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ABSTRACT. Thispaper dealswith therethinking of post-Soviet Central Eurasia. Accordingtothe approach,
which arises from a Eurasianist conception of the region, drawing mainly on geography, equates Russia with
Eurada, an ideathat hasbecome popular and much debated in the post-Soviet period. 1f we proceed from thefact that
the eight countries discussed here form two sub-regions — the Central Caucasus and Central Asia—the larger
region, which includesboth sub-r egions, should be called the Central Caucaso-Asa. Theterm “ Central Caucaso-
Asia” reflectsaconceptual idea of theinterestsof strengthening thelocal countries state sovereignty, which, in
principle, contradictsthe spirit and idea of Russo-centric Eurasianism. © 2010 Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci.
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The term “Central Eurasid’ is normally applied to
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, which are
treated as a single geopalitical area. | am convinced
that thisis not completely correct from the geopalitical
viewpoint since it still reflects the Russian idea of this
geopdlitical expanse.

The Eurasian continent consists of two parts of the
world — Europe and Asia; for obvious reasons its geo-
graphic dimension can be used (and is used) in geopo-
litical contextsaswell. Thereisanother, no less popu-
lar, geopolitical idea about Eurasia created by the fact
that in the post-Soviet period Russia has been 1ooking
for its national and territorial identity. Indeed, for the
first timein the last 200 years, Russia has found itself
on a much smaller territory. This prompted the search
for a conception that would justify its special role at
least across the post-Soviet expanse [1]. No wonder
the questions — what is Russia? and where is Russia? —
remain topical [2: 56, 64]. It should be said that the so-
called myths[3] and narratives [4: 23] about the home-
land were largely encouraged by the talks about revis-
ing the Russian Federation (RF) state borders, which

are much more popular in the intellectual and political
communities of Russia and among the Russian public
than isbelieved in Western academic writings [3: 294].

In their search for a solution to the problem out-
lined above, the RF political leaderscan rely on theideas
of Eurasianism that acquired their second wind in the
post-Soviet period [5]. Based mainly on geography [6:
14], they still presuppose a geopolitical revision of the
Eurasian continent asageographical unit [7: 222].

Weall know that geographically the Old World con-
sists of several parts of the world — Europe, Asia (the
so-cdlled Eurasian continent) and Africa—whiletheterm
“Eurasid’ as applied by the Russian geopalitical schoal
narrows down theterritorial limits of Eurasia as a geo-
graphical continent.

According to the Eurasianists, Russia is a special
continent [8]. Toresolvetheterminological conflict be-
tween the geographic and geopolitical interpretations of
Eurasia, thegeopolitical context usestheterms”Eurasia-
Russia’ [9: 133-135, 137], “Russia-Eurasia’ [10: 83-84],
or “Eurasian Rus’ [11: 312-364, 539-543]. Theproblem
became topical again in the post-Soviet period: before
that geographers used the term “Eurasid’ in its geo-
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graphical meaning [12: 222]. Hereit should be said that
the discussion of a possible compromise between the
correct geographical term for Eurasiaand theterritory of
Russia sdomination isstill going on [12: 221].

Since the Russan geopalitical school relies on its
own interpretation of Eurasia to justify Russia simperial
ambitions, theterm “Central Eurasia’ needs specification:
to what extent do its geographic and geopoalitical inter-
pretations coincide and what problems do they entail ?

Traditionally, Central Eurasa as a geographic con-
cept is related to the territory between the Bosporus in
thewest and the Xinjiang-Uighur Autonomous Region in
the east and from the Kazakh steppes in the north to the
Indian Oceanin the south [13: 11]. Thismeansthat geo-
graphic Central Eurasia amost completely covers geo-
graphic Centrd Asa, but not Central Europe becauseAsia
ismuch larger than Europe. For this reason Central Eu-
ropeisleft outs dethe conventiona center (Central Eurasia)
of the single continent called Eurasia. If, however, the
physcal dimensionsof the continent’s partsare put aside,
logic suggests that geographic Eurasa as a continent
condgs of two parts of the world (Europe and Asia).
This means that geographically Central Eurasia should
conds of both Central Europe and Central Asa and
the Caucasian region as two links that connect them
[14: 30-42; 15-17]. It seemsthat the geographicinterpre-
tation of the Central Eurasian concept is still dominated
by its geopolitical interpretation, which equates Russia
and Eurasaeven in the post-Soviet era[12: 217].

