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Central Asia has been for many people the blank space on the map.  In the years since the disso-
lution of the Soviet Union little more than unclear images of vast distances and endless energy 
deposits, authoritarian governments and threats of fundamentalist Islam have appeared to fill in 
the void.  Central Asia remains for most an enigma, but one that is assuming greater importance 
as the issues of power, influence and resources that will shape this century become more defined.  
China and Russia stand on either side of this vast inland sea, both cooperating and competing for 
influence and access.  From Sinkiang in western China to the oil-rich Caspian Sea and the Cau-
casus, Central Asia presents an array of possibilities and problems that are perhaps unmatched. 
The European Union and the United States are also involved in the intertwined questions of poli-
tics, security and development whose players, goals and outcomes are all in flux. The new na-
tions in the region inherited parameters of history, ethnicity and religion that shape, but do not 
determine how they will develop, and the area is both stage and player for the drama of the up-
coming century. 
 
If one stands in Central Asia and looks southward, Afghanistan provides the break in a wall of 
mountains and deserts that is the route south to warm lands and the sea.  For the people of Cen-
tral Asia, Afghanistan has historically been a key and a lodestone through which the courses of 
empire and history have passed. Starting with the pre-historic Aryan invaders of India, followed 
by the armies of Alexander the Great, the Moguls and on down to those of the Soviet Union, Af-
ghanistan has been the highway.  For the new nations of Central Asia, it holds both the promise 
of access while it raises the sword of political strife.  
 
Afghanistan provided two seminal shocks that have been primary determinants of the current 
political atmosphere in Central Asia. The defeat of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan was shatter-
ing to a nation whose whole dynamic was based on the legend of the heroic resistance and vic-
tory of the Second World War. In addition, the movement into Afghanistan for the Soviets was a 
step forward in the path they had followed in the nineteenth century.  The Great Game ended in a 
draw with the British Empire, but the empire ended after 1945 and the agreements made with it 
seemed no longer effectively binding to the Soviets.  The peoples of Afghanistan were the same 
peoples as those of the Soviet Republics to the north, which had only been finally sovietized in 
the 1930s.  As the Russian and then the Soviet Empire pushed into Central Asia, waves of people 
fled in front of them. The subsequent rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Afghanistan only under-
lined the disaster and provided an active threat for Central Asia as well. The hundreds of fighters 
of the Islamic movement of Uzbekistan who fled south to Afghanistan and then to Pakistan as 
well were following routes that were centuries old.  Both Tajikistan and Uzbekistan faced armed 
Islamic groups that were both indigenous and linked to groups to the south.  
 
Looking farther back in history, the centuries-long Mongol rule of Russia remains as a formative 
element in the Russian psyche, and physically expressed in a Russia that is today 20 percent 
Moslem. The bitter wars in Chechnya can be read as part of the Russian reaction to the perceived 



twin threats of Islamic fundamentalism and nationalism in Russia itself, where a string of Mos-
lem groups inhabit the Volga River Valley and there are no definitive geographic boundaries be-
tween Moslems and Christians. At the same time as Chechnya declared its independence, the far 
larger and more important republic of Tatarstan was moving in the same direction. The defeat in 
Afghanistan had caused ripples that spread throughout Eurasia.  
 
The second shock for Central Asia was the invasion of Afghanistan by international forces after 
the attacks on September 11, 2001.  Initial cooperation from the Central Asian countries led to 
the establishment of U.S. bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, a German base in Uzbekistan as 
well and French forces operating in Tajikistan.  Failure to achieve a swift complete victory by 
the international coalition and growing concern about the ongoing presence of the former enemy 
on the territory of the ex-Soviet Union led to a call by the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
meeting in Astana, Kazakhstan in 2005 for a timetable to withdraw troops from the region.  
 
Prior to 2001, the states of Central Asia had justifiably feared that the model of Afghanistan 
would spread to their countries. This contributed to the end of the Tajik civil war, as the parties 
agreed to an imperfectly implemented compromise solution rather than see their country copy 
Afghanistan’s ongoing civil wars in the 1990s.  To the north, Islam Karimov used the specter of 
Islamic fundamentalism to establish a police state well known for its human rights abuses.  In 
addition, the Islamic threat made the states of Central Asia renew the ties with Russia that had 
slackened in the first years after the end of the Soviet Union.  Similarly, the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, started by China as a vehicle for having a voice in the region, grew to become 
more substantive as Russia and Uzbekistan joined the organization.  It extended its areas of in-
terest to security and narcotics issues, as well as providing a forum for concern about the U.S. 
presence in the region, particularly as the U.S. and European countries began to push for action 
on human rights and democracy.  Russia has accused the U.S. of fomenting the revolutions in 
Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan and the other countries in the region have taken strong stops in 
curbing civil liberties to make sure the same does not happen to them. 
 
