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COMMENTARY

Turkey’s Comeback to Central Asia

BAYRAM BALCI" and THOMAS LILES™

ABSTRACT Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Turkey emerged
as an influential player in the Muslim and ethnically Turkic repub-
lics of Central Asia. Despite an unrealistic initial policy approach
aimed at creating a wide-spanning Turkic union, Turkey reori-
ented its foreign policy toward the region and since the mid-1990s
has relied on a sophisticated combination of bilateral engagement,
multilateral institutions, economic linkages, and soft power vis-a-
vis Central Asia. The recent thaw in Turkish-Uzbekistan relations
offers new opportunities for cooperation, while Central Asia as a
whole is likely to gain importance in Turkish foreign policy against
the backdrop of Turkey’s deteriorating relations with traditional

Western allies.

Introduction

s regularly noted in academic
Asources and regional analy-

ses, Turkey is situated at the
crossroads of several regions that
were historically dominated or tar-
geted by Ottoman rulers. Regardless
of what the leadership of post-Otto-
man Turkey may have intended, the
country has always been sensitive to
political developments in the Middle
East, the Balkans, the wider Black
Sea region and the Mediterranean.
Although never part of the Ottoman
Empire, post-Soviet Central Asia
has garnered equally strong interest
among Turkish policymakers, not
least because of ethnic, linguistic,

and religious commonalities. Yet,
Central Asias position in Turkish
foreign policy has received compar-
atively scant analytical attention in
recent years, in part due to Turkey’s
deepening involvement in the Syrian
civil war since 2013 and the concom-
itant deterioration in relations with
its traditional Western allies. Never-
theless, despite foreign policy failures
close to its own borders, Turkey has
developed and maintained mostly
positive relations with the Central
Asian republics.

This commentary provides an over-
view of Turkish foreign policy in
Central Asia and aims to shed light
on Ankaras multifaceted approach
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their independence, but despite its
eager diplomatic overtures and the
ethnic and religious similarities it
shared with these newly independent
states, Turkey was not yet prepared to
forge a strong relationship with the

Although Turkey eventually
abandoned its romanticized

notion of a new Turkic world,
Ankara maintained ambitious

objectives in Central Asia

to the region. Our main argument is
that Turkey’s Central Asia policy —al-
though initially shaped by a roman-
ticized and unrealistic pan-Turkic
worldview- witnessed a fundamental
reorientation towards more achiev-
able policy goals from the mid-1990s.
While ethnolinguistic identity never
completely disappeared from Turk-
ish policy vis-a-vis Central Asia,
Turkey has largely dispensed with its
pan-Turkic aspirations and has in-
creasingly relied on a sophisticated
combination of bilateral relations,
multilateral institutions, economic
linkages, and soft power initiatives to
further its aims in the region.

The End of the Soviet Union:
A Turning Point in Turkey-Central
Asia Relations

The collapse of the Soviet Union sig-
naled a new era in Turkey-Central
Asia relations.! Now independent
and compelled to formulate new for-
eign policies, the five former Soviet
republics with majority Muslim and/
or Turkic populations (Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Turkmenistan) quickly emerged
as potential partners for Turkey. An-
kara was among the first to recognize

region. The combination of euphory
and miscalculation vis-a-vis Central
Asia negatively affected Turkey’s ini-
tial policy toward the region.

As part of the Western Bloc and a
member of NATO, Turkey received
advice from Western partners in its
efforts to formulate a policy toward
Central Asia.*> The dominant senti-
ment in the West was that the Cen-
tral Asian republics were susceptible
to Iranian and/or Saudi religious in-
fluence. On the other hand, Turkey
—as a secular, relatively democratic,
pro-Western, Muslim-majority coun-
try— could serve as a positive bridge
between this new geopolitical space
and the West. This idea was as wide-
spread among high-level policymak-
ers as it was among think tanks and
diplomats, and it even received sup-
port from then U.S. president George
H. W. Bush in 1992.% In Central Asia,
local authorities initially viewed Tur-
key as a good transition model from a
centrally planned economy to a more
liberal market-oriented system. Prior
to adopting a critical policy toward
Turkey, Uzbek President Islam Kari-
mov was among the leaders who sup-
ported the idea of a Turkish model
for Central Asia.