Thosewho limit Central Eurasiato Azerbaijan, Arme-
nia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenigtan, and Uzbekistan are ill under the spell of
Soviet approaches which leave vagt territories, in particu-
lar Afghanistan, Northern Iran, the Northern Caucasus,
Northwestern China, Cashmere, and the Tibetan Plateau,
which sharehistoricd, ethnic, and cultural rootswith the
above countries beyond the region [13: 11-12].

While the Russian Eurasian school narrows down
the scale of Eurasia as a geographic continent, the dif-
ferencesarelessimportant in the caseof Central Eurasia
since the Russian geopolitical school is in control of
geography.

Today academic circles (and not only them) are
showing agreat interest in studying the problems of the
three Central Caucad an countries (Azerbaijan, Armenia,
and Georgia) [18: 287; 19: 9] and thefive Central Asian
countries (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan) within the same context.
The vast region represented by these eight states is
now called Central Eurasia[20: 2-3; 21: 206; 22: 117].
The same term is also applied to the same eight coun-
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triesand Afghanistan [23]. Together with the five Cen-
tral Asian states, it belongs to Greater Central Asia[24:
874; 25: 16; 26].

If we proceed from the fact that the eight republics
discussed here form two sub-regions — the Central
Caucasus and Central Asia — the larger region, which
includes both sub-regions, can be called the Central
Caucaso-Asia (in Russian, Kavkazia) [14-16]: thispre-
serves the term “ Central” as the key one for both re-
gions, while the new term “ Caucaso-Asia” is derived
from two related terms * Caucasus’ and “ Asia.” If the
term is applied to nine countries (the original eight and
Afghanistan), the region should be called Greater Cen-
tral Caucaso-Asia. This conception is aready shared
by others[27: 69].

We should not forget that Central Caucaso-Asiaas
asingleregion isnot integrated because it has no paliti-
cal or cultural homogeneity [13: 13]. At the sametime,
its component parts have much in common, which makes
it possible to regard them asa single region [23].

All the countries of Central Caucaso-Asia began
their post-Soviet lives under more or lessidentical con-
ditions, without the very much needed institutions of
statehood, with afairly low level of political culture, and
a command-(read: communist-)type economy. These
problems were reflected, to different extents, in the po-
litical and economic transformations in the Centra
Caucaso-Asian countries. Significantly, al these coun-
tries, with the exception of Kazakhstan, demonstrated a
reverse dependence between rich hydrocarbon reserves
and the pace of market reforms: the reserves obvioudy
failed to stimulate economic reforms[28].

The Central Caucaso-Asia, to say nothing of the
Greater Central Caucaso-Asia, has several conflict sub-
regionsonitsterritory [13], something that interferes, to
various degrees, with economic progressin some of the
countries; it also prevents the local countries from us-
ing local resources to move together in the desired di-
rection.

The region’srich hydrocarbon resources attract in-
vestments and tempt regional and world powers to po-
litically dominatethere[29]. Today, when energy policy
is blending with the foreign policy of these powers, this
is not merely understandable, but also inevitable [30].
At the same time, the Russian factor [31] is still very
strong in the Central Asian countries’ energy policies: it
seems that this part of the Soviet heritage cannot be
eliminated soon.

The Central Caucasusand Central Asiaare mutually
complementary, which means that they can use ther re-
sources together: the West isinterested in Central Asian
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oil and gas, whilethe Central Caucasus not only wantsto
move its own oil and gas to the West, but also to use the
energy (and not only) trangportation corridor that con-
nectsthe East and the West. Thismeansthat the Central
Caucasus can serve as a bridge between Central Asia, a
geopolitically dased region, and the West [32: 132].