Most of what Central Asian countries know about democracy and the West they learned from 
their colonial experience with imperial and then communist Russia. With the exception of Ka-
zakhstan, the experience came late, at the end of the nineteenth century or well into the twentieth 
century.  The resistance to the Soviets in Kyrgyzstan lasted until the 1930s and then moved 
across the border into Afghanistan and China, joining their ethnic kinsmen in large numbers. For 
the citizens of the Soviet Union, Russia was the West and Russian the language of western civi-
lization.  The Soviets changed the alphabets of the Central Asian countries twice to keep them 
from learning from one another and from their modernizing Turkish cousins to the West. The 
propaganda, aided by economic realities in Asia, worked.  A villager living amid the rusting 
waste of ex-Soviet Tajikistan told of visiting relatives across the river in Afghanistan in the 
1990s;  “They’re living a hundred years in the past, without electricity and water.” 
 
The Central Asian countries did not want to leave the Soviet Union; it dissolved and left them 
behind.   For months if not years they hoped it would come back together again, sharing then 
President Putin’s feeling that its end was a tragedy.  The social and economic collapse that en-
sued broke down a system that had been erected over generations with great difficulty, often star-
tling economic and logistical incompetence, and great cost in human life.  In Kazakhstan alone, 



an estimated 1.5 million had died in collectivization drives in the 1930s, making Kazakhs a mi-
nority in their own country. With the end of the Soviet Union, the proportion reversed as millions 
of Russians “returned” to a homeland many had never seen.  Another 1.5 million Volga Ger-
mans, deported to the east during World War II, moved to Germany. The complex ethnic web of 
Central Asia, as varied in its way as that of the United States, unraveled and began to reweave 
itself.   
 
The newly independent states quickly replaced Soviet iconography with new nationalist imagery. 
Most infamous was Turkmenistan’s Saparmurad Niyazov, renamed “Turkmenbashi,” literally 
‘Head of the Turkmen,” who erected a golden statue of himself atop a monument that rotated to 
face the sun. Tajikistan erected monuments and pictures of the ninth-century Tajik ruler Saman 
that resembled Tajikistan’s president, Imamali Rahman, and Uzbekistan chose Tamerlane as its 
national hero.  Russian lost ground to national languages, and English became the foreign lan-
guage of choice for the young and upwardly mobile.  Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
all began to replace the Cyrillic alphabet with Latin letters, although only Azerbaijan has so far 
successfully made the transition. More importantly, the social safety net of the Soviet Union col-
lapsed along with the political structures.  Hospitals, schools, public safety and pension schemes 
became dysfunctional as funding disappeared and inflation ran rampant.  Russia, suffering from 
the same collapse, initially could do little to mitigate the changes. 
 
The two valences of the boom in energy prices and the spread of Islamic fundamentalism led to a 
basic shift in the power relationships within Central Asia. Russia suddenly had the money to pay 
off its debts and promise largesse to central Asia. Tajikistan, which had received forty percent of 
its budget from Moscow in Soviet times and  was the poorest state of the former USSR, received 
promises of a two billion dollar aid package from Moscow. Russia has offered to pay market 
level prices for energy from the Central Asian states to ensure its monopoly on exports to the 
west. The goal is to maintain Russia’s hold on energy experts in the face of U.S. and American 
competition and prevent U.S. promoted alternate supply routes such as the Nabucco gas pipeline 
from being realized, but it also has the spillover effect of pitting Russia eventually against China 
and India as energy users.  A gas pipeline from Turkmenistan through Afghanistan to Pakistan 
and India is another alternative which would undermine the Russian monopoly, but Russia’s re-
cent dramatic increase in pricing to Turkmenistan may, in the end, contribute to undermining that 
scheme, which has its own problems of supply and security that must be solved.  
 
