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Second Annual Interdisciplinary Eurasia Research Conference  

 

School of Oriental and African Studies 

Venue: Room G2, SOAS, Russell Square, London 

Saturday 18 February 2012, (9.00- 17.00) 

 

Welcome Dr. Sevket Hylton Akyildiz 

Panel 1- Identity, culture and anthropology [09-05-10.50AM]  

Chair: Dr. Otambek Mastibekov, Aga Khan University, Institute for the Study of 

Muslim Civilizations, London 

 Diana Ibanez (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

Taloq or ‘Fast Track Divorce’: Subjectivity, Personhood, and Mexican Soap Operas in 

Kulob, Southern Tajikistan 

 Bolant Yeskarauly (PhD Candidate, Leicester University) 

Kazakhness and Kazakhstanshipness in the 21st Century 

 Rebecca Beardmore (PhD Candidate, UCL) 

The Past is Another Country: Reflections on Conducting Archaeology in the Post-

Soviet, Multinational, Nation-state of Kazakhstan 

 Diana Kudaibergenova (PhD Candidate, Cambridge University) 

National Identity in Post-Soviet Central Asia: Soviet Legacy and Primordialism Post-

1991 

Coffee Break [10.50-11.10] 
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Panel 2- History [11.10-12.50]  

Chair: Katherine Hughes, PhD Candidate, SOAS  

 Dr. Elena Paskaleva (Leiden University, Holland) 

The Bibi Khanum Kosh in Samarqand: Its Mongol and Timurid Architecture 

 Barakatullo Ashurov (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

Sogdian Texts from Sogdiana: Eighty Years Ago and Now 

 Stefan Peychev (PhD Candidate, University of Illinois, USA). 

Capital Cities and Imperial Ideology in Eurasia, 1200-1500 

 Nourmamadcho Nourmamadchoev (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

Complex Representation as Reflected in Ethnographic and Historical Sources: A Case 
of Mirs of the Northern Principalities in Badakshan 

*   *   * 

Lunch Break [12.50-13.30]  

*   *   * 

Panel 3- Development Issues [13.30- 14.50]  

Chair: Sultonbek Aksakolov, PhD Candidate, SOAS 

 Gulzat Botoeva (PhD Candidate, Essex University) 

Social and Economic Conditions of Drug Production in Kyrgyzstan 

 Zamira Dildorbekova (PhD Candidate, Exeter University) 

The Dynamics of Islam and Modernity in Tajikistan 

 Alex Calvo (European University, Barcelona, Spain) 

 

Selected International Legal Aspects of the Proposed Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline 



3 
 

Coffee Break [14.50-15.10] 

 

Panel 4 - International Relations & Politics [15.10-16.50]  

Chair: Zayra M Badillo Castro, PhD Candidate, SOAS  

 Cyrus Ki Yip Yee (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

China’s New Administration in the Inner Asian Frontiers in the Late Qing Period 1901-11 

 Timothy Alexander Nunan (PhD Candidate, Oxford University) 

Soviet Development Thought, the 'Central Asian Consensus', and Soviet 

Afganovedeniie. c. 1953-1991 

 Aijan Sharshenova (PhD Candidate, Leeds University) 

Democracy Promotion in Central Asia: the European Union’s Strategy Towards 

Kyrgyzstan 

Closing Remarks: Dr. Gül Berna Özcan, Royal Holloway, University of London 

 

 

 

 

 

Conference Sponsors:  

Arcadia University, SOAS and Royal Holloway 
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ABSTRACTS 

 

Panel 1: 
 

Diana Ibanez (PhD Candidate, SOAS, London) 

Taloq or ‘Fast Track Divorce’: Subjectivity, Personhood, and Mexican Soap 
Operas in Kulob, Southern Tajikistan 
 

This paper will explore people’s personal experiences and practices of divorce in Kulob, 
a city of southern Tajikistan. It investigates the relationship between the ways divorce is 
enacted according to both Islamic law (shari’a) and Tajikistan’s family code (qanun): 
taloq and judo respectively. Through analyses of marital disputes between Kulobi men 
and women, and of the consequences these have on everyday sociality, I investigate 
the complex and paradoxical ways in which gendered subjects and local notions of 
personhood are continually shaped in Kulob. I highlight in particular the significant roles 
that communication technologies (e.g. mobile phones, televisions, satellites dishes and 
CDs) play in the processes of divorce and in the fashioning of gendered persons. In 
addition, I scrutinize the effects of highly-popular Mexican soap operas (broadcast on 
national TV and on Persian-language satellite channels) on the ways in which marital 
disputes do not merely result in the production of prior categories of person, but also 
more unforeseen and unconventional subjectivities. 

