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POLITICS

Russian power diminishes in Central Asia
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,  
Uzbekistan have maintained cautious neutrality
HENRY SREBRNIK
COMMENTARY

None of the five post-Soviet 
Central Asian republics 
have backed Russia’s war in 
Ukraine, though they’ve care-
fully avoided condemning 
their powerful neighbour. 
Each has security worries of 
its own.

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan, which all 
gained independence i n 1991, 
have close ties with Moscow 
but are also on good terms 
with Ukraine -- like them, a 
former Soviet republic.

At the United Nations, 
these states have all main-
tained cautious neutrality: 
On Feb. 23, four of them 
abstained on a General As-
sembly resolution calling for 
a “just and lasting peace” in 
Ukraine that would involve 
Russia’s withdrawal of troops. 
Turkmenistan did not vote at 
all. No Central Asian state has 
endorsed Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 either.

PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE

Leaders in Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan have refrained 
from all comment for fear of 
alienating Russia, which guar-
antees their security against 
neighbouring Afghanistan.

Kyrgyzstan’s position has 
been less consistent: initially 
it appeared to back the Rus-
sian invasion, which Presi-
dent Sadyr Japarov called “a 
necessary measure to protect 
the civilian population of the 
territories of Donbas, where 
a large number of Russian 
citizens live.” But he later ac-
knowledged Ukraine’s right 
as a sovereign state to deter-
mine its own foreign policy 
direction. Kyrgyzstan has 
even sent humanitarian aid to 
Ukraine.

Kazakhstan has a large Rus-
sian minority in its northern 
region, territory which many 
Russian nationalists view 
as belonging to Russia. Not 
surprisingly, it restated its at-
tachment “to the principles 
of territorial integrity, sov-
ereignty and peaceful coexis-
tence” after the referenda that 

led to Russia’s annexation of 
the Ukrainian oblasts of Do-
netsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia 
and Kherson.

OLD EMPIRE

Before President Vladimir 
Putin invaded Ukraine in 
February, Russia played a 
major role in the affairs of 
Central Asia. His view of 
Central Asia as part of Rus-
sia’s sphere of influence was 
not unjustified.

During his first 21 years in 
power, Russian relations re-
mained relatively unchanged 
with all five of the former So-
viet Central Asian states. But 
with the Kremlin distracted 
by its flagging war, Russia’s 
domination over its old So-
viet empire shows signs of 
unraveling.

The Kazakh government 
has spent the last year actively 
reaching out to the West, 
keen to put a line between 
itself and the Kremlin. Presi-
dent Kassym-Jomart Tokayev 
also openly welcomed Rus-
sians fleeing Putin’s Septem-
ber 2022 conscription, while 
his government also pres-
sured broadcasters to limit the 
distribution of Russian state 
media channels.

Kazakhstan is also looking 
to China for help in securing 
its own territory. On a visit 
to Kazakhstan in September, 
President Xi Jinping pledged 
to “resolutely support Ka-
zakhstan in the defence of its 
independence, sovereignty 
and territorial integrity.”

FULL-SCALE CONFLICT

Also that month, along the 
border between Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan, long-running 
quarrels between farmers 
over land, water and smug-
gled contraband escalated into 
a full-scale conflict involving 
tanks, helicopters and rock-
ets, as the armies of the two 
countries fought each other to 
a standstill.

The conflict, according to 
Kyrgyz officials, killed scores 
of civilians and drove more 
than 140,000 people from 
their homes. It also left many 
local residents and officials 
in Bishkek, the capital of 
Kyrgyzstan, asking why Mos-
cow, which has bases in both 
countries and has long been 
seen as a guardian of stability, 
had done little to mitigate the 
conflict.

The border war has un-
settled longstanding assump-

tions about Russian power. 
Its major base in Tajikistan 
reportedly saw troops drained 
for the fight in Ukraine. 
President Japarov complained 
that when the border fight-
ing erupted with Tajikistan, 
Moscow “did nothing at all,” 
adding that the Russians are 
“taking care of so many prob-
lems of their own.”

In response, China is as-
serting itself. As Tajik forces 
were advancing, China issued 
a pledge of support to Kyr-
gyzstan. Clearly, Beijing was 
intruding into Russia’s sphere 
of influence.

LOST AURA

The United States also sees an 
opening, pressing Kyrgyzstan 
to sign a new bilateral coop-
eration agreement. It would 
replace one scrapped in 2014 
after Russian pressure forced 
the closing of an American air 
base outside Bishkek that had 
been set up to fuel warplanes 
flying over Afghanistan.

U.S. Secretary of State Ant-
ony Blinken visited Kazakh-
stan and Uzbekistan, meeting 
his counterparts from all 
five former Soviet republics. 
He told them Washington 
backed their “sovereignty, 

independence and territorial 
integrity.”

The Tajik-Kyrgyz border 
conflict erupted just as Putin 
himself had been in Uzbeki-
stan for a summit meeting 
of a Chinese-sponsored re-
gional grouping, the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization, 
which was attended by Presi-
dent Xi as well as leaders of 
India, Turkey, Azerbaijan and 
four Central Asian countries.

China delivered another 
affront during the summit 
meeting by signing an agree-
ment with Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan that fixed the 
route of a proposed new 
railway line to get Chinese 
exports to Europe by land 
without going through Rus-
sia.