It should be said in this context that, according to
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Azerbaijan is the most important
geopolitical pivot among all the others across the geo-
graphic continent of Eurasia[33: 41]. The“geopalitical
pivot” statusis determined by the country’s geographic
location and its potential vulnerability to what the ac-
tive geostrategic players might undertake in relation to
it [33: 40]. By “active geostrategic players’ | mean the
states strong and determined enough to spread their
domination beyond their limits.

By describing Azerbaijan asthe “cork in the bottle”
filled with the riches of the Caspian Sea and Central
Asia, Mr. Brzezinski stresses: “ Theindependence of the
Central Asian states can be rendered nearly meaning-
less if Azerbaijan becomes fully subordinated to
Moscow’s control” [33: 46-47, 129]. Kazakhstan isan-
other of America’'starget countriesin Central Caucaso-
Asia, which is amply illustrated by the Americans' in-
tention to maximizetheir investmentsthere [34: 105].

The idea of post-Soviet sate independence and its
strengthening as the linchpin of state interests of the
Central Caucaso-Asian gtates rule out their acceptance
of not only Eurasianism, but a so of the Heartland theory.
They both assert their subordination to the imperial
schemes of Russa and the West. In both cases, the
interests of those countries which these imperial ambi-
tions apply to, are left out of the picture. It is this, in our
opinion, that shows the one-sidedness and, consequently,
thelimitations of both geopalitica constructs—the Heart-
land theory and Eurasianism. These geopalitical congtructs
fully blend into a so-called “imperia geopalitics’ which
explains somehow the relevance of daborations on a so-
called “ democratic geopalitics’ today [35: 22].

The leaders of those Central Caucaso-Asian coun-
trieswho are seeking atighter grip on power rather than
stronger and developed state sovereignty, to say noth-
ing of democratization, human rights, and a market
economy, are prepared to embrace any theory (or rather
pseudo-theory) to camouflage their true intentions or
justify them.

It would be naive to expect the world and regional
powers to step aside and leave Central Caucaso-Asia
alone. Reality is much more complicated: these coun-
tries should carefully match their national interests and
their choice of regional and world powers as partners.
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Eurasianism clearly preaches Russia’'srevival asan
empire, but the even more moderate ideas now current
in Russiado not exclude the“soft” alternative of impos-
ing its interests on at least some of the local states,
irrespective of their national interests.

The USA, on the other hand, is guided by objective
considerations [33: 148-149]: far removed from the re-
gion, it cannot dominate over it and is strong enough
not to become involved in unnecessary complications
in this vast area.

From thisit followsthat Americaprefers asituation
in which none of the countries dominates over Central
Caucaso-Asiato allow the world community free finan-
cial and economic accessto theregion [33: 148-149].

American interests in the region are not limited to
energy issues [36], which means that it will help the
former Soviet republics overcome what remained of the
Soviet economic system and promote the market
economy and private sector as a solid foundation for
economic growth and therule of law. Thiswill also help
them to cope with social and ecological problems and
profit from their energy resources and ramified export
mainlines[37].

Some Russian experts admit that Moscow is hold-
ing forth about its historical, psychological, and other
tieswith former Soviet republics, whilethe United States
rejectsin principle any theories along the lines of “soft”
or “limited” sovereignty of theserepublics[34: 108]. The
Americans are convinced that Russia would profit from
richer and more stable neighbors[34: 105].

The above suggests that America is not seeking
integration with any of the regional countries; its policy
completely corresponds to the local countries’ national
interests rooted in strengthening and developing state
sovereignty, deepening democratization, and enhancing
the market economy.

The newly coinedterm “Central Caucaso-Asa’ does
not merely specify the region’s geographic identity: it is
a conceptual idea of the interests of strengthening the
local countries state sovereignty, which, in principle,
contradicts the spirit and idea of Eurasianism. All the
Eurasian deliberations about so-called “Caucaso-
Asianism” as potentially a theoretical antipode of
Eurasianism are absolutely wrong. Thisisexplained by
the political heterogeneity of Central Caucaso-Asia, not
al the members of which have similar thoughts about
state sovereignty and the road toward it. At the same
time, developing and strengthening state sovereignty,
deepening democratization, and confirming the principles
of amarket economy are not prerogatives of the Central
Caucaso-Asian countries alone.
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