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Post-Soviet Central Asia and Post-Colonial
Francophone Africa: Some Associations

MOSHE GAMMER

An established axiom among historians states that, to put it sharply, ‘there
are neither similarities, nor parallels in history’. Ergo: no comparisons
between different phenomena are legitimate, since any similarities can only
be general, vague and superficial. Nevertheless, a comparison between
historical situations, as long as it is not simplistic and mechanical and if
taken cum grano salis, might be an additional useful tool for a better grasp
of a deeper insight into historical realities.

This article attempts to add such a tool to understanding the post-Soviet
Central Asian states by comparing their relationship with the Russian
Federation to that of the post-colonial states of Francophone Africa with
France. It does not attempt to compare the states and societies of the two
groups. The differences between, and indeed within each of the two groups
are too numerous and obvious. Nor does it attempt to enter the argument on
whether the case of Russia and the Soviet Union is at all one of
‘Colonialism’ and ‘Imperialism’ as defined with regard to the maritime,
West European Powers. Finally, this article does not overlook the variances
in time between the two phenomena, both those related to chronology —
three decades separate between the two — and to the global environment.

One can think of several obvious differences: the geographical setting —
the French colonies were overseas, Central Asia is adjacent to Russia; the
fact that, in comparison to the great ethnic, religious and cultural diversity
of Francophone Africa, Central Asia is relatively homogeneous; the
specifics of the colonization, colonial administration and decolonization;
and the great variation between the two Imperial Powers, their political and
administrative cultures and style. Furthermore, in the case of Russia there
are basic differences between the Imperial (Tsarist) and the Soviet periods.
One may even say that one deals with two different Powers and claim,
therefore, that Central Asia was colonized twice within several decades; to
this one should add the widespread thesis, almost an axiom, in all parts of
the ex-USSR, that regards the Soviet Union as the colonial Power and
Russia — one of its colonies.
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None the less, many apparent similarities, or in a more cautious
expression associations, justify such an attempt. Before however doing that,
a clear definition is needed of the two groups of states to be dealt with in
this article: The term ‘Central Asia’ covers the five Muslim ex-Soviet
republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan. Muslim Azerbaijan and Christian Armenia and Georgia are not
included here. It is true that as far as their relationship with Russia is
concerned they fall within a similar category to the Central Asian states.
Nevertheless significant differences in history, geography and culture set
them apart. The term ‘Francophone Africa’ covers the 14 French ex-
colonies in Western and Central Africa, namely: Benin, Burkina Faso,
Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Gabon, Guinea, the
Ivory Coast, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal and Togo. It does not include
states not adjacent to those mentioned above, like Madagascar.

The most striking likeness is the fact that both groups of states — or rather
their leaders — did not on the whole ask for independence and tried to resist
it. Having realized that separation was inevitable, they fought with their
teeth to keep the strongest ties possible with the metropolitan Power and to
institutionalize them in an organizational structure.

In Francophone Africa of the late 1950s and early 1960s, Felix Hophuet-
Boigny, ex-cabinet Minister and Assemblée Nationale deputy in Paris and
now (that is in the late 1950s and early 1960s) President of the Ivory Coast,
‘rejected for Africans of French culture the political solution which Dr.
Nkrumah had won for the Gold Coast (Ghana) [i.e. complete independence]’,
seeking instead ‘a community of peoples, equal and fraternal’.! Leopold-
Sedar Senghor, now (again, in the late 1950s and early 1960s) the President
of Senegal, called for ‘European-African co-operation’ because it was ‘in the
interests of these countries, once their nominal independence is achieved, not
to separate from their former mother [sic! -MG], but to achieve new ties,
based on liberty, equality and co-operation’.?

More than 30 years later the leaders of the five Central Asian Republics —
four of them ex-republican secretaries of the Communist party — tried to
forestall by all possible means the dissolution of the USSR:

Since the August [1991] coup attempt, the Central Asian leaders had
backed Gorbachev in his demand for a strong centre. President
Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan was in the forefront of those
arguing for a strong centre in order to keep the military, the nuclear
arsenal, the currency and the economy under a single control. He was
firmly backed by the other Central Asian leaders — except for the
president of Kyrgyzstan ...°
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Once the fate of the Soviet Union had been decided, however, on 8
December at the Bela Vezha summit of the leaders of the three Slavic
republics of the (then still existing) USSR — Russia the Ukraine and Belarus
— the leaders of the Central Asian republics applied enormous efforts to join
the new structure, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)
established at that summit. On 12 December they convened an urgent
summit in Ashkhabad. On the following day they ‘set down together at a
press conference and declared ... that they were willing to join the CIS, but
on the basis of equality. They demanded that they too be made founder
members of the CIS ... A week later, on 21 December 1991 in Alma Ata,
the Capital of Kazakhstan, the new CIS was formed.™*

Several reasons drove the leaders of both the Francophone states in
Africa and the newly independent states of Central Asia to cling to their
respective metropolitan power.

As in other parts of the “Third World’, most of the French colonies in
Africa were created artificially by the colonial Power. They reflected,
therefore, French interests and priorities (and the strategic balance between
France and other colonial Powers), not local realities — geographical, ethnic,
linguistic or other. In fact, each colony — later to become an independent state
— encompassed different ethnic groups, while many ethnic groups were
divided by the new borders between (or even among) different states and
Empires.

Unexpectedly independent, the new states lacked almost completely the
infrastructure needed for it. Furthermore, until then they were merely
administrative divisions within a larger unit. To France they were not
‘Colonies’ but ‘France Overseas’. The French thus ‘adopted policies to
integrate them into a single Greater France revolving about Paris’.* Besides,
almost all French colonies in sub-Saharan Africa were clustered in two
‘federations’: French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa. As
independence approached there was much talk of either retaining these
federations or, after France had dissolved them, creating alternative ones.
The advantages were clear: Senghor, for example, ‘has argued very strongly
that a federal union with France could have real meaning only if each of the
partners to it was strong and autonomous. He therefore demanded the
maintenance and strengthening of the two federations of African colonies
... as a prior condition of Franco-African community.’® These plans did not
materialize because of many reasons — competition among states,
antagonism among groups, personal rivalries and, most important,
economic realities (for which see below) and French discouragement.’