Russia has taken several steps to reassert itself in Central Asia in terms of security.  After ini-
tially being standoffish and attempting to breathe life into its own post-Soviet Collective Security 
Treaty Organization, it joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.  After the U.S. obtained 
basing rights for the coalition adjoining the Manas airport in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, Russia set up 
its own base a few miles away at Kant. In Tajikistan, the resident Russian general reacted to coa-
lition overtures for use of the Dushanbe airport by announcing, to the surprise of the Tajiks, that 
the base was a Russian-Tajik dual use facility.  In the end, the French were given rights to use 
the airport and the coalition rejected Tajik offers to use another base at Aini because of infra-
structure problems.  Russia’s on-again off-again relations with Uzbekistan have occasionally re-
sulted in military cooperation between the two nations that see themselves as the rightful heirs to 
the Soviet Union’s dominant position in Central Asia.  
 



China has taken an increasingly active role in the region for both economic and political regions.  
China’s westernmost province, Sinkiang, is home to a Turkic people who have ethnic, religious 
and cultural affiliations with their cousins to the West as far as Turkey. The Uygur language they 
speak is at least partially comprehensible to other speakers of Turkic languages.  A Turkish 
woman who takes groups of businessmen to shop in China’s burgeoning entrepots in the region 
said of their shared language, Some days, it’s twenty percent, some days it’s eighty percent, but 
there’s always a percentage.”  In addition to the Uygurs, groups of Kyrgyz and Kazakhs also live 
on the Chinese side of the border, with a mirror population of Uygurs in the countries to the 
west, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. 
 
Sinkiang is also home to an economic and population boom, as China develops industry and 
builds new cities in the area; bring in millions of ethnic Han Chinese who now are the majority 
ethnic group in the region.  Uygur resistance to the process has resulted in some violence and the 
labeling of one Uygur group as an international terrorist organization by the United States.   
Some Uygur fighters have joined al Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan process.  Uygurs main-
tain that their resistance, akin to that of the Tibetans, is against ethnic assimilation and economic 
development policies of Beijing that ignore them and their values.  
 
China has taken active steps to develop its relations with Central Asian states, and not just be-
cause of concern over the U.S. presence in the region, although the location of a U.S. military 
base in Kyrgyzstan less than two hundred miles from the Chinese border and the continuing U.S. 
presence in Afghanistan is undoubtedly a cause of heartburn.   Border adjustments have been 
made with Russia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.  In the case of the latter, the surrender of several 
hundred thousand acres of territory to China by the Kyrgyz President was one reason why he was 
overthrown in 2005.  China claims ten percent of eastern Tajikistan as well, and has opened the 
first road connecting its border to the Tajik capital.  Chinese traders are omnipresent in Central 
Asia, as are local merchants who go to China and purchase cheap goods for their markets. 
 
Energy issues are one of the main determinants of national interests in this century.  China has 
moved briskly forward to advance itself in Central Asia in a whole range of economic fronts, 
dominated by energy.  It has purchased an oil field in Kazakhstan and is planning to build the 
world’s longest pipeline to bring that oil to China, even as it has signed oil purchase agreements 
with Russia to multiply by several times the oil Russia supplies to Western China. China has also 
become the prime trading partner with both Kazakhstan and Iran.  With the latter, it has signed 
deals worth 100 billion dollars to develop the gas and oil fields at North Pars and Yadavaran and 
purchase liquefied natural gas, is extending the Teheran metro and has a wide range of other pro-
jects underway.  There is also speculation that it will obtain docking rights on the Iranian Gulf 
shore, further to the large commercial port it is building in Pakistan at Gwadar. China has nearly 
one billion dollars in investments in Turkmenistan, has obtained an interest in a Turkmen gas 
field in the Caspian Sea and is moving forward on building a pipeline to bring that gas to China, 
scheduled to go online in 2010.  
 
Closer to home, China has signed a 3.4 billion dollar deal to develop the Aynak copper mine in 
northeast Afghanistan, one of the world’s largest undeveloped deposits.  The amount, roughly 
equal to the total development assistance the U.S. has expended in Afghanistan to date, will in-
clude building a railroad- Afghanistan’s first- that will connect the field through Tajikistan with 



Chinese markets.  The estimated worth of the copper is nearly ninety billion dollars.  In addition 
to the road with Tajikistan, China is also upgrading the transport infrastructure on its side of the 
border including the Karakorum highway that leads to Islamabad and eventually, the new port at 
Gwadar. 
 