 
 
Bolant Yeskarauly (PhD Candidate, Leicester University) 

Kazakhness and Kazakhstanshipness in the 21st Century 
 
In the early 1990s it was a trifle hard to single out the character of the official nationality 
policy pursued in the newly independent Kazakhstan. On the one hand, state officials 
seemed to be inclined to follow ethnocentric principles and make decisions with regard 
to the rights of Kazakhs only (Schatz 2000). On the other hand, Kazakhs portrayed 
themselves as a suffering group and repeatedly spurned the government’s political 
stance in terms of national question. Indeed, Kazakhstan’s government has wished to 
practise both civic and ethnic notion of nation-construction, now and then finding itself 



5 
 

confounded and scarcely  capable of creating legal grounds to prop up either of them 
(Dave 2003). For the time being however there is a significant chasm between the 
claims of those Kazakh nationalists and the official government over the issue of 
ethnicity and nation-building (Kolsto 1998). As the disparity has become more vivid in 
recent times, it would be adequate and relevant to discern the official nationalism 
scheme promoted by the state from the one advanced by the Kazakh nationalists. In my 
view, at this stage Brubaker’s proposition is significant for developing a theoretical 
framework. Brubaker (1999) argues that it will be more consistent from an analytical 
perspective to employ terms such as: state-formed nationalism and counter-state 
nationalism, rather than civic and ethnic ones, as the latter expressions became more 
problematical. In this paper, I will elaborate on the Brubaker’s argument and attempt to 
explain the national issue in Kazakhstan from this perspective covering the period 2004-
2011. Because in the last few years the notion of ‘Kazakhness’ and a state-initiated 
concept of ‘Kazakhstanshipness’ have developed separately and therefore need new 
approach and clarification. The ways Kazakh nationalists observe nation-building 
process would be compared with the government’s official course of action.  
 
 
Rebecca Beardmore (PhD Candidate, UCL) 

The Past is Another Country: Reflections on Conducting Archaeology in the Post-
Soviet, Multinational, Nation-state of Kazakhstan 
 

This paper will present some reflections on the experience of conducting archaeological 
research in Kazakhstan. In contrast to anthropological and sociological research, it is 
easy in archaeology to feel distanced from modern social and political developments. 
However, while our 'subjects' are far removed from the modern world, our study of them 
is firmly rooted in a discipline that has been shaped by contemporary academic thought 
and political trends from its inception. With this consideration in mind, this paper will 
explore the cultural and political milieu within which archaeologists in Kazakhstan, both 
local and foreign, operate, and will question how this affects decision-making in the field 
and in the office.  Key areas that will be highlighted include how official and non-official 
constructs of national identity affect and are affected by archaeological investigation, 
how post-Soviet and post-colonial sensitivities are handled while operating in the field, 
and how the research agendas of states, educational institutions and individuals interact 
with each other and affect the conduct of archaeological investigation.  The aim of this 
paper is to reflect and explore rather than problematise and offer solutions, and it is 
hoped that by taking a reflexive approach to archaeological research new questions can 
be raised and new dialogues opened that will encourage archaeologists to contextualise 
their research, and especially their interpretations, within the present as well as the 
past.  The past may be another country, but our study of it cannot be conducted 
satisfactorily without consideration of the social and political issues of the modern 
country in which it is being conducted. 
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Diana Kudaibergenova (PhD Candidate, Cambridge University) 

National Identity in Post-Soviet Central Asia: Soviet Legacy and Primordialism 
Post-1991 
 
After the collapse of Soviet Union newly independent states of Central Asia found 
themselves in the process of forming their national ‘imagined communities’. Partially it 
was done to legitimate their existing territorial integrity, rights of their titular ethnicities 
and political elites. The process of such formation expresses itself in the creation of 
particular symbols, myths and rituals that will not only distinguish but also legitimate the 
nation in its own rights for existence. Current discourse on nation building in post-Soviet 
Central Asia (Adams 2010; Dave 2007; Olcott 1995; Cummings 2003) demonstrated the 
common trend of alienation from the Soviet past in national ideologies of Central Asian 
states. Yet only few scholars (among them Laura Adams, Pauline Jones Luong and 
Sally Cummings to name the few) acknowledged the fact that all Central Asian republics 
not only were highly influenced by their recent past but also repeated policies and 
contents of institutionalization taken from the Soviet past. 