Most, if not all, of the newly independent states lacked, therefore, many
of the required bureaucratic tools and much of the needed political and
administrative experience. Most important, most — if not all — of them
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lacked a clearly defined identity of their own, not to say a common
‘nationhood’ that could rally their population around the new state. They
were, in fact, territories not corresponding to polities. They had, therefore,
to begin the extremely difficult and complex process of nation and state
building — nation-states being the international norm in the twentieth
century — almost from scratch. Furthermore, they had to do it within their
existing territorial confines, since the sanctity of colonial borders has
become an axiom in post-colonial international relations.

At first glance the newly independent states of Central Asia seem to be
completely different from Francophone Africa, since each of them has
evolved around a specific titular nation. However both the new nations and
states were to a large extent artificial creations.

First, the five (or rather six, since the Karakalpaks were defined as a
separate nationality and given an Autonomous republic of their own within
Uzbekistan) did not exist before the 1924 Soviet razmezhevanie
(demarcation) of Central Asia. Thus, separate new literary languages,
national histories and past, national cultures and traditions were invented
where ‘there existed a steadily evolving consciousness’ of ‘belonging to a
common culture and a more or less unified historical tradition based on
Islam and a shared Irano-Turkic heritage’.?

Second, the boundaries between the newly created nations were artificial
and blurred, not always unintentionally. Some nomadic tribes — for example
the Mangyt, Kungrat, Kiyat, Ktay and Keneges — found themselves divided
between two, or even among more ‘nations’. Amid the settled population ‘in
some areas the lines separating Tajiks from Uzbeks are far more fluid than
the mutually exclusive juridical categories of nationality would suggest’.’

Third, the creation of the new nations ‘was designed to replace the sub-
national loyalties and awareness (such as those relating to the clan and
tribe)’ and ‘supra-national consciousness (religion, pan-Turkism)’ with
‘allegiances to modern Soviet nations’. However, this ‘intended national
consciousness was never intended to go beyond its role as a saboteur of
other consciousnesses:” It ‘was never intended, especially, to develop and
evolve into anything approximating a modern national consciousness ...’"
Thus, like everywhere else in the USSR the process of nation building was
impeded by recurrent purges during the Stalinist period and by Soviet
efforts to inculcate the populace with ‘Soviet patriotism’ and ‘proletarian
internationalism’.

Nevertheless, this experiment in nation-creating has proved more
successful than the Soviet authorities had intended, and the new nations
have become living entities ‘notable for their growing attachment to the
more exclusive and proprietary notions of modern nationalism’." However,
this new, modern nationalism has not replaced the older, traditional
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identities. It has, probably, been more successful in the case of supra-
national identities, but failed with the sub-national ones. Among the
historically settled population ‘region of residence’ (mahalla) which ‘has
long been a principal axis of identity’”? remained intact and has probably
been even reinforced. It has played a major role in the internal politics of
Uzbekistan,” and in Tajikistan it even proved stronger than the Soviet-
created national identity.” Among the previously nomadic population —
including nomadic Uzbeks — clan and tribe solidarity have remained strong
and stay the basis for ‘national’ politics."”

Although in principle ‘national’ states, with their own political,
administrative, economic and cultural institutions, the newly established
Central Asian republics reflected the Soviet goal of impeding their nation
building. First, the political/administrative borders of none equalled the
confines of its titular nation. In fact the boundaries were delineated in such
a way as to leave sizeable groups of each titular nation as minorities within
the neighbouring states.'® This naturally hampered national consolidation.”

Second, during most of the Soviet period, the massive immigration from
other — mainly the European — parts of the USSR to these republics was
encouraged and in some instances even forced. This resulted in the creation
of a considerable ‘Russophone population’ (russkoiazychnoe nasselenie),
the education in Russian being the only alternative to education in the titular
language, in each. The end, quite successful in some cases, of both these
was to prevent the titular nationality from forming a solid majority in its
own republic.”

Furthermore, to the Soviet leaders all the republics of the USSR were
merely administrative units. The Central Asian republics were, therefore,
never meant to exist on their own nor designed to be viable units, but parts
of a larger body. This is clearly reflected in their borders which do not
correspond to geographical and economic (and ethnic as mentioned above)
realities. Thus, for example, within the present borders, travel during winter
between the northern and southern parts of Kyrgyzstan and of Tajikistan can
be done either by air or via Uzbekistan only. Similarly, travel overland from
the southern and central part of Uzbekistan to Khiva can be done solely
through Turkmenistan.

Finally, like the Francophone states, the central Asian states
unexpectedly given independence lacked the bureaucratic tools and political
and administrative experience to run an independent state. It is true that all
the republics had their own governments, parliaments, bureaucracies and
national cadres and leadership. But these were no more then figureheads.
The real power was vested in Moscow and exercised through the
Communist party of the USSR, which was one and undivided. Many in the
‘ruling’ elites, who had never dealt with foreign relations, economic
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planning, or generally been in positions of real responsibility, found
themselves overnight compelled to rule.

Most ex-French colonies in Africa have remained economically tied to,
and dependent on France. To start with,

France’s policies ... in her African colonies led to their complete
dependence on her for their survival. The French parliament provided
funds in colonial times to balance the budget of colonial territories
and provide social services. France continued to play this role after
independence, thus deepening their dependence on the former
metropole for support and even survival.”

