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CENTRAL ASIAN STUDIES IN UK

Interview with Dr. SHIRIN AKINER,
Senior Fellow of the Cambridge Central Asia Forum, University of Cambridge,
and Research Associate, School of Oriental and African Studies, University
of London; Member of Editorial Board of Vestnik RUDN. International Relations

Dr. Shirin Akiner has long firsthand experience of Central
Asia and has written and lectured widely on the region.
In 2006 she was awarded the Sir Percy Sykes Memorial
Medal by the Royal Society for Asian Affairs for her contri-
bution to Asian studies. In 2008 awarded Honorary Fellow-
ship of Anciens’ Association of NATO Defense College.
In 2013, received the International Chingiz Aitmatov Award
(for her “promotion as well as extensive contribution to the
understanding of Central Asian countries and their cultures”).
In 2010—2012, Special Advisor to UK Parliamentary Groups
on Central Asian States.

Has held research and teaching posts at the University of
London, 1974—2008 (School of Oriental and African Studies,

and University College); since 2008 — ongoing, Senior Fellow

/ ‘ / of the Cambridge Central Asia Forum, University of Cam-

} : bridge, and Research Associate at the School of Oriental and

- / African Studies, University of London. She has also held

’ visiting professorships at Oberlin University (USA), Uppsala

University (Sweden), Aleksanteri Institute, University of Helsinki (Finland), Kazakh National University
(Almaty) and National University of Seoul (South Korea).

From 1993—2015, she was a regular lecturer at NATO Defense College, Rome; also at Royal
Defense College, London; has made oral and written submissions to UK House of Commons Select
Committee on Defense, presentations on regional security to NATO Parliamentary Assembly and to the
Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council Security Forum.

Dr Akiner has authored seven monographs and numerous scholarly articles on such topics as Islam,
ethnicity, political change and security challenges in Central Asia. Her work has been translated into
10 languages (including French, German, Spanish, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Kazakh, Russian and
Chinese etc.).

In her interview, Dr. Akiner talks about Central Asian and Islamic Studies in Europe, the prospects
of chaotization and radicalization of Central Asian Region and points out an influence of China on
the regional situation.
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— Dear Dr. Akiner Shirin, you are well-known in the world among the most
authoritative scholar of Central Asian Region. Was your interest in the Central
Asia and the decision to link your scientific activity with it a deliberate choice or
coincidence of circumstances?

— There are always many factors that shape our interests, and influence our deci-
sions. In my case, the main factor was my university education: I studied Slavonic and
Turkic philology at undergraduate level and then, for my doctoral research, I looked
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at the religious writings of the (Muslim) Belarusian Tatars. Most of these Tatars settled
on what is now the territory of Belarus during the period 1400—1500 AD. Within
a century or two the great majority had lost the knowledge of their original language(s)
and spoke only Belarusian and/or Polish. However, they remained staunch Muslims and
in order to pass on the faith to their descendants, a few learned individuals translated
the Holy Quran (from Arabic) and various homiletic Islamic texts (mostly from Turkish)
into a mixture of Belarusian and Polish. My study of the linguistic and cultural inter-
actions between the Slavs and the Turkic peoples eventually led me to focus on Central
Asia, where these different influences converge.

— The Central Asian region is a crossroads of different civilizations. But where
are the borders of the region? Should it be attributed to only S countries that were
formerly part of the USSR? And can we add XUAR of PRC and Mongolia to the
region? Maybe Iran and Afghanistan?

— Definitions are working tools: the boundaries of a given region will be set by
the purpose of the study. For example, definitions of Europe (let alone other parts of
the world) keep shifting, depending on the historical period, and a multitude of fluctuat-
ing cultural-economic-political factors, including religion, ideology, language, culture,
trade and transport connectivity. For me personally, my study of “Central Asia” focuses
on the five former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan; however, I do of course follow developments in the surrounding region
to the extent that they impact on the five states that I have mentioned.

— How do you assess the state of the study of the Central Asian region in the
world at the present stage? Is it a part of Post-Soviet studies or Islamic Studies?