In security issues, China has registered its concern about the U.S. presence in Central Asia both 
unilaterally and through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.  Russia and China have taken a 
common stance that basically shows concern and a sense of proprietorship over Central Asia.  
U.S.-Chinese military relations are a separate topic in flux, but several naval incidents such as 
the last-minute cancellation of U.S. ship visits to Hong Kong last year vindicate that China is un-
comfortable with the status quo, something underlined by the increase in Chinese defense spend-
ing. In this regard, Central Asia is one significant part of a complex picture. Joint Chinese-
Russian troop maneuvers have taken place for the first time, and China’s military chief visited 
Afghanistan in the fall of 2007 to discuss mutual security issues. China is building a road which 
would connect the two countries through the narrow finger of the Wakhan Corridor which sepa-
rates Tajikistan from Pakistan. 
 
The most volatile element for Central Asia is the ongoing war in Afghanistan.  Afghanistan pre-
sents two immediate threats to its northern neighbors.  The first, the threat of fundamentalist Is-
lam, however manipulated it may be by Uzbekistan’s President Karimov and, arguably, Russia’s 
Putin, is nevertheless a real one.  The failure of the central Asian successor governments to 
achieve any real reforms in either political or, with the partial exception of Kazakhstan, eco-
nomic terms means that the messages of social justice and freedom put forth by the Islamists re-
main resonant.  In addition, the successful conflation of radical terrorism with avowedly non-
violent groups has led to an overall crackdown on observant Islam in Central Asia, most dra-
matically in Uzbekistan.  Militants fleeing those governments have taken refuge with their coun-
terparts in Afghanistan and Pakistan.  Tahir Yoldashev, leader of the Islamic movement of Uz-
bekistan, has called on his followers to postpone the jihad in Central Asia and concentrate on 
Afghanistan, but the message is clear that Central Asia is still on the list. Thus, in spite of their 
trepidations about U.S. ultimate intentions in the region, the central Asian countries still cooper-
ate both facilitatively and, in some cases, actively in the war in Afghanistan.  
 
Narcotics is the second threat to Central Asia from Afghanistan. Both usage and traffic have in-
creased as the Afghan drug production outstripped world capacity.  One factor in the decreasing 
life expectancy in Russia is the growth in AIDS from drug users sharing needles.  Afghanistan 
has been called a narco-state by some, and the traffickers in Afghanistan, often connected to or 
part of the government, have close connections with partners in all of their neighbors.  Narcotics 
transit Tajikistan and Uzbekistan to Russia and on to Europe.  A program that stopped drug pro-
duction in Afghanistan might have the effect of moving production north to Tajikistan and Kyr-
gyzstan, both of which have a history of weak, corrupt governance, and abiding poverty. 
 
Tajikistan, the most fragile state in Central Asia, is also the poorest. The United States govern-
ment estimated GDP at a purchasing power parity of $1500 in 2007. Tajikistan was created by 
the Soviet Union out of and over the objections of Uzbekistan.  Tajiks speak a Persian dialect, 
and Tajikistan is the only Central Asian state not to speak a Turkic language, but its cultural cen-
ters of Bokhara and Samarkand remain firmly part of Uzbekistan, which also controls rail and 



much of the road access to Tajikistan.  The relationship between the two remains troubled, as 
Uzbekistan sponsored the ethnic Uzbek minority in the north that ran the country during Soviet 
times, and continues to treat Tajikistan roughly, closing the border at will. The Tajik civil war of 
the 1990s resulted in over fifty thousand killed and the departure of much of Tajikistan’s Russian 
community, as well as the destruction of Tajikistan’s inferior infrastructure.  The example of Af-
ghanistan led the Tajiks to accept a negotiated peace that allowed inclusion of the Islamic Party 
in the Tajik Parliament, the only country in Central Asia where such representation exists. Rela-
tive to its neighbors, Tajikistan has allowed a measure of political freedom and space for civic 
activities, while at the same time arresting individuals it claims to be members of Hizb ut-Tahrir. 
 