Even those states who could maintain themselves economically have been
dependent on France as the trading partner and source of skilled manpower.
The realities of world trade in the second half of the twentieth century have
been such, that while ‘First World’ states overwhelmingly import from, and
export to each other, the lion’s share of “Third World” countries’ trade is
with the ‘First World’. Trapped in this situation, many Francophone, indeed
“Third World’, states found it more convenient (if not compelling) to follow
the trodden path of economic interaction with the previous colonial Power.
This way, a market was assured without having to engage in too tough a
competition, the economy was saved unnecessary upheavals, and the flow
of financial and technical assistance was not interrupted.

No less important, the movement of manpower from France was not
hindered either. The import of skilled manpower is a substantial need of all
developing economies until national personnel is trained. Thus, the faster a
‘Third World’ economy grows, the greater the number of foreign nationals
employed in it. Francophone states in Africa depended heavily on French
skilled personnel and the stronger the economy — the more French citizens
one could have found residing in that country.” All this meant that contrary
to some Africans’ hopes for ‘une symbiose nouvelle’? with the
metropolitan Power, French economic control continued and was cemented
by the ‘Frank zone’ and the various bilateral agreements between the
metropolitan Power and the ex-colonies. This dominance of France was not
effected by the creation of the EEC* and seems to have begun to weaken
only in recent years under the pressure of American competition.

These realities of world trade were also a major (though by far not the
single) reason for the failure of the many efforts by Francophone states to
establish viable regional structures of their own (that is, without the
participation of the ex-colonial Power). ‘Third World’ economies do not
complement, but rather compete with, each other. This inability to form
regional blocs strengthened further the dependence of each of the ex-
colonies on France. The failure to create a bloc of their own left the
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Francophone states more dependent on France and exposed to its
dominance.

It is true that the Soviet economy — in theory as well as in practice — is
hardly comparable to Western ones and that the global economic
environment of the early 1990s cannot be compared to that of the early
1960s. Nevertheless, one would not be at all wrong to state that the Central
Asian states were integrated into and dependent on the economy of Russia
more than their Francophone counterparts were integrated into and
dependent on the economy of France. This was even more the case after the
dissolution of the USSR and the following collapse of the Soviet economy.

Soviet economic planning referred to the entire USSR as a single
economic entity and ignored the existence of different republics. Moreover,
contrary to Marxist theory, in Soviet reality political needs overruled
economic considerations. This meant, inter alia, that, even if this was
‘uneconomic’, the different parts of the USSR were tied down to each other
by as many economic strings as possible, all passing via, and controlled by
the Kremlin. Moscow was thus ‘an economic and financial spiderweb’ to
which the Central Asian republics ‘were tied ... by thousands of threads,
from electricity grids to oil pipelines to telephone lines’ and ‘from which no
leader ... could ever see himself disentangled’.”

Furthermore, this economic integration of the different parts of the
USSR was done on such a scale as to prevent regional economic blocs. A
factory in Uzbekistan, for example, would operate machinery produced in
Estonia on electricity from Kyrgyzstan, in order to assemble parts imported
from Siberia and Georgia. The produce would then be sold in the Ukraine.
All these activities would be planned and supervised by Moscow. With new
political borders cutting off long-established routes of supply and the need
for cash in the so-called ‘transformation to market economy’ replacing what
used to be largely a barter market, all post-Soviet economies have been in
decline for several years. Under these conditions the dependence of Central
Asian states on Russia has grown.

In addition, the Central Asian republics were dependent on Russophone
skilled manpower more than the Francophone states of Africa were on
French technical and professional personnel. Both the numbers of non-local
staff and the fields in which they were involved were by far more numerous
than in Francophone Africa. In all five Central Asian republics Russophone
managers, accountants, engineers, technicians and skilled workers were
vital to the running of the economy, while Russophone professionals —
doctors, nurses, teachers, and so on — for maintaining the services provided
by the state. The need to keep them added weight in favour of tight ties with
Russia. (See also below.)

The question whether Moscow economically exploited, or subsidized
the Central Asian republics is now at the centre of debate between the two,
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one that is clearly political. However, the economic realities of political
independence — first and foremost the decline and the transformation to
‘Market Economy’ — impose on the Central Asian republics the need for
foreign aid. Russia, in the midst of similar economic trouble is not a source
of aid, at least not in the foreseeable future. However, that does not mean
that the Central Asian states are not at all dependent on Moscow on this
issue. Russian goodwill is needed since a great deal of aid has been
channelled, especially at the beginning, via Moscow and many of the joint
development and economic projects with Western partners involve Russian
participation. Furthermore, the future of international economic
involvement in, and aid to Central Asia depends on political stability and
security in the area, both of which are to a large extent dependent on
Russia’s attitudes.

In view of these Soviet and post-Soviet economic realities and the
balance of trade between the ‘First’ and ‘Third” worlds — it is little wonder
that no one took seriously the possibility of a Central Asian bloc, least of all
the Central Asian leaders themselves. It is true that in the Ashkhabad
summit (12 December 1991) they ‘spoke bravely of how they would form
a new Central Asian common market’, but ‘everyone knew that for the time
being these were merely words. Their faces showed their real fears. Since
1917 Central Asia has become little more than an economic colony for
Moscow ... When the powerhouse had seemed to be built on sand, Central
Asia had nowhere else to turn.”” All they intended to do by raising the issue
was only to add an extra device to pressure the three ‘Slavic’ presidents into
letting the Central Asian republics into the newly formed CIS.

Meagre economic resources are a major reason for the modest size of the
military forces of the Francophone states. The fact that no regional Power
threatens these states has been an important factor in shaping the decision
not to invest scarce resources in building large armed forces. After all,
South Africa, Egypt and other African ‘Superpowers’ are far away
geographically and have been engaged in other directions. Thus, apart from
being a necessary symbol of sovereignty, the armed forces of the
Francophone states are usually barely sufficient to provide internal security.
They are too small and not properly equipped to counter foreign threats and
in some cases — even serious internal ones.” To deal with such eventualities
these states have to rely on the French umbrella.

