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Recently, Chinese leader Hu Jintao visited Central Asia where he 
inaugurated a new pipeline that would provide gas from the Central Asian 
countries of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to China, thus 
ensuring most of China’s need for gas. The deal was the culmination of 
China’s increasing, years-long, influence in Central Asia that went along 
with generous loans –– that looked like grants –– to the governments in 
the region, and providing scholarships for students in these countries for 
study in China. The deal, of course, displeased the major competitors for 
Central Asian riches and strategic positions — the West, especially the 
USA — and Russia. 
 

One could wonder why the Central Asian countries chose China not the 
USA or Russia as the recipient of their oil and gas. Indeed, China’s choice 
might look surprising if one remembers that the lingering suspicion about 
China is quite widespread in Central Asia. Still, Central Asian leaders are 
not irrational; they chose China not as the ideal but as the best among all 
possible geopolitical patrons. 
 

While thinking about the Central Asian rulers’ choice, it is pertinent to 
consider why they did not choose to be committed fully to Western 
projects, such as Nabucco, which received the full blessing of the only 
superpower –– the USA. To understand that, one should look beyond the 
USA’s increasing economic predicaments. It is clear that it would still be 
possible for the USA to find cash for a project of such strategic importance: 
to keep their major competitor from having access to energy sources, 
which –– in sharp contrast to the Middle East –– could not be blocked by 
the United States Navy. The reason why the Central Asians ignored the 
USA and Russia is much deeper and can only be explained in the broader 
geopolitical context. 
 

An American specialist on Central Asia has stated that the Central 
Asian rulers are not able to deal with the USA because of the high moral 
underpinning of American foreign policy. He noted that the USA always 
presses the problem of human rights, and that makes the authoritarian 
regimes in Central Asia quite uncomfortable. In addition, he claimed, the 
USA always demands permission to install military bases as a part of the 
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economic package; and this also antagonizes the Central Asian elite. That, 
however, is hardly the case. The Americans’ concern with ―human rights‖ 
is quite incremental; and the level of American ―concern‖ is not of much 
significance, but just an indication of Washington’s displeasure with this or 
that country. The Central Asian elite understand that well enough. 
 

The rulers of Central Asia are also not entirely against military bases on 
their territory. As a matter of fact, they actually welcomed American bases 
after the USA’s invasion of Afghanistan. At that time, fully believing in the 
USA’s position as the only superpower, they were gladly ready to accept it 
as the sole, or one of the major, geopolitical patrons, as the replacement 
for, or at least the supplement to, the declining Russia. The reason they 
have now become leery with regard to USA bases is not because they are 
afraid of the USA imperial umbrella, but for quite a different reason. They 
are afraid not so much of American force but of American weakness and 
inability to be a reliable geopolitical partner in the long run. 
 

Afghanistan looms large in their vision of the USA. The importance of 
Afghanistan is clear to them and is directly related to their musings about 
their own fate. This is especially the case for the regimes in Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, and, possibly, Turkmenistan. All of these regimes, especially 
Uzbekistan’s, have extremely unstable internal environments. Islam 
Karimov, Uzbekistan’s strong man, clearly is afraid of a repetition of 
Andijan (2005), when he was able to stay in power only by the use of 
excessive force. He definitely needs a power that would — in case of 
emergency — not only help him protect the pipeline but also save his 
regime or, at least, pay him for personal loyalty, providing a safe haven for 
him, his family and retinue. And, in this perspective, the USA’s policy in 
Afghanistan is hardly inspiring.  

 

It is true that quite a few of the American elite understand that the USA 
should stay in Afghanistan regardless of the cost and duration of the 
conflict. Still, Obama’s statement that the USA would start a withdrawal 
from the country in a year or two –– by the time of the preparation for a 
new election –– put a big question mark on the USA’s ability to stay for, 
possibly, a generation-long war. 

 

The Central Asian rulers could also question not just the USA’s ability to 
protect the pipeline and the regime but to reciprocate for the personal 
loyalty of the rulers. One need not be a specialist in traditional cultures, 
such as the famous late French anthropologist/linguist Levi Straus, to 
understand the cardinal importance of existential trust and reciprocity in 
traditional societies. This is entirely absent in present-day American 
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society. Even pronouncements about mutual trust and sacrifice are mostly 
empty words. In recent history, the USA rarely sheltered or even less 
provided comfort and aid to those foreign leaders who, after rendering 
valuable service to the USA, became a liability later. 

 

The Central Asia rulers might also note that Russia has become 
increasingly similar to the USA in the last few years.   Although the 
Russian elite might blast the USA, it is not much different in its political 
culture. Russia has demonstrated little adherence to long-time interests 
and attachment to its faithful allies. For example, the regime forgot that 
Alexander Lukashenka, the Byelorussian leader, was the most reliable of 
Russia’s allies and, in 2006, abruptly increased the price paid by 
Byelorussia for Russian gas and oil. In dealing with Central Asia, Russia 
also often became increasingly unreliable and tried to 
abnegate/renegotiate its obligations, even if that would damage the 
Russian reputation in the long run. 

 

While a few years ago –– at the time when the Central Asian-Russia 
deal was clinched –– the Central Asian elite thought that Russia could re-
emerge as a ―krysha,‖ ―roof,‖ reliable patron/protector; the situation is 
different now. Russia’s reputation is badly shaken. And it is at this point 
that China emerged as the best option. China’s attraction was not just the 
bundle of cash but also the implicit assurance that it would not abandon its 
vassals/friends, engage in fighting for petty cash, and –– this might be the 
most important – had a policy that was conditioned not by electoral cycles 
and the unstable mood of the populace but by plans for generations and 
possibly centuries. And, this patron could be trusted.           

 
 