Tajikistan’s economy depends largely on a huge Soviet-era aluminum plant on the Uzbek border 
and the production of cotton in the south. In 2006, Russia, newly flush with energy profits, of-
fered Tajikistan a two billion dollar aid package to enlarge the plant and complete another Soviet 
legacy project, a hydroelectric dam and generator at Rogun, in an earthquake prone zone. In re-
turn, Tajikistan converted into a sovereign Russian base the Russian-run base (nominally a joint 
Central Asian base) located in mid-Dushanbe that it had been trying to shut down since the end 
of the civil war.  In addition, it allowed the Russians to build a military airport. The Russians 
have so far later failed to fulfill their pledges on support for the Rogun dam and other hydroelec-
tric projects, but the troops remain.  Tajikistan also allowed the Indian government to start up its 
first base outside India on Tajik territory.  Finally Iran, which had been distanced by the 
Dushanbe government for being too helpful to the Islamic side during the Tajik civil war, even 
though the Islamists in Tajikistan were Sunni and not Shia, returned in force with large grants.  
Iran is completing the tunnel through the 11,000 foot Anzob pass linking north and south Tajiki-
stan for the first time with an all-year-round road, at the small cost of forty million dollars.  The 
road will save 600 km (360 miles) in driving and bring a large public relations dividend for Iran. 
Iran is also planning to build electric lines that will pass through Afghanistan to Iran, tapping Ta-
jikistan’s generative capacity.  Thus, all of the nations which together supported the Tajik-
dominated Northern Alliance in Afghanistan through Tajikistan have placed themselves in 
prominent positions in this geographically pivotal state. 
 
Additionally, China has taken an active role in Tajikistan.  In addition to the rail route to Af-
ghanistan projected to pass through Tajikistan, China has invested upwards of one billion dollars 
in Tajikistan in the last two years in dams, hydroelectric plants and highway reconstruction. The 
two nations held joint antiterrorist military exercises in Kulyab in Tajikistan in 2006. Kulyab is 
the home and power center of Tajikistan’s President Imamali Rahman. 
 
Uzbekistan, to the north of Tajikistan, is the most populous country of Central Asia with twenty-
seven million people.  It sees itself as the inheritor of the ancient civilizations which once domi-
nated the world.  Islam Karimov, its authoritarian ruler, has maintained a strict rule since inde-
pendence and is widely criticized for human rights violations including the Andijon massacre in 
2005 where several hundred people were killed by government troops.  Karimov has jailed thou-
sands of people claiming they were Islamic terrorists. The densely populated Ferghana Valley, 
mostly in eastern Uzbekistan, remains a center of Islamic foment and ethnic politics.  Unlike Ka-
zakhstan to the north, Uzbekistan, and especially the Ferghana Valley, has been a center of Islam 
since the eighth century. 
 



Uzbekistan has traditionally taken a high-handed approach to its neighbors, particularly Tajiki-
stan, which it regards as both a conduit and a source of Islamic terrorism and drugs.  Several at-
tacks launched from Tajikistan by the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan in 1999 and 2000 under-
lined the issue.  After the attacks in the U.S. on 9/11/2001, Uzbekistan granted the U.S.-led coali-
tion use of a base at Karsi Khanabad in the southern part of the country and another facility to 
the Germans at Termez directly on the Afghan border.  After the State Department failed to re-
certify Uzbekistan for progress on human rights and economic development in 2004, Uzbekistan 
made the U.S. give up its base, even though the U.S. Department of defense had increased its 
funding to Uzbekistan. Both Russia and China had expressed concern about the U.S. presence at 
the base. 
 
Karimov’s relations with Russia have waxed and waned as he attempts to chart an autonomous 
course for Uzbekistan.  After the Andijon events, Karimov visited both Moscow and Beijing 
where he did not hear criticism of his acts.  Since then, relations with Russia have cooled some-
what.  China, on the other hand, continues to maintain good trade and political relations with 
Uzbekistan, including support for Uzbekistan to joining the WTO and joint ventures in oil pro-
duction. 
 
Uzbekistan’s problems are economic as well as political.  Falling cotton production, market poli-
cies designed to benefit a small group of supporters and a clampdown on NGOs and civil society 
have created a society that is troubled and held in check only by a very strong hand. Succession 
issues are also a concern, as Karimov has health problems. Access to water resources will con-
tinue to lay an important role in Uzbekistan’s relations with all of its neighbors.  
 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan’s other northern neighbor, has belied its early promise as a state making a 
quick transition to as market economy.  Traditional ethnic rivalries, connections with organized 
crime and misuse of power led to the deposition and resignation of President Asker Akayev in 
the Tulip revolution of 2005.  His replacement Kurmanbek Bakiyev has since evinced the same 
tendencies.  Kyrgyzstan’s mineral and water resources as well as its spectacular mountain scen-
ery hold promise for the future, but lack of investment has held it back.  Kyrgyzstan has taken 
active steps to try to hold on to its minority Russian population, but has faced ethnic strife in the 
western city of Osh between ethnic Uzbeks and Kyrgyz.  In addition, it was twice invaded by 
Islamic fundamentalists, in 1999 and 2000 who were trying to capture an Uzbek exclave in Kyr-
gyzstan and declare it a liberated Islamic entity.  Kyrgyzstan has developed fairly close ties with 
China, which has improved the physical connections between the two countries as an avenue to-
wards access to Central Asia. The U.S. base at the Manas airport provides several hundred mil-
lions dollars in rent to the Kyrgyz government, in addition to creating security concerns for other 
states in the region.  
 