Furthermore, the small national armies, based on the French troupes
coloniales,” rely heavily, even exclusively on French financing, equipment,
logistics, personnel and training. This dependence on France is greater by
far when it comes to security and intelligence agencies. These are
practically intertwined with the French services. The meaning of these facts
is that the military and security organizations of the Francophone states are
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connected directly to France by multiple links — personal, professional,
economic, institutional, historical — bypassing their official chain of
command. France has thus had the ability to influence — even manipulate
and use — them directly above the heads of their own governments. In other
words, France has been in the position of final arbiter able to either stage,
support, encourage discourage, prevent and foil coups d’état or, as a last
resort, to intervene directly.”

Like in the case of Francophone Africa, the armed forces of the Central
Asian states are very small in size. They are barely sufficient for internal
security and not at all corresponding to the external threats, existing or
potential. Unlike Francophone Africa, Central Asia is surrounded by
regional (and even global) ‘Superpowers’ who are perceived as threats by
its governments (see below).” Their need for a Russian security umbrella is,
therefore, by far more acute.

The Central Asian states inherited their national armed forces from their
Soviet predecessors. Since, however, the Soviet armed forces remained in
the main in the possession of Russia, the Central Asian states had to build
their forces almost from scratch making use of whatever remnants they were
left with from the Soviet armed forces. This has made them heavily
dependent on Russian personnel, equipment and training and on operational
co-operation with Russia’s armed forces. One can assume that this
dependence on Russia is greater by far when one moves to security and
intelligence services. Since in both Russia and the Central Asian states these
are successors of the KGB, one can only wonder how far could - and do -
Central Asian leaders rely on the unconditional obedience and loyalty of
their own security services.

France followed in its colonies a policy of assimilation. This policy was
based on the assumption that ‘Africans could be made to become French in
all respects. Those Africans who became assimilated enjoyed the rights and
privileges of French citizens [and ...] no avenue of advancement was closed
to them ... Such persons usually were recognised by French society as
French Citizens.’* Furthermore, French colonial administration ‘aimed at
creating a capable elite groomed and indoctrinated in French culture’ and
invested a great deal of effort and money to achieve this goal.* The result
was that,

the French African elite developed a special emotional tie with France
and with everything French. Paris, the metropolitan Capital, became a
second home to these assimilated gentlemen. They developed French
manners and tastes ... While the African elite in British colonies was
pressing for constitutional reforms which should grant them political
concessions towards territorial self rule, the évolués in French Africa
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were demanding citizens’ rights within the framework of Greater
France to which they were culturally and intellectually attached.®

The independence offered by Charles de Gaulle was a tremendously shocking
volte-face, which generated strong reactions and an intense debate in the
French colonies.”® Considering itself part of the metropolitan establishment,
the elite of Francophone Africa felt betrayed and rejected by their ‘mother’ —
to use Senghor’s metaphor. On a more personal level, leaders like Senghor
and Hophuet-Boigny suddenly discovered that — to paraphrase a Mishna’ic
coin — they had been turned into ‘heads of foxes’ instead of remaining ‘tails
of lions’.* In other words, they considered themselves to be demoted from the
heights of Parisian politics to head new, obscure states.

This shock, anger, disappointment and feeling of betrayal should suffice
to supply psychological explanations to their vehement opposition to
independence and their outstanding efforts to cement the strongest ties
possible between the new independent states and France. But there were
other, more ‘down to earth’ reasons: on the level of realpolitik these leaders
realized very clearly all the enormous difficulties ahead of their new states
and the necessity to be supported by a great Power. And if so, it was
preferable to remain within the orbit of France. According to Senghor,

an underdeveloped country which has achieved nominal
independence cannot acquire real independence if it remains
underdeveloped. It must obtain external aid. The solution can be
found in its entry into a larger ensemble, in the form of a confederacy
... Long continued ties and economic relations, and a common
language of an international character have created links which it
would be catastrophic to break. Africa and Europe are genuinely
complementary, in terms of politics, economics and culture.”

Furthermore, a wide social and cultural gap existed between the
‘modernized’, French educated and oriented elite, and the lower strata (the
sujets of the colonial period) with their traditional culture, values and way
of life. Perceiving itself as ‘Africa’s true representatives’ the elite regarded
its own culture, values and outlook as superior and as destined to replace
eventually the traditional ones.*® However, this was a hope for the distant
future. At the moment, with France leaving, it felt weak and exposed to a
very substantial threat to its very survival and staying in power. Thus the
need for French backing.

Russia, like France, has had a strong sense of mission civilisatrice.
Tsarist Russia was eager to spread Pravoslav, that is Russian Orthodox
Christian civilization. The USSR was no less eager to proselytize Soviet,
that is Russian Marxist(-Leninist) culture. In both cases the universal
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ideology was wrapped in Russian colouring. This missionary urge led both
to pursue policies of assimilation in their empires. Tsarist Russia made an
effort, not always systematic, to co-optate and assimilate the elites of the
annexed territories. Indeed, some elements of the Central Asian elite were
Russified, at least partially. They received education in Russian schools,
made Russian one of their main vehicles, and were influenced by Russian
literature, thought and politics. The Soviet regime attempted at first to create
a new, Soviet man and society. It tried, therefore, to reach and change each
individual. Soon, however, Stalin gave up this task and concentrated on the
Sovietization of the elite only.” In this task the Soviet success has been quite
remarkable.