— Research on “Central Asia” (however it is defined) may be included in post-
Soviet studies and Islamic studies, as well as Anthropology, Development Studies and
many other academic fields. There is no rigid, generally agreed disciplinary division.

— What research centers, publications on Central Asian issues occupy the
leading positions in the world today? What has changed in the study of Central
Asia in the post-Soviet period?

— There are a number of excellent researchers on Central Asian topics in Europe,
Asia and the United States. Personally, I would not single out any one center as being
better than the others — they all have their strengths and weaknesses and in general,
much depends on the activities of particular individuals.

— In your opinion, how popular are Islamic studies in UK and other European
countries? What are the main centers of Islamic studies you can name and which
areas of research are of greatest interest to them? How much in Europe is known
the Islamic studies conducted in Russia?

— Islamic studies (and studies of specific Islamic states) are quite popular in
Europe, but in my opinion there are no outstanding centers.

— Can the Central Asian region be called a separate subsystem of interna-
tional relations? Which of the global actors, in your opinion, leads the race for
leadership in this region?

— Depending on the system of classification that one uses, the Central Asian
region could be called a “subsystem of international relations” but I do not see much
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value in this — each of these states has its own specificities. I also do not think it
appropriate to speak of a “race for leadership” — rather, the Central Asian states have
shown themselves adept at balancing global powers and thereby extracting maximum
benefit from these external forces.

— The growth of the importance and influence of the “Islamic factor” in world
politics has been observed for a long time. In your opinion, in the short term, what
is the probability of chaotization and radicalization of the Central Asia? Will
there be an increase in the popularity of radical Islamist organizations among the
population of the region?

— It is useless to predict the future — previous studies that have tried to do this
always seem sadly naive in retrospect. As of now, I myself do not expect there to be
a descent into chaos and radicalization in Central Asia, but this is not a prediction,
just a sense of where we stand today.

— How do you see the future of Central Asian world research? And what
research problems are you personally interested in at the moment? What articles
and books of Akiner Shirin we should wait for in the near future?

— For me, the most important issue is that of connectivity which, for the foreseeable
future, will be largely, though not exclusively, shaped by China’s “Belt Road Initiative”.
My forthcoming book will be on that topic.

Interviewed by D.A. Degterev
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UCCJIEAOBAHUSA LEHTPAJIbHOW A3UMN B BEJIMKOBPUTAHUN

UHTepsbio ¢ poktopom LLUNPUH AKUHEP, ctapwuivm Hay4YHbIM COTPYAHUKOM
Kemb6pupxckoro @opyma no LieHTpanbHoii A3un KemOpunaxckKoro yHueepcurera,
Hay4YHbIM COTPYAHUKOM LLIKOJIbl BOCTOKOBEAHbIX U apPUKAHCKUX UCCNef0BaHUN

JloHAOHCKOro yHuBepcurteTta; yieHom Peakonnerum BectHiuka PYAH.
Cepusa: MexayHapogHble OTHOWEHUS

