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The Central Asian Perspective on Turkey:

Does Family Come First?

Ogul Tuna

Thirty years have passed since the collapse of the Soviet Union. During these last three
decades, Turkic Central Asian states have reconfigured their foreign policies. For years,
the states of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Persian-speaking
Tajikistan, remained with closed regimes and corrupt autocracies. Since the 1990s,
Turkey was the first country to recognize the independence of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Turkey tried to expand its influence in
many fields varying from education to military affairs. However, Ankara’s efforts failed
at the beginning due to a series of problems on the national, regional, and international

levels.

In spite of the fluctuating nature of the Turkey-Central Asian states’ relations, they could
have met on a common ground of history, language, identity, and culture. Central Asia
has opened to the external world and has been trying to find new partners to create an
equilibrium in the region since the late 2010s, as Turkey’s approach towards these
countries changed from a patronage-like attitude to a strategic partnership. While they

reject Turkish interference in their internal affairs, Central Asian states are eager to

1



deepen their relations with Turkey.

Transformation of paradigms and tools of Turkish intervention in Central Asia

The tools and the paradigms of Turkish foreign policy vis-a-vis Central Asia
transformed during the Erdogan era, which began in 2003. These changes have kept up
with Turkey’s reorientation from the West towards Eurasia and have also been linked to

Turkey’s internal political struggles.

There has been a cumulative change in Turkey’s foreign policy direction since the
1990s. After the collapse of the USSR, Ankara adopted a secular, nationalist, and yet
protective, discourse regarding the newly formed Turkic states. While Turkey was
identified with the role of big brother, it embraced Panturkist ideas and politics inherited
from the Ottoman Empire. Turkey assumed the role of guide for ethnically and
culturally related peoples and newborn states inthe Turkish fatherland, where the
Turkish people originated from. However, the excitement during the first half of the
1990s turned into disappointment as Turkey’s interests in the European Union and
NATO remained a priority. Furthermore, the corrupt elites of the region turned down an

expansion of Turkish influence.

Following the debut of Ahmet Davutoglu, the father of the Turkish Strategic
Depth doctrine, as the new Turkish foreign minister in 2009, Turkey returned to the
Central Asian region under the Neo-Ottomanist ideals, which espoused the long-
standing Panturkism and Panislamism. Even after Davutoglu’s fall from favor in 2016,
the direction and the official discourse of the foreign policy remained intact. In between
Neo-Ottomanism and Panturkism, Turkey joined a competition for influence between
the Arab Gulf states, Iran, Russia, and China. This rivalry and Turkey’s recent rise in the
region reified into the Asia Anew policy in 2019. This New Asia Initiative aims to
improve interstate relations, the trade capacity of the private sector, academic

cooperation, and interaction between the peoples.!



Turkey’s Central Asian policy since the 1990s has enjoyed effective and potent tools,
such as the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), Turkey’s
government-backed housing agency (TOKI), and other private contractors, as well as
institutions, such as the Turkic Council or International Organization of Turkic Culture
(TURKSOY). Moreover, Central Asia is the second destination to receive Turkey’s
bilateral official development assistance in 2020 (166.12 million USD, together with
neighboring countries), which is more than the total Turkish aid to Africa (102.64) and
less than that to Europe (233.31).2 Ankara’s aid comprises cultural, educational,

academic, infrastructural, and sanitary assistance.

Nevertheless, there has been one issue that created serious problems on the interstate
level: the rise and the fate of the Gllen Movement or the “Fethullah Terrorist
Organization” (FETO) according to Turkish official discourse. Started as an Islamist
fraternal movement, since the 1980s, the organization managed to infiltrate into the
vast majority of the government’s institutions through its disciples. On the other hand,
the disciples of Fethullah Gilen established many schools in Central Asia, as well as
other neighboring regions. These schools were perceived principally as the formation
centers of new elites who were tagged as the "Golden Generation” by Fethullah Gilen
himself.2> Many in Azerbaijan and Central Asia had perceived these schools and other
Turkish institutions as an alternative to the Russian schools.* However, the primary goal
of the Gulenists was the Reislamization of these countries. Hence, some of these former
Soviet republics on the brink of civil war banned Gilen schools, even before Turkey
took this step. Education was one of the points of divergence between Uzbekistan and
Erdogan’s Turkey even before the 2016 coup d’état attempt, while the late president
Islam Karimov’s regime closed all the Turkish high schools linked to the Giilenists.®

Following the 2016 attempted coup, diplomatic tools were transformed in two separate
ways. Firstly, through its “Foundation of Education” (Maarif Vakfi) Ankara seized the
resources of the Gilenists in Central Asia. Finally, the above-mentioned Turkish
Cooperation and Coordination Agency, TIKA, and other intergovernmental institutions

have become more important since then.



Limits of the bilateral relations

The Central Asian perception of Turkey has also evolved in parallel with the changes in
Turkish foreign policy and the balance of power in the country. Ankara has adopted a
more aggressive and interventionist policy in multiple arenas since 2015. From Libya to
Ukraine, the Turkish defense industry has attracted many clients in neighboring regions.
However, some of the Turkic-language states have grown uncomfortable with the
growth of Turkish influence over the Turkic world, and Turkey’s intervention in the
internal affairs of these countries.

