perceive the 

Uzbek military as a threat to its own). 
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Foreign Policy and National Identity 

Foreign policy and military policy generally go hand-in-hand. Howev- 

er, in this case, Uzbekistan is considered as an exception. The country’s 

stance on military matters deepens the nationalistic rhetoric and the 

security dilemma with Russia. After independence from Russia, Presi- 

dent Karimov realized “the need to consolidate the fledgling state and 

imbue it with a secure national identity” (Bohr, 1998, p. 43). In doing so, 

Karimov has created an “aversion to overarching structures and Russian 

proposals for deeper integration” (Bohr, 1998, p. 43). By unifying Uzbek 

solidarity, Karimov and the rest of the political elite ensure Uzbekistan’s 

independence. With this in mind, nationalism in Uzbekistan is essen- 

tially an aversion to Russia simply out of security concerns. Uzbekistan’s 

foreign and military policies ensure Russia cannot re-gain control in the 

area. The efforts employed in protecting against radical Islam are a clear 

example of this sentiment—“Rather than call for a Russian-led military 

alliance to counter the Taliban, [Uzbek officials] proposal for a multilat- 

eral initiative—that would include the United States as well as Russia— 

was in keeping with [their] general effort to curtail Russian influence in 

the region” (Bohr, 1998, p. 55). 

Through the nationalistic trend, Uzbekistan and Western countries 

have become more closely aligned, and, in turn, Uzbekistan has become 

more protected against Russian hegemony. However, this creates an- 

other security dilemma for Uzbekistan. Russia still views Central Asian 

countries as falling within its sphere of influence and any divergence 

from Russian interests is a disruption to the status quo and a security 

threat. As a result, Russia is likely to try to counteract these nationalistic 

overtures to maintain some of its control over the region. 

The reasoning behind these foreign and military policies also stems 

from scandals in the Soviet Union. In 1989, there were reports that Uz- 

bek military recruits were being mistreated in the Soviet Army (Critch- 

low, 1991, p. 157). These allegations gained traction among the people 

and political elites and helped lay the foundation for an upsurge in na- 
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tionalistic rhetoric. This was another defining moment for relations with 

Russia. No longer did Uzbeks desire control from Russia, nor did they 

trust any outside forces. These worries and perceived threats from Rus- 

sia, whether based on fact or not, resulted in the nationalistic response. 

Some scholars may view Uzbekistan’s top-down nationalistic pol- 

icies as the effort of political elites hoping to maintain their positions 

in government. While Uzbek nationalism may be a creation of political 

elites and the need of these elites to maintain their power, it is not the 

sole, or even the strongest, explanation. Nationalism is a highly volatile 

process and is a part of independence movements in many regions of the 

world. Uzbek nationalism was ultimately evoked not out of a desire to 

win independence, but a desire to keep its autonomy. The Soviet Union 

created cultural identities in Central Asia by force and once the Soviet 

Union collapsed, these shared, but partly idealized identities, needed to 

be redefined and protected from further Russian influence. 

The state of Uzbekistan was going through major changes after the 

fall of the Soviet Union. To remain secure from Russia, the people re- 

lied on a shared identity and culture. This process of Uzbek unification 

created many outsiders in the region, most notably Russian minorities. 

Uzbeks feared not only Russian political influence, but also another 

takeover by Russian ideology. Thus, they sought to position Uzbek as 

a national standard in cultural, history, language, and foreign policy 

through governmental policies. President Karimov realized these secu- 

rity concerns and emphasized Uzbek in all aspects of society to defend 

against these perceived Russian threats. By reverting to Uzbek history 

and emphasizing the Uzbek language, Karimov and other political elites 

were able to instill a sense of security throughout the region while also 

creating a nationalistic society. In the aftermath of the rise of national- 

ism, Uzbeks created an Uzbek agenda in foreign policy, highlighting the 

need to “…oppose Russian ‘integrationist’ proposals…” (Bohr, 1998, p. 

44). Uzbekistan was thus able to maintain its sovereignty through na- 

tionalistic means, and in the end, Uzbekistan became a “cultural cen- 

ter…for all Uzbeks” (Karimov, 1992, p. 15). 
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A New President, New Changes 

The recent change of presidents in Uzbekistan created a fertile basis for 

further democratization of Uzbekistan. Newly elected President Shavkat 

Mirziyoyev began to develop the concept of the international politics of 

Uzbekistan, but also remained focused on internal affairs, state-building, 

and nation-building policies. 

Karimov was known as a protective leader, and the Father of the 

Uzbeks. By contrast, Mirziyoyev appeals to the kindhearted sentiments 

of the Uzbeks. While Karimov was against Uzbeks working on low paid 

jobs in Russia, Mirziyoyev behaves differently. For instance, his reaction 

to a bus fire that killed 52 Uzbek labor migrants on their way to Russia 

emphasized that the immigrants were industrious workers, not traitors. 

“It’s not for nothing… that these people are going through torment and 

suffering in foreign countries. These poor people too, after all, have their 

hopes before God, to feed their children and bring some money back to 

their fathers… They were so young… And all of them from Uzbekistan. 

We are so deeply saddened” (Putz, 2018). The two Presidents differ not 

only in their style of governing, but also in the sense of shaping national 

identity. With Mirziyoyev’s leadership, the country is achieving its po- 

tential to empower civic nationalism and enhance state-society relations. 

Nation-building and state-building processes, however, are continuous 

processes. Particularly for Uzbekistan, clan identity is a sub-national fac- 

tor that hinders the establishment of a unified national identity, although 

aggressive state policies are extensively deployed. 

With the recent “opening” of Uzbekistan, there have been many 

countries willing and eager to extend help and investment. While Presi- 

dent Mirziyoyev is eager to receive this support, he maintains careful con- 

trol over all aspects of this “aid.” China, with its Belt and Road Initiative is 

maintaining multi-million dollar investment projects inside Uzbekistan, 

including security equipment for “safe cities”; Russia is expanding its eco- 

nomic endeavors in gas and oil, and security measures through the sale 

of military equipment; South Korea is developing closer “soft power” ties 
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through many language centers; and finally, the United States is investing 

in many new businesses and also attempting to make the political and 

civil society sectors more “democratic.” Through these changes and in- 

vestments, President Mirziyoyev has ensured that no one of these coun- 

tries has too much influence or power over Uzbek culture and identity. 

In fact, the current Uzbek government is taking the same measures that 

former President Karimov took to preserve Uzbek identity. There is still 

an emphasis on the Uzbek language, including completely switching from 

the Cyrillic alphabet to the Latin alphabet; Uzbek music playing in all city 

center locations; new cultural centers in major Uzbek cities; and finally, 

ongoing efforts to get rid of the Soviet past by memorializing important 

“Uzbek” figures through statues and new street and building names. Such 

measures ensure that the Uzbek identity is protected, but they also ensure 

that other countries are not presenting a security threat by influencing or 

changing the Uzbek identity, society, or culture. 

Conclusion 

This article seeks to study the major developments and conceptions in 

the field of the national identity of the Uzbeks starting from the disso- 

lution of the Soviet Union up until contemporary times. Following the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan has been struggling to shape 

its identity. Intertwining the state identity with the perceived identity ex- 

isting among the Uzbek masses has been pursued as a means of defining 

national identity. Government promotion of the idea of ‘Uzbekness’ is 

ubiquitous at all levels of social life. 

Uzbeks feared another takeover of Russian ideology, so sought to 

keep Uzbek identity as a national standard in cultural, history, language, 

and foreign policy through many governmental policies. Former Presi- 

dent Karimov emphasized “Uzbekness,” in all aspects of society as a re- 

sponse to these security concerns. However, the death of President Kari- 

mov in 2016 did not stop the Uzbek nationalization process. 

The Uzbek policy of promoting national identity carries the risk of 

both \continuing of the Soviet-era reflex of eradicating diversity and en- 
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couraging the illusion that homogeneity exists where it does not. While 

many subcultures within Uzbekistan’s borders have been induced to ac- 

cept an official Uzbek national identity, that identity does not entirely 

reflect either their self-perception or their perception of their own cul- 

ture. Current President Shavkat Mirziyoyev has continued to emphasize 

Uzbek identity formation while ensuring that outside countries cannot 

interfere. This displays a different approach to the nation-building pro- 

cess. As seen for the past few years, the Uzbek government has invited 

outside involvement, usually in the form of economic investments from 

different sources. 

While the United States, Russia, South Korea, and China have all 

begun to involve themselves in Uzbek society, government, and busi- 

ness, no one of these countries is predominant in terms of influence. 

Each one has their own strengths and weaknesses in their relationship 

with Uzbekistan, and President Mirziyoyev has ensured Uzbek identity 

is always the deciding factor in societal, governmental, and entrepre- 

neurial affairs. By protecting Uzbek interests from outside states and 

actors, the Uzbek government has ensured minimal interference in its 

collective identity formation. As a recently independent country, how- 

ever, Uzbekistan still has a long way to go in solidifying its “Uzbek” 

identity. Until this process is advanced enough, the Uzbek identity will 

continue to be protected by the ruling elite from any and all outside 

forces. 

Further studies on nationalism in Uzbekistan are recommended in 

order to expand on the impact security has on nation building and iden- 

tity formation processes. For Uzbekistan, further studies of the enforce- 

ment of the Latin alphabet, foreign language learning, and other educa- 

tion trends should be examined to better understand the formation and 

definition of the modern Uzbek identity. A comparison of the impact of 

these measures in different Uzbek cities could yield a wide range of data 

that can contribute to an understanding of how linguistic modifications 

and foreign “soft power” influences in the fields of education, society, 

and politics affect the nature of nationalism in Uzbekistan. 
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Introduction 
 

entral Asia has come to the fore in the agenda of world poli- tics 

since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Interest in the region 

from the great international powers and other region- 

al powers has grown. The concept of the ‘new great game’ became 

popular among analysts to describe the rivalry between different 

players trying to take advantage of new opportunities created by the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. Central Asian states, situated in a great 

power-driven regional system, adopted multi-vector foreign policies 

as an overall foreign policy strategy. The Central Asian republics have 

sought to develop good relations and cooperation with different global 

and regional actors by balancing their diverse interests. One of the 

important players in the region has been Turkey, which has historical, 

cultural and linguistic relations with the region. However, high 

expectations about the progress of the relations between these 

historically connected countries have not been realized and remain 

limited. Although governments and leaders have changed in both 

Turkey and the Central Asian Republics since the collapse of the So- viet 

Union, the general framework and structure of the relations be- tween 

them have remained largely unchanged. 

Although preferences of leaders and governments influence foreign 

policy outcomes, the guidelines and contours of a country’s foreign pol- 

icy depend on historical-geopolitical background. Historical and geo- 

political circumstances determine a country’s position in its regional 

milieu and the unique distribution of power which constrain foreign 

policy options. The historical background and geopolitics of a country 

are closely interconnected and define policy makers’ decisions as well 

as their foreign policy orientations. A country’s geographical location, 

size, and regional environment all result from its history. Historical and 

geopolitical realities provide advantages or disadvantages; they motivate 

leaders or restrain their choices. Important geopolitical changes create 

new opportunities or threats which can be pursued by means of various 

foreign policy options. 
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During the Middle Ages, Central Asia played a central role in Eur- 

asian political history. The region housed some of the largest Asian em- 

pires of pre-modern times including the Hun, Kokturk, Qarakhan, Sel- 

juk, Mongol, Chagatai, Golden Horde, and Timurid Empires. Central 

Asia was also the heartland of Eurasian trade as the main trade routes of 

the ancient Silk Road passed through it. The region thus played a cru- 

cial role as a conduit for political, economic, commercial, cultural, and 

intellectual transfers between China and India on one side, and Europe, 

the Mediterranean world and Islamic civilization on the other (see Starr, 

2013: 1-27). During this period, Central Asia maintained a dominant 

position in its relations with other empires around the region such as 

the Ottoman Empire, the Golden Horde, and the Delhi Sultanate of 

India. Although the core areas of the Ottoman Empire – Anatolia and 

the Balkans – are at the crossroads between Europe and Asia, and the 

Ottoman hinterland included the Black Sea region, the Caucasus, the 

Middle East and North Africa. Although Ottoman territory extended to 

the East, the Ottoman court developed a Western-oriented foreign pol- 

icy outlook due to historical realities. These historical and geopolitical 

realities and their impact on the relations between Central Asia and the 

Ottoman Empire, the predecessor of modern Turkey, will be clarified in 

the following section. 

Historical-Geopolitical Context of Ottoman-Central 

Asia Relations 

From the mid-11th to the 14th-century, the Turks (first the Seljuk and 

then the Ottoman) migrated West thus leaving behind Central Asia, the 

seat of great nomadic dynamism, mobility, and innumerable invasions 

and wars. They advanced first in Byzantine territories in Asia minor 

and then in the Balkans and Eastern Europe until the late 16th-century. 

The great Seljuk Empire was born and centered in Central Asia. Seljuk 

Commander Alp Arslan’s victory over the Byzantine army in Manzikert 

opened the doors of Anatolia to Oghuz tribesmen and the other Cen- 

tral Asian Turkic tribes (Starr, 2013: 384-386). The leaders of the later 



Chapter Fıve 111 
 

 

 
Anatolian Seljuk state, which succeeded the previous Seljuk Empire that 

collapsed after the Mongol invasions, continued to view Central Asia 

as their ancestral homeland. Central Asia, as the base for the migrating 

Turkic tribes, provided military personnel for Seljuk Turks who, despite 

their high status as the ruling and military elite, were a demographic mi- 

nority in Christian-majority Asia Minor. The founding fathers and the 

founding tribe who established the Ottoman Empire were from Central 

Asia, as were the other Turkic tribes who joined the empire. Central Asia 

kept its high position in the view of the Seljuk, and then the Ottoman, 

Turks until the conquest of Constantinople in the mid-15th century. 

Timur, a Central Asian conqueror, enhanced the dominant posi- 

tion of the seat of the region by creating a large empire in Central Asia. 

Timur accomplished this by using Central Asia for a base for military 

campaigns in different directions and by his victories against the other 

empires present in Central Asia such as the Ottoman Empire, Golden 

Horde, and Delhi Sultanate of India. Timur occupied the strategic city of 

Sivas in Anatolia in 1400, then defeated the Ottoman army near An- 

kara in July 1402, taking Sultan Bayezid himself as a prisoner. Timur’s 

army devastated much of the Ottoman lands in Anatolia, while the Bal- 

kans were largely spared. The Ottoman Empire’s recovery dependent on 

embracing the Balkan region as its heartland After this great disaster, 

the Ottomans suffered from internal strife; a power struggle broke out 

between the sons of Sultan Bayezid. The chaotic battle for control of the 

empire continued until 1411. (Turnbull, 2003: 25-29; Manz, 1989: 73) 

During the battle of Ankara, non-Turkic soldiers in the Ottoman army 

who were originally from the Balkans remained loyal to the Sultan, while 

some Central Asian-originated Turkic soldiers aligned themselves towards 

Timur. The Turks were nomads who held tribalism and their freedoms 

in high esteem as opposed to royal order in a multi-ethnic, 

cosmopolitan empire. Thus, they preferred to revolt against authority 

and to pursue their own way by creating their own state. 

For the Ottoman authorities, who had an imperial vision, keeping 

some of these nomadic Turkic tribes under their rule was more difficult 
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than with other non-Turkic subjects. This experience along with sporad- 

ic Turkic tribal rebellions led the Ottoman ruling elite to be cautious and 

prudent in their strategies regarding Turkic tribes. The serious defeat at the 

hands of Timur was an enduring trauma for the Ottoman ruling elite and 

they subsequently avoided intruding into the messy affairs of the 

nomadic and warlike Central Asians. 

Central Asia began to lose its dominant position after the Timur’s 

era, while the Ottomans rose to a powerful status by the second half 

of the 15th century. The Ottoman Empire, which attained great power 

status until the 19th century, generally kept its face turned toward the 

West. While it unified the bulk of the Muslim world under its leadership 

by incorporating the Middle East and the North Africa under its rule, 

as a result of the above-mentioned psychology the Ottomans neither at- 

tempted to occupy Central Asia nor attempted to play a leadership role 

in the region during its six-century long history. 

When the Russian occupation of Central Asia gained momentum in 

the 19th century, Central Asian khanates sent letters and envoys to 

Istanbul asking for help. However, the Ottomans could not provide any 

meaningful support. During this period, the Ottomans were experienc- 

ing steep decline and suffered from ever-weakening authority and mili- 

tary power. Because the empire was preoccupied with several problems, 

such as the separatist revolts and the repeated defeats in the military 

fronts, previous lack of interest by the Ottoman court toward Central 

Asia was replaced by a lack of capacity. Sultan Abdulhamid II, the last 

effective Ottoman Sultan, was only able to send a few clerics (Davutoğlu, 

1997: 919: Kuru, 1999: 131, 132, 138; Saray, 1994: 5-25). Enver Pasha, 

who became a prominent leader of the Ottoman Empire after the pow- 

ers of the sultan were limited by the Young Turk revolution in 1908, and 

who led the empire to join the First World War, lost his prestige and 

all his powers when the empire was defeated at the end of the war. In 

1921, he went to Bukhara to lead the Central Asian Basmachi insurgents 

against the Bolsheviks. Though he gathered some insurgents and had 

some military success, he could not unite all the rebel leaders under his 
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command. His brief successes were followed by heavy losses and defeats, 

and he was killed in 1922. Although he was an important political and 

military figure in the Ottoman Empire before and during the First World 

War, he was far from representing Turkey. His activities in Central Asia 

were not approved and supported by Mustafa Kemal and by the newly 

emerging Turkish parliament in Ankara that were busy with the Turkish 

war of independence (Yilmaz, 1999: 55-60). 

Another state which originated in Central Asia, the Golden 

Horde, experienced disaster after Timur’s attacks. While the Ottoman 

Empire recovered and continued to rise after its engagements with 

Timur, the Golden Horde did not. The capital city of Golden Horde’s 

state, Saray, and other economic centers were destroyed; and the state 

began to decline gradually. The weakening of central authority led to 

struggles between different clans for the throne. Following two and a 

half centuries of dominance over the Russians, the Golden Horde do- 

main divided into various khanates in the fifteenth century, including 

Astrakhan, Khazan, Crimea, Orda, Nogai, and Sibir. The decline of the 

Golden Horde and the struggles between the successor khanates creat- 

ed an opportunity for the Russians to initiate military campaigns and 

expansion to the east and southeast. They invaded Khazan in 1552, 

Astrakhan in 1556, and Volga and northern regions of the Caspian Sea, 

thus clearing access to the Caucasus, Kazakh steppes and Central Asia. 

The Ottoman Turks occupied the southern part of Crimea in 1475 and, 

afterwards, extended their suzerainty over the khanate. After the oc- 

cupation of Kazan and Astrakhan by the Russians, the Ottoman grand 

vizier, Sokollu Mehmet Pasha, offered to dig a navigable canal from the 

Don to the Volga Rivers to achieve an access to the Caspian Sea for the 

Ottoman navy in order to stop the Russian advance. The project start- 

ed in 1569 with the cooperation with the Crimean Tatars. However, 

it was abandoned as winter approached because the Sultan’s and the 

Khan’s courts did not share the far-sighted vizier’s concerns about the 

coming danger of Russia’s imperial advance (Soucek, 2000: 162, 163; 

Saray, 1982: 1, 2). 
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It took some time for this danger to manifest for the Ottomans and 

Central Asians. Russian tsars adopted expansionism, which started in 

the mid-16th century, as a stable state strategy in the following centu- 

ries. Russian advances were realized slowly but steadily, first in Siberia 

toward the Pacific in the 16th and 17th centuries, then in northern Ka- 

zakh steppes in the 18th century, and finally in Central Asia in the 19th 

century. Russian modernization in the 18th and 19th centuries also re- 

inforced the expansion of the Russian empire. While Russia was rising, 

Central Asia was isolated from the innovation and modernization oc- 

curring in Europe. A stable Russian state pursuing a clear strategy with 

a well-organized and modernized army and state apparatus achieved 

supremacy and numerous military victories against Central Asia, which 

lacked unified strategic planning, and was divided into conflicting khan- 

ates and fighting leaders and tribes. The heyday of nomad-warriors was 

past, and the balance of military power was shifting to the detriment of 

the nomads owing to Russian supremacy in weapons technology. After 

European geographic discoveries across the Atlantic, Indian Ocean, and 

the Pacific, the Silk Road began to lose its importance in world trade. 