Despite widespread optimism for the
Turkish model, however, Turkey’s ini-
tial policy toward Central Asia proved
untenable. To be sure, Western en-
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couragement and Central Asian aspi-
rations were overly optimistic and led
to unrealistic initial expectations for
Turkey. However, Turkey’s sentimen-
tal visions of Central Asia bear the
most responsibility for the ineffective
policy direction. Turkish policymak-
ers and diplomats naively thought
that Turkey could cooperate with
Central Asia to create —in the words
of former President Silleyman Demi-
rel- a new “Turkic World stretching
from the Adriatic to the Great Wall of
China?” To realize this project, Turkey
adopted various symbolic political
measures. The first decision was to
create a new bloc of countries around
the idea of Turkishness and initiate
Turkic summits, which gathered the
leaders of Turkey and the four Tur-
kic republics of Central Asia annu-
ally. These summits proved difficult
to organize and Ankara soon realized
that it was impossible to adopt polit-
ical measures or unify participating
countries around common principles.
Moreover, Turkey was not econom-
ically powerful enough to help these
countries implement meaningful lib-
eral economic reforms.

Simultaneously, Turkey’s European
and American allies realized that
there was no significant risk of Cen-
tral Asia coming under the influence
of an Iranian or Saudi model of de-
velopment, due in part to the deep-
rooted secularism in these societies.
Western players thus toned down
their promotion of the Turkish model
and bolstered their own bilateral
links with each individual country.
For their part, Central Asian leaders
knew they could open their countries

TURKEY'S COMEBACK TO CENTRAL ASIA

to the world without Turkish assis-
tance. Turkey likewise acknowledged
that the Central Asian countries, de-
spite cultural and religious common-
alities, were very heterogeneous and
had a range of different priorities in
their respective state-building pro-
cesses. As such, from 1996 onward,
Turkey reverted to a more realistic
Central Asia policy.

Turkey’s New Priorities in Central
Asia

Although Turkey eventually aban-
doned its romanticized notion of
a new Turkic world, Ankara main-
tained ambitious objectives in Cen-
tral Asia. To be sure, Turkey did not
completely eschew ethnic identity as
a basis for developing relations with
the Turkic former Soviet republics.
However, its position toward the
region after 1996 has been under-
pinned by realistic policy instru-
ments and long-term calculations.
In political, economic, cultural, and
religious spheres especially, Turkey
relies on a sophisticated set of foreign
policy tools vis-a-vis Central Asia.

Creating Conditions for Political
Dialogue

While it no longer believes in a
wide-spanning Turkic union, Turkey
continues to cultivate multilateral
relations with Central Asian states
partially on the basis of ethnolinguis-
tic identity. Turkey has pursued this
vector primarily through Tiirk Kenesi
(the Cooperation Council of Turkic
Speaking States, CCTS, the Turkic
Council). The Turkic Council was

2018 FALL 13



(QITITATAETAE  BAYRAM BALCI and THOMAS LILES

TiKA, one of the
main soft power
tools of Turkey,
has completed
atotal of 761

projectsin 26 T

years of operation
in Kyrgyzstan.

NEZIR ALIYEV /
AA Photo

established in 2009 as an intergovern-
mental organization with the aim of
promoting comprehensive coopera-
tion among Turkic-speaking states. In
particular, the organization strives to
build political solidarity in the Turkic
world and to promote economic and
technical cooperation. Its four found-
ing member states are Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkey.
For its part, Turkmenistan showed no
interest in joining the Turkic Coun-
cil due to the neutrality officially en-
shrined in its constitution. Uzbekistan
also forewent membership, but with
the accession of Shavkat Mirziyoyev
to the presidency in 2016, Tashkent
began opting for a more open foreign
policy and in April 2018 announced
its intention to join the body.*

In tandem with this soft “pan-Turk-
ist” integration project, which essen-
tially treats Central Asia as a single

entity, Turkey has developed a keen
awareness of local regimes, popula-
tions and ethnonationalist aspira-
tions. As such, Ankara has concur-
rently refocused its foreign policy on
strengthening bilateral relations with
each of these countries.”