The present national elites of Central Asia have been fully integrated
into Soviet society and culture. Like the évolués, these Sovietized comrades
have developed a special emotional tie with the metropolitan national
culture. They have adopted Russian manners and tastes and felt at home in
Moscow and Leningrad more than in their places of birth. Those coming
from a tradition of resistance to Russian conquest and rule have developed
a distinction between an abstract ‘Russia’ they hate and Russian culture
which they adore.

Educated in Russian-language schools — such an education opened more
opportunities than learning in national-language institutions — members of
this elite are in many cases fully proficient in Russian. Many of them can
recite entire poems by Pushkin and Lermontov but are unable to utter a
correct sentence in their own national language.®® But even those with full
mastery of their own language prefer, or find it easier on many occasions to
use Russian.”

Politically and psychologically the Central Asian cadres of the
nomenklatura formed an integral part of the Soviet state. The existence of
their national republics was irrelevant in this context. The polity which they
were part of was the Soviet Union. The top position to aim for was not the
republican Secretary-General of the party, but membership in the Central
Committee, or even the politbiuro. Positions in the national republics were
power bases to be used as springboards for a career in Moscow. That was
the focus of Nazarbayev’s loyalties — not Kazakhstan of which he was then
the Secretary-General of the party, and the future president. In 1991, before
the coup, he published a book criticizing Gorbachev’s priorities in his
perestroika. Nazarbayev argued that Gorbachev’s strategy was a
prescription for disaster and that it should be implemented in the opposite
order that is, economic reforms should precede political liberalization (in
other words, that the USSR should follow the Chinese model).*

The aborted coup of August 1991 triggered a chain reaction which began
with the banning of the Communist party and ended with the dissolution of
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the Soviet Union. For Nazarbayev and the other Central Asian leaders these
were traumatic events: ‘These heirs of Gengiz Khan’s warrior nomads and
Stalin’s communist party machine had suddenly been orphaned; everything
they had known for the past seventy-four years was disappearing before
their eyes.”*' Especially shocking was Russia’s attempt to shake off the
other, mainly non-Slavic, republics. Understandably, their reaction was
reminiscent of that of Francophone African leaders three decades earlier:
They struggled with all their strength to cling to ‘mother Russia’.

As in Francophone Africa at the time of independence, a deep cultural
and social gap divides the Central Asian elites from the lower strata of their
societies.” Yet there is one major difference, that magnifies the Central
Asian elites’ dependence on Russia: however threatened they felt, the elites
of Francophone Africa of the 1960s (later changes are outside the scope of
this article) were convinced that theirs was the only culture, and as such was
destined to supersede the traditional one among all layers of society. The
Central Asian elites of the 1990s are vestiges of a defeated culture and
system challenged by alternatives — Western, Chinese and several Islamic.
Each of these is a menace to the very existence of the Central Asian elites,
not merely to their monopoly of power. The challenges emanating from the
models of Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan seem to these elites particularly
dangerous because of the shared Islamic and Turco-Iranian heritage
common to those and the Central Asian societies. Russia is, thus, the only
guarantor to their very survival as has been clearly demonstrated in
Tajikistan.”

If the parallels seem to draw more strongly the States of Central Asia to
Russia than their Francophone counterparts to France, the differences seem
to fortify this tendency.

Central Asia is thousands of kilometres removed from Moscow exactly
as Francophone Africa is thousands of kilometres away from Paris. Yet
while seas and lands separate between France and Francophone Africa,
Central Asia is adjacent to Russia. Two of the newly independent states —
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan ~ actually border on Russia and all the Central
Asian capital cities are nearer than Moscow to that border. The
consequences are fairly obvious. Territorial contiguity enables, inter alia, to
flex one’s muscles faster, on a more massive scale, with less expenses and
sometimes more efficiently.* This is a fact no government in Central Asia
can ignore.” Proximity also allows for much more massive contacts
between the populations of the involved states. After all an overland journey
is by far simpler and cheaper than sea or air travel. These massive contacts,
in turn, not only augment the Central Asian states’ dependence on Russia,
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but provide Moscow with a lever — the threat to cut such contacts at will.

As stated above, the numbers of Russophones in the Central Asian
republics are incomparable to those of the French residents of Francophone
Africa. While the French inhabitants in African countries have never
surpassed a couple of dozen thousands in any of them and totalled in all of
the area no more than 100,000 out of about 90 million inhabitants (namely
about 0.1%) the lowest number of Russophones in any Central Asian
republic was above 400,000 and their total number in the region — almost
12.5 million out of a population of almost 50 million (that is c. 25%).* This
is a clear case of quantity becoming quality. The sheer numbers of the
Russophones make them irreplaceably crucial in running the economies,
services and bureaucracies of the new states of Central Asia, at least in the
foreseeable future.

Naturally these states are eager to reinsure the Russophones and entice
them to stay. They have gone to great length to do so, but to secure any
measure of success they need Russia’s co-operation on this matter.
Furthermore, if they want this large population to stay, they must enable it
to maintain its vital cultural, social and other ties to the mother country.
There is, however, another important reason for the need to keep close ties
with Russia: in any possible conflict of interests between Moscow and the
new independent states this population might react by emigration. Worse
from the Central Asian states’ perspective, it might be used by Russia
against them. The way to forestall both possibilities is to maintain tight co-
operation with Moscow.

In two Central Asian states the Russophone population is by far the
largest. In Kazakhstan they are about half the population and in Kyrgyzstan
well over a quarter.” In both a large part of the population is rural and
occupies large continuums of territory. To both, therefore, this is a further,
primary incentive for close co-operation with Russia. To Kyrgyzstan the
large Russophone population is less of a problem than to Kazakhstan. It is
less massive both in numbers and proportion, its relationship with the local
population is relatively free of friction and, most important, to the Kyrgyz
Russia is the historical ally and protector against the traditional enemies —
China and Uzbekistan — a fact that influences the relationship between them
and the ‘Russians’.