Economic depression, continuous political turmoil, population decline, 

and a lack of modernization took Central Asia from a central position to 

a peripheral one in terms of military power, political influence and so- 

cio-economic capacity. This process paved the way for the invasion of the 

region by Russia from the north and China from the southeast (Golden, 

2011: 105, 115, 122-128). The Russians reached Tashkent in 1865, and 

their advance continued south until the last quarter of the 19th century. 

They occupied Merv in 1884 on one side, and on the other pushed south 

through the Pamirs to Kashmir in early the 1890s. The Pamir Boundary 

Commission, held in 1895, and the following Anglo-Russian conven- 

tion, defined the southern borders of the Tsarist Russian Empire. (For 

the historical account of the Russian occupation of Central Asia see All- 

worth, 1994: 2-59, 131-150; Soucek, 2000: 195-200; Saray, 1982: 1-25) 

Because of its geographic location, the rise of an imperial and ex- 

pansionist Russia was bound to pose a geopolitical challenge to the Ot- 
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tomans. The Russian and Ottoman Empires became historical rivals in 

geopolitical terms. They competed for supremacy in the regions where 

their imperial policies and interests clashed (Bağcı & Doganlar, 2009: 

106). Reaching the limits of expansion in the south of Central Asia did 

not end Russian expansionist ambitions. 

While some claim that Russia had a historic drive to achieve direct 

territorial access to warm waters and to occupy the Turkish Straits, these 

claims can be disputed (see Green, 1993). However, Tsarist Russia did at- 

tempt to enlarge its borders towards the Ottoman territories in different 

wars. The Crimean Khanate, a vassal state of the Ottoman Empire, faced 

Russian occupation in 1783. The 18th and 19th centuries were a period 

of decline for the Ottomans while the Russian empire was rising. The 

greed of the imperialist European and Russian powers was encroaching 

on Ottoman territory in the 19th century, a period in which the Ottoman 

empire was regarded as the ‘sick man of Europe,’ who was about to die 

and whose inheritance was to be partitioned. Russia was the main rival 

of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans, the Black Sea, and the Caucasus. 

After the war of 1828-29, the Treaty of Edirne transferred sovereignty 

over the Caucasian coast of the Black Sea from the Ottomans to Russia. 

Russia also declared herself as the protector of the Orthodox Christian 

Ottoman subjects and the self-proclaimed heir of Byzantium, and kept a 

close eye on Slavic ethnic groups in the Ottoman Balkans. Russian nar- 

ratives brought attention to holy places in Palestine, the Greek Church 

in Istanbul, and monasteries in order to press upon the Sublime Porte. 

As it was rising to the status of a world power, Russia used the argu- 

ment of Ottoman interference in Orthodox religious affairs as a pretext 

in its expansionist strategy and military campaigns against the Ottomans 

throughout the 19th century. Threatening statements by Russia against 

Istanbul culminated in 1853 and turned to ultimatums after the Russian 

tsar Nikolai signed an attack plan on the Turkish Straits. When the Sul- 

tan rejected Russian demands and its intervention in Ottoman internal 

affairs, Nikolai ordered the Russian army to invade the Ottoman princi- 

palities of Moldavia and Wallachia in the northern Balkans, which paid 
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tribute to Istanbul (Badem, 2010: 60-87; Fairey, 2014: 131-157; Gerd, 

2014: 193-214). The Russian move alarmed both Britain and France, 

who did not want Russia to rise to a more advantageous position in con- 

trolling strategic areas of the Ottomans to the detriment of their own 

interests. Anglo-French support for the Ottoman Empire against Russia 

in the Crimean War (1853-1856), which led to Russia’s defeat, averted 

disaster from the Ottoman Empire and saved its territorial integrity. 

Russia, however, continued to pursue a destabilization policy of 

supporting Slavic nations in the Balkans against the Ottomans in the 

following decades. It declared another war against Istanbul in 1877. In 

the war of 1877-78, the Russian army advanced into Ottoman terri- 

tory in both the Balkans and Transcaucasia. While the Ottomans lost 

important cities in northeastern Anatolia, bordering on the Caucasus, 

the Russian army came close to Istanbul by occupying Edirne (Adri- 

anople). The Ottoman Empire suffered from great territorial losses by 

the end of the war. Russia had won the war, but, British-Austrian diplo- 

matic attempts to counterbalance Russian gains in the post-war peace 

treaty restored some of the Ottoman losses in the Balkans. On the other 

side, northeastern Anatolia remained under the Russian administra- 

tion until 1918 (LeDonne, 1997: 138-144; Badem, 2014: 221, 222). It 

is possible that Russian attempts at expansionism in the Ottoman ter- 

ritories would have gone much further if the European great powers 

had not counterbalanced it. Russian ambitions over the Straits became 

apparent again during 1907-08 when Russian diplomacy pressed for a 

revision of the international status of the Straits. The Russian foreign 

minister, Sazanov, declared in 1913 that Russia’s control over the Straits 

was essential for “a fleet-in-being strategy in the Mediterranean,” which 

meant the deployment of a Russian fleet in the Straits as a deterrent 

force in the Mediterranean. 

During its last decades, the Ottoman Empire developed an alliance 

with Germany. It joined the First World War with Germany when Ger- 

man ships carrying Turkish flags bombed Russian ships and ports in the 

Black Sea in 1914. After the war Britain, France, and Russia agreed 
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on a partition plan of the Ottoman territories in the Sykes-Picot Agree- 

ment of 1916, and the Russian army further advanced in northeastern 

Anatolia by occupying some important cities. Meanwhile the divisions 

of the Ottoman army were fighting on different fronts throughout the 

Middle East (LeDonne, 1997: 144-146). At this time, another great event 

stopped further Russian advances in the Turkish territories; namely, the 

Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. The outbreak of the revolution led Rus- 

sia to withdraw from the First World War. According to the Treaty of 

Brest-Litovsk, signed in 1918, the Bolshevik government of Russia ceded 

its provinces in northeastern Anatolia to the Ottoman Empire. Turkey 

and Russia signed the Treaty of Kars in 1921, which ultimately estab- 

lished their modern borders. 

Following this era, the Soviet regime seemed to have abandoned 

the Tsarist Russian expansionism during the initial decades of consol- 

idation of power. However, Stalin revived this strategy again after the 

Second World War. After defeating the Germans and bringing East- 

ern Europe under its control, the Soviet Union increased its pressure on 

Turkey by laying down territorial claims in eastern Anatolia and raising 

the issue of the Turkish Straits in 1945. The Soviet Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, Molotov, in meetings with the Turkish ambassador, declared 

that Kars and Ardahan, cities in eastern Anatolia, should be ceded to the 

Soviet Union by a revision of 1921 treaty and that the status of the 

Straits should be modified. Molotov notified the Turkish government 

about the Soviet intention to establish joint Soviet-Turk- ish control 

over the Bosphorus and Dardanelles and to create a Soviet military base 

in the Straits (Hasanli, 2011: 65-74). Turkish authorities regarded the 

pressure by the neighboring Soviet Union as a vital threat against 

Turkey’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. Turkey sought an alliance 

with the US and Britain to resist against Soviet threats; and transitioned 

from a single-party regime to a multi-party democracy more palatable 

to the Western democratic world. Soviet expansion in Eastern Europe 

and the rise of communist regimes were considered by the US and 

Britain as a serious threat to the liberal-democratic world, 
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thus marking the beginning of tensions between Stalin and the West- 

ern world and the Cold War era in world politics. 

The Soviet threat, felt deeply by the Turkish ruling elite, played a 

crucial role in Turkey’s decision to join the Western bloc and become 

a member of NATO in 1952. Soviet territorial claims were regarded in 

the western political circles as signs of Soviet expansionism in differ- 

ent regions. Turkey received great American economic and military aid 

throughout the Cold War era in accordance with the Truman doctrine 

and the containment policy, which aimed to support free peoples around 

the Soviet Union and prevent them from falling under communism as 

satellites in Moscow’s orbit. Turkey’s geopolitics gained a new and an 

important meaning for the Western world as a buffer zone against Soviet 

expansionism and a strategic area for US air bases. In conclusion, disre- 

gard for Central Asia in Western-oriented Ottoman foreign policy was 

replaced by a total isolation of the region after the decline and fall of the 

empire, along with persistent weakness in the face of the expansionist 

Russian empire and its successor, the Soviet Union. 

Turkish Foreign Policy towards Central Asia 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the leader of new Turkey in the 1920s and 1930s, 

and his successors adopted a pacifist, inactive, and prudent foreign pol- 

icy as a consequence of the trauma of large territorial losses in the Otto- 

man hinterland and the hard-won achievement of an independent state 

in Anatolia after a war of liberation. The painful memories of the First 

World War and the War of Independence, the loss of more than three 

million soldiers and civilians, along with millions of displaced people, 

prompted the ruling elite of the new Republic of Turkey to formulate a 

careful and non-assertive foreign policy, keeping distance from trouble- 

some events, and pursuing a strategy of isolation and non-involvement. 

The new regime relinquished the past Ottoman and Islamic claims over 

the former Ottoman territories to satisfy the great powers of the era, 

such as Britain and France, and to avoid their hostility. Therefore, Turkey 

denounced any irredentist and revisionist goals (Kösebalaban, 2011: 53, 
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54) , and avoided an adventurist foreign policy which would have been 

beyond the country’s capacity. The westernized and secular ruling elite 

were very careful to avoid pan-Islamist and pan-Turkist tendencies in 

foreign policy. The main target of the foreign policy route of Turkey con- 

tinued to be the West, much like its Ottoman predecessor (For more 

on the decades-long western orientation in Turkish foreign policy see 

Bozdağlıoğlu, 2003: 35-86). The main difference was that the Ottoman 

Empire was a great power up until the 19th century, and a proactive 

player until the end of the First World War. However, Turkey became 

a passive object in world politics driven by great powers, only reacting 

to external events rather than shaping them (Aydın, 2019: 367). Central 

Asia had already been absorbed by Tsarist Russia which evolved into the 

Soviet Union, a giant neighbor for Turkey, a great power, and one of the 

two superpowers of the Cold War era. It was impossible for the Turkish 

ruling elite to develop any interests in Soviet Central Asia while Turkey 

itself was anchored to the Western alliance, lacking the power and capac- 

ity to cope with the Soviet threat alone. So, several decades passed with 

no relations with Central Asia at all, which lacked independence and was 

isolated in the outer fringes of the Soviet space. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of the newly-in- 

dependent Central Asian republics during the transition from the Soviet 

system to a free market economy and democracy created new opportu- 

nities not only for great powers, but also several other regional powers. 

The region drew the attention of various players for its geopolitical impor- 

tance, rich energy resources, underdeveloped areas ripe for investment, 

educational and cultural projects, and the other political, economic, and 

strategic factors. The region was very important for Turkey for the same 

reasons; however, Central Asia meant much more for Turkey due to some 

realities of Turkey and the psychology of Turkish people. 

Firstly, the Kemalist regime based the new Turkish identity on eth- 

nicity while trying to separate multi-ethnic Turkish society from its cos- 

mopolitan Islamic and Ottoman background. In Ottoman society, ethnic 

identity was secondary. This new nation-building and identity formation 
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policy involved a new state-centered historiography. State-sponsored 

historians and intelligentsia created new narratives in history books and 

a new discourse in education, national ceremonies, and public speeches 

which emphasized the ancestral roots of the Turks who came to Anatolia 

from Central Asia. The new generations who were educated and indoc- 

trinated under this Turkish nationalist narrative and discourse internal- 

ized a Turkish nationalism with strong references to Central Asia. The 

emergence of the independent Central Asian republics created a new 

hope for the Turks to gain power again in cooperation with their ethnic 

brothers in Central Asia. Central Asians, meanwhile, did not identify 

themselves as Turk but developed different ethnic identities and affil- 

iations in line with both their pre-Soviet history and the influence of 

Soviet policies. 

These realities remained unknown by the Turkish public in ear- 

ly the 1990s. Turkish people perceived them as Turks and called them 

Central Asian Turks even after their independence. An emotional but 

unrealistic discourse became popular among the Turkish people, as they 

believed that a common Turkic world, divided by artificial boundaries, 

could be reunited. This idea was expressed by some Turkish statesmen 

as well. However, this vision remained symbolic at state level and could 

not be translated into concrete achievements. This emotional approach 

and sentimental enthusiasm gradually declined when the hard realities 

became more apparent (Bozdağlıoğlu, 2003: 96-102). 

The collapse of the Soviet Union, therefore, radically changed the 

geopolitics of Turkey. The end of the Cold-War-era’s static and bipolar 

world order opened new horizons for Turkey, which occupies a stra- 

tegic geopolitical location as a bridge between dynamic regions. This 

geopolitical change Turkey’s capacity to maneuver in different regions 

(Bağcı & Doganlar, 2009: 99-102). Central Asia provided alternative 

avenues of opportunity for Turkey, whose importance for the US in its 

containment policy against the Soviet Union seemed to be declining at 

the end of the Cold War era. Not long after, the rejection of Turkey’s 

bid for full membership in the European Union, in spite of decades 
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of efforts, disappointed Turkish rulers and public opinion. The Turk- ish 

ruling elite believed that Turkey should not miss the opportunities 

created in the post-Cold War era and should play an active role in the 

Caucasus and Central Asia. Turkish foreign policy, which used to be 

directed towards the West, gained a chance to start a new beginning as 

an important actor in the international arena. At the same time, Tur- 

key provided a viable model for the CARs as a modern secular and 

democratic Muslim country. This model was more likely to be sup- 

ported by Western powers which were fearful of rising extremism and 

fundamentalism in greater Central Asia, including Afghanistan, after 

the end of Soviet control. Thus, the post-Cold War era provided a set 

of circumstances that enabled Turkey to establish close relations with 

Central Asia after having had very limited relations for several centu- 

ries of the Ottoman era, and total isolation during the Soviet period. (see 

Fuller, 1993: 163-168; Gharabaghi, 1994: 115; Karpat, 1992/94: 

105; Davutoğlu, 1997: 914) 

The Turkish President of the era, Turgut Özal, aimed at increasing 

the regional role of Turkey on the international stage in accordance with 

his assertive foreign policy vision. His special interest in Central Asia 

contributed much to the rapid development of relations between Turkey 

and the region in the 1990s. Turkey became the first country to recog- 

nize the independence of the Central Asian republics and open embas- 

sies in their capitals. Özal brought with him large groups of businessmen in 

his official visits to these capitals. He enthusiastically supported both 

state-sponsored and private educational and cultural projects in the re- 

gion. Özal’s successor Süleyman Demirel spoke in some of his speeches 

about a Turkic world ‘from the Adriatic Sea to the Great Wall of China’. 

Demirel emphasized Turkey’s responsibilities, with its unique culture, 

geography and history, at the very center of the new geopolitics of Eur- 

asia. He stated that Turkey should play an active role in the integration 

of these newly independent republics into the international society of 

states, and support them in their quest for an identity. The Turkish Inter- 

national Cooperation Agency (TICA) was established in 1992 to coor- 
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dinate Turkish governmental assistance to the region. With daily flights 

between Istanbul and Central Asian capitals, both Turkish people and 

Central Asians began to pour into each other’s countries. Tens of thou- 

sands of Central Asian students traveled to study at Turkish universities, as 

well as military and police academies. The Turkish government and 

private organizations opened numerous schools and universities in dif- 

ferent Central Asian cities. Thus, Turkey became a significant actor in 

Central Asia, and developed its relations with the region proactively in 

numerous areas such as transportation, business and trade, investment 

and industry, education, culture, media, and other social relations. (Mü- 

tercimler, 1993, 206-228; Manisalı, 1992, 57-59; Frenchman, 1993: 21- 

23; Kuru, 1999: 142-144; Kösebalaban, 2011: 120-124; Aydın, 2004: 4, 5) 

This momentum continued for most of the 1990s. However, the 

vigor and passion seen early in the 1990s began to fade away from the 

late 1990s onwards. Turkey’s limited capacity, lack of strategic planning, 

and weakening political will due to instabilities in Turkish politics in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s created hindrances in its rising role in the re- 

gion. Historical legacies and hard geopolitical realities of the region put 

restraints on the Turkish nationalist dream and dampened the public’s 

emotional perception of the region. Subsequently, pragmatist approach- 

es and prudent policies of Central Asian leaders, the revival of Russia’s 

role after Putin, and rising involvement of the other players and rivals in 

the new great game placed constraints on Turkish activism in Central 

Asia. Central Asians, who fell under the Russian rule in the 19th century 

and then remained under Soviet authority for about seventy years, did 

not want another “big brother” after they gained their independence. 

Their desire to keep their sovereignty, establish relations with the other 

countries on an equal basis and to pursue their interests in a rationalist 

way was not in harmony with the Turkish nationalist approach. 

Turkey, under the Erdoğan-led Justice and Development Party 

(JDP) and the minister of Foreign Affairs, Davutoğlu,began to pursue a 

proactive foreign policy during the second half of the 2000s and the first 

half of the 2010s (for some analyses of JDP-era proactive foreign poli- 
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cy see Öniş, 2010; Aras, 2009; Aras, 2014). Although Davutoğlu had a 

Eurasianist vision (Tüfekçi, 2012: 105-109), in addition to his neo-Otto- 

manism, and envisioned an expanded role for Turkey in its wider neigh- 

borhood with reference to Central Asia, Turkey’s growing engagement 

on the international level was directed toward regions other than Central 

Asia. The ‘Arab Spring’ uprisings drew Turkey’s attention towards the 

Middle East, and Central Asia was sidelined in Turkish foreign policy. 

The shift from a decades-long western-oriented focus to an eastern-ori- 

ented direction began slowly in Davutoğlu’s era but became more pro- 

nounced in the personalized foreign policy of Turkey under Erdoğan in 

the second half of the 2010s (Aras, 2019: 3-6), but still could not build 

up the momentum of Central Asian-Turkish relations beyond what it 

had reached during the 1990s. During this period, Turkey grew closer 

to Russia, Iran, China, and some Middle Eastern countries, but not to 

Central Asia. A ‘new’ Turkey with rising authoritarianism and a rentier 

economy with decreasing levels of economic growth began to replace the 

previous Turkey, which was a candidate for the membership of the EU, 

close to the West, characterized by democratic values and a liberal and 

competitive economy with high levels of economic growth. This new 

Turkey, unable to provide an attractive model for the liberal progress of 

Central Asian countries or an alternative to the Russian-led state of af- 

fairs, aimed to keep the previous momentum of relations within certain 

limits that would be compatible with its new alliance with Russia. The 

rising role of Russia in the region thus ensures the maintenance of the 

historical and geopolitical status quo, which prevented Turkish-Central 

Asian relations from developing beyond established limits. By drawing 

closer to Russia and China, two great powers around the region, while 

growing increasingly distant from the liberal-democratic world and los- 

ing their support, Turkey has no option but to accept the status quo in 

Central Asia. 

The Ottoman Empire adopted the expansion towards the west and 

the Islamization of Europe as the main building block of its foreign 

strategy. It turned to the East only when necessary in order to eliminate 
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threats, such as the rise of Iranian Shia power, and to create a cohesive 

and stable Muslim world in the Middle East to consolidate its position 

against the West. Its successor, Turkey, because of the historical con- 

ditions of its birth after the collapse of the empire and its geopolitical 

circumstances and challenges, adopted both an internal socio-cultural 

westernization policy and a foreign strategy of western orientation for 

most of the 20th century. When Turkey recognized that European lead- 

ers did not welcome its attempts to be a member of the EU, it tried to bal- 

ance its relations in Europe in the 1980s with interests in the Middle East. 

Economic liberalization during the 1980s fostered the rise of a business 

bourgeoisie and industrial production, and increased Turkey’s need for 

new markets in the wider Middle East and Eurasia. Turkey did not miss 

the geopolitical opportunities created by the end of the Cold War era and 

expanded its role in different regions, including Central Asia. However, 

the euphoria of the 1990s was gradually replaced by a disillusionment 

due to limits of Turkey’s capacity as well as other historical-geopolitical 

realities. The Middle East, rather than Central Asia, became the focus 

of JDP-period Turkish foreign policy activism became the Middle East 

rather than Central Asia. Turkey’s expanded role in the Middle East in 

accordance with Davutoglu’s ‘strategic depth’ was replaced by ‘precious 

loneliness’ when Turkey failed to achieve its goals in the Syrian crisis. 