Although Central Asian governments have not publicly expressed concern regarding the
growing military activity of Turkey outside its borders, these countries remained
impartial and indifferent during the Second Karabakh War (September-November
2020). While Ankara explicitly supported Baku in its battle against Armenia, other
Turkic-language states called on many occasions for a peaceful and diplomatic
settlement of the conflict within the framework of the Moscow-led Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS).® Despite President Erdogan’s calls for public support, the
members of the Turkic Council did not stand with Azerbaijan during the conflict.’
Turkmenistan, in particular, is wary of Turkey’s growing influence over the Turkic

world following the victory of Karabakh.®

Along with FETO, Turkish educational institutions are seen as problematic for Central
Asian governments, despite the local popularity of Turkish education. Following
Uzbekistan, several countries avoided the infiltration of Gulenists or any other Turkish
influence, to protect against the threats of Islamization, radicalization, and chauvinism.
Tashkent is still reluctant to loosen its grip on its educational sphere. In recent months,
the Uzbek authorities have recalled hundreds of students studying in at least
three madrasas and other religious schools in Turkey.® Another unexpected blow came
from Azerbaijan this year. After the victory of Karabakh, the far-right Turkish group
Grey Wolves, or Idealist Hearths formally submitted their plan to inaugurate a school in

the region. The Azerbaijani government first refused the initiative, then accepted it



providing that the school was placed under Baku’s control.l® Azerbaijan’s rejection of
Turkish nationalist and religious radicalism within its borders signifies that even among

Turkey’s closest ally in the region, there may be points of divergence.

After the 2016 coup attempt, Turkish intelligence operations in Central Asia revealed
the strong links of the FETO in the region. Notwithstanding Kazakhstan’s outstanding
support for Turkey, Ankara had difficulty explaining the present and potential threats of
the Gilenists to other states. Kyrgyzstan has been a special case. Its former president,
Almazbek Atambayev had close ties to the organization and was one of the few world
leaders who publicly denied Giilen’s involvement in the coup attempt.!! Despite this, in
July 2021 the Turkish Intelligence Agency MIT conducted a kidnapping mission in
Bishkek and brought Orhan Inand: - a senior member of the Gulenist movement in
Kyrgyzstan - to Turkey.!? Other members of the organization and Kyrgyz civilians
protested against Turkey for weeks, while Kyrgyz authorities protested the incident as a

violation of its sovereignty.

From undesirable ‘Big Brother’ to a strategic partner

In the second half of the 2010s, Central Asian countries felt compelled to transform
their foreign policy, primarily, due to the geopolitical changes in Asia that took place
with China’s ascending role in the region. Moreover, the U.S. and NATO withdrawal
from Afghanistan has created a power vacuum and increased the risk of instability in
Central Asia. In a multi-polar world, these countries have found themselves at the center
of a new Great Game. As Beijing has maintained its economical, military, and political
domination in the region, Central Asian states try to establish close relations with
middle powers, such as Israel, Pakistan, or Turkey to create a balance of power in the
region. Turkey is increasing its economic and military weight in Central Asia. Turkey’s
competition with Russia in South Caucasus, Syria, and Ukraine boosts its image as an
alternative partner for these countries. Furthermore, the increase in nationalism in
Central Asia also contributes to this new situation. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have

already referred to Turkey as their “strategic partner.”



Uzbekistan’s new president Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s “New Uzbekistan — Third
Renaissance” initiative is a striking example.™®> Once a hostile regime to Turkey, the
country now considers relations with Turkey to be very important. As Uzbekistan
became the fifth member state of the Turkic Council in 2019, Uzbek authorities have

affirmed that they are following Ankara as a model.*

Increasing Russophobia and Sinophobia in Central Asia likewise force the states to take
measures in cultural fields to defend their shared Turkic heritage.”® As the Russian
language loses its status in the region, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan prepare for an
alphabet switch in the 2020s.'® China’s economic grip and the human rights violations
in Xinjiang have increased anti-China sentiments in the region.’ Consequently, close
relations with Turkey or even Panturkism is a convenient alternative to the Russian and

Soviet heritage and a possible Chinese domination.*®

Under these circumstances, strategic partnership with Ankara becomes crucial. Enjoying
its positive image on the public level, in the wake of its conflict with neighboring
Tajikistan Turkey provides military and humanitarian assistance to Kyrgyzstan.'®
Uzbekistan has engaged in joint military operations with Turkey in the wake of the
Taliban conquest of Afghanistan.?® Even Turkmenistan’s regime could not remain
indifferent to the success of the Turkish defense industry: A Turkish-made Bayraktar
TB2 UAV was presented to the Turkmen public during the 30th-anniversary ceremony
of the independence.?! Turkmenistan is also getting ready to finally join the Turkic

Council.?

Despite all these developments, having a close diplomatic relationship with Turkey has
not yet become a foreign policy priority for most Central Asian countries.?®> However,
both sides currently enjoy the pragmatic and realistic level of the relations as they stand.
While Central Asian states are deepening their defense relationships with Turkey to
equilibrate the geopolitical situation in the region, Ankara is trying to expand its

influence in ways that were not possible in the 1990s.
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