To Kazakhstan this is a very important matter. Apart from being half of
the population and their vital role in running the state and its economy, the
Russophones form a solid majority in roughly the northern half of the
country. Therefore, in case of dissatisfaction this population will not
emigrate (emigration itself being bad enough) but rather secede, which is a
sure prescription for civil war, (that is if Russia does not get dragged in).
Assuring this large part of the population its proper share of the cake is
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further complicated by the traditional antagonism between it and the
Kazakhs, to whom Russia is an historical enemy and the ‘Russians’ —
colonists who had grabbed Kazakh lands.® All this dictates tight co-
ordination with Russia as a pre-condition to Kazakhstan’s very survival.

Unlike the Francophone states of Africa, the Central Asian countries are
neighbouring on, and surrounded by strong regional superpowers. In fact,
the proper analogy should probably be to Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf
Arab states, not to Francophone Africa. Like the Gulf states, most of the
Central Asian republics are rich in resources and poor in population. Like
the Gulf states their more powerful neighbours, who are also historical and
traditional enemies, would not object to add the much needed Central Asian
resources to their economies and budgets.

Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan have apprehensions with regard to China.
Both ex-nomadic societies feel overshadowed by the giant to the east, who
is also the historical enemy of all the nomads north and west of it. Many
people in both states remember well the Chinese territorial claims against
the USSR in the 1960s and 1970s, which cover about half the territory of
Kyrgyzstan and great territorial chunks of Kazakhstan, including its former
capital city Almaty.” Both states are aware that China has never officially
renounced these claims even if it has not raised them in recent years.
Therefore, recent immigration of Chinese has caused alarm in both.”

Uzbekistan also considers China as a menace. But the main threats in
Tashkent’s eyes are Iran and Pakistan, both traditional rivals of any Power
centred on Transoxania. What makes both Powers particularly dangerous is
the potential use by each of ‘Islam’ to extend their influence in Central Asia,
as they have already done in Afghanistan. This perception of ‘Islam’ in
one form or another as a danger is shared by all other Central Asian states.”
Finally, Turkmenistan feels particularly threatened by neighbouring Iran,
the traditional sedentary, Shiite enemy of the nomad, Sunni Turkmen tribes.

Russia is one of these neighbouring Powers. With the exception of
Kyrgyzstan, it is also one of their historical enemies. Nevertheless, all of
them prefer to remain within Moscow’s fold over any other alternative. One
can put forward several reasons for this choice — the survival of the present
elites, the continuation of the present state of independence and others. Yet
the two main reasons are most probably the following:

1. The fear common to all of them of becoming the battleground of rival
Powers. It is clear to everyone that the involvement of the immediately
neighbouring Powers will invoke the intervention of others, whose
interests will be affected. Remaining under the Russian umbrella is the
only way to avoid it, since it is the only Power with both the
legitimization and strength to keep the hands of others off.



138 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

2. As the saying goes, ‘better the devil you know’. Attaching oneself to
another Power entails a great deal of changes, adjustment to a different
culture, and the need to learn a new language (in the broadest meaning
of the word), modus operandi and way of thinking. To remain within
Russia’s fold, on the other hand, means to stay within a familiar
environment in which the Central Asian elites feel at home and know
which buttons to push. The choice of the Central Asian leadership is,
therefore, obvious.

As mentioned above, personal and state rivalries in Francophone Africa
enhanced indirectly dependence on France, by contributing to the inability to
form regional blocs. In central Asia such personal and state/national
antagonisms have been a major direct cause for the need to remain within
Russia’s fold, inter alia because behind them lie traditional rivalries with a
long history. All of these rivalries focus on Uzbekistan. The strongest, most
developed, having the largest population and apparently the most advanced
in national consolidation, Uzbekistan regards itself the natural lcader of a
Central Asian bloc. But it is also among the poorest states in the region with
regard to resources and finances badly needed for development. The
advantages to Uzbekistan — economic, political and strategic, regional as well
as international — of being the leader of such a bloc are self-evident.”
However, Uzbekistan needs Russian backing to reach this goal. In no way can
Tashkent accomplish it against Moscow’s wishes. Nor can Uzbekistan under
present conditions even consider to enlist the support of another Power.

But Uzbekistan’s claim to regional leadership has created antagonism
and revived old fears and feuds. A major traditional rivalry reborn now in a
modern — national — form is that between settled and nomad societies.
Uzbekistan covers the lion’s share of the traditional territory of the ancient
settled civilization in Central Asia, and is regarded by itself and others as its
heir. The Kyrgyz, Kazakhs and Turkmen, although mostly settled now, are
still considered by themselves and their neighbours as the heirs of the
nomadic traditions and values. The memories of this old rivalry are still
very much alive, though couched now in the new terminology. Thus,
according to a young Kyrgyz scholar,

they [the Uzbeks] used to be confined to their settlements while we
were wandering all over the countryside. We used to come into their
settlements to the markets, where they used to cheat us. But we used
to get even if any of them dared to get out of their settlements into the
open: We would then decapitate him.*

This old rivalry has been revived due to the upsurge of nationalism and the
fears of the use made of Islam by some Uzbek nationalists, who contrast
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‘good’ (the Uzbeks) —to ‘bad’ (the Kyrgyz, Kazakh and Turkmen) Muslims
with all the implied meanings and consequences of this terminology.” The
Kyrgyz and Turkmen feel particularly threatened, being the weakest of the
Central Asian states but also among the richest in resources and in
possession of facilities needed by Uzbekistan. To both Russia is the only
power they can turn to for protection, their other neighbours — China and
Iran respectively — posing a similar threat to their independence and even
existence.