(Aydın, 2019: 368-375) 

Turkey reaped the benefits of the interim transition period of the 

early 1990s. However, after a time it became clear that Russia was back. 

Erdoğan’s coalition with the authoritarian-minded and Eurasianist mili- 

tary bureaucracy after the corruption scandal of December 17-25, 2013, 

and the coup attempt of July-15, 2016 brought traditional Kemalist iso- 

lationist reflexes back in Turkish foreign policy. Almost all of the active 

and assertive foreign policy engagements were abandoned as the new 

regime prioritized the maintenance of its domestic authority. The new 

regime preferred a closed society under tight control to an open society 

which would have engagements in different regions requiring a proac- 

tive foreign policy. Thus, in spite of short-term fluctuations, Turkey was 
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anchored again in its decades-long inactive foreign policy outlook in ac- 

cordance with its - at best - middle-power position, vulnerable to the in- 

fluences of great powers. Historically established geopolitical restraints 

as well as = Turkey’s limited role in the great-power-driven regional and 

international system and status quo have dominated Turkish foreign 

policy to this day. 

Foreign Policy of Central Asian States 

The foreign policies of Central Asian states, on the other hand, cannot 

be defined in terms of ideology, emotions, or nostalgia. Central Asian 

republics pursue their interests in a pragmatic way according to their 

historical-geopolitical circumstances and with consideration to bal- 

ances of power. The established status quo in the region in terms of the 

basic parameters of political systems and identities of the regimes and 

the leaders, which were inherited from the Soviet period, continues to 

a significant degree even today. Despite their independence, endur- 

ing Soviet legacies made it impossible to end dependence on Russia 

overnight. After independence the leaders of the Central Asian repub- 

lics, almost all of whom were the first secretaries of the communist 

parties of their countries during the Soviet period, were well aware of 

the reality of Russia’s dominant position in the region. Foreign policy 

options for the leaders are constrained not only by the conditions of the 

regional milieu and global setting but also by the historical, cul- tural, 

and geopolitical context, and the economic and military capaci- ty of 

their countries. History, national identity, self/other perceptions, 

political culture, and geopolitical realities shape strategic mentalities 

and foreign policy impulses of the political leaders and foreign policy 

bureaucracies. Therefore, they did not share the emotional approaches 

of some Turkish leaders and nationalist sentiment of Turkish public 

opinion. As can be seen in the recent study of Amirbek and Aydin, 

Central Asian societies are also far from sharing the perception of the 

Turkish public opinion about a common Turkic world (Amirbek & 

Aydin, 2015: 22). 
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Different historical backgrounds shaped the respective national iden- 

tities in Turkey and Central Asia. While the word ‘Turk’ referred to a com- 

mon Turkic world, including Central Asian Turkic nations, in Turkish na- 

tional conception because of Kemalist nationalist policies, Central Asian 

conceptions of nationality are the product of Stalin’s ‘nationalities’ poli- 

cy which divided the region into five principle nationalities who gained 

the status of Union Republic (Olcott, 2001: 14). Soviet Socialist Repub- 

lics were demarcated as national units with clear boundaries and definite 

ethno-national affiliations under the Soviet central authority. Post-Soviet 

nationalisms were essentially the result of Stalin’s conception of ‘nation’ 

in which the ‘one nation - one state’ principle predominated. Under the 

Soviet policy of nationalities, the national identity of each Central Asian 

republic was purified from previous references to Turkestan and to a com- 

mon Turkic world in accordance with the Soviet ‘divide and rule’ strategy. 

The titular nation and the elite in each republic conceive their state as the 

nation-state of and for their distinct ethno-nation, distinct from the other 

Central Asian nations. Soviet ethno-politics emphasized the uniqueness 

and distinctiveness of the titular nation of each republic, and this legacy 

endured in post-Soviet national identity policies in Central Asia. (Bunce, 

2005: 426-427; Goshulak, 2003: 494-498; Lapidus, 2002: 328; Slezkine, 

1994: 413-452; Beissinger, 1997: 157-185). Because Soviet authorities 

perceived pan-Islamism and pan-Turkism as serious threats, they total- 

ly eliminated a common Turkish identity and replaced it with individu- 

al country-based national identities and nationalisms in Central Asian 

states. There is, therefore, no supporting base for Turkish dreams of a 

common Turkic world in the current socio-political realities of the region. 

As they attach great importance to their national sovereignty and distinct 

identities, the Central Asian republics are averse to coming under another 

supra-national political entity or another big brother (Aydın, 2004: 7). The 

leaders of the CAR are likely to maintain this Soviet-designed status quo 

in accordance with the requirements of national mobilization and the le- 

gitimacy of their existing national regimes and orders (Esenova, 2002: 12). 

‘Nationalism has a better chance of success than Pan movements in the 
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political arena – as history has often demonstrated – thanks to its ability 

to generate stronger sentiments and deeper loyalties.’ (Landau, 1995: 191). 

This historical-geopolitical context currently defines the foreign-policy 

identities and orientations of these republics. Their formulation of nation- 

al identity, ideology, and foreign strategy is expected to be congruent with 

the master design and strategy of the historical-geopolitical overlords of 

the region because they lack an alternative identity, political will, and the 

power to radically change this status quo. 

In the 1990s, some analysts and Turkish nationalists discussed the 

possibility of a reunification of Central Asian republics on the basis of 

historical Turkistan as a solution to problems of economic regionaliza- 

tion, trans-border conflicts and inter-ethnic strife (Gleason, 1993: 351). 

Reunification seemed to be an effective solution to minimize the negative 

side effects that may accompany the disintegration of the interdependent 

Soviet system. However, post-independence integration attempts did 

not emerge in Central Asia by the initiative of the republics themselves. 

Rather, they became members of regional organizations such as the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, Eurasian Economic Community, 

and the Eurasian Union which were created at a larger scale by Russia. 

Geographic proximity, shared Soviet-era traditions, a common language 

(Russian) and other common socio-economic features encouraged the 

development of regional integration with Russia. Before the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, the Soviet security umbrella had protected Central 

Asia from both external threats and internal (interethnic and inter-re- 

public) conflicts. Because of entrenched habits and some mutual inter- 

ests between the ruling elites, Russia has kept its leading place among the 

foreign policy priorities of the republics. However, these organizations 

could not achieve a level of integration like that of the EU because the 

republics lacked strong and stable political will for deeper integration. 

Leaders have been hesitant to give up any of their sovereignty to a higher 

mechanism, through which they might be vulnerable to the hegemony 

of Russia or of each other. (Nezihoglu and Sayin, 2013: 377-380). Their 

eagerness to maintain their national sovereignty, disagreements and bor- 
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der conflicts between each other leading to mutual distrust, Uzbekistan’s 

“keep-away” policy from attempts for integration, and Turkmenistan’s 

impartial policy and neutrality formed hindrances in the way of Cen- 

tral Asian integration projects (Amirbek & Aydin, 2015: 23). A Central 

Asian integration, however, designed by the Central Asian initiatives ac- 

cording to the Central Asian interests, has the potential to establish the 

region as a united and a greater entity in a stronger and more advanta- 

geous position against the interventions of great powers such as China or 

Russia. Therefore, these great powers are reluctant to see a Central Asia 

unified outside their leadership that would be less vulnerable to their 

influence. Iran is also likely to be opposed to the revival of a historically 

rival Turkic and Sunni world. The other global great powers such as the 

US are unlikely to support the rise of a Turkic world by the integration 

of Central Asia together with Turkey, which might attract Tajikistan, Af- 

ghanistan, and other countries in the Muslim world by leading to the rise of 

a Muslim power in world politics. Therefore, the current international 

conjuncture resulting from historical-geopolitical realities of the region- 

al and international system seems to be the main systemic obstacle to the 

rise of an effectively unified Central Asia. 

The industrial, technological, economic, and military capacity and 

power of a country define its position in the distribution and balance 

of power within a regional system. The abilities of countries to set goals 

and achieve their foreign policy objectives is proportional to their power 

position. Countries in a weak posture that are unable to end their depen- 

dency are likely to comply with great power policies until they are able to 

create a counter-balance by unifying with other smaller powers or align- 

ing with some great powers against others. The enduring parameters of 

a regional system provide guiding principles and outlines for the for- 

eign-policy options of a weak player within that system (Breuning, 2007: 

149-156). To minimize the disadvantages and unfavorable circumstanc- 

es of asymmetrical relations with the great power(s) in a regional system, 

weaker states prefer to diversify partners for cooperation and alternate 

allies instead of remaining loyal to only one power. While they avoid 
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alarming the great power(s) of their region by threatening their strate- 

gic interests or entering a strategic alliance with other powers outside 

the region, they seek alternative outlets to decrease their dependency 

and create greater room for maneuvering. Central Asian countries avoid 

binding themselves to a single power. Instead, each republic prefers to 

diversify its foreign engagements to preserve its sovereignty (Bazarbayev 

and Zulpiharova, 2013: 104). Multi-vector foreign policy has appeared 

as the most rational foreign policy strategy for Central Asian states to 

attract a variety of actors in different issue-areas where they have need- 

ed alternative sources of assistance in order to mitigate the costs of de- 

pendency inherent in core-periphery relations. Since independence, the 

Central Asian republics have tried to develop their relations and cooper- 

ation with different global and regional actors, though Russia has main- 

tained its dominant role in their strategic orientation. While they were 

trying to diversify partners with a pragmatic and market-oriented ratio- 

nale in order to pursue their interests, they sought to balance the diverse 

interests of various players and avoided becoming dependent on a single 

power. All these historical-geopolitical realities set the boundaries of the 

relations between Central Asia and Turkey. 

Conclusion 

In accordance with neorealist or structural realist arguments, structural 

parameters of an international or regional system define behaviors of the 

units of the system. Distribution of national capabilities in a system cre- 

ates systemic restraints on the foreign policies of the actors interacting in 

the system. The position of an actor in a system defines the contours of its 

foreign policy in proportion to its relative power. Weaker states in a great 

power-driven regional system can pursue their foreign policy objectives 

within limited confines without violating guiding principles of the re- 

gional structural establishment. The fact that weaker states lack capabili- 

ties to act independently leads to asymmetrical patterns of relations with 

the great powers of the regional system, and creates dependency. Central 

Asia, which once held a central position and was a dominant military 
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power in world politics, fell under the rule of two expanding powers in 

the 18th and 19th centuries. Russia, expanding from the northwest, oc- 

cupied Central Asia while China, expanding from the southeast, invaded 

historical eastern Turkestan, Xinjiang. Transition from a central position 

to a peripheral one in the imperial designs of two rising giants by the loss 

of military power and independence created a new but enduring geopo- 

litical system in the region. From the Cold War era to the post-Cold War 

era, the name of Russian power changed from the Soviet Union to Russia or 

the Russian Federation. However, Russia’s status as a great power has not 

changed. Both Russia, as the former overlord of the region and a 

military great power, and China, as a military, financial-economic, and 

industrial-technological giant, surrounding Central Asia, have been fur- 

ther increasing their influence in the region in recent years. 

Turkey seemed to be the closest partner for the newly independent 

republics s early in the 1990s. There were high expectations, especially 

on the Turkish side, regarding the emergence of a Turkic world. How- 

ever, enduring historical-geopolitical legacies and its limited capacity 

ultimately made Turkey no more than one of the several players with 

which Central Asian states have established relations without alienat- 

ing Russia. Putin revived the leading role of Russia in the “near abroad” 

and, accordingly, gradually integrated Central Asian economies under 

the Eurasian Economic Union and Customs Union so that Russian man- 

ufactured goods began to dominate the regional market. Decades-long 

Russian domination, territorial proximity, its military operational ca- 

pacity in Eurasia and Central Asia, and its role as a guarantor against 

security challenges such as border conflicts and ethnic tensions put Rus- 

sia in a more advantageous position than other players. Central Asian 

leaders learned from the Georgian and Ukrainian crises in which there 

was no immediate military response by Western powers to Russian mili- 

tary operations in its traditional zone of influence. While Russia is trying 

to bring the countries in her “near abroad” under its hegemony again, 

China is also increasing its influence in the region through commercial 

expansionism and assertive projects such as the BRI (the Belt and Road 
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Initiative). Through the BRI, China is investing billions of dollars in the 

Central Asia and developing the economy of the region as well as in- 

creasing trade ties and transportation and energy infrastructure It is not 

realistic to expect either of the great powers dominating the geopolitics 

of Central Asia to abandon the region to their own initiatives or to the 

influence of the other powers. These geopolitical twin giants regard the 

rise of influence of the other powers in the region as detrimental to their 

strategic interests and encroaching on their zone of influence. Any vital 

threat to the historical status quo in the region is likely to be opposed by 

these powers. 

The historical-geopolitical realities of Central Asia have created a 

regional context that limits room for both Turkey and the Central Asian 

republics to maneuver. Only a radical change and a tectonic shift in this 

historical establishment and geopolitical context might allow them to go 

beyond the limits. Moreover, a foreign policy assertiveness and activism 

beyond these limits would require a strong political will at the state level in 

these countries as well. However, there are no such signs of such a will at 

either the state or societal level in Central Asian countries because of the 

enduring Soviet socio-political and socio-cultural legacies. Post-So- viet 

political regimes in Central Asia seem to be comfortable in the per- 

sistent authoritarianism of the Russo-China-led regional system. Turkey, 

on the other side, also lacks such a political will, as its top priority in the 

past decade became the consolidation of an authoritarian regime. If 

Turkey continues on the same authoritarian path, steering away from 

liberal democracy and the West, it is unlikely to be able to provide an 

alternative model or exit from the established regional status quo. A ris- 

ing Turkish role and increased activism in Central Asia with its limited 

power and capability is likely to bring Turkey into confrontation with 

Russia without any likelihood of success. Neither Turkey nor the Central 

Asian republics can change this status quo without a democratic political 

and liberal economic transformation, as well as a strong alliance with the 

Western democratic world. Central Asian countries currently lack signs 

of such a transformation. Furthermore, the U.S. and the EU have failed 
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to develop a coherent joint strategy towards Central Asia to give effective 

support for such a transformation and to provide the region with the 

assistance needed to exit from this regional status quo. 
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Introduction 

tudy abroad is a part of the larger phenomenon of internation- 

al education, which can be studied through the prism of dif- 

ferent disciplines including education itself, economics, politi- 

cal science, intercultural communication, psychology and sociology. 

Cross-border student migration is the most substantial part of interna- 

tional education and an integral part of global human migration flows. 

In 2017, there were over 5.3 million international students, up from 2 

million in 2000. As UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics notes, more than 

half of these were enrolled in educational programmes in six coun- 

tries: the United States of America, the United Kingdom, Australia, 

France, Germany and the Russian Federation (2019). Prominent send- 

ing countries of international students include China, India, Germany, 

South Korea, Nigeria, France, Saudi Arabia and, notably, several Cen- 

tral Asian countries. 

In the wider context of international relations, higher education plays 

an integral role in shaping a nation’s soft power, defined as “the ability to 

get what you want through attraction rather than through coercion or pay- 

ments” (Nye, 2005, p.11). Educational exchanges are effective vehicles of 

public diplomacy and international development aid programmes as they 

are often sponsored and coordinated by governments. This is especially 

true in the case of short-term exchange programmes that involve younger 

participants who are considered future leaders of their respective coun- 

tries. As Joseph S. Nye rightly noted, “Because exchanges affect elites, one 

or two key contacts may have a major political effect” (Nye, 2005, p.14). 

Another key aspect of the sector is the booming global market for higher 

education, in which universities compete to attract international students. 

An increasing number of countries have introduced scholarships and es- 

tablished exchange programmes to facilitate cross-border student mobil- 

ity. Universities and governments also consider exchange programmes as 

great tools to promote their image internationally and raise awareness of 

their culture, language, and politics, as well as expanding their recognition 

and elevating their reputation. Central Asia is fortunate enough to be the 



Emerging Central Asia: Managing Great Power Relations 136 
 

 

 
subject of interest of numerous international actors and as such is a recip- 

ient of opportunities provided by higher education mobility agencies such 

as Russia’s Rossotrudnichestvo, the EU’s Erasmus+, the American Educa- 

tionUSA and Fulbright Program, China’s Confucius Institute, as well as 

Turkey’s scholarships, Indian governmental scholarships, Pakistan’s HEC 

and many others. 

The region has seen rapid growth in the number of students at- 

tending higher education since the end of the Soviet period, particular- 

ly in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. In Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, on the 

contrary, the governments tried to salvage the situation by improving 

weak secondary education performance, and did not consider tertiary 

education as the priority. As a result, in the latter two countries, which 

also demonstrated the highest birth rates among the post-Soviet states, 

domestic tertiary enrolment remains markedly low, and national uni- 

versities have not kept pace with the growing demand for higher edu- 

cation (Brunner & Tillett, 2007: pp. 30-33, 37-38). According to the UIS 

(2019b), the number of nationals of Central Asian countries studying 

abroad has experienced steady growth from 67,300 in 2003 to 156,600 in 

2012 and 197,055 in 2019. 

International education and, more specifically, study abroad, have 

received a great deal of coverage in academic literature, particularly on 

the topic of human and labor migration from Central Asia. However, 

there are not many publications examining trends in cross-border stu- 

dent migration in this particular region. For the purposes of this paper, 

a comprehensive analytical review of the role of Russia and Kazakhstan 

in the Eurasian migration system conducted by Ryazantsev & Korneev 

(2014) was particularly useful, as it considers student mobility as an 

integral and important part of migration flow in the post-Soviet space. 

Also worthy of note are works devoted to educational reforms in the 

post-Soviet transition period by Anderson and Heyneman (2005), for 

instance, and also by Brunner and Tillett (2007), the latter being an 

extensive analytical report prepared for The World Bank. Additional- 

ly, there are some interesting pieces focused on the Bolashak national 
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scholarship program of Kazakhstan by Nurbek et al. (2014), Sagintaeva 

& Jumankulov (2015), and Del Sordi (2017). 

The Russian Federation attracts more mobile students from Cen- 

tral Asia than any other destination; besides, Russian is the widespread 

language of communication, education and media throughout the re- 

gion. It is for this reason that this chapter also utilises academic publi- 

cations in the Russian language, reflecting the Russian perspective, as 

well as approaches from the region, especially Kazakhstan. The topic of 

student migration is presented in a comprehensive study supported by 

the Eurasia Heritage Foundation (Gavrilov et al., 2012). Various aspects 

of international mobility from Central Asia to Russian universities are 

covered by Mitin (2010), Poletaev (2012), Alexeeva (2012), Shneyder 

(2019). Most of the listed Russian authors consider cross-border student 

mobility and recruitment of international students as a tool of interna- 

tionalization of Russian universities by engagement in the global tertia- 

ry education market. Practical issues, such as course design, language 

programmes, accommodation, cultural adaptation and legal status of 

international students are also covered. Works by Dementyeva (2008), 

Bulatova and Glukhov (2019) provide good examples of perspectives on 

recruiting, teaching and assisting international students in Russian uni- 

versities. Student migration from Kazakhstan to Russia, given its larger 

scale, is the focus of Rakisheva and Poletaev (2011), who analyze the 

cross-border student mobility between the two countries as a part of the 

Russian-led Eurasian economic integration. 

This paper is intended to analyze outward student migration from, 

in and between post-Soviet Central Asian Republics. Two research ques- 

tions are at work here: 

1. What are the most prominent destinations to study abroad for the 

Central Asian mobile students? 

2. What are the pull and push factors beyond cross-border student 

migration from, to and within the region? 