As previously mentioned, Turkey
initially aspired toward a single, in-
tegrated policy vis-a-vis Central Asia
on account of the region’s ethnic and
religious similarities. It took some
time before Ankara fully appreciated
that the Soviet policy of ethnona-
tional identity construction had been
successful in the sense that Soviet
authorities had managed to engineer
new national identities in form, if not
initially in content. Having realized
the import and ultimate reification
of local national identities, Turkey
dispensed with its evocation of a
common Turkic legacy. It also began
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praising the respective national iden-
tities and nation-building policies of
each country.

Another important aspect of Tur-
key’s political ambitions in Central
Asia is its support for the ruling re-
gimes. When the Soviet Union col-
lapsed, Turkey was tempted to throw
its backing behind Central Asia’s
most nationalist and Turkist politi-
cal forces who shared Turkey’s initial
conception of a wider Turkic union.
However, these forces were rapidly
marginalized. In Uzbekistan, the two
main nationalist parties —Birlik and
Erk- soon faced repression from the
Karimov government.® In Azerbai-
jan, the staunch nationalist Abulfaz
Elchibey led the Azerbaijani Popular
Front Party (APFP) to power in 1992
and as president advocated close re-
lations with Turkey. Elchibey and the
APFP, however, were toppled during
a coup détat in 1993.7 Recognizing
the marginalization of these pro-Tur-
kic forces, Turkey did not hesitate
to provide support to the regimes
that ultimately came to power, even
if these regimes did not give Turkey
sole priority in their foreign policy.

Frequent high-level political visits by
Turkish leaders to Central Asia con-
stitute yet another important aspect
of Turkey’s political relations with the
region. Since 1991, all Turkish presi-
dents and prime ministers have vis-
ited each country in Central Asia on
a regular basis and have been warmly
received. Despite commonly held
perceptions that Turkey was more
interested in Europe and the Mid-
dle East, Recep Tayyip Erdogan has

TURKEY'S COMEBACK TO CENTRAL ASIA

Thanks to TIKA’s activities
in Central Asia, Turkey
acquired valuable experience
in the field of international

development and TIKA

subsequently capitalized on
its experience in the former
Soviet Union to become an
instrument of cooperation for
Turkey in other developing

countries

never neglected the Turkic countries
and has visited them on a regular ba-
sis over the past two decades.

Turkey’s Economic Relations with
Central Asia

Since the demise of the Soviet Union,
the Caspian Basin and Central Asia
have piqued the interest of Turkish
leaders both in terms of energy re-
sources and potential markets for
Turkish enterprises. Thanks to very
intensive diplomacy and negotia-
tions between Turkey, Azerbaijan,
the United States, Georgia, and ma-
jor international oil companies, the
Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline
was commissioned in 2005 to trans-
port crude oil from the Azeri-Chi-
rag-Gunashli field offshore Azerbai-
jan to international markets via the
Turkish terminal of Ceyhan.® Initially,
the pipeline exported only Azerbai-
jani oil, although Kazakhstan began
exporting crude oil from its Tengiz

2018 FALL 15



(QITITATAETAE  BAYRAM BALCI and THOMAS LILES

Having shifted from an Arabic
to a Latin alphabet earlier
in the 20 century, Turkey

provided technical assistance
for this reform and served

as an example for similar
changes in Central Asia

field via the BTC in late 2008° and
Turkmenistan began exports through
the pipeline in 2010." Turkey’s in-
terests in the energy sphere also ex-
tend to natural gas. In mid-2018, the
presidents of Turkey, Georgia, and
Azerbaijan jointly inaugurated the
Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas Pipe-
line (TANAP), which is slated to de-
liver six billion cubic meters (bcm) of
Azerbaijani gas to Turkey annually
and an additional ten bcm per year
to various destinations in Europe via
Turkey. TANAP will thus help Turkey
realize its goal of becoming a natural
gas hub, as well as diversify its own
supply slightly away from Russia and
Iran."

Turkey has also taken a keen interest
in economic development in Central
Asia. Indeed, the Turkish Agency
for Cooperation and Development
(TIKA) began operating just after
the collapse of the Soviet Union and
has pursued various initiatives in the
region, ranging from cultural and
archaeological cooperation to infra-
structure. Thanks to TIKA’ activities
in Central Asia, Turkey acquired valu-
able experience in the field of interna-

tional development and TIKA subse-
quently capitalized on its experience
in the former Soviet Union to become
an instrument of cooperation for Tur-
key in other developing countries.