Even Tajikistan’s President 
Emomali Rahmon, probably 
Moscow’s closest ally in the 
region, complained to Putin 
about his lack of respect for 
the countries of Central Asia. 
“Putin is no longer the great 
invincible leader that every-
one wants to meet,” contends 
Emil Dzhuraev, a researcher 
in Bishkek with Crossroads 
Central Asia, a research 
group. “He has lost his aura.”

A new era for Central Asia 
has begun, and the absence 
of a regional hegemon means 
that it is much more likely 
to be turbulent and possibly 
deadly.

Henry Srebrnik is a professor 
of political science at the 
University of Prince Edward 
Island.

LABOUR

Working and learning conditions
UPEI students confronted with ever-larger classes, longer waiting lists
RICHARD RAISWELL
COMMENTARY

Since negotiations for a new 
contract with UPEI admin-
istration began 10 months 
ago, the faculty association’s 
slogan has been “Our work-
ing conditions are students’ 
learning conditions.” This 
isn’t empty rhetoric.

I teach in the history 
department. We have 85 
courses listed in the course 
calendar — this is the docu-
ment that prospective stu-
dents view before they decide 
to come to UPEI. And we 
look good: our offerings are 
broad and diverse, and pro-
vide students with perspec-
tive on the origins of many 
contemporary issues. 

This year, though, we were 
able to offer just 30 of those 
courses. This is typical — in 
any given year we can’t offer 
two-thirds of what we have 
on the books because we just 
don’t have the faculty or the 
resources. Student enrolment 
in history is strong — so what 
we see every year is larger 
classes, long waiting lists and 
students scrambling to meet 
programme requirements.

RETIREMENTS LOOM

And it looks like this situa-
tion will get worse. 

Our American historian is 
slated to retire at the end of 
this academic year. American 
history is a vital subfield — 
and it’s important for Canadi-
ans to know about the history 
of our closest ally and largest 
trading partner. The depart-
ment applied to be permitted 
to hire a replacement back in 
November, but we have yet 
to be told whether this will 
be possible — despite the fact 
that advertisements for new 
faculty positions are usually 
posted in January. So it looks 
like we’ll be adding another 
10 courses to that not-offered 
list next year. Over the next 
few years, it is likely that the 
department will see another 
couple of retirements, too — 
and if they’re not replaced, 
tack on another 20-or-so 
courses to that list.

Personally, I have 15 
courses on my teaching ros-
ter. Some of these are pro-
gram requirements; others 
are essential for students in-
terested in pursuing advanced 
studies in European history. 
But I simply can’t rotate my 

course offerings frequently 
enough to ensure that all of 
our students get a chance to 
take what they need and what 
they think will be useful to 
them. 

My experience is not un-
usual across my faculty. But 
the problems run deeper than 
this. 

GHOST COURSES

Beyond courses that are 
rarely offered, we have ghost 
programs on the books — 
programs in which no one 
teaches and no courses are 
ever offered. 

All of this is because UPEI’s 
senior administration has 
hollowed out programs and 
faculties over the years, re-
directing resources out of 
the classroom towards non-
academic priorities. But the 
money’s there: over the last 
10 years, full-time student 
enrolment has increased 
26 per cent and the cost of 
tuition has gone up 30 per 
cent. In total, the university’s 
operating budget is up 36 per 
cent. 

Despite the fact that there 
are not enough full-time fac-
ulty to carry out the primary 

mission of the university 
— providing world-class 
education to Island students—
administration refuses to 
commit to any proposal that 
would fix a maximum ratio of 
students to faculty. 

So it looks like their vision 
of the university centres on 
ever-larger classes and longer 
waiting lists.

HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT

Faculty love their work — it 
is wonderful to talk to bright 
students, mentoring them 
towards their aspirations. But 
we need proper administra-
tive support. What we have 
instead is a hostile work envi-
ronment. In the wake of the 
sudden departure of the uni-
versity’s last president in De-
cember 2021 after allegations 
of workplace misconduct 
surfaced, administration was 
forced to commit to an inves-
tigation of the culture of ha-
rassment and discrimination 
across campus. Many faculty 
and staff spent long sessions 
with investigators document-
ing the toxic culture at the 
university. Predictably, of 
course, more than a year after 
this work was commissioned, 

and the investigation com-
pleted, this report has yet to 
be made public.

But this is what we’re 
dealing with at UPEI: bal-
looning class sizes; reduced 
course offerings; hollowed 
out programs; a culture of 
harassment, intimidation and 
secrecy; and an administra-
tion that squanders student 
and public money fomenting 
antagonism with the people 
who actually do the univer-
sity’s work.

But most crucially, we’re 
dealing with anxious stu-
dents — many of whom had 
been enjoying their first full 
year in the classroom after 
COVID — worried about the 
quality of their education.

It’s time to fix this.
It’s time for UPEI’s senior 

administration to take seri-
ously what it means to run 
a university — and to put 
students’ learning conditions 
first by committing to sup-
port faculty, and the courses 
and programmes they run.

Richard Raiswell is a professor 
of history and classics at the 
University of Prince Edward 
Island in Charlottetown.

Kazakhstan has a large Russian minority in its northern region, but Henry Srebrnik writes that 
the former Soviet country is looking to China for help securing its own territory. 
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The Kazakh 
government 
has spent 
the last year 
actively 
reaching out 
to the West, 
keen to put a 
line between 
itself and the 
Kremlin. 
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