Kazakhstan feels less threatened by Uzbekistan, but has been competing
with it over the leadership of a Central Asian bloc.”® President Nursultan
Nazarbayev has not concealed his ambitions to lead such a bloc and to be
the chief middleman between Russia and the Central Asian states. On the
personal level, having been probably the most eminent Muslim in Soviet
hierarchy, he must have found the presidency of Kazakhstan severely
restricting his talents, horizons and ambitions. As the leader of an
independent Kazakhstan he has realized that such a leading role is not
merely a bargaining chip or a matter of prestige to his country: It is vital to
the very existence of Kazakhstan within its present borders, since if the
Central Asian states and Russia pulled in different directions this would
literally tear Kazakhstan — population and territory — into two. Ergo: the
need to lead the Central Asian states and Russia to continued co-operation
with each other. Thus the role played by Nazarbayev in the creation of the
CIS. _

Independence aggravated another by far more complicated rivalry — that
between Uzbeks and Tajiks. Both nations are the outcome of Soviet
demarcation. Until then they co-existed in a common bilingual culture. The
separation created strong rivalry over territory, population, resources and
most important — over their national definition and cultural heritage. In a
way the two nations have been like Siamese twins unable to exist fully
without each other and hating each other for this. The Uzbeks, having the
advantage from the very beginning of Soviet rule, have made their best to
dominate the Tajiks. Tajikistan was first created as an Autonomous republic
(ASSR) within the Uzbek SSR and even after it had been raised to the status
of a Union republic (SSR) the Uzbeks continued to have great influence in
its running. With the dissolution of the USSR the meaningless
administrative demarcation line between the two republics had suddenly
become an international border

President Islam Karimov’s role in enlisting Russian and CIS
intervention in the civil war in Tajikistan was more than merely part of
Uzbekistan’s claim to leadership and an attempt to win points on the way to
its realization. In view of the entanglement between the two nations and the
interdependence between the states, giving up influence in Tajikistan — and
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that is what the opposition’s coming to power in Dushanbe meant — was for
Uzbekistan more than a strategic loss or a matter of prestige.”” To Kerimov
it meant a real possibility of changing the balance between the two, of
allowing a foreign Power (other than Russia) into the region and of a
genuine threat to the existence of the regime and of Uzbekistan as it is now.*
All these considerations necessitate a tight relationship with Russia.”

According to a popular proverb, ‘it takes two to tango’. In both cases the
dependence of the new independent states on, and their need to retain close
ties with their respective metropolitan Power were more than matched by
the interests of the latter.

France has considered its deep involvement with its ex-colonies as of
vital interest. In decline since the end of the Napoleonic wars, though more
explicitly since 1870, one of the avenues open to France to sustain its status
as a major European and World Power was colonial expansion. This is
clearly indicated by the fact that to France the territories acquired overseas
were not ‘Colonies’ but ‘France Overseas’. Their acquisition was presented
in ‘practical’ terms as aimed at strengthening France by the addition of
territory, population and resources.” Indeed, not only were colonial troops
used on a massive scale to defend metropolitan France during the First
World War, but in the Second World War the African territories of ‘France
Overseas’ were perceived and used by de Gaulle as strategic depth to
continue the struggle against Germany.®'

De Gaulle attempted to restore, and his successors in the presidency of
the ‘Fifth Republic’ to maintain, France’s prestige and status as a major
global Power. Having realized the impossibility of keeping its colonial
empite in the age of ‘de-Colonisation’, de Gaulle aimed at retaining as
much as possible of it as a French sphere of influence. This was not merely
a question of prestige. It was one of the principal means to his primary goal
— to reassert France’s status. De Gaulle and his successors have, therefore,
been willing to pay a high price — economic, political, diplomatic and
military — and to use almost each and every means to retain French
influence (and to block that of any other Power) in the newly independent
Francophone states in Africa.”

Like post-Second World War France, post-Soviet Russia needs to
reassert itself as a major Power. Unlike France, however, Russia cannot
afford to pay for it an economic price at all. Furthermore, if to France the
continued influence in her ex-empire has been an end to an aim, to Russia
it has been a matter of crucial importance to her security and well being.
Post-Soviet Russia has been in the throes of a grave crisis — political,
economic, social and psychological. Not the least among these has been
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Russia’s crisis of identity. Stripped of its sense of purpose and deprived of
the esteem — home and abroad — due to a Superpower, Russia has been
undergoing a most painful process of re-determining itself and re-defining
its interests.” Russia’s impulse to keep the other parts of the ex-Soviet
Union as its sphere of influence has partly been an old imperial reflex. But
to a great extent it has also been an instinctive attempt to reassert Russia as
the successor of the USSR the Superpower. But above all, Russia’s drive to
continue its presence in Central Asia — indeed in all the parts of the USSR
— was due to strategic and economic considerations.

Russia’s southern border with Central Asia is artificial in every
conceivable respect — geographical, ethnic, strategic, economic.
Strategically it is Russia’s ‘soft underbelly’, to use a Churchillian phrase. A
new defence line along it — one that Russia can hardly afford to build in the
present and foreseeable future — will fall short of providing the minimal
defence requirements. Holding on to Central Asia, therefore, provides
Russia with an already existing defence line and a much needed buffer zone
against neighbouring powers, almost all of whom possess nuclear weapons.
More important, it prevents the grave threats to Russia’s economy, internal
security and even integrity potentially posed by Central Asia controlled by
unfriendly forces, whether external powers or hostile regimes.* And of
course, one should not forget, such a presence in Central Asia gives Russia
a ‘better hand’ in the ongoing ‘great game’ against the other Powers.”