Although dwarfed by trade volumes
with Europe, Turkey’s economic rela-
tions with Central Asia are quite dy-
namic and multifaceted. Most impor-
tantly, Turkey is a well-placed trading
partner for countries attempting to
foster more vibrant private sectors, in
the sense that the majority of Turk-
ish companies in Central Asia are
small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) that serve to strengthen hu-
man relations between the two re-
gions. In addition to SMEs, the Turk-
ish construction sector maintains
an important economic presence
in Central Asia. Following inde-
pendence, Central Asian countries
needed significant new infrastruc-
ture upgrades, and major Turkish
construction companies emerged as
crucial players in the development
of the construction sector through-
out the region. Notably, enormous
infrastructure outlays transformed
Turkmenistan’s capital of Ashgabat
into a veritable construction site,
with French Bouygues companies
competing with major Turkish play-
ers such as Polimeks, Net Yapi/Nata
Holding, Engin Grup, and Cotam.

In terms of trade volumes with Tur-
key, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan de-
serve special attention. The value of
trade volumes between Turkey and
Kazakhstan stood at $2.2 billion in
2017, with projects of Turkish con-
struction firms active in Kazakhstan
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exceeding $21 billion. Moreover,
Turkish business people have con-
tributed to Kazakhstan’s development
since the early days of independence
and there are currently around 600
Turkish companies registered in
Kazakhstan."

Trade between Turkey and Uzbeki-
stan has increased steadily since the
2000s and could potentially show
renewed growth considering the
marked improvement in bilateral
relations since 2016. Trade volumes
amounted to approximately $1.7
billion in 2015, with investments by

TURKEY'S COMEBACK TO CENTRAL ASIA

Turkish firms exceeding $1 billion.
Indeed, 519 companies with Turk-
ish capital are reportedly registered
in Uzbekistan, where they are en-
gaged in textile production, hospi-
tality management, pharmaceuticals,
manufacturing (e.g. building mate-
rials and plastics), and the services
sector.”

Turkey-Central Asia Relations in the
Cultural Sphere

In the educational and cultural
spheres, Turkey has pursued various
initiatives to strengthen relations
with the Central Asian republics.

Table 1: Bilateral Trade between Turkey and Kazakhstan (Thousand U.S. Dollars)

Year Export Import Volume Balance

2011 947,821 1,995,114 2,942,935 -1,047,293
2012 1,068,625 2,056,085 3,124,710 -987,460
2013 1,039,420 1,760,114 2,799,534 -720,694
2014 977,487 1,236,267 2,213,754 -258,780
2015 750,027 1,109,831 1,859,858 -359,804
2016 623,715 1,093,896 1,717,611 -470,181
2017 746,244 1,463,158 2,209,402 -716,914
2018* 477,701 997,604 1,475,305 -519,903

Source: TUIK

* Up to August 2018

Table 2: Bilateral Trade between Turkey and Uzbekistan (Thousand U.S. Dollars)

Year Export Import Volume Balance
2011 354,489 939,882 1,294,371 -585,393
2012 449,884 813,287 1,263,171 -363,403
2013 562,525 815,416 1,377,941 -252,891
2014 603,013 780,706 1,383,719 -177,693
2015 488,579 711,555 1,200,134 -222,976
2016 533,018 709,292 1,242,310 -176,274
2017 680,104 823,274 1,503,378 -143,170
2018* 607,058 540,204 1,147,262 66,854

Source: TUIK

*Up to August 2018
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Through various educational
programs and the
establishment of Turkish
schools in Central Asia, Turkey

has indirectly groomed a new
generation of local business
and political elites capable of
strengthening ties with the
region

Most significant, perhaps, was Tur-
key’s encouragement to abandon the
Cyrillic alphabet in favor of a Latin
alphabet.'* Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan,
and Turkmenistan adopted Lat-
in-based alphabets relatively early,
while Kazakhstan recently approved
a decree for a new alphabet. Having
shifted from an Arabic to a Latin
alphabet earlier in the 20™ century,
Turkey provided technical assistance
for this reform and served as an ex-
ample for similar changes in Cen-
tral Asia. Under the supervision of
the Turkish Language Association
and the Ministry of Culture, several
committees in Turkey even formu-
lated and proposed a new “‘common
Turkic alphabet” to the post-Soviet
states.’> While Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
jan and Turkmenistan did not adopt
this exact variant, their respective al-
phabets were in fact quite close to the
proposed common alphabet. In any
case, alphabet reform in Central Asia
was a success for Turkey, insomuch
as these reforms have facilitated more
effective communication.