The research is based mostly on data from open sources such as 

annual country reports on the flow of tertiary-level students, which are 
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collected and published by the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) 

(see Tables 1-3). The UIS is still the most comprehensive database on 

this subject, with global coverage including Central Asia. However, 

some numbers are indirect estimates or nonexistent, as in the case of 

Turkmenistan. The Migration Portal managed and developed by Inter- 

national Organization for Migration (IOM) also contains valuable data 

on internationally mobile students. Other statistics on mobile students, 

such as reports from the national ministries of higher education, were 

also used as auxiliary sources. For example, the Russian Ministry of 

Science and Higher Education issues annual statistical bulletins on in- 

ternational students containing information on their countries of or- 

igin, source of tuition (self-paid or sponsored by the Russian govern- 

ment), academic profile, mode of study (full-time or extramural), and 

distribution throughout the Russian regions and universities. 

International education has no universally agreed upon definition 

in academic literature. This paper defines international education as 

“the informal, non-formal, and formal educational relationships among 

peoples of various nation-states”, without focusing on global issues that 

transcend national boundaries, otherwise necessary for a more complete 

definition (Gutek, 1993, p.33). In modern literature, the term “interna- 

tional education” is concurrently used along with “internationalization 

(of higher education)”, and variations like “borderless education”, “trans- 

national education”, and “cross-border education”. According to Knight 

(2003), internationalization at the national, sectoral, and institutional 

levels is defined as “the process of integrating an international, inter- 

cultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of 

postsecondary education” (p. 2). In practice, the six major components 

of internationalization of higher education are: a) international student 

recruitment b) student and scholar mobility; c) research and knowl- 

edge exchange and technical assistance; d) marketing and expansion 

of university campuses and branches abroad; e) internationalization of 

campus curricula; and f) virtual transnational internationalization (like 

MOOCs) (Khorasandi Taskoh, 2014, pp. 24-25). 
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“International students” refers to foreign nationals who left their 

country of origin and moved to another country for the purpose of study. 

This definition is borrowed from the glossary adopted by the Organisa- 

tion for Economic Cooperation and Development, which also defines 

international students as “students who are not permanent or usual resi- 

dents of their country of study or alternatively as students who obtained 

their prior education in a different country” (OECD, 2012, p. 371). In 

2015 the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS), OECD and EUROSTAT, 

the European Union’s statistical office, gave a more precise definition of 

“internationally mobile students” as those who are enrolled for a tertiary 

degree (or higher), therefore the length of stay is typically more than one 

year, and up to 7 years (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2015; Migration 

Portal, 2017). International students generally hold a non-resident visa 

status (sometimes called a student visa) to pursue a tertiary degree (or 

higher) in the destination country. These individuals are also called “de- 

gree-mobile students,” to emphasize the fact that they would be granted 

a foreign degree, and to distinguish them from “credit-mobile students” 

on short exchange or study-abroad trips (Migration Portal, 2017). 

Key Statistics 

The UIS data collection provides an assessment of current trends in 

cross-border student mobility in Central Asia. For this paper, the select- 

ed parameters for observation are the numbers of nationals of Central 

Asian countries going to study abroad, and the most prominent coun- 

tries of their destination (Table 9); numbers of internationally mobile 

students coming to central Asia with academic purposes and their dis- 

tribution between the five hosting countries (Table 10); a comparison 

of several indicators showing each country’s share in the global student 

migration flow, number of tertiary students from the country studying 

abroad and percentage of international students hosted within each 

country (Table 11). These figures show the degree of involvement of each 

nation in the global student migration and the level of internationaliza- 

tion of regional universities. 
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Table 9: Top 10 Study Abroad Destinations for Students from 

Countries of Central Asia (2019) 

No. Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan 

 
1. 

Russia 

(65,237) 

Russia 

(5,523) 

Russia 

(14,204) 

Russia 

(17,457) 

Russia 

(20,862) 

 
2. 

Kyrgyzstan 

(3,290) 

Turkey 

(2,032) 

Kyr- 

gyzstan 

(1,856) 

Turkey 

(10,418) 

Kazakh- 

stan 

(9,641) 

 
3. 

Turkey 

(2,015) 

Kazakhstan 

(1,117) 

Turkey 

(692) 

Belarus 

(7,434) 

Ukraine 

(1,872) 

 
4. 

 
USA (1,707) 

Germany 

(477) 

Kazakh- 

stan (563) 

Ukraine 

(3,679) 

South Ko- 

rea (1,716) 

 
5. 

Czech 

Republic 

(1,648) 

Saudi Ara- 

bia (359) 

Belarus 

(478) 

Kazakhstan 

(1,378) 

Latvia 

(1,025) 

 
6. 

United 

Kingdom 

(1,436) 

South Korea 

(195) 

Saudi 

Arabia 

(397) 

Tajikistan 

(869) 

Kyrgyzstan 

(882) 

 
7. 

Malaysia 

(808) 

 
USA (195) 

Ukraine 

(207) 

Uzbekistan 

(246) 

Turkey 

(736) 

 
8. 

Germany 

(750) 

Tajikistan 

(129) 

USA 

(202) 

 
USA (233) 

Germany 

(651) 

 
9. 

South Korea 

(659) 

Malaysia 

(124) 

Egypt 

(167) 

Azerbaijan 

(226) 

 
USA (495) 

 
10. 

Poland 

(649) 

Jordan 

(103) 

Poland 

(164) 

 
Malaysia (213) 

Japan 

(384) 

Data analysis: A Russia-centric Student Migration Sys- 

tem? 

As is evident from Table 9, the most popular destination to study 

abroad for students throughout Central Asia is the Russian Feder- ation, 

possibly due to geographic proximity, economic interdepen- 
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dence, developed transportation infrastructure inherited from the 

Soviet Union and the persistent presence of the Russian language as 

a medium of communication in all five republics, apart from Turk- 

menistan. 

 
Table 10: Top 10 Countries of Origin of International Students in 

Central Asia Countries (2019) 

No. Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan 

 
1. 

Uzbekistan 

(9,641) 

India 

(6,828) 

Turkmeni- 

stan (869) 

 
no data 

Turkmenistan 

(246) 

 
2. 

India (3,719) Kazakhstan 

(3,290) 

 
India (573) 

 
no data 

 
Russia (174) 

 
3. 

Turkmenistan 

(2,699) 

Tajikistan 

(1,856) 

Afghanistan 

(256) 

 
no data 

Kazakhstan 

(108) 

 
4. 

 
Russia(1,511) 

Russia 

(1,535) 

Kazakhstan 

(177) 

 
no data 

Kyrgystan 

(36) 

 
5. 

 
China (1,472) 

Uzbekistan 

(882) 

Kyrgyzstan 

(129) 

 
no data 

 
Tajikistan (20) 

 
6. 

Kyrgyzstan 

(1,117) 

Turkey 

(624) 

 
Russia (111) 

 
no data 

 
Ukraine (14) 

 
7. 

Mongolia 

(612) 

Pakistan 

(579) 

Korea, DPR 

(35) 

 
no data 

 
Armenia (7) 

 
8. 

Tajikistan 

(563) 

 
China (273) 

Uzbekistan 

(35) 

 
no data 

 
Azerbaijan (6) 

 
9. 

Afghanistan 

(427) 

Afghanistan 

(169) 

 
Iran (25) 

 
no data 

 
no data 

 
10. 

 
Turkey (257) 

Turkmeni- 

stan (51) 

 
Turkey (7) 

 
no data 

 
no data 
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Table 11: Indicators of International Student Migration to and 

from Central Asian Countries (2019) 

Indicators KZ KG TJ TM UZ 

Students abroad: 

Total number of students from 

the country studying abroad 

84,681 11,399 19,762 46,223 34,990 

Percentage of the global num- 

ber of students studying abroad 

1,6 0,2 0,4 0,9 0,7 

Outbound mobility ratio (total 

number of tertiary students 

from the country studying 

abroad, expressed as a percent- 

age of total tertiary enrolment 

of that country) 

13,5 4,9 7,5 - 12,4 

Gross outbound enrolment 

ratio (total number of tertiary 

students from the country 

studying abroad, expressed as 

a percentage of tertiary age in 

that country) 

6,8 2,1 2,3 - 1,1 

Students hosted: 

Total number of students from 

abroad hosted 

22,728 16,534 2,238 - 700 

Total number of international 

students hosted, expressed as a 

percentage of the global num- 

ber of mobile students 

0,4 0,3 0,0 - 0,0 

Inbound mobility rate (total 

number of tertiary students 

from abroad studying in 

the country, expressed as a 

percentage of total tertiary 

enrolment of that country 

3,3 7,6 0,8 - 0,2 

Indeed, nationals from the former USSR now make up more than 

a half of the total number of international students (about 53 %), the 

majority of which represent students from Central Asian countries. In 

the 2016/2017 academic year, the Russian Federal Ministry of Higher 
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Education and Science reported on 122,508 citizens of post-Soviet states 

(including Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia), of whom 90,560 

(or 73,9%) came from Central Asia (Ministry of Science and Higher Ed- 

ucation of the Russian Federation, 2018, pp. 168-173). The UIS figures 

on tertiary student migration generally exceed the data presented in the 

Russian ministerial statistics. This is partially due to the fact that the en- 

rollment of foreign nationals in part-time degree programmes is counted 

separately. In the same period 83,869 international students took part- 

time courses in Russia, of whom 96% (80,505) hailed from post-Soviet 

countries. Among this subgroup, Central Asian mobile students consti- 

tuted about 63% (51,065) (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of 

the Russian Federation, 2018, pp. 306-310). 

Considering this data, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 

student migration flow from Central Asia to Russia naturally converges 

with the stream of labor migration. The decisive factor, in this case, is 

demography. Russian birth rates had significantly reduced the number 

of high school graduates by the early 1990s, causing competition for ap- 

plicants among higher education institutions. Hence, universities were 

forced to become more open internationally and to recruit more stu- 

dents from abroad (Dementyeva, 2008, p. 40; Ryazantsev & Korneev, 

2017). 

One of the most important, but often untold, motivations to study 

in Russian universities is the use of academic mobility as a channel for 

permanent immigration, particularly by ethnic Russians from Central 

Asia. Half of the eight million or more ethnic Russians from the former 

Soviet Republics between 1990 and 2003 were from Uzbekistan, Turk- 

menistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, as these countries 

housed more than one third of the Russian diaspora (Peyrouse, 2008). 

According to the Federal Law No. 99 of 1999, students from newly inde- 

pendent states generally received the designation ‘Russian compatriots’ 

(sootechestvenniki). A ‘compatriot’ is, in Russian terms, ‘any citizen of 

the former Soviet Union, even if he or she, or their forebears, never lived 

in the RSFSR (now the Russian Federation)’ (Zhuravsky & Vyhovanets, 
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2013). Article 17 of this Law set out measures designed to defend the 

rights of compatriots in the areas of culture, language, religion and ed- 

ucation. For migrants from the former Soviet republics, their constitu- 

tional right (on a competitive basis) to receive free higher education was 

and remains a strong incentive as it offers an opportunity to become nat- 

uralized citizens of the Russian Federation. Hence, foreign nationals able to 

prove their compatriot status (a relatively simple task) could claim a 

right of admission equal to that of a Russian citizen, including enrolment 

in tuition-free university programmes. For the most part, an ethnic Rus- 

sian migrant student will achieve Russian citizenship after graduation 

and therefore cease to be a foreigner. 

Overlapping cross-border student migration and permanent immi- 

gration to Russia is a common phenomenon in the case of Kazakhstan. 

The majority of ethnic Russians from Central Asia wishing to study in 

Russia aimed to stay there for permanent residence; many mobile stu- 

dents consider naturalization after graduation ‘a natural choice’ (Gavri- 

lov et al., 2012). Russian universities are also preferred by 53 % of inter- 

viewees of non-Kazakh ethnicity, while 90 % of ethnic Kazakhs would 

choose any other study abroad destination except Russia (Rakisheva and 

Poletaev, 2011; Poletaev, 2012). Kazakhstan’s reputation as the biggest 

“supplier” of foreign students to Russian universities (more than 65,000 

in 2019) has been reported with alarm by the country’s media, who often 

blame Russia for a brain drain and depopulation of its adjacent territo- 

ries (Gareeva, 2018). 

Russian governmental support for universities and their proactive 

marketing policies contribute to the pull factors of incoming cross-bor- 

der student migration. Since 2003, Russia has been distributing quotas 

for tuition-free university education for foreign applicants subsidized by 

governmental scholarships. This quota was fixed at 7,000 students from 

2003-2007, and grew to 10,000 in 2008-2012. In 2013 the annual quota for 

foreign students was increased to 15,000, resulting in significant growth 

in the number of international students (predominantly from Post-Soviet 

countries) in Russian universities. Students were recruited not only in “tra- 
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ditional” hubs for international education like Moscow, Saint-Petersburg, 

Novosibirsk and Voronezh, but even in small and medium-sized institu- 

tions throughout the country. A number of provincial universities have 

taken international students exclusively from Central Asia, the majority of 

whom speak Russian well. The Russian government discussed further in- 

creases to subsidize 20,000 scholarships per annum by 2019, but the West- 

ern sanctions imposed in 2014 and economic difficulties have resulted in 

the deferral of these programs (Chernykh & Kiseleva, 2015). Despite these 

limits, the total share of international students from the Central Asian 

Republics on Russian campuses reached 39,4% in the academic year of 

2016/2017, followed by 25% from the Asia-Pacific region (predominantly 

China, India and Vietnam), which supplied more international students 

globally than any other region (Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2018, pp.168-173). Such figures imply that Rus- 

sia regards Central Asia as their priority international market and employs 

vigorous outreach in this region. 

Russia’s strong advantages include geographic proximity, the com- 

mon cultural legacy of the Russian empire and Soviet Union and the 

Russian language, which is still among the main means of local com- 

munication. Furthermore, Russian higher education is generally more 

affordable than fee-based programmes in North America, Europe or the 

Asia-Pacific. 

Established in 2008, the Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of 

Independent States, Compatriots Living Abroad and International Hu- 

manitarian Cooperation (Rossotrudnichestvo) has linked Russian uni- 

versities with foreign policy and, therefore, placed higher education pro- 

grammes into the context of Russia’s public diplomacy and development 

aid. Operating under the auspices of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

the agency gave Russian universities greater ability to promote them- 

selves abroad using a network of Russian Centres of Science and Culture 

(RCSC). Generally operating at Russian diplomatic missions, the RCSC 

provides language courses, libraries and support offices for ethnic Rus- 

sian communities and NGOs. They also organize presentations and exhi- 
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bitions on opportunities to study in Russia for the local public. Although 

a few of the wealthier Russian universities choose to engage recruits on 

their own and organize exhibitions at more expensive and prestigious 

international higher education fairs, the RCSC events might be the only 

way that many smaller institutions can afford to represent themselves. 

RCSC also provides their premises as testing centers for many Russian 

universities. This practice is not tolerated in some countries, however, 

particularly in Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan (REGNUM News, 2018). 

Russia continues its ambitions to extend the RCSC’s global network 

to 100 countries in order to support pro-Russian NGOs and promote 

Russian-language studies and cultural diplomacy initiatives (Kosachev, 

2012). The Russian government is also attempting to restore ties with So- 

viet and Russian university alumni around the world. In 2020, the Glob- 

al Alumni Alliance of Soviet/Russian Academic Institutions acted as an 

umbrella for 73 country associations (Vsemirnaya, 2020). 

Some Russian universities have also established regional branches 

in Central Asia in line with Russia’s foreign policy guidelines. For in- 

stance, Lomonosov Moscow State University has opened branches in 

Nur-Sultan, Tashkent and Dushanbe. Also worthy of note is the network 

of joint Russian (Slavonic) universities that operate in Dushanbe and 

Bishkek under bilateral intergovernmental agreements under the joint 

jurisdiction of the Russian Federation and the host country. 

In summary, the Russian Federation is the centre of gravity for mi- 

grants in the post-Soviet space, including internationally mobile stu- 

dents. As Ryazantsev and Korneev note, a sustainable migration sub- 

system has formed between Russia, Kazakhstan and the Central Asian 

countries. “It is characterized by large-scale migration flows and sus- 

tainable geographic direction. It is from the Central Asian states that the 

main outflow of migrants to permanent residence has been taking place 

lately and they currently provide Russian and Kazakh industries with 

migrant workers and Russian universities with students” (p. 15). 

Embedded in public diplomacy and development aid initiatives, higher 

education programmes and governmental scholarships aim to strength- 
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en Russia’s influence in Central Asia and promote long-term regional 

projects for Moscow-led Eurasian economic integration. 

Data Analysis: (Not so) Minor Actors 

As the data in Table 1 suggests, many routes of cross-border student mi- 

gration in the post-Soviet area exist due to inertia. For example, some 

major mobile student flows go to the former Soviet republics like Belarus 

(#3 for students from Turkmenistan, # 5 for Tajikistan) and Ukraine (#3 

for Uzbekistan, #4 for Turkmenistan). In fact, these trends reflect a legacy 

of sustainable student mobility networks within the USSR. Belarus and 

Ukraine, which exist in similar economic and demographic situations as 

Russia, also pursue active marketing in Central Asia, offering affordable 

study programmes in Russian. The two countries’ universities have become 

the most serious competitors to Russian universities. In Belarus, Russian 

is one of the two official languages and the dominant language of higher 

education instruction (Zakon, 1990). In Ukraine, Russian is the language 

of instruction in higher education “on choice” (Ukrainian International 

Education Council, 2018). After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 

many international education actors came to the newly independent Cen- 

tral Asian states to explore the region’s emerging market with a total pop- 

ulation of more than 82 million. Turkey (#2 for students from Kyrgyzstan 

and Turkmenistan, #3 for those from Kazakhstan and Tajikistan), has also 

expanded its educational and Turkish language programmes in the former 

USSR under the motto of the ‘brotherhood of Turkic nations’ (Azeri, Ka- 

zakhs, Kyrgyz, Turkmens, and Uzbeks). Conversion from the Cyrillic to 

Latin alphabet in Turkmenistan, and (partly) in Uzbekistan and Kazakh- 

stan was one of the visible signs of independence and manifestation of 

the pan-Turkic solidarity. Since 1991, with governmental or private funds, 

Turkey has founded a number of joint higher education institutions in the 

region, such as Ala-Too International University in Bishkek or Suleyman 

Demirel University in Almaty. Turkey has also developed its own govern- 

mental scholarship programmes (e.g. Türkiye Burslari and TÜBİTAK), 

which have gained recognition in Central Asian countries. 
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The United States has also started to pay much attention to the 

development of educational exchanges within their public diplomacy 

with post-Soviet states. Apart from various US Department of State pro- 

grammes (Fulbright, Freedom Support Act, IREX UGRAD, etc.), nu- 

merous American Corners and EducationUSA advising centres started 

to provide guidance on admission to American universities and colleges 

in almost every country of Central Asia. The US educational presence 

is now obvious in the Bishkek-based American University of Central 

Asia (AUCA) and International University of Kyrgyzstan (operated 

jointly with San Francisco State University) as well as in a private Ka- 

zakh-American university in Almaty. 

Other minor international education players in Central Asia in- 

clude the United Kingdom with its establishment of the Kazakh-British 

Technical University in Almaty and Westminster International Univer- 

sity in Tashkent, as well as Germany with its network of DAAD country 

offices, regional offices of foundations sponsored by German political 

parties (Friedrich Ebert, Konrad Adenauer, Rosa Luxemburg), and joint 

academic institutions like German-Kazakh University in Almaty. China 

sponsors its network of Confucius Institute centres throughout the re- 

gion (Confucius Institute, 2020). Other East Asian actors are also active, 

including South Korea (#4 study abroad destination for students from 

Uzbekistan, #6 for Kyrgyzstan, #9 for Kazakhstan) and Malaysia (#7 for 

Kazakhstan, #9 for Kyrgyzstan, #10 for Turkmenistan). South Korean 

Inha University and Singapore’s branch of the Management Develop- 

ment Institute are operating in Tashkent. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have 

many nationals studying in the Middle East, particularly in Saudi Arabia 

and Egypt where many of them pursue Islamic education. 

One of the major pull factors directing the flows of international- 

ly mobile students was the increasing popularity of English along with 

a decreased use of the Russian language during the process of nation 

building in post-Soviet Central Asia. Indeed, good command of the En- 

glish language opens possibilities for migration and work in internation- 

al businesses or NGOs with foreign ties. Knowledge of English is also 
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needed for prestigious educational opportunities inside the region, such 

as the American University of Central Asia (Bishkek), the newly estab- 

lished Nazarbayev University (Astana) and the three campuses of the 

Aga Khan supported University of Central Asia (in Khorog, Tajikistan, 

Naryn, Kyrgyzstan and Tekeli, Kazakhstan). In Kazakhstan - which is at 

the forefront of the introduction of multilingualism as a tool of modern- 

ization and global communication - the government has set a goal for 

20% of the country’s population to have a mastery of English by 2020 

(Fierman, 2012, pp. 1098-1099). 