 

The paradoxical relationship between still Soviet in content and anti-Soviet in form is the 
main focus of this proposed chapter. My goal is to analyze the newly formed national 
symbols and some selected myths behind such symbols in three Central Asian states 
(Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan) and to prove that they directly were 
dependent on the Soviet legacy. There I focus on two main provisions of such 
arguments – first, legitimating goals of such projects (formal distance from recent past) 
and actors or producers of such symbols (Soviet-trained local nomeklatura). Out of that 
argumentation raises the explanation of so-called ‘political primordialism’ in Central Asia 
with its distinctive exploration and usage of ancestral lines and particular legendary 
images. I would argue that main reason of such usage lies within the field of political 
and social legitimation of new regimes and their policies. Then I argue that ideology and 
special quest for national idea search become tools for political speculation and 
manipulation of the elites in these countries. The comparative content analysis would 
reveal this hypothesis with varying degree of intensity of nationalistic primordial ideas in 
Turkmenistan (high level), Uzbekistan (high level) and Kazakhstan (moderate level). In 
conclusion I would draw patterns of ideological developments in these countries in the 
first five years of independence, e.g. usage of historical (titular ethnic) personages, 
quest for re-discovery of ancient past and deliberate alienation both from Soviet and 
Central Asian common traits.  
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Panel 2: 

Dr. Elena Paskaleva (Leiden University, Holland) 

The Bibi Khanum Kosh in Samarqand: Its Mongol and Timurid Architecture 
 
The urban kosh ensemble consists of two or three large buildings opposite each other 
with a square between them. The four-iwan kosh ensembles were erected on major 
urban axes that defined the new market routes along the Silk Road as early as the 11th 
century. The Bibi Khanum kosh in Samarqand is one of the most important architectural 
achievements of the Central Asian ruler Amir Timur (r.1370-1405). The kosh consists of 
the four-iwan congregational mosque and madrasa of Bibi Khanum, the primary wife of 
Timur. Both buildings have a cruciform plan with an open courtyard with four vaulted 
halls along the two orthogonal axes. The main aim of this study is to compare the 
quadripartite architecture of the Bibi Khanum kosh with the congregational mosque and 
madrasa kosh, erected by the Il-Khanid emperor Oljeytu Muhammad Khudabanda 
(r.1304-1316) in Sultaniyya. Oljeytu’s Sultaniyya influences the following architectural 
phenomena of Timurid architecture: the choice of the four-iwan plan for the main 
imperial mosque, the situation of the domed sanctuary on the longitudinal axis of the 
four-iwan compound, the usage of minarets, the epigraphic programme (square Kufic 
inscriptions), architectural details such as the turned column, the decorative band 
ornamentation around the iwan frame. Furthermore, the orthogonal symmetry of the two 
four-iwan kosh ensembles evokes the divine imagery of the ideal topography associated 
with Paradise. That is why, their design is related to visual representations of Paradise 
in the Il-Khanid and Timurid manuscripts of the Mirajname, depicting the Prophet’s 
ascension and vision of Paradise. I suggest that such representations of Paradise were 
used as sacred architectural drawings for Timurid monuments. The comparison is 
multidisciplinary and covers Il-Khanid and Timurid historiographical sources, existing 
and extinct architectural monuments, representations of architectural paradisiacal 
settings in Il-Khanid and Timurid manuscripts, reading and translating Persian and 
Arabic calligraphic inscriptions.  
 

Barakatullo Ashurov (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

Sogdian Texts from Sogdiana: Eighty Years Ago and Now 
 

Sogdiana was an ancient civilization of Iranian-speaking people who lived at the edge of 
the Persian Empire en route to China. Territorially, Sogdiana occupied the central 
region of what today is called Central Asia and was positioned on strategic crossroads 
of the major trade routes connecting East and West. However very little was known 
about Sogdian civilization until the discovery of Sogdian textual sources. The Sogdian 
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studies became an independent discipline within Iranian Studies thank to the 
decipherment of the Sogdian textual sources discovered at the dawn of twentieth 
century. However, the irony perplexing the scholar community of Iranian studies was 
that all the Sogdian texts were found in Chinese Turkestan, miles away from the 
historical land of Sogdians. Further, majority of the Sogdian texts from Chinese 
Turkestan are religious and have very little to offer about the history of Sogdiana. 
However, the spring of 1932 brought into Sogdian studies community very pleasant 
surprise. A shepherd out at the hill country of Tajikistan on Mugh Mountain at the site of 
the medieval fortress discovered a basket full of ancient manuscripts.  