In order to foster cultural exchange
with Central Asia, Turkey spear-
headed the creation of the Interna-
tional Organization of Turkic Culture
(TURKSQY). Established in 1993 by
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tur-
key, TURKSOY is essentially a Turkic
equivalent of UNESCO. It has carried
out activities to strengthen cultural
ties among Eurasias Turkic popu-
lations and promote Turkic culture
more broadly on the global stage. The
organization has worked in conjunc-
tion with various ministries, munic-
ipalities, and private organizations,
and as a result it has cultivated a bet-
ter mutual understanding between
Turkey and Central Asia. Whereas
the communist Turkish poet Nazim
Hikmet was one of the few cultural
links between Turkey and Cen-
tral Asia during the Soviet period,
for example, TURKSOY’s activities
have led to a greater appreciation for
prominent Central Asian intellectual
figures such as Olzhas Suleymanov,
Abdulla Aripov, and Chinghiz Ait-
matov within Turkey.

In addition to TURKSOY s initiatives,
Turkey has achieved notable success
in the field of education. Indeed,
through various educational pro-
grams and the establishment of Turk-
ish schools in Central Asia, Turkey
has indirectly groomed a new gener-
ation of local business and political
elites capable of strengthening ties
with the region. Concretely, Turkey
took significant steps to host Central
Asian students in Turkey, send Turk-
ish students to study in Central Asia,
and establish schools and universities
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in the region that are well regarded
for their quality of instruction.

Just after the end of the Soviet Union,
Turkey’s Ministry of Education for-
mulated a very ambitious program
dubbed the “Big Student Project”
The aim of the program was to sim-
plify the process of applying for and
matriculating into Turkish univer-
sities for Central Asian students.
Thousands of students from Central
Asia and Azerbaijan subsequently
received scholarships to study in var-
ious Turkish institutions of higher
learning. The implementation of this
program was extremely complex and
not always satisfactory. For example,
Central Asians sometimes had diffi-
culty adapting to life in Turkey and
integrating into Turkish culture, and
from an educational standpoint the
level of scholarship was in some cases
insufficient. On the whole, however,
the program allowed thousands of
Central Asian students to get first-
hand knowledge of Turkey, and their

presence in different cities around
the country was in itself beneficial to
Turkey’s relations with the region.'s

In parallel to the “Big Student Proj-
ect,” Turkey encouraged thousands of
Turkish students to pursue studies in
Central Asia. The Ministry of Educa-
tion went so far as to integrate local
universities into its system, meaning
that diplomas obtained in Central
Asia received official recognition in
Turkey. Accordingly, thousands of
Turkish students learned Central
Asian languages and even Russian,
and their firsthand experience of
Central Asia likewise reinforced Tur-
key’s relations with the region.

With regard to Turkish education-
al institutions in Central Asia, we
should underline the role of two pub-
lic universities established by Ankara
in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The
first public Turkish university to be-
gin operations in Central Asia was
Ahmet Yesevi, located in the south-

The Baku-Thilisi-
Ceyhan pipeline,
the second-longest
oil pipeline in

the former Soviet
Union, transports
oil to Turkey’s
southeastern city
of Ceyhan, some
of which is further
delivered to other
countries.

YUSUFTUNUR /
AA Photo
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As a result of this multi-
pronged strategy, Diyanet has
successfully diffused a Turkish
variant of Islam in Central
Asia, which is anchored

squarely in the Hanafi school
of jurisprudence and the
teachings of al-Maturidi, and
coexists harmoniously with
state structures

ern Kazakh city of Turkistan with
branches in Shymkent and Kentau."”
The choice of name and location in
Turkistan was not coincidental. In-
deed, in their initial bid to evoke a
feeling of brotherhood with Cen-
tral Asia in the early 1990s, Turkish
policymakers drew on the spiritual
figure of Ahmet Yesevi (1093-1166),
who played an important role in the
development of an Islamic mysticism
common to both Central Asia and
Anatolia."”® Located in the vicinity of
Yesevi's Mausoleum in Turkistan, the
university has educated numerous
new Kazakhstani elites and continues
to play an important role in Turkey’s
bilateral relations with the country. In
a similar vein, Turkey created Manas
University in Kyrgyzstan in 1995.
The university’s name harkens back
to the Epic of Manas, a major liter-
ary work that describes the feats of a
key figure in the history and national
identity of Kyrgyzstan." This univer-
sity is among the best in the country
and vies with both the American

University of Central Asia and the
Kyrgyz-Russian Slavic University for
academic preeminence.