In this regard, special consideration should be given to Kazakhstan’s 

national Bolashak (“The Future”) scholarship. The aim of establishing 

the programme in 1993 was to invest in human capital development and 

ensure that this investment creates a long-lasting impact on the country’s 

development (Sagintaeva and Jumakulov, 2015). According to statistics 

by Nurbek et. al., the majority of more than 10,000 Bolashak grantees 

study in English-speaking countries (39,5% in the UK, 25% in the Unit- 

ed States) while only 8,4% Bolashak scholars go to Russia (2014, p. 48). 

The programme enforces a Kazakh language entry test, which, as a rule, 

prevents applicants of non-Kazakh ethnicity from using this opportuni- 

ty to study abroad. 

It is quite interesting to observe such strong cross-border educa- 

tional migration within the Central Asian region. For example, students 

go to Kazakhstan from Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan and to Kyrgyzstan 

from Tajikistan. Some of these linkages are successful due to a Soviet era 

legacy coupled with the limited availability of high quality institutions 

providing education for specific programmes; interethnic connections, 

geographic proximity and affordability also have an influence. Against 

this general backdrop, Kyrgyzstan prevails as the most attractive study 

abroad destination for internationally mobile students within Central 

Asia, with an inbound mobility rate of 7,6 compared to 3,3 in Kazakh- 

stan (see Table 11). The reasons for this may include the country’s open- 

ness for international players who came to explore the national market 

of higher education in the post-Soviet period. Hence, Kyrgyzstan might 
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re-evaluate the capabilities of its economy by transforming itself into a 

regional hub for quality international education. However, intra-region- 

al cross-border mobility also carries some political risks. For example, 

on February 7, 2020, the Uzbek Education Ministry offered an oppor- 

tunity for students in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan to submit 

applications to transfer to an Uzbek university with minimal paperwork 

and waived the requirement of entry exams. This decision caused chaos 

in many universities in Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, which 

host about 25,000 Uzbek students. Authorities in all these countries did 

not welcome such a sudden decision, which, in their opinion, violates 

many administrative and academic rules of a host country, and signifi- 

cantly reduces revenues from tuition fees (Najibullah, 2020). 

Conclusion 

The emergence of new international actors put an end to the previous 

monopoly of national educational systems in Central Asia, which re- 

tained significant elements from the old Soviet educational structures, 

and was, therefore, tied to the Russian academic tradition. However, 

due to economic, political and cultural interdependence, Russia remains 

the number one study abroad destination for the growing population of 

internationally mobile students from Central Asia. The Russian Fed- 

eration, in turn, supports this cross-border student migration through 

governmental scholarships or tuition free admission quotas and various 

public diplomacy and development aid initiatives. Nationals of Kyrgyz- 

stan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan form a strong flow of stu- 

dent migration to Russia, which more or less coincides with the labor 

migration flows. This is not the case, however, with incoming student 

mobility from Kazakhstan, which brings many ethnic Russians and oth- 

er students of non-Kazakh ethnicity seeking naturalization as Russian 

citizens. 

Central Asian countries support, or at least do not hinder, outgoing 

cross-border student migration, as most of them cannot provide uni- 

versal access to quality and affordable national higher education. In Ka- 

zakhstan, with its more favorable economic situation, the government 
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considers studying abroad an important tool for the nation’s modern- 

ization and, potentially, Westernization, for further engagement in the 

global economy. This does not apply, however, to Russia, as the exodus 

of young people threatens the economic, demographic and societal sus- 

tainability of Kazakhstan. The topic of cross-border student mobility re- 

mains politically loaded. The most recent examples are the securitization of 

recruiting activities by Russian universities in Kazakhstan or Uzbeki- 

stan’s decision to ease the return of its nationals studying in neighboring 

Central Asian states. 

To attract students from Central Asia, international actors are 

adopting a range of policy incentives like national and private schol- 

arships, sponsored quotas for enrollment, tuition waivers and various 

outreach activities from education fairs and language contests to the es- 

tablishment of new universities and branches in the region. Bearing in 

mind the dynamics of demography and economic growth in the region, 

as well as the ever-tightening geopolitical rivalry between Russia, China, 

and the West in Eurasia, the five post-Soviet republics of Central Asia are 

becoming a fast-growing higher education market and is likely to remain 

a growing source of international students for the coming decades. 
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Introduction 
 

n 2019, Uzbekistan’s prospects of joining the Eurasian Economic 

Union (EAEU) became a top priority in the country’s foreign policy 

agenda. The theme of Uzbek inclusion in the EAEU is hotly debated 

both in Uzbekistan and among experts on post-Soviet Central Asia. This 

paper presents an external view of the debate and assesses the implica- 

tions of this development for Central Asia. 

The paper first explores how the opportunity to join the EAEU is 

perceived within Uzbekistan versus the concrete economic advantages 

of membership. The paper argues that Uzbekistan’s accession should be 

viewed with a holistic and long-term perspective rather than purely in 

terms of economic reasons. After 25 years of self-imposed isolation, re- 

newed connectivity between Uzbekistan and the EAEU countries en- 

tails several implications and potentialities. The EAEU is regarded as the 

main framework for advancing regional integration in Central Asia. To 

explain this, the paper analyzes the possibility of accession against the 

background of the foreign policy doctrine elaborated by Uzbekistan af- 

ter independence. As a consequence of the chosen posture regional inte- 

gration stalled because its neighbours feared Uzbekistan would control 

the process. 

To overcome these obstacles, this paper considers the EAEU as a 

phenomenon of new regionalism (Söderbaum & Shaw, 2003), a com- 

plex process that goes beyond economic interests to encompass culture, 

politics and security to establish an autonomous path of development 

which softens the impacts of both Western neo-liberal globalization and 

Chinese economic expansion. This proposed union does not exclude 

other architectures of cooperation, particularly those put in place by the 

European Union as a “Greater Eurasian Partnership”. Although it was 

adversely affected by the geopolitical effects of the crisis in Ukraine, the 

EAEU still has the potential to provide a framework for a wider and 

more inclusive regional initiative to combine Russian and Chinese influ- 

ence with the EU’s regional agendas. 
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The paper is based on both primary and secondary sources, includ- ing 

interviews with senior Uzbek experts and a review of relevant mate- rials 

published on the subject. 

Uzbekistan’s Foreign Policy Trajectory and Its Impact 

on Regional Integration 

Since independence, a central tenet of Uzbek foreign policy has been to 

affirm a special responsibility to lead Central Asian integration, acting 

as the aggregating core of the five post-Soviet republics (Tolipov, 2019). 

Although this idea was treated as a national historical mission, its imple- 

mentation was at odds with other policy initiatives. Namely, Karimov’s 

Uzbekistan adopted a national ideology assigning an absolute value to 

the country’s “eternal independence” (mustaqilik) (Romashov, 2016). 

Tashkent approached regional integration in Central Asia as a con- 

tinuation of the historical leadership exerted by Uzbek political forma- 

tions, from the khanates to the special role of the Uzbek SSR during the 

Soviet era. In this context, other Central Asian states resisted Uzbek pre- 

tensions, leading to a number of stalemates and flashpoints in regional 

relations during the three decades since independence. One reflection 

of this situation was the disbanding of the Central Asian Cooperation 

Organization (CACO) in 2005 and the consequent merger with the Eur- 

asian Economic Community (EurasEC), the EAEU’s predecessor (Weitz, 

2018). This development marked the demise of the autonomous regional 

integration process. In the following years, Uzbekistan’s erratic politics 

reached a point where Russian and Kazakh integration projects had to be 

planned so as to make detours around Uzbekistan’s borders. 

All of this changed in 2016, when, after the death of Islam Karimov, 

President Mirziyoev directed Uzbek foreign policy in a more pragmatic 

direction based on mutual understanding with its neighbours. The new 

political line opened a period of eventful change for Central Asia where 

the core of the region ceased acting as an obstacle to regional connectiv- ity 

and again began to assume its natural role as a hub of Central Asian 

relations. 
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The situation called for a resumption of the processes of regional 

integration. In 2018 and 2019, Uzbekistan strived to re-animate regional 

integration by facilitating the organization of the first two meetings of all 

the Central Asian leaders in thirteen years. At the same time, it is evi- 

dent that in spite the enthusiasm elicited by the summits, Central Asian 

integration continues to face hurdles. For instance, the second follow-up 

summit, held in Tashkent in November 2019, took a long delay before 

coming to fruition. During the summit, the leaders took precautions to 

make clear that their gatherings are primarily consultative in nature, and 

“not directed against someone’s interests,” with no new regional organi- 

zation foreseen to emerge as a result (Makszimov, 2019). 

This is representative of a constant in the modern history of Cen- 

tral Asia in which regional relations are shaped by external powers. Ac- 

cordingly, as with the EurasEC, the EAEU could be a framework where 

Central Asian integration takes place. This also reflects Russia’s will to 

remain entrenched in regional processes and an awareness among re- 

gional leaders that any attempt to exclude Moscow will have unpleasant 

consequences, since Russia will then use the existing differences between 

the five states to advance its interests. 

Factors Pushing Uzbekistan towards the EAEU 

Uzbekistan’s EAEU access is evaluated by national experts primarily in 

terms of its implications for the national economy. Tashkent expects that 

the EUEA will fit Uzbek plans to reinforce export-oriented sectors of the 

national economy. Access to EAEU membership will be instrumental in 

removing trade barriers and expanding the presence of Uzbek exports 

(such as automobiles and textiles) in Russian and other EAEU markets 

by reducing transport costs and streamlining border crossing proce- 

dures (Nyematov, 2020). Given that Uzbekistan is a land locked country, 

easing the cross-border flow of goods is essential to improving the coun- 

try’s role in international trade. 

Uzbekistan can also benefit from several preferential free trade 

agreements which the EAEU has signed with several countries such as 
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Serbia, Israel, Iran, Singapore, Vietnam, China, Cuba, Egypt and Thai- 

land. This can lead to still more opportunities for Uzbek exports. Ad- 

ditional benefits are expected in the area of energy security. Since the 

EAEU is developing a “Single Hydrocarbons Market” (Mukhtarov, 

2014), Uzbekistan can expect fee reductions due to the large amounts of 

fuel it imports from Russia and Kazakhstan. 

Tashkent also expects that its EAEU membership will increase for- 

eign investment. Such investments are expected from both from inside 

the bloc (especially infrastructure investments by the Eurasian Develop- 

ment Bank and Russian banks such as VTB, Gazprombank and VEB) 

and externally from the side of economic players interested in the coun- 

try as a platform for operating in the markets of other EAEU countries 

(Karavayev, 2019). 

The issue of labor migration also stands high in the debate. Uzbeki- 

stan has the largest population of migrant workers in the Union coun- 

tries, as high as three million by some estimates.11 Accession to the EAEU 

can also dissolve several administrative hurdles that migrants currently 

face. This also has the potential to yield consistent economic returns in 

terms of remittances. 

Regional Significance of the EAEU’s Expansion to Uz- 

bekistan 

The third most populous post-Soviet country, Uzbekistan is projected 

to soon become the second largest nation in Eurasia. As a result of the 

entrance of Uzbekistan into the EAEU, the Central Asian component of 

the organization would be decidedly reinforced. Adding Uzbekistan’s 33 

million citizens and its developed economy to the current EAEU popu- 

lation of 190 million, Uzbekistan’s membership will contribute to mod- 

11 At least other 2-2,6 million Uzbek labor migrants live mostly in Russia. Paramonov 2020, 

“The Russian Foreign Policy toward Central Asia in Economic, Security and Social 

Spheres: a View from Uzbekistan”, Post-soviet studies, 3 (2), https://e46c205d-83c7- 

4e8c-bb4b-8df266fbea81.filesusr.com/ugd/0206eb_493d778031134245a9ba835d- 

fb611b34.pdf 
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erating the EAEU’s internal imbalance, where Russia accounts for 85% 

of the organization’s GDP and population. Due to this imbalance, the 

trade flows within the EAEU have a centripetal character: Russia acts as 

a center around which the economies of the four other members gravi- 

tate (with the exception of Kazakhstan, with its large energy exchanges 

with Western countries and China). 

Figure 4: Economic Ties Between EAEU Members in 201712
 

 

Source: Eurasian Economic Commission; first published in: Perović, Je- 

ronim (2019). Russia’s Eurasian Strategy; Thompson, Jack, Thränert, Ol- 

iver. Strategic Trends 2019. Key Developments in Global Affairs, Zürich, 

45–63, here: 53; Adapted by the Russian Analytical Digest, No. 247, 17 

February 2020, p.9 

 
The entry of Uzbekistan will shift this balance, intensifying in- tra-

regional ties and balancing Moscow’s outsized influence. The Central Asian 

component of the EAEU is projected to further grow given that 

Tajikistan is expected to join after Uzbekistan. In this way, Uzbekistan’s 

EAEU accession could create a second Central Asian center, thus bal- 

ancing Russian “Great Power” ambitions. This will be the case especially 

if Uzbekistan works in tandem with Kazakhstan, the second EAEU pow- 

er, which also is sensitive about any threat to its national sovereignty (In- 

12 The image illustrates the meaning of the passage (“trade flows within the EAEU have a 

centripetal character: Russia acts as a center around which the economies of the four other 

members gravitate”). Exchanges are currently centered on Russia, and the addition of 

Uzbekistan’s economy will reinforce flows across CA 
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deo, 2019). Membership in the EAEU, with its multilateral institutions 

regulating the functioning of the organization, may enable Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan (as well as Kyrgyzstan and subsequently Tajikistan) to 

balance their dependence on Moscow and contain Russia as part of a 

rules-based organization (Stronski & Sokolsky, 2020). In this conjunc- 

ture, Uzbekistan’s importance is even more pronounced as a result of the 

beginning of a succession of power in Kazakhstan which can be expect- 

ed to limit Astana’s role in regional processes for the years to come. 

Although the economic dimension is constantly portrayed as a priority, 

it is evident that the EAEU’s primary raison d’etre is geopolitical. The EAEU 

is backed by Russia as an instrument to structure a regional security system 

which shapes the geopolitical order within the post-Soviet space. Russia also 

seeks to strengthen the EAEU as part of its strategy of positioning itself as 

one of the poles shaping the international order on the world stage. At the 

same time, Moscow has demonstrated that it is interested in controlling its 

neighbors’ domestic politics. Russia’s priority is to ensure that its neighbors 

do not align with other regional power blocs to work against its strategic in- 

terests (Perović, 2018). This Russian agenda can lead to problems in Central 

Asian relations with Western partners. On the other hand, the experience 

of Kazakhstan and Armenia in concluding an ad hoc association agreement 

with the EU demonstrated that there is no incompatibility between EAEU 

membership and structured relations with the EU and other global players 

active in the Central Asian sphere. Similar considerations apply with regards 

to Uzbekistan’s access to the WTO. Apart from Belarus, all current EAEU 

members are also part of the WTO. Uzbekistan can simultaneously ap- 

proach both organizations (WTO and EAEU) through selective negotiation 

openness and reanimation of traditional preferential trade agreements. The 

country would thus be following modern regionalism processes around the 

world, where regional integration is compatible with non-discriminatory 

trade practices and openness to external players. 

The EAEU is a phenomenon of new regionalism, not only as an 

adaptive response to the challenges in the field of economics and se- 

curity, but also as a new way to “go global,” affecting the cultural and 
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political aspects of the societies involved. Uzbekistan, like all other Eur- 

asian states, is economically vulnerable compared to the mature capital- 

ist economies of Western nations and the fast-growing markets in East 

Asia. Accordingly, Central Asian states cannot risk adopting uncondi- 

tionally liberal models of economic freedom, as this would expose them 

to the turbulences of global trade and finance. As observed by Molcha- 

nov (2018, 506), the EAEU is set to provide answers to these challenges 

through the “resuscitation of mutually beneficial ties of the late Soviet 

era and the state-guided developmentalism of a market variety.” For dis- 

advantaged states like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the EAEU may serve as 

the “legalization” of their economic dependence on Russia. 

Uzbekistan’s consideration of EAEU membership, a major shift in 

the foreign policy line followed by Tashkent since independence, should 

be interpreted in light of the crisis of the US-centered globalization mod- 

el in the last decade. With the diminution of US influence in the region 

and the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China has emerged 

as an alternative driver of globalization in Central Asia. While the addi- 

tional investments brought by BRI were certainly welcome in the region, 

increasing Chinese clout in regional affairs raises concerns regarding 

Beijing’s growing influence. One can expect that Uzbekistan’s member- 

ship in the EAEU will enhance the organization’s capacity to balance the 

Chinese presence, as well as making it more compatible with Central 

Asian interests. Although there are certain areas that the two projects 

clash - the first being based on enhanced regionalism, the second on 

open, cross-border free trade - China understands the importance of 

the EAEU for Russia. At the same time, the EAEU provides a legal and 

technological platform for ensuring connectivity within a homogeneous 

economic space based on coherent principles and minimal internal bar- 

riers. This is also in China’s interests, which can use this space as a bridge 

between the Asia-Pacific region, Europe and the Middle East.13 Uzbeki- 

13 Jing Shuiyu and Zhong Nan, “China Signs Trade Deal with Eurasian Economic Union,” 

China Daily, May 18, 2018, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201805/18/ 

WS5afe4aaba3103f6866ee941b.html 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201805/18/
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stan, as the crossroads of Central Asia, fits quite well into this concept of 

Greater Eurasian cooperation. 

The China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan (CKU) railway project, a crucial 

infrastructure link for regional connectivity to change Central Asia’s in- 

teraction with other regions of Eurasia, will be a crucial test of this model. 

Though the project has been under discussion for over 20 years, it has 

faced some stumbling blocks, including Kyrgyzstan’s fears that if the proj- 

ect is implemented, the country will become financially vulnerable to 

China and be at risk of seeing an increase of internal division between 

the northern and southern regions. Russia and Kazakhstan are also wary 

about the possible negative consequences of the CKU project. Kazakhstan 

expects that the new line will create strong competition to its current dom- 

inance of East-West rail transport from China. Russia sees the project as a 

potential blow to its position in the region as a whole (Peacenexus, 2019). 

Against these negative scenarios, the EAEU can provide a frame- 

work for developing China-Uzbekistan railway connections in parallel 

with a North-South connection linking the Russian-Kazakhstani net- 

work with the line from China. As a result, Kyrgyzstan will not be left 

dependent on China while Russia and Kazakhstan will have concrete 

interests in developing the CKU project with its potential for increased 

connectivity in the direction of Iran and the Persian Gulf countries. 

The CKU’s fate underlines the centrality of geopolitical consider- 

ations in shaping regional developments. The creation of transport cor- 

ridors requires regional stability and security, which establishing a sol- 

id framework of relations between the Central Asian republics. Within 

the region, state fragility in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan remains a major 

challenge for the future, exposing Uzbekistan and the rest of Eurasia 

to threats of uncontrolled migration, drug-trafficking and spreading 

insurgencies. Bad management of looming geopolitical, demographic, 

ecological and other processes inside the region may create waves thst 

reverberate on the western edges of the continent. 

These considerations call for a framework that at once softens re- 

gional imbalances between the countries of the region and also provides 
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security guarantees to underpin the process of Central Asian integra- 

tion. This is the mission of the Collective Security Treaty Organization 

(CSTO), the main post-Soviet security bloc, whose membership (which 

was suspended unilaterally by Uzbekistan in 2012) overlaps with that of 

the EAEU. An EAEU-CSTO compact reinforced by Uzbekistan stands 

as a promising framework for exerting a positive influence on Afghan- 

istan’s future. Tashkent’s diplomatic efforts in the talks for the future of 

Afghanistan would complement Moscow and Astana in creating mo- 

mentum to find solutions involving all the parties of the Afghan conflict. 

Against this background, the EAEU appears to be a necessary frame- 

work to keep Central Asia together and create infrastructure for stability 

and development. 