Kazakhstan, larger than Europe and sparsely populated, has the greatest possibilities of any of 
the central Asian states. Rich in energy resources and with a strong agricultural sector, Kazakh-
stan maintains good relations with both Russia and China.  Russian President Medvedev signifi-
cantly chose Kazakhstan as the first foreign country he visited after inauguration in May 2009.  
Although diminished by out-migration, Kazakhstan’s Russian population is still nearly forty per-
cent and its northern regions, settled by Russians in the eighteenth century were historically con-
sidered part of Russia itself.  Kazakhstan has set 2030 as a target date for achieving economic 



parity with developed countries, but democracy may well trail behind, as President Nazarbayev 
continues to stifle opposition and treat the country as his private economic fiefdom. 
 
Both China and Russia have significant and growing economic ties in Kazakhstan, not limited 
only to the energy sector.  They see Kazakhstan as a limited but viable commercial retail market, 
and both countries have demographic connections with Kazakhstan.  China has leased thousands 
of acres of agricultural land in Kazakhstan’s East and intends to send up to ten thousand Chinese 
farmers to work there.  All three nations have claims to the water resources of the Ili River, 
which starts in China and flows through Kazakhstan on to Russia’s Lake Baikal, the world’s 
largest body of freshwater. Environmental concerns over a pipeline designed to bring Russian oil 
to its Far East and China that would pass close to the lake were resolved in favor of the pipeline 
by then-President Putin. 
 
U.S. oil companies became heavily involved in developing Kazakhstan’s Caspian Sea deposits in 
the 1990s. U.S. involvement, still strong, has been mitigated by Kazakhstan’s growing assertive-
ness in profiting on its deposits as well as legal issues surrounding the granting of contracts that 
are still under litigation in the U.S. Other questions of U.S. economic ties with the Kazakh gov-
ernment and President Nazarbayev have appeared in the U.S. press, including some involving 
ex-President Clinton. 
 
Historically, Kazakhstan’s huge expanse has been an arena in which both China and Russia 
sought influence.  Kazakh tribes initially sought Russian alliances centuries ago to keep the Chi-
nese at bay.  A symbiotic relationship between nomadic Kazakh herders and Russian farmers 
lasted until the Soviet collectivization campaign and forced settlement of the Kazakhs in the 
nineteen thirties, which resulted in the destruction of some 80 percent of the Kazakh flocks and 
the death of an estimated 1.5 million Kazakhs. The result is a country that was highly Sovietized 
and Russified.  Today, Russia and China, equally willing to ignore questions of human rights and 
democratic expression, are again jockeying for influence in a country that is quickly modernizing 
and developing an affluent middle class. 
 
Turkmenistan, once considered the most hopeless case in Central Asia, has begun to emerge as 
the classic case of the new Great Game as Russia and Western countries vie to obtain access to 
its abundant gas resources.  Turkmenistan has commitments to supply gas to Russia, China and 
Iran, but has also promised to provide gas for a pipeline to be built through Afghanistan to Paki-
stan and India.  This year it also spoke of supplying gas directly to Europe through one of three 
alternate means that would bypass the existing pipeline through Russia and Ukraine. One of 
these, the Trans-Caspian pipeline would link up with the proposed Nabucco pipeline in Azerbai-
jan and transport gas across Turkey to Europe.  The Russians have been more successful in sign-
ing up partners for their alternative, the South Stream pipeline, which would go through Russia 
and across the Black Sea to Bulgaria. Russian concern to maintain its near-monopoly on exports 
of Turkmen gas led it to increase the price it pays by fifty percent since the end of 2007, with 
ongoing negotiations for a further increase underway in June, 2008.  Due to a lack of transpar-
ency, it is unclear whether Turkmenistan will in fact be able to meet the new commitments under 
discussion. 
 