J-p lllupun AkuHep SIBISETCS U3BECTHBIM HcclienoBatesieM LIeHTpanbHoi A3um, myOIrKyeT uccle-
JIOBAHUSI U YUTACT JICKIMH TI0 [IEHTpaJIbHOa3HaTcKoi npobiematuke. B 2006 r. Koponesckoe aznarckoe
00I1IECTBO HATPAIWIO A-pa AKHHEp MaMATHOH Menanbio capa [lepcu Calikca 3a BKJIaJ B U3ydeHHE A3HH.
B 2008 r. crana [TouetHsim ctunenauaroM Acconuanuu Anciens Komnemka oboponst HATO. B 2013 r.
nonydnna MexayHapoaHyto npemuto YuHruza ARTMaToBa (3a «IPOJBIDKEHUE, a TAKoKe OOIIMPHBIA BKIIA]
B oHnManue crpaH LlenTpansHoit Asun u ux KynsTyp»). B 2010—2012 rr. 3anuMana noct CrenuanbHOro
COBETHHUKA MapJIaMEeHTCKUX Ipyni BenukoOpuTtanuu no ctpanam LeHTpansHoil A3uu.
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3aHMMaeT Hay4HbIC U NIPENoAaBaTeIbCcKue N0JKHOCTY B JIoHJOHCKOM yHUBepcutere: 1974—
2008 rr. — Hay4HbIi coTpyrHUK [1IKOIBI BOCTOKOBEIAHBIX U apUKAHCKUX MCCIICAOBAaHUN U YHUBEPCUTET-
ckoro komtemka; ¢ 2008 r. — crapiuii HaydHbIH coTpyaHUK KemOpumkckoro ¢popyma o LlenTpanbHoit
Azun, KeMOpHIDKCKHH YHHUBEPCHUTET, U Hay4HbIH cOTpyIHUK LIIKOIBI BOCTOKOBEIHBIX U a)pUKAHCKUX
uccnenoBanuil Jlongonckoro yHuepcutera. IIpurnamenssiii npodeccop B YHuBepcurere Obepiuna
(CIIA), Yuusepcurere Yrcans (IIBerust), UHcTHTYTe AllekcaHTepu, XeJIbCHHKCKOM YHUBEPCUTETE
(Ounnsnaus), KazaxckoM HanpoHalbHOM yHUBepeuTere (Anmartel, Kazaxcran) u HanmoHanbHOM yHHBEp-
curere Ceyna (FOxnas Kopes).

B 1993—2015 rr. a-p Axunep unrana nekunu B Komnemke o6oponst HATO B Pume, a Takxke
B Koposnesckom obopoHHOM Kojuie[pke B JIOHIOHE; roToBWIa MaTepuainsl it Komurera no obopone
ITanatsl oOuH BenukoOpuTaHuy, BHICTYIANA C MPE3EHTALUAMU 0 PETHOHANBHON 0€30IacHOCTH
Ha 3aceganusx I[lapnamentckoii accambien HATO u ®opyma o 6e3onaciHoctu CoBeta eBpoaTIaHTH-
YEeCKOT0 apTHEPCTBa.

J-p AkuHep SBIISICTCS aBTOPOM CeMH MOHOTpaduii 1 MHOTOYHMCIICHHBIX HAYYHBIX CTATEH MO TAKUM
TeMaM, KaK HUCIIaM, dSTHHYECKasl MPHHAJIeKHOCTD, TIOJTUTHIESCKHE M3MEHEHHUSI U TIPOOIIEMBI Oe3011acHOCTH
B LlentpansHoii Asuu. Ee paGoTsl Obutn nepeBeneHsl Ha 10 s3bIK0B (BIIOUast (ppaHIly3CKUH, HEMELKUI,
WCTIAHCKUH, apaOCKUid, TIEPCUIICKHMA, TYPEIIKUIl, Ka3aXCKUH, pyCCKUH, KUTAHCKHUIN | T. 11.).

B cBoeM uHTEpBBIO A-p AKHHEpP pPacCKas3bIBaeT O IEHTPAIbHOA3UATCKUX U MCIAMCKHUX MCCIICIOBAHUAX
B EBporne, 0 nepcriekTuBax XaoTH3aluy U paaukann3aniy LeHTpanbHo-A3HaTCKOro PeruoHa U Moa4epKu-
BaeT BIMsiHUE Kurtas Ha cuTyanuio B peruoHe.

KuoueBblie cinoBa: LleHTpanbHas A3us, UCIaMCKUE MCCIICAOBAHUS, CIABIHO-TIOPKCKas KOHBEp-
TeHLUA

Jns murupoBanus: VccnenoBanus LlenTpanbHoii A3uu B BenukoOpuranuu. IHTEPBEIO € TOKTOPOM
Tnpra AKuHEp, CTapIIMM HayYHBIM COTpyAHHKOM KemOpmmkckoro @opyma mo LlenTpanbHoi A3ni
Kembpumxkckoro yausepcureTa / BectHuk Poccuiickoro yHuBepcuTeTa Ipy»)0b1 Hapoxos. Cepusi:
Mexnynapoaasie otHomeHns. 2018. T. 18. Ne 2. C. 411—414. DOI: 10.22363/2313-0660-2018-
18-2-411-414.