Though it receives less attention the influence that Uzbekistan’s 

EAEU membership may have on the socio-cultural environment in 

the region is, in the authors view, of equal importance. The ongoing 

transformations in Uzbekistan and other Central Asian societies have 

sustained momentum, and their implications in the medium to long 

term are far from predictable. This is true particularly with regard to 

the impact that further Islamisation may have for Uzbekistan’s future. 

Within the framework of cultural globalization, a “free-floating” inter- 

action with the international parties may push the country to gravitate 

towards Islamic confessionalism, a model that will have serious reper- 

cussions if applied in the context of the country’s diversity (Abdullaev, 

2005). An anchorage to the EAEU vector represents a balancing fac- 

tor against this risk and a way to solve the problem of maintaining a 

common cultural space and linguistic understanding between the re- 

gion’s countries. For Russia, as well as for the Central Asian states, it 

is important to overcome certain processes that led to mutual cultural 

exclusion in the past. These processes have not only complicated the 

social adaptation of labour migrants, but also caused deep cultural up- 

heavals and conflicts both among the masses and the elite at all levels 

of societies in the post-Soviet states. In the long run, these factors are 

also important for reducing the potential for destructive social protest, 
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which remains high in Uzbekistan and in the region. Preserving the 

Russian speaking culture during the process of nation-building will 

maintain norms and cultural values that form bridges between differ- 

ent internal constituencies, as well as the connection of the large Rus- 

sian diaspora with their Motherland, an important factor for the future 

stability of Uzbekistan’s society (Molchanov 2015). 

This is even more important since migration links are expected to 

continue expanding in the coming decades as they help to solve Russia’s 

and Central Asia’s opposing demographic problems, with an aging and 

decreasing number of population leading to a labor shortage for the for- 

mer, and overpopulation for the latter. 

Demographic interconnectedness between Russia and Central Asia 

also drives cooperation in science and education. This is set to be another 

important driver in Uzbekistan’s approach to the EAEU. Due to demo- 

graphic pressure, the Uzbek educational system faces serious challenges 

in maintaining its human capital at the levels inherited from the socialist 

system. Since there is high demand in Uzbekistan for opportunities for 

its constantly growing student population, the EAEU framework can fill 

an important gap. Russian, and to some extent Kazakh, academic sys- 

tems already provide places for Uzbek students, including via university 

branches opened in Uzbekistan. 

The Difficult but Necessary Road Ahead 

The issue of Uzbekistan’s accession to the EAEU is very complex and 

controversial, and the road ahead will be a long one. In 2020, Uzbekistan 

expects to attain observer status in the union. 

At the same time, the accession will not be a fast process and may 

take years. A formal pledge for admission does not automatically lead to 

actual membership. Having entered the CIS Free Trade Zone in 2015, 

the Uzbek government agreed to adopt several harmonization measures 

before 2020, such as the gradual reduction of protective tariffs and ex- 

cise taxes on a range of goods. As of the end of 2019, only a few had 

been implemented. EAEU measures could very well see similar results. 
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In this way, the government could grant Moscow the prestige of its for- 

mal membership in the bloc, while in practice, a number of licensing, 

import quotas, and other restrictions on imports could be left in place, as 

the country may not be ready for the associated shocks. This would be a 

temporary solution, while policy-making bodies continue to thoroughly 

assess the pros and cons of full membership. The same is happening in 

Tajikistan, where this “studying” phase has been underway for several 

years already. 

Over this period, the pace at which various trends within the EAEU 

develop will determine Uzbekistan’s decision. If the norms and regula- 

tions established will boost the economies of member countries, then 

Uzbekistan will be encouraged to become a member so as to maintain 

relations with its neighbors and partners. Among the factors preventing 

a full-fledged accession is widespread internal resistance. Even if con- 

vinced that the EAEU path is the right one for the country, Uzbek elites 

will have to work to change the ideological bases that have informed 

the country’s position in the international arena. Indeed, in the formal 

foreign policy strategy document adopted to date, Tashkent pledged to 

never join any external block (Tolipov, 2012). After 30 years of official 

propaganda at different levels, a strong national ideology of self-reliance 

and absolute independence has penetrated all spheres of Uzbek life (Fa- 

zendeiro, 2017). This mindset presents major challenges to any potential 

commitment to integration. 

Of no less importance for the future potential forUzbekistan’s 

EAEU accession is the kind of leadership that Russia will be able to exert 

in steering the aforementioned processes. Many of the EAEU coopera- 

tion measures are only partially implemented, often because of ambigu- 

ities in implementation from the Russian side since Russia is the largest 

member of the Union. This could lead to derailing agreed upon EAEU 

rules, as the recent crisis in the relations between Russia and Belarus and 

renewed trade skirmishes between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan exempli- 
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fied (Amrebayev, 2020).14 Overall, with its capitalist character, the cur- 

rent Russian political regime lacks a real developmental vision, contrib- 

uting to a distortion of the rules that the EAEU is supposed to guarantee. 

Similar problems exist on Kazakhstan’s side, with whom there is a legacy of 

competition that makes it difficult to establish the proposed tandem for 

balancing. EAEU development is also adversely affected by the en- 

during geopolitical confrontation between Russia and the West over the 

crisis in Ukraine and the associated neo-imperial narrative which this 

rivalry feeds among certain Russian political forces (Shagina, 2020). In 

this context, Russia appears satisfied with the EAEU for its symbolic val- 

ue rather than its practical implications. 

Conclusions 

Almost thirty years after the end of the USSR, the whole of Central Asia 

maintains strong links to the Russian space. The EAEU is an objectively 

post-imperial structure allowing the management of the whole spectrum of 

persisting interconnections with the former imperial center. The nature of 

economic dependence and geopolitical configurations make the integration 

structures necessary. The new political course of Uzbekistan presents great 

opportunities to change things for the better in and around Central Asia. 

Since it is breaking from its previous course of isolation, the country is again 

finding its natural role as the fulcrum and core of the whole region. How- 

ever, Uzbekistan’s regional environment will remain an extremely difficult 

one due to the amount of security problems linked to Afghanistan and the 

challenges of growing Chinese influence in the region. 

The EAEU stands out as a platform which will make it possible to 

attain collective solutions to complex tasks for a new regionalist agenda. 

It may also establish a resilient environment in Central Asia able to shape 

14 During the Kyrgyz presidential election of October 2017, Bishkek accused Astana of 

meddling in the electoral process. As a result, Kazakhstan imposed reinforced security 

measures at border crossings, which resulted in severe hindrances for the flow of goods 

and persons between the two countries. In 2020 Kyrgyzstan appealed to the WTO against 

Kazakhstan alleging violations of the EAEU agreement. 
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the massive inflows of Chinese infrastructures and capitals in a direction 

more suited to local needs. The EAEU was originally developed as a tool 

in which the public sector serves as an engine of economic growth. The 

EAEU has a future if it can fulfill this mission after the geopolitical tur- 

bulence of the Ukrainian crisis is overcome. In this perspective, the new 

position of Uzbekistan, as it reconfigures the whole network of relation- 

ships crossing Central Asia, represents a unique opportunity to work 

towards such a partnership. 
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Introduction 
 

he importance of connectivity in an era of economic interde- 

pendence is especially pertinent for India, one of the fastest 

growing, yet energy deficient, economies. As a result, the coun- 

try is increasing its engagement with neighboring regions, and Eurasia 

in particular. In an effort to expedite its market diversification strategy 

and reduce its dependence on traditional sources in the West, India, to- 

gether with Russia and Iran, has launched the International North-South 

Transport Corridor (INSTC). This corridor aims to substantially reduce 

travel time, cost, ease of access to Eurasian markets, and ultimately ex- 

tend to European markets as well. India’s strategic interest in the Eur- 

asian region stems from its increasing need for economic growth and 

energy cooperation, leading the country to enhance efforts towards con- 

nectivity. India’s growing presence in the region is also buttressed by the 

fact that India has become a full member in the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO), and is in negotiations with the Eurasian Economic 

Union (EAEU) as part of the process to sign a Free Trade Agreement 

(FTA). India perceives China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with skep- 

ticism, and is consequently pushing for the speedy operationalization of 

INSTC and other Indian-led connectivity initiatives. 

Against this backdrop, this paper will be dealing with the following 

research questions: How do India’s objectives for INSTC overlap or com- 

pete with those of China’s BRI? How does Eurasia, as a region, present 

opportunities for India to fulfill its geo-strategic interests? How does 

India’s membership in the SCO and cooperation with the EAEU give it 

a firm foothold in the region to further bolster the prospects of connec- 

tivity with the region? 

Although the issue of connectivity has received considerable atten- 

tion over the last decade, the economic, strategic, political and cultural 

significance of connectivity projects have been discussed since the disin- 

tegration of the Soviet Union. After the collapse of the USSR, attempts to 

initiate a host of projects appeared with the intention to resuscitate the 

ancient Silk Road in Eurasia. Despite having distinct geo-cultural priv- 
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ileges, India was not a part of these connectivity initiatives in Eurasia at 

the time. India’s recent endeavors to bolster connectivity initiatives with 

Eurasia have had a strong cultural mooring, besides pursuing economic 

and commercial exigencies. 

The geo-strategic significance of Eurasia has been highlighted by 

many scholars since the days of Harold MacKinder, a British academic, 

who in his seminal article entitled “The Geographical Pivot of History,” 

published in 1904, says, “Who rules East Europe commands the Heart- 

land; Who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island; Who rules 

the World-Island commands the world” (MacKinder, 1904). Much later, 

Zbigniew Brzezinski, a former American National Security Advisor, de- 

fined Eurasia as a “chessboard” where the competition for geo-political 

supremacy is played out. He argues “[A] power that dominates Eurasia 

would control two of the world’s three most advanced and economically 

productive regions.” (Brzezinski, 1997: 31) 

Following the adoption of liberalization and the free market 

economy model in the 1990s, India’s economy witnessed considerable 

growth in the first decade and a half of the twenty-first century. As a 

result, there is a huge demand for energy to meet its domestic require- 

ments. Eurasia, with its vast geographical landmass, contains a number 

of countries with rich energy deposits, and offers India an opportu- nity 

to fulfill its energy requirements. Beyond trade and commerce, a 

cultural and historical legacy also links India to the region. Buddhism 

spread from India to Central Asia, China, Tibet, and Afghanistan via 

these routes and Sufism came to India from Central Asia through the 

silk routes (MEA, 2018). India’s growing bilateral relations with coun- 

tries in the Eurasian region is a point to the convergence of these in- 

terests. 

SCO, EAEU, and India–Central Asia Dialogue: Mecha- 

nisms to Expand Regional Cooperation 

India’s strategic interests in Eurasia and the need for increasing eco- 

nomic and energy cooperation with the region require it to bolster 
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engagement with Eurasian countries. India’s growing visibility in the 

region is evidenced by the fact that India became a full member in the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) at the Astana Summit of 

2017. The Russia-initiated EAEU is another such regional organization 

comprised of five countries which provides further opportunities for 

India to enhance trade and economic interactions with the Eurasian 

region. Full membership in the SCO enables India to become more 

visible in Eurasian affairs, rather than being a mere fence sitter in the 

happenings of a region that is strategically important for India (Roy, 

2017). India’s elevation from observer status is politically significant as 

India’s prime minister, rather than the external affairs minister, can 

now take part in SCO summits. It is also significant from a security 

perspective as India can now become an important player in the re- 

gional security architecture to combat terrorism and forces of extrem- 

ism emanating from Afghanistan and the surrounding countries. In- 

dia’s growing counter-terrorism cooperation and strategic partnership 

with many of the member countries is a sign of this shift. The SCO is 

an effective multilateral forum through which India can further push its 

“Connect Central Asia Policy” and “Extended Neighborhood Poli- cy.” 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s meetings with his Central Asian 

counterparts on the sidelines of the last two SCO summits—2018 in 

Qingdao and 2019 in Bishkek—in addition to bilateral exchanges be- 

tween India and Central Asian countries in the recent past exemplify 

this trend. During the Qingdao summit, Prime Minister Modi high- 

lighted the importance of connectivity between the member states. 

The lack of direct connectivity remains an obstacle to forging 

energy ties between India and the hydrocarbon-rich areas of Central 

Asia. However, there are differing perceptions and opposing posi- tions 

between countries such as China, India and Pakistan in terms of 

connectivity. India sincerely values its participation in the Ashgabat 

Agreement between Iran, Oman, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, which 

led to its presence at the Chabahar Port in Iran as part of INSTC. While 

Pakistan extends its cooperation with China by way of the China–Pa- 
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kistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), India has expressed its displeasure 

about the BRI, while other member countries of the SCO are willing to 

be a part of it. The Chinese President, Xi Jinping, at the Qingdao SCO 

summit, proposed conducting feasibility studies for signing FTAs with 

the member countries, and even floated the idea of setting up a devel- 

opment bank. The EAEU has even signed non-preferential trade and 

economic cooperation deals with China, and is currently negotiating 

a bid to connect the EAEU with the BRI. India has also been discuss- 

ing with the EAEU to sign an FTA (Kapoor, 2019). To avoid missed 

opportunities in the race to gain a strategic foothold in and economic 

benefit from the region, it remains imperative for India to articulate its 

standing in the region in a more robust way. 

The EAEU has a market of approximately 183 million people, 

14 per cent of the world’s farmland, an area of over 20 million sq. 

kms and a combined gross domestic product of over $1.9 trillion. The 

union already signed trade deals with Association for South East Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) member countries including Vietnam in 2015, and 

most recently with Singapore in 2019, and is currently ne- gotiating 

deals with Cambodia, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Brunei 

(Simes, 2020). In the wake of its foreign minister’s visit to New Delhi 

in January 2020, Russia pushed for India’s entry into the EAEU, which 

according to Russia will extend the possibilities of third country 

partnerships in the Central Asia–Eurasian region (Roy Chaudhury, 

2020a). 

Signing an FTA will streamline business travel, promoting the ease 

of doing business and resolving issues regarding consular ser- vices. It 

will also embolden the EAEU–India strategic partnership. The Joint 

Feasibility Study Group, in its 2017 report, highlighted that the 

potential increase in trade between EAEU and India may be as high 

as $37–62 billion. The report also mentioned that the potential growth 

in exports from the EAEU to India could be an additional 

$23–38 billion, with $14–24 billion exports originating from India to 

the EAEU (FICCI, 2017). India is one of the top twenty trade partners 
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of the EAEU, occupying the fifteenth position in terms of exports 

from the EAEU and the eighteenth position in terms of imports to 

the EAEU. From 2016 to 2017, the trade turnover between India and 

the EAEU jumped by 23 per cent from US $ 8.8 billion to US $ 10.8 

billion. Trade witnessed a similar growth trajectory in 2018 as well. 

The trade balance of the EAEU with India is positive (Roy Chaud- 

hury, 2018). However, it is necessary for both the sides to augment 

the volume of trade to realize the full potential of the engagement in 

a more meaningful way. 

One significant development in India’s foreign policy towards 

Eurasia, and Central Asia in particular, under Narendra Modi, is the 

materialization of the First India–Central Asia Dialogue attended by 

foreign ministers held in Samarkand, Uzbekistan from 12–13 January 

2019. It was the first time that the foreign ministers of five Central 

Asian countries along with India’s External Affairs Minister joined in 

the deliberations, along with Afghanistan’s foreign minister. The plat- 

form has existed since 2012, however, when it was first floated by then 

Minister of State for External Affairs of India, E. Ahamed, in Bishkek. 

Although stability and peace in Afghanistan were the mainstay of the 

dialogue, building connectivity by constructing regional and interna- 

tional transport corridors through joint ventures were also discussed 

(MEA, 2019). 

Prime Minister Modi’s visit to five Central Asian countries in 

2015 paved the way for a much deeper engagement between Central 

Asia and India. The India–Central Asia Dialogue at the level of for- 

eign ministers is the logical extension of India’s “Connect Central Asia 

Policy” - mooted in 2012 when the Congress-led United Progressive 

Alliance was in power - and the outcome of Modi’s “Extended Neigh- 

borhood Policy.” The fact that the foreign ministers of five Central 

Asian countries along with the Afghan foreign minister participated 

in the First India–Central Asia Dialogue, an India-led initiative, is 

indicative of a realization among all participants of the potential for 

mutually beneficial relationships by organizing and institutionalizing 
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relations between the participating countries. The proposal by India’s 

then Foreign Minister, the late Sushma Swaraj, to set up the India– 

Central Asia Business Council and the India–Central Asia Develop- 

ment Group in order to bolster cooperation is a testimony to that 

(Karle, 2019). The next India–Central Asia Dialogue is scheduled to take 

place in New Delhi in 2020, which points to the conclusion that the 

participating countries will continue to sustain and strengthen their 

relationship. 

A cursory glance at some of the recent high-level bilateral visits 

between Central Asian and Indian officials and the agreements inked 

thereafter may help readers to understand the scenario in a holistic man- 

ner: 

Table 12: High-level Bilateral Visits Between Central Asian and In- 

dian Officials 

 Who visited Country Agreements Signed Year 

1 Prime Min- 

ister of India 

Kazakhstan 1) Defense and military technology 

2) Railways 

3) Uranium supply to India 

4) Sports 

5) Transfer of sentenced prisoners 

2015 

2 Prime Min- 

ister of India 

Uzbekistan 1) Joint Working Group on Counter 

Terrorism 

2) Uranium supply to India 

3) Uzbekistan–India Joint Working 

Group on Counter-terrorism 

2015 

3 Prime Min- 

ister of India 

Kyrgyzstan 1) Agreement of Defense Coopera- 

tion 

2) MoU and Cooperation in the 

field of Elections 

3) Culture 

2015 
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4 Prime Min- 

ister of India 

Turkmenistan 1) MoU on supply of chemical 

products 

2) Program of Cooperation in Sci- 

ence and Technology 

3) MoU on Cooperation in the Field 

of Tourism 

4) Defense Agreement 

2015 

5 Prime Min- 

ister of India 

Tajikistan 1) Exchange of Note Verbale (NV) 

on setting up of Computer Labs in 

37 schools in Tajikistan 

2015 

6 President of 

India 

Tajikistan 1) MoU on “Cooperation on Peace- 

ful Use of Space Technology for De- 

velopment” 

2) MoU for Renewable Energy Co- 

operation 

2018 

7 External Af- 

fairs Minis- 

ter, India 

Uzbekistan 1) India– Central Asia Dialogue in- 

auguration 

2019 

8 President of 

Tajikistan 

India 1) Agreement to prevent financing 

of terrorism and money laundering 

2016 

9 President of 

Kyrgyzstan 

India 1) MoU for youth exchange pro- 

grams 

2) MoU on agriculture and food se- 

curity 

2016 

10 President of 

Uzbekistan 

India 1) MoU on Tourism, Agriculture 

and Allied Sectors, Health and 

Medical Sciences, Pharmaceutical 

Industry, Science, Technology and 

Innovation, Military Education 

2018 

11 President of 

Uzbekistan 

India 1) Agreement on importing urani- 

um from Uzbekistan 

2) MoU on Cooperation between 

Gujarat and the Andijan region of 

Uzbekistan 

2019 
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12 D e  f e  n s e 

Minister of 

India 

Uzbekistan 1) Military Medicine 

2) Military Education 

2019 

13 Uzbekistan’s 

Internal Af- 

fairs Minis- 

ter 

India 1) Security Cooperation 

2) Counter Terrorism 

3) Human Trafficking 

2019 

Source: Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. 

 
A quick glimpse of the trade figures between Central Asian coun- 

tries and India in recent years may also shed some light on the trade 

trajectory. 