Since the death of Niyazov, Turkmenistan has slowly begun to move away from his legacy of 
personality cult but the country still has severe limits on the basic freedoms of its citizens, both 
political and religious.  
 
Iran casts a security and ideological shadow over the region as well.   The question of the divi-
sion of the Caspian Sea and its security necessarily involves Iran.  The Teheran Declaration on 
the Caspian Sea in 2006 states that the littoral states guarantee not to attack one another and that 
the Caspian Sea cannot be used for the purposes of war.  One pointed audience for this declara-
tion would be the United States. Iran has maintained close relations with both Russia and China.  
In his 1998 book, The Grand Chessboard, Zbigniew Brzezinski predicates that one of the worst 
outcomes for the U.S. would be if these three nations united against it.  Russia’s involvement 
with the construction of Iran’s nuclear power plant at Bushehr is well known, as is the nuanced 
nature of the relations between the two countries.  Iran’s Shia theocracy has largely kept silent 
about Russia’s behavior towards the Chechens, and concerns over Azeri nationalism has led Iran 
to be relatively more supportive of Armenia than Azerbaijan in the unresolved conflict over Na-
gorno-Karabakh.  
 
The Unites States has had a catalytic effect on Central Asia, but has not assumed a primary posi-
tion of involvement in the region.  Unsure at first what to make of the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, the United States opened embassies in all of the post-soviet states but continued to view 
the region as within the Russian sphere of influence. Its programs aimed at fostering civil rights 
and democracy were not heavily funded and often took a distinct second place to highly visible 
commercial deals and military visits. Nevertheless, they had an effect, both unilaterally and in 
cooperation with the Organization on Security and Confidence building in Europe (OSCE) and 
EU efforts in making some movement forward in the Central Asian states.  The Color Revolu-
tions in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, rightly or wrongly, have been ascribed to these influ-
ences and the rulers of the other regional states have drawn the appropriate lessons and tightened 
the rules in their countries.  Ironically, Kazakhstan’s President Nurbayev persists in his bid to 
become head of the OSCE as part of the process of Kazakhstan’s taking its place on the world 
stage. The U.S. budget for programs related to civil rights and democracy decreased in 2008, 
with the exception of Turkmenistan. 
 
For the countries of Central Asia, and particularly for Russia and China, the question is one of 
the nature and extent of the U.S. presence in the region.  As the Afghanistan war continues with 
only an increasing commitment of troops, the initial enthusiasm of the Central Asia states has 
become mitigated by concerns over American intentions.  The concept of the U.S. a citadel of 
democracy and freedom, never widely accepted in the former USSR, has become even more be-
leaguered in recent years.  High profile U.S. contacts and profitable business deals with Central 
Asian oligarchs reinforce distrust of the former enemy, abetted by domestic government propa-
ganda questioning U.S. motives.  Russia and China see the U.S. as a security, political and eco-
nomic rival in an area they consider their own. 
 
The European Union is also looking towards Central Asia, which promises to be a region of 
growth and potential for the next century.  EU energy needs and security concerns are inter-
twined in a world of diminishing possibilities, with Central Asia serving as a platform for the 
development of resource potential as well as other economic relationships.  Through the EU and 



the OSCE as well as bilaterally, European countries have begun to explore the possibilities that 
exist, although questions of democracy and basic freedom necessarily are part of the dialogue.  
The EU has already been criticized in some fora for not approaching the latter with the same dy-
namic as it seeks out energy relationships. 
 
Little is known about Central Asia in the West.  The languages, culture and history of the people 
there were subsumed into the overall fabric of Russia and then the USSR.  A fresh approach is 
needed to understand these countries as partners and cooperators, one that includes an apprecia-
tion of their individual histories, languages and cultures. One size does not fit all. Much has to be 
learned on all sides, and much has to be unlearned as well.  Misconceptions and ignorance 
abound.  A concerted effort starting now can have lasting positive effects as economic and politi-
cal stability develop.  The approach should be multilateral, multi-linguistic and inclusive.  If the 
United States and the EU leave it to the popular media to instruct Central Asians as to how they 
live and what they think, the results will largely reinforce negative preconceptions. The peoples 
of Central Asia, for their part, grew up with the psychology of being citizens of a world leader, 
and expect recognition as equals. A project that considers the needs and abilities of all sides 
would make a substantial contribution towards creatin a new equation for Central Asia. 
 