Turkey’s successes are even more
visible in the field of religious coop-
eration. Despite Western encourage-
ment to export Turkey’s secular tran-
sition model to Central Asia in the
1990s, Turkey’s initiatives in the field
of religion did not exactly empha-
size the country’s secular experience.
Rather, Turkey exported its vision of
Islam to the region and has emerged
as a crucial player in the reshaping
of Islam in the post-Soviet sphere. In
that sense, Turkey has successfully
competed with other Islamic coun-
tries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia,
and potentially prevented the spread
of more fundamentalist strains of Is-
lam in the region.

Turkey’s religious policy is multifac-
eted and has been furthered by a range
of public and private actors. The main
public institution behind Turkish reli-
gious policy in the post-Soviet period
is Diyanet Isleri Bagkanlig (Director-
ate of Religious Affairs, Diyanet). Di-
yanet, which essentially functions as
a Ministry of Religious Affairs, was
traditionally a minor actor in Turkish
foreign policy.*® Diyanet maintains a
presence in Central Asia through edu-
cation, mosque construction, and the
distribution of religious literature.*'
In the field of education, Diyanet has
hosted hundreds of Central Asian
students in the Faculty of Theology at
Marmara University, providing them
with scholarships and stipends as well
as a high level of religious education.
Similarly, Diyanet has established sev-
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eral faculties of theology in Central
Asia. The faculties established in Ash-
gabat, Osh (Kyrgyzstan), Shymkent,
and Baku and have played an import-
ant role in the education of local reli-
gious cadres.

Meanwhile, several mosques have
been renovated or constructed with
Diyanet’s support. In Kyrgyzstan, Di-
yanet funded the construction of the
Bishkek Central Mosque of Imam
Sarakhsi. President Erdogan attended
its inauguration in 2018;* it is cur-
rently Central Asia’s largest place of
worship.” In Ashgabat, Diyanet’s pol-
icy resulted in the construction of one
of Turkmenistans largest mosques.
Finally, Diyanet has distributed abun-
dant amounts of religious literature
in local languages to provide Central
Asians with a better basis in Islamic
education. As a result of this multi-
pronged strategy, Diyanet has suc-
cessfully diffused a Turkish variant
of Islam in Central Asia, which is an-
chored squarely in the Hanafi school
of jurisprudence and the teachings of
al-Maturidi, and coexists harmoni-
ously with state structures.

Diyanet is not the only actor that
has contributed to the diffusion of
Hanafi Sunnism in the region. Turk-
ish non-governmental organizations
—particularly in the form of religious
orders— have also played a crucial
role. For context, such Turkish reli-
gious orders owe many of their fun-
damental tenants to the region, given
that many features of Islam in Ana-
tolia originated in Central Asia. This
historic religious link has led to many
similarities in Anatolian and Cen-

TURKEY'S COMEBACK TO CENTRAL ASIA

tral Asian variants of Islam, particu-
larly in terms of Sufism. Indeed, the
very famous Nagshbandiyah Order,
which has been active in Turkey since
the Middle Ages, originated in pres-
ent-day Uzbekistan. Up until the early
20" century, representatives of this or-
der often traveled across Eurasia and
the Indian Subcontinent to patronize
different Nagshbandiya branches,*
although such relations were severely
curtailed during Soviet times. Since
the 1990s, however, connections be-
tween Central Asian and various
Nagshbandiyah branches globally
have been rejuvenated. The most
prominent Turkish Nagshbandiyah
branch active in Central Asia is that
of Osman Nuri Topbas. With the
support of an associated foundation
(Aziz Mahmud Hiidayi Vakfi), this
respected religious leader and his rep-
resentatives established small cultural
and religious centers that have played
an important role in the revival of
Islam throughout Central Asia. This
community has been very active in
various cities in Kazakhstan in partic-
ular, where its initiatives range from
humanitarian aid to education and
the training of new spiritual leaders.