What have the scholarship learned from these documents after 80 years and what 
remains to be yet studied from them. This paper speaks about the contribution of the 
Sogdian documents from the Mugh Mountain, Tajikistan into our knowledge of the 
Sogdiana of early eight century.  

 
Stefan Peychev (PhD Candidate, University of Illinois, USA). 

Capital Cities and Imperial Ideology in Eurasia, 1200-1500 
 
This paper aims at providing a fresh perspective to the interplay of concepts of imperial 
ideology and urban traditions in Eurasia in the middle period of Islamic history. The 
main feature of this period was the mass influx into the world of Islam of nomads from 
Inner Asia and the subsequent dominance of Turks and Mongols in the political and 
military affairs of this expansive realm. The creation of Turkic and Mongol empires in 
this highly urbanized world has posed important questions that still haven’t found their 
definite solution. How did the nomadic character of the conquerors affect the urban 
fabric of the world of Islam? What was the effect of the new principles of state-building 
and imperial ideology on the major urban centers of the region? Did the urban traditions 
of the region themselves affect the principles of state building of Turks and Mongols? 
Did they play some role in the transformation of the consciousness of Turks and 
Mongols from that of steppe dwellers to that of inhabitants of a highly urbanized world? 
These questions can best be addressed within a comparative framework encompassing 
a wide portion of Eurasia. A comparison between Constantinople, Tabriz, and 
Samarqand, and the roles they played in, as well as the extent to which they were 
influenced by, the imperial ideologies of Ottomans, Ilkhanids, and Timurids, reveals 
important differences in the cultural characteristics and urban traditions of three distinct 
regions of the Islamic world. Such an approach introduces three empires with different 
heritages and understandings of urban development, thus allowing for any similarities 
and differences to make themselves clearly visible. The analysis presented here 
suggests a reevaluation of the attitudes of Turks and Mongols toward urbanism and its 
role in empire-building in the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries. 
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Nourmamadcho Nourmamadchoev (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

Complex Representation as Reflected in Ethnographic and Historical Sources: A 
Case of Mirs of the Northern Principalities in Badakshan 
 

The history of northern principalities of Badakhshan remains neglected in contemporary 
scholarship. Ethnographic sources from the 19th century ‘Great Game’ period provide a 
story of mīrs of Shughnan, which seems fragmented and contradictory. The local oral 
tradition from the region gives impetus to such stories that creates misrepresentation. 

The ‘story of arrival’ represented by the Russian and British political and military agents 
of the 19th and 20th centuries left modern scholars with a jigsaw puzzle. So far this 
jigsaw puzzle was taken for granted and narrated in contemporary academia without 
questioning 

Careful analysis of local historical sources in-line with waqf documents as well as 
biographical dictionaries known as nasabnāmas can help to unfold the complexities of 
this story. In this short presentation I will decompose the ‘story of arrival’ in order to 
contextualise it. In light of this it will also allow defining the geographical and historical 
boundaries related to the story of mīrs of Shughnan and their place in the history of the 
region in a broader context. 
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Panel 3: 
 
 

 
Gulzat Botoeva (PhD Candidate, Essex University) 

Social and Economic Conditions of Drug Production in Kyrgyzstan 
 
One of the main aims of my research is to link the production of hashish with how 
people in the Issyk-Kul region are adjusting to economic conditions such as market 
economy. By being more entrepreneurial and diversifying their ways of making a living 
making hashish has become morally accepted as a way of dealing with new economic 
conditions. Hashish is made by mostly young men and women, and sometimes children 
and produced almost exclusively for sale and only in rare occasions for personal use. In 
such a context the social networks that people in this region maintain are becoming 
increasingly important as a means of financial stability. Membership in social networks 
is obtained through participating in different life-cycle celebrations such as birth of a 
child, marriage, circumcision and funerals. To be part of social networks people have to 
exchange gifts and provide physical and emotional support to each other.  Money 
received from selling hashish is also used for obtaining gifts, and money exchanged at 
celebrations. People who establish contacts in such a way are able to secure help with 
physical labour (building or maintaining the home) as well as developing businesses 
and obtaining micro-credits. By describing this process in detail I aim to show how 
hashish production is embedded within the emerging local entrepreneurial culture. In 
doing so, the links between drug production, celebrations and changing economic 
circumstances in the region can be accounted for. The research was conducted in one 
of the villages of Issyk-Kul oblast in 2009-2010 during 9 months of qualitative research. I 
collected 60 semi-structured interviews with the villagers, local authorities and militia 
representatives. It was followed up by a survey of 244 households of the village. 
 