 
Table 13: The Figures of Trade between India and Central Asian 

countries from 2015–2016 to 2018–2019 (Value in US $ Millions) 

 
 

 (2015-2016) (2016-2017) (2017-2018) (2018-2019) 

  

          

 Country Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports 

 Kyrgyzstan 1.79 25.11 1.48 30.44 30.94 28.59 2.59 30.02 

 Tajikistan 9.98 22.26 21.82 20.44 50.29 23.94 4.24 22.28 

 Turkmenistan 46.97 68.53 21.32 57.60 26.15 54.31 20.63 45.64 

 Uzbekistan 55.86 96.64 45.26 108.97 101.67 132.72 126.73 201.41 

 Kazakhstan 352.93 151.91 521.29 120.88 907.43 125.37 708.78 143.13 

 Total 467.53 364.45 610.88 338.33 1116.49 364.93 862.97 442.48 

  

Source: Export Import Data Bank, Department of Commerce, Gov- 

ernment of India 
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Even though Central Asia and India have no serious problem ar- 

eas in their political and diplomatic engagement, trade turnover 

between the two is still below the potential, which can be inferred from 

the table above. However, India is able to extend its line of credit and 

Buyers Credit etc., which will facilitate more business between Central 

Asia and India. The India-Central Asia Business Council, originally 

proposed by the former foreign minister of In- dia, has been 

supported by top industrial/business bodies in both Central Asia and 

India as a way to increase the possibilities for busi- ness development. 

International North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC) 

For India, the INSTC is a gateway to greater investment and trade con- 

nections with Central Asia, Eurasia and even Eastern Europe. This holds 

great significance for India’s Foreign Trade Policy (2015–2020). In Sep- 

tember 2000, Russia, India and Iran decided to increase connectivity 

with the landlocked countries of Central Asia by establishing transporta- 

tion networks between the corridor’s member states through the INSTC. 

The INSTC links South Asia and Eastern Europe along the north-south 

axis through rail, road, and water transport linkages in landlocked areas 

(Zafar, 2016). This multimodal trade transport corridor aims to connect 

Mumbai with the Chabahar and Bandar Abbas ports of Iran, which in 

turn will be linked with Baku, Moscow and countries in Central and 

Eastern Europe via the Caspian Sea. This will also be cost-effective for 

India as it will shorten the distance to transport goods to Central Asia 

and Eurasia in comparison to the present route, which traverses the Suez 

Canal and Western European countries. It will significantly reduce the 

transportation costs of goods from India to Eurasia. 

The INSTC presents geostrategic opportunities for India to estab- 

lish its relevance in the Eurasian region. Modi’s statement at the Ufa 

Summit in 2015 is a testimony to India’s growing interest and desire to 

become a player in the region, which can be summarized by his speech, 

“As we look forward, we would lend our support to improving trans- 
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Map 1: International North South Transportation Corridor 

Source: Alena Repkina 

portation and communication networks in the region. We can create a 

vast network of physical and digital connectivity that extends from Eur- 

asia’s northern corner to Asia’s southern shores. The International North 

South Transportation Corridor is a step in that direction”(Roy, 2015). 

India has invested considerably in projects such as the INSTC in the 

last five years. The INSTC got a fillip after India joined the Customs Con- 

vention on International Transport of Goods Under Cover of TIR Car- 

nets. This has facilitated the smooth transport of cargos which recorded 

a surge from a paltry 28,000 tons in 2017 to 287,000 tons in 2018, an 

estimated jump of around 963 per cent. The volume of cargo transpor- 

tation was expected to reach around 600,000 tons in 2019 (Sen, 2019). 

On seeing these developments, Kazakhstan’s ambassador to India, Bulat 

Sarsenbayev, said in February 2019, “Our trade is going but the potential 

is much more. Chabahar and Bandar Abbas are part of one project in 

reality. Chabahar will be completed, they [Kazakhstan] will construct a 

railway from Chabahar to the Iranian railway network; it will later go to 

Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan” (ANI, 2019). To increase bilateral trade 

and augment cooperation with the Central Asian region, both Uzbeki- 

stan and India agreed to initiate a joint feasibility study to expedite the 
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Map 2: Chabahar Port and Gwadar Port 

Source: Outlook India 
 

process of signing a Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA). This was dis- 

cussed during a meeting between the Uzbek Foreign Minister, Abdulaziz 

Kamilov, and Indian Foreign Minister, S. Jaishankar, during his visit to 

India in January 2020 (Roy Chaudhury, 2020). During his ministerial 

address at the prestigious Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, the Uzbek for- 

eign minister stated, “… New Delhi is associated among the countries of 

the region not with competition for regional leadership, but as an ex- 

ample of mutually beneficial and respectful cooperation. From of old, 

India’s role in our region has always been constructive and in-demand 

one” (Roy Chaudhury, 2020). 

Various Projects of the INSTC 

Because the INSTC is a multimodal connectivity network, this section is 

divided into three subsections to highlight its economic viability and 

importance, mainly from India’s perspective. The following details (a) 

projects already operational, (b) projects under process, and (c) pro- 

posed projects. 

Already Operational Projects 

The Iran-Turkmenistan-Kazakhstan (ITK) railway line is considered 

one of the most important links among the rail lines within the scope of 

the INSTC. Turkmenistan concluded a multilateral agreement with Iran 

and Kazakhstan in 2007 to construct the new North-South ITK 
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railway line which connects Turkmenistan in the north with Uzen in 

Kazakhstan and with Gorgon in Iran in the south. The total length of 

the railway stretch is 912.5 kms, 700.5 kms of which are in Turkmen- 

istan itself. This railway line was completed and became operational in 

2014, serving as a link to the INSTC. Besides the ITK rail link, Turkmen- 

istan-Afghanistan-Tajikistan (TAT) is another rail-line project of note. 

Turkmenistan completed the construction of the Atamyrat-Imamnazar 

part of the TAT and opened the railway link with Afghanistan on 28 

November 2016. The Tajikistan-Afghanistan segment of the project has 

yet to be completed. The entire project was scheduled to be finished by 

2018 (Abbasova, 2015). India has also been instrumental in building a 

218-km road connection between Delaram and Zaranj in Afghanistan as 

an alternative route to transport goods to Afghanistan via Iran. The total 

cost of the highway project, 600 crore Indian Rupees (approximately 82 

million USD), was borne by India and the road has been operational 

since 2009 (Kaul, 2009). Almost a decade later, Afghanistan constructed 

the Zaranj–Chabahar route to transport goods to India via the Chabahar 

port, thus bypassing Pakistan. Afghanistan in its largest year ever for 

foreign exports, is estimated to have exported goods worth $740 million 

to India in 2018. An estimated 15,000 tons of wheat reached Afghani- 

Map 3: Delaram-Zaranj-Chabahar Highway 
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stan from India in 2017 via the Chabahar trade route (Panda, 2019). In 

addition to the construction of Delaram–Zaranj highway, India has also 

financed the construction of major port facilities at Chabahar. 

Projects under Development 

An agreement was signed in 2003 between India and Iran to develop the 

Chabahar Port as part of the INSTC. However, it did not materialize as 

Iran was reeling under economic sanctions at the time. India concluded 

another Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with Iran in May 2015 

to develop the port with an investment estimated at US $85 million. The 

purpose was to construct a container terminal and a multipurpose cargo 

terminal in the Chabahar Port. The Chabahar Port is important for India 

in gaining access to landlocked Afghanistan and the energy-rich Central 

Asian region by bypassing Pakistan. The port is equipped according to 

modern standards and will become Iran’s first deep-water port (Kalsotra, 

2015a). In the future, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are also likely to be- 

come members of the INSTC. This will give Central Asian countries fur- 

ther access to the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea. It will also help In- 

dia to obtain gas from Turkmenistan and uranium from Uzbekistan via 

the Chabahar Port (Kalsotra, 2015b). The first dry run of the route was 

held in August 2014 by the Federation of Freight Forwarders Associa- 

tion in India (FFFAI). The report on the trial highlighted, “The proposed 

INSTC route via Bandar Abbas in Iran to Russia and Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS) destinations in transit through Iran, could be 

the best route with optimal transit/cost for Indian exporters/importers” 

(Sood and Bhaskar, 2017). 

The Union Cabinet of the Indian government, in its March 2016 

meeting, chaired by Prime Minister Modi, decided to take part in the 

Ashgabat Agreement, which was initially signed by five countries, 

namely Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Oman and Qatar on 25 April 

2011. The Ashgabat Agreement is poised to build the shortest possi- ble 

corridor/route to facilitate trade between Central Asia and Ira- nian 

and Omani ports (Gulati, 2015). At present, Qatar is no longer a 

member of this agreement as it withdrew in 2013, and Kazakhstan 



Emerging Central Asia: Managing Great Power Relations 184 
 

 

 
became a member in 2015. The Ashgabat Agreement seeks to estab- 

lish rail connectivity through Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan 

and Iran. It improves India’s prospects to make use of the functioning 

transit and transport corridor to augment commercial deliberations 

and bolster trade with the Eurasian region (The Hindu, 2017). Talks on 

this subject are ongoing between both sides. The Ashgabat Agreement 

entails greater opportunities for India to instrumentalize Chabahar as 

an important gateway and one of the shortest land routes to Central 

Asia. This move would also validate and expedite India’s endeavors to 

increase connectivity by means of the INSTC. It will further deepen 

India’s bilateral relations with the member countries, especially Turk- 

menistan, which has some of the largest gas reserves in the world (The 

Hindu, 2017). Kazakhstan is also in the process of augmenting its non- 

oil exports by up to 50 per cent by 2025, which will be beneficial for In- 

dia to procure energy wealth from Central Asia to boost its manufac- 

turing sector (Stobdan, 2018). This holds immense potential to greatly 

increase trade between India and Central Asia. It is only through in- 

creased transport connectivity that the full potential of economic en- 

gagement between India and Central Asia can be realized. 

The connectivity aspect of the corridor was the focal point of 

discussions with Turkmenistan during the visit of India’s then For- eign 

Minister, the late Sushma Swaraj, to Ashgabat in April 2015, and got 

a fillip when Prime Minister Narendra Modi himself visit- ed 

Turkmenistan in July 2015 (Gulati, 2015). For India, Turkmeni- stan 

is an important regional and continental transit and transport hub. In 

this context, the construction of the Afghanistan-Turk- menistan-

Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey transportation corridor, also known as the 

Lapis Lazuli transport corridor, which connects land- locked 

Afghanistan with Turkey via Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, and Georgia up 

to Europe, is essential. The completion of the corridor will facilitate 

trade between the member countries and increase ac- cess to the world 

markets and increase inter-regional cooperation (Hasanov, 2017). The 

draft agreement of the corridor was signed by the concerned 

countries during the ministerial meeting of the 
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7th Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan in 

Ashgabat on 17 November 2017 (Afghan Voice Agency, 2019). The 

corridor was inaugurated in 2018 and the total cost of the project 

is approximately US $2 billion (Afghan Voice Agency, 2019). While 

appreciating the relevance of the transport corridor at the inaugu- 

ral ceremony in Herat, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani noted, “[I] 

t makes Afghanistan not only the gateway to the Indian subconti- nent, 

but once again the gateway to the Caucasus, Central Asia and Europe” 

(Khan, 2018). This transport corridor connects with the Middle 

Corridor Project of Turkey and other regional connectivity initiatives 

as well, such as the Five Nations Railway Corridor (Khan, 2018). The 

ITK is a major route under the Ashgabat Agreement, and it has been 

made a part of the INSTC. Therefore, it is believed that the Ashgabat 

Agreement and the INSTC will be synchronized to bolster 

connectivity (Stobdan, 2018). 

Proposed Projects 

To access transnational multimodal connectivity, India ratified the 

Transport Internationaux Routiers or International Road Transports 

(TIR) Convention. India will be the 71st country to sign the interna- 

tional transit system. This is aimed at integrating India with Myanmar, 

 
Map 4: Various Proposed INSTC Routes 

Source: The Institute for Defense Studies and Analyses 
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Map 5: Qazvin-Rasht-Astara Railway Link as Part of the INSTC 

Source: Railway Pro Communication Platform, www.railwaypro.com 
 

Thailand, Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan on the eastern front, while also 

enabling India to seamlessly move goods through the INSTC via the 

Chabahar Port in Iran on the western front in order to to gain access 

to landlocked Afghanistan and the energy-rich Eurasian region (Sood, 

2017). India’s endeavor to set up the Trans-Asian Railway (TAR) route 

was presented in the first week of March 2017. A meeting between the 

chief executives of the respective railways of India, Iran, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan, and Turkey was held in March 2017 to activate the Dhaka - 

Kolkata - Delhi - Amritsar - Lahore -Islamabad - Zahedaan - Tehran 

- Istanbul TAR routel. During his budget speech in February 2017, the 

then Finance Minister, the late Shri Arun Jaitley, underscored India’s in- 

terest in developing a multimodal transport strategy involving highways, 

waterways and railways. He also highlighted the importance of a viable 

multimodal transportation network for a competitive economy (Sood, 

2017) 

At present, Iran and Azerbaijan are constructing the Qaz- vin-

Rasht-Astara railway route, which is projected for completion in the 

near future, as part of the INSTC (Azernews, 2016). Once these routes 

become available, it will give India leverage in the Eurasian region to 

augment trade and economic cooperation with these coun- 

http://www.railwaypro.com/
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tries while also providing access to the markets of adjoining coun- tries. 

The first trial run between the Qazvin and Rasht stretch was initiated 

in November 2018. The stretch between Rasht and Astara is yet to be 

completed (Mammadova, 2018). The 164-km-long Qazvin and Rasht 

railway line, part of the Rasht-Astara project, will connect the 

Azerbaijani and Iranian railway networks. Upon the completion of 

the entire project, an estimated 10 million tons of goods and 4 

million passengers will be transported via the railway line annually 

(Railwaypro, 2018). 

The INSTC as an Alternative to the BRI? The Indian Per- 

ception of and Response to the BRI 

The INSTC was conceived well before China’s ambitious Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). The BRI aims to connect Asia and Africa with Europe 

through a network of multifarious transportation corridors which will 

are set to transform the geopolitics and geo-economics of the Eurasian 

region (Sachdeva and Vergeron, 2018). The Indian perception about 

the BRI must be understood in the context of the strained bilateral 

relationship between India and China, and the launching of the BRI 

as a unilateral exercise - as opposed to the INSTC which is multilat- eral 

in nature. Indian skepticism arises from the fact that the BRI, as a 

Chinese initiative, is poised to advance the geopolitical interests of 

China in India’s neighborhood and in the Indian Ocean Region at the 

expense of Indian geo-political interests. As a consequence, the INSTC 

and other connectivity initiatives received a renewed impetus in the 

Indian narrative. 

India’s main opposition to the BRI is twofold. The first point of op- 

position pertains to the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) 

which passes through disputed territory. The second relates to the lack 

of transparency in the funding of projects. The growing China–Pakistan 

bonhomie, Chinese investments in Pakistan and the question of territo- 

rial sovereignty over Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir are some of the issues 

of concern for India. As with the First Belt and Road Forum (BRF), India 

did not participate in the Second Belt and Road Forum held in Beijing 
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Map 6: Belt and Road Initiative 

Source: The Wire 
 

from 25–27 April 2019, in which forty countries participated (Hashmi, 

2019). 

There are two main dimensions as far as the BRI is concerned: one 

is geopolitical and the other is developmental. The geopolitical impli- 

cations and sovereignty issue have largely overshadowed the develop- 

mental aspects of the BRI in the Indian perception. This cynicism and 

skepticism will be multiplied in the aftermath of the ongoing border tus- sle 

between India and China over the Galwan valley in Eastern Ladakh. 

India’s presence in the Eurasian region, its membership in the SCO and 

BRICS and its growing engagement with the EAEU countries have done 

little to allay its apprehensions about the BRI. Although some analysts 

have advocated limited participation in the BRI by India, the Indian 

government is instead pursuing its own regional connectivity projects 

through the INSTC and similar initiatives. 

India’s Response to the BRI 

The ever-increasing naval presence of China in the Indian Ocean re- 

gion (IOR), which is economically significant for India and the sur- 

rounding littoral countries, is a matter of concern for India. India has 
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a coastline that stretches for 7,500 kms with 1,200 outlying islands. It 

also has 13 major ports and an exclusive economic zone of 2.4 million 

square miles. Of its total exports, 90 percent are transported by sea. 10–

15 percent of the country’s population lives along the coastline, and around 

14 million people are employed by the fishing and aquacul- ture 

industry. 80 per cent of India’s oil imports are dependent on sea 

transport routes. Out of India’s total annual foreign trade, 68 percent 

by value and 95 percent by volume moves through the Indian Ocean 

(Ahmad, 2018). 

China also has core interests in the Indian Ocean, as 80 per cent of 

its oil imports and 90 per cent of its foreign trade sail through the sea. 

To ensure hassle-free maritime movement, China must ensure that the 

Straits of Malacca and Hormuz, which are among the most strategically 

important shipping lanes in the world, function smoothly and without 

disruption from piratical incursion or obstruction from regional powers. 

Chinese economic activities, such as the building pipelines and ports, as 

well as its navy presence, are seen by India as an intrinsic part of the BRI. 

Chinese commentator’s description of such posturing as peaceful, coop- 

erative and inclusive have done little to assuage India’s concerns. Gopal 

Suri, a maritime security specialist, is among those who view China’s 

heavy investment in the construction and development of ports in the 

Indian Ocean littoral states, namely Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan, and the countries of East Africa, along with its first-ever na- 

val base in Djibouti, in the Horn of Africa, as clear evidence of China’s 

ambition to establish along term presence in the Indian Ocean Region 

(Ahmad, 2018). Against this backdrop, India’s foreign policy has been 

updated to highlight the importance of maritime safety and security by 

augmenting its bilateral relationship with the island countries located in 

the IOR in recent years. This has led to the acceleration of the domestic 

ship-building industry as well as research and development into upgrad- 

ed naval capabilities. 

In order to minimize its concern over the Gwadar port on the 

southern coast of Pakistan, India has increased its presence in Cha- 

bahar just 80 kms away from Gwadar, in addition to bolstering coop- 
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eration with Oman by using the strategically important Omani ports 

along the coastline of the Indian Ocean. As a response to the Chinese 

naval presence in the IOR, India has also undertaken increasing mar- 

itime cooperation with a host of regional and extra-regional naval 

powers. New Delhi will be constructing a deep-sea port at Sabang in 

Indonesia besides increasing its presence in the Andaman and Nico- 

bar Islands. 

India is contemplating an invitation to Australia to participate in 

the 24th trilateral Malabar naval exercise in the Bay of Bengal after the 

monsoon season ends in 2020. Discussions regarding the invitation have 

already been initiated (Pandit, 2020). The Malabar naval exercise began 

in 1992 as a bilateral exercise between India and the United States and 

included Japan as a permanent member only in 2015. The participation 

of Australia will make the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 

countries come together after a thirteen-year hiatus to take part in the 

joint naval exercise on the high seas. China vehemently opposed the 

2007 Indo-US Malabar exercise in the Bay of Bengal when it sought to 

expand its reach by including Singapore, Australia and Japan. India has 

also agreed to upgrade the QUAD dialogue from the level of joint sec- 

retaries to foreign ministers once Australia joins. The growing India– 

Australia bilateral defense cooperation was visible when both the sides 

conducted their biggest ever naval exercise in April 2019 which is known 

as “AusIndEx” at the Visakhapatnam coast along the Bay of Bengal (Pan- 

dit, 2020). 

As a response to the growing Chinese clout in the region, India 

stresses the Look East Policy. The aim of this policy is to enhance con- 

nectivity and increase cooperation between India and its eastern neigh- 

bors, including the ASEAN countries. India has been working on a slew 

of connectivity projects like the Kaladan transport project, which aims 

to connect the North East region of India with other parts of the country 

via Myanmar and the Bay of Bengal. India, Thailand, and Myanmar are 

building a 1,400-km-long highway to link Moreh, located in Manipur 

state in the NorthEast of India, to the Mae Sot district in western Thai- 

land through Myanmar. Two sections of the India-Myanmar-Thailand 
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Trilateral Highway are being constructed with Indian assistance (Borah, 

2019). 

India and Japan have come closer to each other to augment co- 

operation at various levels. The International Cooperation Agency of 

Japan will provide the required financial assistance to construct In- 

dia’s longest bridge of around 20 kms in the North East region over 

the Brahmaputra river. At the international level, Japan and India will 

work in collaboration with the Sri Lankan Port Authority to develop the 

East Container Terminal at the Colombo Port. Bangladesh and In- dia 

are also negotiating to materialize a slew of projects, namely the 

building of the Titas bridge, the Bhairab bridge and the construction 

of the Akhaura–Agartala rail network. Bangladesh has been offered 

around US $8 billion by India for this project by way of multiple credit 

lines (Borah, 2019). 