Likewise, a Turkish Nagshbandiya
order under the spiritual guidance of
Stileyman Hilmi Tunahan has culti-
vated a keen interest in Central Asia.
Well known for its Quran courses in
Turkey,” Tunahan’s order has always
prioritized improving literacy in Ar-
abic to read the Quran, which they
view as a core requirement of being
a true Muslim. Funding new oppor-
tunities for growth in Central Asian
states, Tunahan’s community has been
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The more fundamental

sticking

point in Turkey-

Uzbekistan relations can be

traced to Uzbekistan’s own
preferences in the spheres
of foreign policy and state
building

especially active in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, where it has established
several small madrasas and trained
new imams who are now active in
various parts of Eurasia.

Finally, the followers of Said Nursi
have likewise figured prominently
among Turkish spiritual NGOs ac-
tive in Central Asia. This religious
community has various branches
that specialize in different activities
such as education, charitable initia-
tives and research, among others.”
In Central Asia, Nursis followers —
particularly groups associated with
Mustafa Sungur and Mehmet Kutlu-
lar- have established several informal
madrasas and religious circles.

In summary, Turkey’s religious ac-
tivities in Central Asia have had
two effects. From an official policy
standpoint, Turkey has utilized Is-
lam as a foreign policy instrument to
reinforce its bilateral relations with
regional states. Thanks to Turkey’s
multi-actor strategy, moreover, Turk-
ish NGOs have contributed to the
development of a moderate Islam in
the region. Turkey’s combination of

political, educational, religious, and
economic initiatives vis-a-vis Central
Asia have thus made Ankara a major
actor in a region where Turkish in-
fluence has been almost completely
absent for most of the 20™ century.
More recently, two major develop-
ments could have important rami-
fications for Turkey’s role in Central
Asia, namely the sudden improve-
ment of bilateral relations between
Turkey and Uzbekistan, and the
negative fallout from the actions of
Giilenists in Turkey in 2016.

Recent Developments in
Turkey-Central Asia Relations

The Uzbek Opening: Implications for
Bilateral Relations

Turkey’s bilateral relations with Uz-
bekistan deserve special attention,
given Uzbekistans sizeable popula-
tion and consequential geopolitical
position. Likewise, the country argu-
ably has the richest legacy in the re-
gion in terms of history and intellec-
tual heritage. Like other states, Turkey
prioritized relations with Uzbekistan
immediately after the collapse of the
Soviet Union.” Bilateral relations
were quite positive during the first
years of independence and were bol-
stered by excellent personal relations
between Uzbek President Islam Kari-
mov and his Turkish counterparts
Turgut Ozal and Siileyman Demirel.

Nevertheless, Turkey-Uzbekistan re-
lations soon faced serious challenges
for two reasons. Firstly, Uzbek oppo-
sition leaders Muhammad Salih and
Abdurahim Pulatov took refuge in
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Turkey in the early 1990s after fac-
ing increasing repression from Kari-
mov’s government. Although Turkey
did not officially grant them asylum,
Salih’s and Pulatovs presence was
tolerated and, in any case, Turkish
legislation did not allow for their ex-
tradition back to Uzbekistan despite
frequent demands from Tashkent. To
be sure, Turkey maintained its sup-
port for Uzbekistans ruling regime,
which was consistent with its ap-
proach to Central Asia. Nevertheless,
the dominant sentiment in Tashkent
was that Turkey was being duplic-
itous, on the one hand helping the
opposition while also striving toward
positive relations with Tashkent.

The second and more fundamental
sticking point in Turkey-Uzbekistan
relations can be traced to Uzbekistan’s
own preferences in the spheres of for-
eign policy and state building. Under
Karimov’s presidency (1991-2016),