 
Zamira Dildorbekova (PhD Candidate, Exeter University) 

The Dynamics of Islam and Modernity in Tajikistan 
 
Islam, reduced to a concealed entity during the Soviet reign, has regained its presence 
among the ex-Soviet Muslim communities. However, the experience of the last decades 
shows that efforts to reconcile Islam with secular national projects in Central Asian 
states have not been profoundly successful. Predominant body of recent scholarship 
and Central Asian media addresses these developments through ‘discourse of danger’ 
posed by international Islam, as well as discourse of ‘good’ (government-sponsored) vs. 
‘bad’ Islam(s) – which in turn reinforce people and Central Asian government’s attitudes 
toward Islam. The present research tries to understand Islamic “renewal” among Shi’a 
Ismaili Muslim minority of Tajikistan and their Islamic discourse on modernity being 
largely shaped by the reunion and convergence of local and transnational (or global) 
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Ismailism(s) following seven-decades-long Soviet isolation. While this work does not 
deny the relevancy of the aforementioned discourses, it challenges the common 
portrayal in these discourses of both international Islam and Islam in Central Asia as 
monolithic entities – with the former being anti-Western, thus anti-modern, and the latter 
as a passive receiver; as well as reinforces the importance of everyday discourses both 
political and in Islam in understanding the phenomena of Islamic renewal in Central 
Asia, and Tajikistan in particular. Notions of ‘multiple modernities’ (Eisenstadt, 2000) 
and ‘discursive tradition’ (Asad 1986) are employed to exalt a better understanding of a 
complex and constantly evolving nature of Islam in Central Asia and its dynamics with 
modernity. This work currently observes revolutionary readings of modernity within 
Ismailism and its discourse being largely informed, altered and recreated by various 
dynamics within the faith and without. These dynamics [within and without] create 
controversy and tension within the community, but at the same time instigate systematic 
and indigenous approaches and answers that go far beyond “traditional” discourses on 
Islam and modernity and, nevertheless, accentuate the continuity of tradition. 
 

Alex Calvo (European University, Barcelona) 

Selected International Legal Aspects of the Proposed Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline 

The Caspian Sea is a strategically located body of water rich in natural resources and 
potentially connecting a number of regions, including Europe and Central Asia. The fall 
of the Soviet Union opened up a wide range of possibilities in different directions, 
including eastwards to China, southwards to Iran, and westwards to Europe. 
Concerning the latter, a number of proposals have been made to build a natural gas 
pipeline connecting Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan (part of the so-called "Energy 
Corridor"). However, they have met with a number of objections from Moscow and 
Tehran. Some of these objections concern the alleged failure of the project to comply 
with international law, chief among them its laying absent an agreement on maritime 
borders, and its potential environmental impact. 

The aim of the paper is to discuss the first of the two points of contention, presenting 
both sides of the debate so that the reader can learn about the different points of view 
and judge for himself. Having briefly referred to the status and significance of the 
Caspian Sea in energy, geo-economics, and geopolitics, in the introduction, the core of 
the paper is made up of different sections dealing with the various international legal 
rules defended by the riparian states and which may feature in a future settlement. 

 
 

 
 

Panel 4: 
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Cyrus Ki Yip Yee (PhD Candidate, SOAS) 

China’s New Administration in the Inner Asian Frontiers in the Late Qing Period 
1901-11 
 

 Focusing on the Xinzheng (New Policies) reforms in Xinjiang, Tibet and Mongolia in the 
late Qing period (1901-1911), my research seeks to investigate, by means of a 
comparative approach, the interaction between the Han, the Manchus and the 
indigenous peoples of China's Inner Asian frontiers during the country's transition from 
empire to nation. Specifically, I wish to examine the relationship between the reforms 
and the frontier peoples' formation of ethnic identities. 