Specific Areas of Concern: 
 
--Russia and China both seek economic and political influence.  Russia has been signing up the 
energy resources of the region but China has tried to do the same.  The Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization is a venue where they meet and cooperate along with the other Central Asian states.  
The organization has held its first joint military exercises.  The possibility of growth of this or-
ganization should be studied.  Anti-terrorism is a major concern of the SCO.  An invitation for it 
to cooperate militarily with the coalition in Afghanistan and Central Asia could bring major 
benefits to both sides, help to alleviate worries about the U.S. presence in Central Asia, and re-
lieve some of the pressure with regard to manpower and materiel that faces the effort in Afghani-
stan.  The Central Asian states will be primary beneficiaries of security and peace in Afghani-
stan, so there is no reason why they should not substantially contribute to bringing it about.  
 
--Oil and gas are what everyone wants from the region.  The race for resources can result in the 
ongoing triumph of oligarchies or it can evolve into something better. Responsible growth can 
bring present sustenance lasting benefits for local populations.  Kazakhstan has set up an invest-
ment for the future.  The other Central Asian countries and their purchasing partners need to 
move forward to do the same.  In Turkmenistan, for example, the nominal per capita income is 
$8000, but any observer can see that the standard of living is far below that. As more resources 
come online, real incomes should rise across the board. 
 
--Water is the lasting problem of Central Asia.  Insufficient supply and conflicting needs dictate 
better management policies, especially when a developing Afghanistan starts to demand its share 
of limited resources.  Salinization of land, the need to develop increasing hydroelectric power 
and management of supply on an annual basis are problems that need covalent and comprehen-
sive structuring on a regional basis. 
 



--Transportation also must be dealt with regionally.  The countries of the region have called for 
further development of the rail lines from Istanbul to Almaty, and regional cooperation to supply 
war materiel via the Central Asian rail lines to Afghanistan is underway, but a larger discussion 
involving connecting Central Asian lines through Afghanistan to Pakistan and India and lines to 
China is also necessary for the new century.  
 
--Succession issues will face the nations of the region.  Dynastic tendencies exist, and democratic 
ones are weak.  Kyrgyzstan’s revolution did not result in a net gain for democracy in the region. 
The careful nurturing of democratic organs and civic society is a prerequisite for improvement of 
conditions. Local needs and attitudes need to be an informed part of the process, and democratic 
states need to take an active role in presenting their values.  
 
--Economic change is essential.  Free market economies are severely limited in most of Central 
Asia, with governments and oligarchs working hand in hand to exploit and shape commerce. Uz-
bekistan may be the most outstanding example, but all of the countries of Central Asia have 
paradigms and control and taxation that discourage investment and growth. Rule of law is essen-
tial for democracy, but it is even more essential for a successful economy.  
 
--Islam as a political and even more as a social factor is both a leitmotif and an active factor in 
the region.  It informs, to a greater or lesser extent depending on the circumstances, daily life and 
sociological attitudes.  The end of the Soviet Union led many people to look back to the Islamic 
states that existed before.  Fundamentalists, and some terrorists, took advantage of that.  Gov-
ernment repression exacerbated the problem.  Moderate Islam has been and mostly still is the 
norm in Central Asia, but politicization of religion and reactive repression wear away at its fab-
ric.  The West needs to understand the complexity of Islam and work with its moderate majority.  
 
--The U.S. does not seem to have a holistic and coherent policy for Central Asia.  These new na-
tions with ancient roots present, in many ways, a physical and sociological ambience familiar to 
residents of the U.S., with their vast spaces, lack of class structure and vibrant mix of ethnic 
groups.  To observers in the region, U.S. interest has been expressed until now mainly in busi-
ness deals that have produced tangible benefits mainly for the leadership or military activities 
that are unclear in their ultimate intent and unsettling in their propinquity.  From both the Rus-
sian and Chinese point of view, a growing ring of U.S. military emplacements surrounds them.  
They are understandably anxious.  Conversely, the Central Asian partnership these two countries 
manage raises questions as well.  
 
--Central Asia is almost another New World, with vast resources, huge territory and peoples and 
cultures that in many ways are unfamiliar.  At the same time, there are many aspects of life, par-
ticularly in its cities, that are quite recognizable, and Westerners easily adapt.  Partnerships with 
Central Asian states and their peoples could result in mutually beneficial growth and develop-
ment.  The process will be long and sometimes difficult.  The development of democracy is not 
guaranteed, nor is economic prosperity.  Central Asia has the potential for both, however.  
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