isolationism was a fundamental char-
acteristic of Uzbekistan’s foreign pol-
icy.?® In its bid to shield the Uzbek na-
tion-building process from external
influences, Karimov’s government
chose to limit its relations with many
countries. Uzbekistan even forewent
deeper relations with countries such
as Turkey and Saudi Arabia, which
both hosted large Uzbek diasporas
that could have conceivably served
as lobbying forces.” With regards to
Turkey specifically, Uzbekistan saw
Turkish religious and national influ-
ences as a threat to the unique charac-
ter of the nascent Uzbek nation-state.
When Shavkat Mirziyoyev came to
power following Karimov’s death in
2016, Turkey’s bilateral relations with
the regional heavyweight improved
rapidly. Mirziyoyev twice visited Tur-
key as the head of high-level delega-
tions, and Turkish President Erdogan
made a state visit to Uzbekistan.”® In
yet another harbinger of possible im-
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meet in Kyrgyzstan
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2018.
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provements to come, Uzbekistan im-
plemented a visa-free travel regime
for Turkish citizens, not an insignif-
icant step considering Uzbekistan’s
traditional sensitivity to the presence
of foreigners on its territory.*!

The Giilen Factor: From Soft Power to
Political Violence

Another important development in
Turkey-Central Asia relations in-
volves the Giilenist organization, an
opaque Islamic network that sup-
ports educational and commercial
initiatives and adheres to the teach-
ings of Fetullah Giilen. The organi-
zation first came to Central Asia just
after the end of the Soviet Union,
although local regimes were initially
hesitant to host Giilenists and their
array of organizations, commer-
cial enterprises, media outlets and
schools due to their unclear organi-
zational structure. Likewise, Turkish
diplomats regarded the Giilenist Ter-
rorist Organization’s (FETO) initial
activities in Central Asia with some
suspicion and even embarrassment.*
Nevertheless, various enterprises
linked to Giilen managed to establish
and patronize new schools through-
out Central Asia, thanks largely to
the support of then-President Tur-
gut Ozal, who viewed such educa-
tional institutions as effective instru-
ments of soft power. Ozal’s successors
strengthened Giilen-linked organiza-
tions in Central Asia by continuing
this supportive policy, although in
1999 Uzbekistan closed schools re-
lated to the organization and expelled
all of Giilens representatives. Turk-
menistan followed suit in 2011 and
shuttered Giilenist schools, and Rus-

sia did the same by closing Giilenists’
schools in the Russian Federation.

The Giilenist organization was able
to pursue its initiatives in Central
Asia with relative ease as long as it
remained on good terms with the
Turkish government and kept its in-
volvement in domestic politics to a
minimum. However, the organization
became increasingly politicized in
Turkey starting in 2013, and devel-
oped a more confrontational relation-
ship with the political establishment.
The July 2016 coup attempt in Turkey
signaled a watershed for the organi-
zation, both in Turkey and Central
Asia.”® Because of its involvement in
the coup attempt, FETO was declared
a terrorist organization —dubbed the
Giilenist Terrorist Organization— and
its activities in Turkey were banned.
Its image in large Central Asia was
also tarnished, and authorities in Ta-
jikistan, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan
closed FETO schools at Ankara’s urg-
ing. Kyrgyzstan has been less inclined
to follow Turkey’s directives, although
local authorities changed the name
and status of the schools and they are
now under strict surveillance.

Conclusion

Following initial disappointments
in the early 1990s, Turkish foreign
policy vis-a-vis Central Asia has wit-
nessed numerous successes thanks to
its reorientation toward more realis-
tic policy aims. Indeed, immediately
after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
Turkish policymakers viewed the re-
gion through a wider prism of Turk-
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ism. Although historically true, this
romanticized vision did not reflect
the transformation of national iden-
tities that had taken place in Central
Asia during the Soviet period. While
respectful of the notions of Turk,
Turkestan, and Turkishness, Cen-
tral Asians had become significantly
more attached to their national iden-
tities, whether Uzbek, Kazakh, Kyr-
gyz, or Turkmen. Once Ankara rec-
ognized the realities on the ground
and began respecting these national
identities, its policies in the region
grew significantly more successful.

Due to the precarious international
and regional contexts, moreover,
Turkey will certainly devote more at-
tention to its Central Asian policy in
the years to come. Turkey’s stalled EU
membership bid and the general de-
terioration of its relations with West-
ern partners could catalyze this pro-
cess. Similarly, the myriad of conflicts
in the Middle East that negatively im-
pact Turkey’s image and partnerships
in the region will likely compel An-
kara to pursue deeper relations with
Central Asia. Finally, this deepening
of bilateral relations could receive
tacit support from Russia, consider-
ing Ankara’s ongoing rapprochement
with Moscow in recent years. @
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