Furthermore, Central Asia possesses important strategic and economic
resources. In the past cotton was a major incentive for Lenin’s decision to
re-conquer Central Asia for the Soviet Union. At present oil plays a major
(though not a single) role in Russia’s will to remain in the area.® Most of the
huge reserves of oil and gas in the Caspian basin belong to two or three
Central Asian states and to Azerbaijan across the sea.” None of these states
has the financial and technical resources to develop these new fields into
production. They need, therefore, foreign partnership and financial and
technical assistance in this enterprise. Moscow has been eager to become a
senior partner to any such venture, even though it is far from having the
needed financial resources. Instead it has been flexing the carrot of passage
routes via its own territory and the stick of potential disruption of alternative
ones and of any such endeavour without Russian participation. In doing so
it has several aims in mind.

First, unable to render economic assistance itself, Russia is lacking an
important tool of influence. Worse, it lays Central Asia open to the influence
of other Powers. Russia is, therefore, most interested in becoming the
broker between Central Asia and the West. Such a position will supply
Russia with leverage on both, which will enable it to (1) retain a measure of
economic influence in Central Asia and keep the tap over the involvement
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of other Powers there; (2) regulate at least part of the foreign assistance to,
and investments in that part of the world by redirecting it via Moscow;* (3)
enhance Russia’s share and position in the world oil market and economy;
and (4) get Russia morc economic assistance at better conditions from the
West. A share in the production and control of the export of oil might secure
Moscow this role. Second, Russia, in the midst of the crisis generated by the
transfer to a ‘market economy’, needs badly the large sums in hard currency
her share in such enterprises might yield. Third, even if at the moment
Russia does not need these oil and gas it might need them in the future.

Another factor to be reckoned with is the existence of a large Russian,
or Russophone, population in the states of Central Asia. Even before the
dissolution of the USSR there was a growing inclination of Russians to
emigrate from Central Asia. This was the result of a general upsurge of
nationalism in the Soviet Union, which drove minorities to ‘repatriate’ to
their national homelands. Reaching a peak immediately following the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, this process alarmed both Russia and the
Central Asian states. The interests of the latter have been discussed above.
Russia, in the grips of an intense economic crisis, has been unable to absorb
the Russophones of Central Asia the way France absorbed the pieds noirs,
even if their number had not been triple that of the pieds noirs.”® But
Moscow has had also a positive motivation to keep the Russophone
population in the Central Asian states: this population is a living bridge
between Russia and these states and supplies Moscow with yet another lever
for its involvement. To ensure the security and welfare of the Russophones
in their present places of residence is, therefore, a major Russian interest.

Thus, two significant differences between the position of the two powers
in their respected areas of influence have been pointed out, which make
Russia more prone to use armed force to retain her influence: (1) Central
Asia is incomparably more vital to Russia than Francophone Africa has
been to France, and (2) while affluent France, being a member of a
prosperous alliance, has enjoyed the ability to assist economically its allies
in Africa, Russia has, and will have in the foreseeable future, almost none.
A third difference must be added that pushes Russia further in that direction:
unlike France, who until recently has faced no serious challenge to its
predominance in Francophone Africa, Russia must take into account the
real possibility of having to contest other regional or global Powers over
Central Asia.

France’s decolonization took place in the midst of the ‘Cold War’. Its
drive to retain influence in its former colonies was, therefore, backed by the
United States. America wanted to keep the USSR from gaining a foothold
in that area but was unwilling to intervene there and be compromised as
‘neo-Colonialist’. Washington preferred, therefore, to support French policy
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in Francophone Africa politically, diplomatically, militarily — mainly
logistically — and financially. Now, that the ‘Cold War’ is over there has
been much talk of American-French competition and even confrontation in
Africa.”

The dissolution of the USSR took place in the post-Vietnam War era,
when the United States and other Powers have become very well aware of
the political, military and economic limitations to their strength and (even
more) of their ability to use it. This and the willingness to uphold Yeltsin’s
government led them to acknowledge the ex-USSR — with the exception of
the Baltic republics and, perhaps the Ukraine — as Russia’s sphere of
influence. However, with growing Western (and perhaps other) interest and
involvement in the Central Asian economies, first and foremost the oil
industry, this attitude might change.” But even if the United States and other
powers continue to acknowledge Russian pre-eminence in Central Asia,
Russia can count on no support other than political and diplomatic to its
involvement there and definitely no financing would be forthcoming.
Within the relatively limited range of means left at Moscow’s disposal the
military ones have thus become of prime importance.

Three world empires survived the First World War. Two of them — the
British and the French — disintegrated after the Second World War. Both
tried to continue and institutionalize special links between the metropolitan
Power and the ex-colonies.” Only the latter, however, has proved
successful, at least until the early 1990s.” The reasons for that are outside
the scope of this article. The Russian empire underwent a fundamental
transformation which enabled it to endure until after the ‘Cold War’. Like
the cases of the other two, both Russia and at least the new independent
states of Central Asia have considered the continnation and
institutionalization of their special links a vital interest. Several parameters
make post-Soviet realities closer to French rather than British post-colonial
ones. This does not mean necessarily that Russia’s relationship with the
countries of the CIS will develop along lines reminiscent of that of France
with its ex-colonies. The future of the relationship between the states of
Central Asia and Russia depends on many factors: Internal developments in
the different states involved; the policies of neighbouring Powers; the
attitude of what is called ‘the international community’ — especially the
United States; and not least Russia’s success in redefining itself and its
interests. Post-Second World War France found in de Gaulle a leader who
managed to adapt it to the ‘new world order’ of the 1950s and 1960s. This
adaptation included France’s relationship with its ex-colonial empire.™ It
remains to be seen whether Russia manages to do a parallel adaptation to
the ‘new world disorder’ of the new millennium.
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This article is based on two papers read at the 35th Congress on Asian and North African Studies
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Studies (ESCAS) in Venice. I am grateful to all those who commented on the papers at these
conferences. I am also grateful to Mrs Irit Back, Dr Ze’ev Khanin and Prof. Benjamin Neuberger,
who read a different draft each and commented on it. Needles to say responsibility to everything
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