Conclusion 

In an era of global economic interconnectedness, economic interests 

between nations converge. In such a situation, connectivity contributes 

to the growth and sustainability of the respective countries’ economies. 

The INSTC and plans for other transcontinental corridors exist in such 

a context. The progress in recent years is a case in point. The INSTC, 

coupled with other connectivity initiatives, entail greater possibilities 

to deepen engagement between member countries. India must remain 

committed to augment cooperation with friendly Central Asian coun- 

tries in its venture to Eurasia. The Central Asian region, which is con- 

sidered India’s extended neighborhood, holds the key for India to attain 

the full potential of connectivity. The relationship between India and 

Central Asian states is currently positive and needs to be strengthened 

further for the mutual benefit of both sides 

The issue of engagement between India and Central Asia is becom- 

ing more prominent as the possibility for regional integration gains cur- 

rency. The swearing-in of the new Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev 

in 2016 following the death of erstwhile President Islam Karimov her- 

alded a new political scenario in the region. His quest to solve bilateral 
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issues with neighboring countries through a policy of “zero problems” 

is significant for regional integration. The reciprocation of other Central 

Asian countries to this policy and the resultant initiatives are a posi- 

tive development. The resolution of vexing issues between Central Asian 

countries themselves is an opportunity for India, which enjoys goodwill 

in the region, to deepen its engagement. The INSTC is fraught with cer- 

tain challenges but it has the potential to become an economic artery 

for its member countries to accelerate their development and increase 

engagement with the greater Eurasian region. India’s growing presence 

in the region through the Ashgabat Agreement will smoothen the inte- 

gration process envisaged under the rubric of the EAEU and the SCO in 

more concrete ways. However, the utility of the connectivity initiatives 

and the fullest potential of connectivity will depend to a large extent on 

how the post-COVID global order unfolds and the behavior of states in 

the post-pandemic world. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

THE GEO-POLITICAL NEXUS IN CENTRAL ASIA 

Kashif Hasan Khan and Halil Koch 

he eight papers gathered in this book highlight the current atti- 

tudes of the major powers towards Central Asia from different 

perspectives. Their focus highlights post-Soviet scenarios, con- 

sidering recent drastic changes in the equation of international relations 

in general and, more particularly, in the CAR. Evidently, all the authors 

included in this book believe that Central Asia is not only a region that 

may lead to conflict between the major powers, but that also plays a 

pivotal role in de-escalating tensions through negotiations. At the same 

time, the region seems to be making a noticeable progress toward more 

democratic and open societies based on free markets, the rule of law 

and respect for human rights. There are four unified aspects that out- 

line the core development of the five countries of Central Asia: leader- 

ship succession, economic challenges, corruption and poor governance 

in the form of political repression. As mentioned in the introduction, 

the contributors touch upon crucial factors such as security challenges; 

historical relations with other major powers; immigration of labor and 

students; the rise of nationalism; the energy sector and the BRI in their 

respective chapters. 

In the context of a “soft power approach”, the book argues that since 

the independence of Central Asian states, the US made an attempt to fill 

the gap left by the dissolution of the Soviet Union by taking on the role 

of the “international security manager” whereas Turkey, the European 

Union, India, Iran and Japan tried to expand their sphere of influence 

into Central Asia through “soft power”. However, due to the natural 

richness of the region, countries such as the United States, China, Iran, 

India, Turkey and the European powers were in a hurry to benefit from 

the abundant hydro-carbon resources in the region – gas in Turkmeni- 

stan; oil, gas and huge uranium reserves in Kazakhstan; uranium and gas in 

Uzbekistan; and hydropower potential in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan 
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– and the new market links they could provide. Turkmenistan has the 

fourth largest gas reserves in the world. According to British Petroleum 

(BP), Turkmenistan has nearly 18 trillion cubic meters of gas.o put this 

into perspective, it is enough to fulfill the European Union’s gas needs 

for 30 years. 

Pursuing a soft power approach, China has extended huge loans to 

Turkmenistan to develop its gas fields and construct a pipeline linking 

them to China. This means Turkmenistan will not get all the profits 

for the gas that they send to China since an unknown percentage will go 

toward paying off the loans. It is still unknown how much this will be, 

but it certainly cuts into the amount of money that Turkmenistan will 

receive. Since the early days after Turkmenistan’s independence, the 

government has provided an allotment of water, electricity and gas to the 

public at no charge. However, because of a deteriorating economic situ- 

ation these benefits are to be canceled. The people of Turkmenistan have to 

pay these expenses now, and many people are unemployed. The gov- 

ernment has imposed travel restrictions to keep people in the country, 

and this applies especially to men forty and younger. In the past, many 

travelled to Turkey to seek a livelihood in the light of past historical and 

cultural connections (see Halim’s chapter for details). Turkmenistan has 

a border with Iran, but Turkmen-Iranian relations are limited in terms 

of trade. 

Throughout most of the 20th century, Central Asia was rarely if 

ever the subject of neighboring states’ disputes. However, after radical 

Russian economic reforms led to the destruction of the former Soviet 

Union’s economic complex, a political and economic vacuum emerged 

in the heart of Eurasia. 

According to the World Bank, Kyrgyzstan’s GDP per capita in 2017 

was $1,220 USD. Kyrgyzstan now suffers in terms of foreign trade due 

to its large debts to China. Balancing their budget remains a struggle, as 

the country takes on Chinese and Russian loans that go toward different 

projects. Besides gold, there are no other substantial industries in Kyr- 

gyzstan. The Kyrgyz state is highly dependent on agriculture, and is also 
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one of the most remittance-dependent countries in the world. Some 35 

percent of the Kyrgyz GDP comes from remittances from migrant labor, 

most of whom work in Russia. Consequently, Kyrgyzstan depends heav- 

ily on the condition of the Russian economy(Khan, K.H, 2020). Kyrgyz- 

stan’s external debt to China is 41% of its total external debt. Tajikistan is 

only slightly less dependent on remittances. About 30 percent of the Ta- 

jik GDP comes from remittances, also primarily from migrant laborers 

in Russia. As such, Tajikistan is also dependent on the Russian economy. 

Tajikistan foreign debt to China is even greater than Kyrgyzstan’s, with 

more than half of Tajikistan’s total external debt belonging to their East 

Asian neighbor. 

Corruption is a challenge for both Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. How- 

ever, Tajik corruption is different from that of Kyrgyzstan as it is much 

more diffused. Kyrgyzstan is able to maintain its democracy to some ex- 

tent, and at the least maintains a higher degree of stability relative to 

other Central Asian republics. The degree of corruption in Tajikistan has 

seen ebbs and flows over the years since independence due to political 

revolutions, the last of which happened through a presidential election. 

Power in Tajikistan is consolidated in the hands of President Rahman 

and his relatives. Almost every major industry, of which there are few, 

belong almost exclusively to one or more of Rahman’s family members. 

Big Powers: USA Vis-à-vis China and Russia 

American and European development agencies claim that their assis- 

tance has improved healthcare, education and promoted human rights, 

helping to alleviate the region’s socioeconomic tensions and prepare the 

CAR to participate in a more globalized economy. China claims that its 

financial assistance has improved the infrastructure and developed sev- 

eral industries and lead to the construction of a number of factories. Rus- 

sia claims to maintain the political and military stability in the region. 

Other powers take credit for improving international education through 

local universities and the resulting labor migration from Central Asia 

(see Fominykh’s chapter). Tola Amusan (see Chapter Three) writes that 
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the “New Great Game” (discussed in the introduction) between the ma- 

jor powers will revolve around who has more to offer, particularly in the 

economic sphere. Therefore, based on this theory, China will continue to 

play a dominant role, as has been the case in the region since the 1990’s. 

In Chapter One, Aizada points out that Chinese President Xi Jin- 

ping proposed to “join hands in building a Silk Road Economic Belt 

(SREB) with innovative cooperation” in 2013, thus offering the Chinese 

view of Eurasianism. Many researchers believe that Eurasianism is a new 

“Great Game” between the Eastern and Western powers vying for influ- 

ence. Fabrizio Vielmini (see Chapter Seven) argues that as a “Greater 

Eurasian Partnership”, the EAEU can provide a framework for a wider 

and more inclusive regional initiative to combine Russian and Chinese 

influence, further linking them with the EU regional agendas. Amusan 

further writes (see Chapter Three) that over the years, both China and 

Russia have developed a strategic partnership. Much has been written 

about this relationship, debating whether such a situation is sustainable 

and if it has the potential to blossom into a full-fledged alliance. A crucial 

area that can either make or break this friendship is Central Asia itself, 

which is Russia’s traditional sphere of influence. Tola writes that China 

has undoubtedly gained considerable influence in the region through 

trade, investment, loans and aid. Tola further mentions that China is still 

operating on shaky grounds, however, and that the exercise of geo-eco- 

nomics is intended to pursue the ‘long-game’. China’s influence is limited 

by Russia, who remains a more important security partner and has a 

stronger cultural link to the CAR states. This partnership is too deeply 

rooted to be displaced in the short-run. 

The CAR states have become more dependent on China mainly 

to push forward their economic agendas. One can argue that this gives 

Beijing a certain level of leverage and fosters asymmetric vulnerability 

interdependence. However, geo-economics favouring China have not 

fully played out in the region, as China seeks to present itself as a friend- 

ly neighbour so as to not startle Moscow. Chinese companies are also 

spending on Public Relation Initiatives (PRI) to improve their image 
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in the region. They have burned through billions of dollars to extend 

soft influence in the region, however it has battled to win the hearts and 

psyches of the general population. 

The Central Asia republics have been quick to respond by shut- 

ting down anti-China protests across the region and generally silencing 

those who criticize China. Often, the aims of Central Asian regimes 

and government interests are disconnected from those of their citizens. 

China is admittedly a source of investment infrastructure for the CAR 

and helps to modernize their economies at a crucial time. However, 

there is evidence which confirms that China conducts its economic re- 

lations in the region in a non-transparent manner, increasing the like- 

lihood of local corruption and making the government more receptive 

to Chinese investments. Lere Amusan (see Chapter Two) takes the dis- 

cussion to another level when he argues that China identifies itself as a 

developing country and that its future and interests align with that of 

other developing countries. For this reason, the 21st century has seen 

China prioritize developing countries, including those of the CAR, in 

its overall foreign policy, particularly within a multilateral framework. 

Unlike the West, China does not enforce conditions of political reform 

in exchange for cooperation and this dynamic serves Russian inter- 

ests, as well. China’s involvement in the CAR is not out of altruism, but 

a means to further their own economic and political stability in the 

region. Without the support of Central Asian states, Beijing may not 

have a lasting solution to its challenges regarding domestic terrorism. 

Such concerns also underpin Chinese economic engagement with the 

CAR states. This relationship benefits China economically by securing 

access to alternative sources of energy and natural resources, as well as 

additional markets for Chinese products and opportunities for the 

expansion of Chinese companies. 

On the other hand, Russia is pursuing its own vision of intercon- 

nectivity, especially with the Eurasian Economic Union, to standard- ize 

legal norms, taxes and duties between participating nations. While the 

Russian vision focuses on military and political stability that allows 
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for greater connectivity with the region, the United States seeks to dis- 

courage Central Asian states from pursuing close relations with China 

and Russia. However, since the collapse of Russia’s relationship with the 

West over the Ukraine crisis, the Sino-Russian strategic partnership has 

become more concrete. Russia and China are also blamed for sharing 

a common desire to challenge the principles of the Western-dominat- 

ed international system. The balance of competition and cooperation 

is most evident in Central Asia, the Russian Far East and the Arctic. 

Engagement in these theaters has tested Russia’s and China’s abilities to 

manage their differences and translate the rhetoric of partnership into 

tangible gains, which the USA perceives as a threat. The ‘New Cold War’ 

between the USA and China over the last few years, and very recently 

COVID-19 pandemic, has escalated these tensions. 

There is a slogan in China that promotes “a community of common 

destiny”. It is understood that China, as an authoritarian state, is looking 

to create a new post-Western world order. However, according to many 

scholars (Roberts, 2015, Xing, 2010, Sorensen, 2016, Steward, 2013), 

there is another threat to the Western world order, also known as the 

liberal world order, which does not come from China or Russia or even 

from a so-called authoritarian jurisdiction. Rather, it comes from within 

the liberal order itself in the form of three key issues. The first is the fail- 

ure of Western democracies to live up to the principles of a liberal rules- 

based international order. The United States in particular has been a 

serial rule breaker. American exceptionalism has encouraged other great 

powers to take a similar approach to their international relations. Sec- 

ond, the sheer incompetence and ineptitude of Western policymaking is 

highlighted by failed wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and the indecision 

regarding Syria. Western actions are not only regarded in much of the 

non-western world as morally illegitimate, but they have also exposed 

the limits of Western power. Thirdly, the unsoundness of Western eco- 

nomic institutions and policies. The 2008 global financial crisis under- 

mined the West’s moral and political credibility as well as the assumption 

that the West is the ideal to which other countries must strive. Western 
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financial institutions have been slow to bounce back from the crisis in a 

sustainable way. Western decision makers must address the incoherence 

between the rhetoric of liberal values and aspirations and the dismal re- 

alities of narrow nationalism. They must demonstrate, not just to others, 

but to their own populations, that they uphold the principles of liberal 

democracy, confronting xenophobia, and maintaining social and eco- 

nomic justice and the rule of law. 

Identity crisis is one of the most debated topics in the postcolonial 

period. Volumes are filled with theories,, discussions and critical anal- 

yses covering post colonialism. Central Asians are no exception to this 

trend. Ryan discusses (see Chapter Four) this phenomena, describing 

how when Russia overwhelmed the region during the Soviet period, nar- 

ratives were forced upon the Uzbeks that maintained that the success of 

previous endeavors was due to Russia’s assistance. Some Uzbeks, partic- 

ularly those who were defensive of their history, perceived that Soviet 

leadership proscribed expressions of Uzbek culture and argued against 

narratives of Russia’s assistance in making that history. This conflict be- 

tween the Russian viewpoint of intentional territorial addition and the 

Uzbek viewpoint of constrained extension tested Russia’s story, which 

was typically seen as hostile. By modifying history, the patriotism of the 

Uzbek public and Uzbek national identity was amplified. Nonetheless, 

it was a direct result of disdain towards Russia and a dread of Russian 

predominance that drove this change. 

Even though it seems that China, Russia, and the West all share a 

common goal of promoting regional stability in Central Asia, their ap- 

proaches to the problem differ. Nonetheless their efforts need not be at 

odds with one another. As a result of rising Uzbek nationalism, Uzbeki- 

stan and Western countries have become closer aligned, and this in turn 

protects Uzbekistan against Russian hegemony, but, it creates another 

security dilemma for Uzbekistan (see Chapter Four). Russia, for its part, 

still views Central Asian countries within its sphere of influence, and 

any detraction from Russian interests is seen as a security threat and a 

disruption to the status quo. Russia is thus more likely to try to counter- 
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act these nationalistic overtures in order to maintain some of its control 

over the region. 

Small Powers in the Region 

The US, China and Russia are the three great powers who have most im- 

pact in the region. However, one can also argue that against the backdrop 

of this Great Game, a ‘small game’ emerges in Central Asia in two ways. 

Firstly, relatively small powers like India, Japan, the EU and South Korea 

have their respective interests and policies for Central Asia though they 

are unlikely to compete with the big three. In the second sense, the small 

game also means that regional countries are vying for influence and have 

not yet begun to cooperate on the regional level. Hence, there is ample 

room for India, the EU and Japan to align and coordinate in their poli- 

cies towards Central Asia. 

The EU issued its Central Asia strategy in 2007, which was replaced 

by a new strategy in 2019. The core priorities include sustainable econom- 

ic development, human rights, connectivity, environmental protection, 

transport and energy links. The EU adopted its Central Asia strategy in 

2019 in Bishkek, while India announced its Connect Central Asia policy 

in Bishkek in 2013. Though China may have taken the spotlight over the 

idea of reviving the Silk Road through its enormous BRI ventures, the 

European Union was equally instrumental in resuscitating the Silk Road 

through its Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) ac- 

tivity, dispatched in 1993. In 2018, The EU also published its strategy 

to connect Europe and Asia which highlights sustainability, reducing 

carbon emissions, enhancing transparency and public consultation and 

reducing the debt-burden on partner states. The EU also emphasizes 

digital connectivity and people to people links in its Central Asia policy. 

It should be mentioned that within the EU, Germany has been par- 

ticularly active in engaging the Central Asian countries, both through 

the EU platform and also bilaterally. Germany is the only EU member to 

have embassies in all the five Central Asian countries. Hence, according 

to the European Union’s new EU-Central Asia Strategy, the CAR is an 



Conclusion 201 
 

 

 
overlooked region, but one that is gradually becoming more important 

for the European Union. The EU has steadily intensified diplomatic re- 

lations with the region, while simultaneously ramping up development 

aid, trade and investment, above all in Kazakhstan. 

The EU-Central Asia Strategy is interfering in various dimensions of 

the politics between the CAR and the major powers, and ultimately the 

course taken by CAR states will revolve around who has more to offer, 

particularly in the economic sphere. CAR states are seeking to increase 

and improve relations with other powers such as the European Union 

that could lead to strengthen the nexus and land-linkage between Asia 

and Europe. According to the EU Strategy outline, the EU remains Cen- 

tral Asia’s biggest economic partner, accounting for 30% of the region’s 

total trade. China’s trade with Central Asia has grown tenfold since 2000, 

and it has invested an estimated US$25 billion in the region since the an- 

nouncement of BRI in 2013, but it remains second to the EU in terms of 

trade, with a 20% share of the total, followed by Russia in third place with 

slightly under 20%. While the EU is a highly important economic part- 

ner for Central Asia, it is hardly perceived as a major actor and is much 

less visible. The previous Strategy for Central Asia, adopted in 2007, was 

intensely scrutinized for its broad character and lack of responsiveness to 

local needs. Central Asia has traditionally received a lower priority from 

the EU given the greater interests and more urgent developments in its 

immediate neighbourhood, but this fact is gradually changing. During the 

next decades, EU-Central Asia relations will depend on the interests and 

developments in both regions and other external factors, like the Chinese 

or Russian roles in Central Asia. Several internal challenges with a sig- 

nificant probability to impact external relations exist both in the EU and 

Central Asia. On the part of the EU, its lack of cohesion, the heterogeneity 

of its member states and their external engagement priorities will be major 

factors determining its role towards other regions. 

The other small player in the region is Japan. It mainly interacts 

with the Central Asian republics on three levels: diplomatic/political 

communications, trade and investment, and development assistance. 
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Current trade trends, investments, and Japan’s Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) assistance to Central Asian countries reveal that the 

region is not yet a major factor in shaping Japan’s foreign policy, but this 

does not prevent Japan from pursuing public diplomacy in the region. 

The region’s two largest, most populous, and resource-rich countries - 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan - account for the majority of Japan’s direct 

investment and ODA in Central Asia. Interestingly, judging by figures 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Uzbekistan in 

2018, Japan’s ODA in Uzbekistan was higher than reported by the Min- 

istry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. 

As the other important country in the region, India, discussed in 

Chapter Eight, plays an equally pivotal role in the region. India trains 

Central Asians in areas like IT, rural development, agriculture, and 

banking. Tajikistan is one of the largest beneficiaries of India’s ITEC pro- 

gram, with 200 spots per year. Two private universities from India, Am- 

ity and Sharda, have opened campuses in Uzbekistan. This supports the 

Uzbek education sector, but also further strengthens people-to-people 

links between India and Uzbekistan. Central Asia has a lot of potential 

to play a part in India’s energy security, but given the connectivity issues, 

the energy ties have been subpar (Please see Anirban’s chapter for more 

details). Moreover, like the other small players, India is also operating in 

the region mostly through soft power approaches and military training 

operations. 

This book has dealt with different perspectives on the CAR states 

that explore how they are managing relations with the big and small 

powers in the region. Its diversified approach is intended to contribute 

to strengthening relations with growing powers that may eventually im- 

prove the geo-politics and geo-economics of the region, since despite 

positive trends in the five Central Asian republics, gaps in the econom- 

ic development, trade vectors, external political and economic engage- 

ments, social development rate, rule of law, and other factors could 

alienate some countries from others. 
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