 In this presentation, I shall briefly examine why Xinjiang's indigenous peoples did not 
seek independence from China following the Qing empire's collapse in 1911. Whereas 
the Xinzheng reforms had driven the peoples of Mongolia and Tibet to seek 
independence, no independence movement occurred in Xinjiang, though the region had 
always been the most restive of the empire's Inner Asian borderlands. It can be argued 
that the reforms were a continuation of the central administration's assimilationist 
approaches since the region's provincialization in 1884. Apart from modernizing the 
region's economy and defense, the Qing court sought to strengthen central control of 
Xinjiang by introducing a Chinese-style administration in the province; replacing its 
traditional governing system of local Turkic begs and Mongol princes with an ethnic Han 
officialdom; and acculturating the indigenous peoples through Confucian education. All 
these measures not only were intrusive by nature, but also imposed unbearable financial 
burdens on the local peoples. Yet, unlike in Mongolia and Tibet, there were no 
independence-seeking uprisings by Xinjiang's indigenous peoples. I will argue that one 
of the main underlying causes of this striking absence was the failure to form a pan-
ethnic identity among Xinjiang's indigenous peoples, which was a product of the 
province's geographical and historical legacies. 

 

Timothy Alexander Nunan (PhD Candidate, Oxford University) 

Soviet Development Thought, the 'Central Asian Consensus', and Soviet 
Afganovedeniie. c. 1953-1991 
 

The postwar Soviet Union was a developmental state par excellence. Beginning in the 
1950s, Soviet academics completely reinvented the discipline of international political 
economy and developed a new area studies academic establishment, creating the 
intellectual space needed to discuss how newly independent countries in the 'Third 
World' could plot their own non-capitalist development. Academics held conferences 
and seminars for visitors from around the developing world, often offering the historical 
experience of Soviet Central Asia in the 1920s and 1930s as the most instructive 
developmental model for Third World countries – in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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But while some scholars, such as Ragna Boden and Andreas Hilger, have begun to 
unpack Soviet developmental policy in the Third World per se, no one has taken the 
intellectual history of Soviet developmental thought seriously, particularly so not with 
reference to this 'Central Asian Consensus' for development that emerged in the 1960s, 
nor to how Soviet development thought played out in the USSR's biggest developmental 
project – the war in Afghanistan in the 1980s. This paper, a chapter from a larger 
dissertation on Soviet development and modernization in Cold War Afghanistan, seeks 
to do just that. Using as its material base Soviet journals, development theory books, 
and archival materials from Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan (the site of a major conference on the 
'Central Asian Consensus' in 1971), it argues that Soviet development thought, 
particularly regarding Afghanistan, reflected larger trends of de-Stalinization and de-
centralization in postwar Soviet intellectual life. 

 

More specifically, academics at the major Moscow institutions like IMEMO and the 
Institute of Oriental Studies of the USSR moved away, tentatively, from a Stalinist 
piatichlennaia theory of universal development to one that took greater account of 
cultural and religious differences, but they did so too late to foresee the Sino-Soviet Split 
or the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. At the same time, however, Central Asian 
Communists sought to lend their own particular developmental experience universal 
and hegemonic legitimacy for the developing world. Vis-a-vis Afghanistan in particular, 
Uzbek academics claimed special knowledge and insight into how that country could 
develop, again on the basis of their supposed special historical experience. The results 
of this narcissistic exercise would prove disastrous. 

 
 

Aijan Sharshenova (PhD Candidate, Leeds University) 

Democracy Promotion in Central Asia: the European Union’s Strategy Towards 
Kyrgyzstan 

 

The EU offers a set of measures to ensure stability and security in Central Asia: 
democracy, good governance, human rights, and rule of law. These concepts are 
emphasized in a seminal document, ‘The EU and Central Asia: Strategy for a new 
partnership’, which represents an interesting combination of self-interest assumptions 
and normative declarations. Central Asian governments demonstrate varying degree of 
acceptance of these values. Generally, their declarations and legal acts indicate that 
they might share European values (e.g. see the Constitution of Kyrgyzstan). However, 
the situation with democracy, human rights, and rule of law has not changed 
significantly with the course of time and issuance of liberal laws and democratic 
declarations. 
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The paper will outline flaws and challenges to democracy promotion techniques applied 
in the Central Asian region in general, and Kyrgyzstan in particular, by the European 
Union. To name few of them, flaws include multi-level clashes of largely constructed 
values and interests, e.g. clash of the EU values, as they are stated in its normative 
documents, and interests of the EU’s individual member states; contradiction between 
declared values of Central Asian politicians, and their self-interests and involvement in 
the economic-political-criminal nexus (on this nexus in Kyrgyzstan see Kupatadze 
2008). At broader level, there is a certain degree of divergence between the empirical 
democracy experiences of the EU and Central Asia. The paper will have a constructivist 
inclination, and attempt to deconstruct values by highlighting the gap between things 
said and things done on both sides. 


