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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 



Вестник РУДН. Серия: МЕЖДУНАРОДНЫЕ ОТНОШЕНИЯ. 2018. Т. 18. № 2. С. 411—414 

412 НАУЧНЫЕ ШКОЛЫ 

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 5 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 naïve 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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ИССЛЕДОВАНИЯ ЦЕНТРАЛЬНОЙ АЗИИ В ВЕЛИКОБРИТАНИИ 

Интервью с доктором ШИРИН АКИНЕР, старшим научным сотрудником 
Кембриджского Форума по Центральной Азии Кембриджского университета, 
научным сотрудником Школы востоковедных и африканских исследований 

Лондонского университета; членом Редколлегии Вестника РУДН. 
Серия: Международные Отношения 

Д-р Ширин Акинер является известным исследователем Центральной Азии, публикует иссле-
дования и читает лекции по центральноазиатской проблематике. В 2006 г. Королевское азиатское 
общество наградило д-ра Акинер памятной медалью сэра Перси Сайкса за вклад в изучение Азии. 
В 2008 г. стала Почетным стипендиатом Ассоциации Anciens Колледжа обороны НАТО. В 2013 г. 
получила Международную премию Чингиза Айтматова (за «продвижение, а также обширный вклад 
в понимание стран Центральной Азии и их культур»). В 2010—2012 гг. занимала пост Специального 
советника парламентских групп Великобритании по странам Центральной Азии. 



Вестник РУДН. Серия: МЕЖДУНАРОДНЫЕ ОТНОШЕНИЯ. 2018. Т. 18. № 2. С. 411—414 

 

Занимает научные и преподавательские должности в Лондонском университете: 1974—
2008 гг. — научный сотрудник Школы востоковедных и африканских исследований и Университет-
ского колледжа; с 2008 г. — старший научный сотрудник Кембриджского форума по Центральной 
Азии, Кембриджский университет, и научный сотрудник Школы востоковедных и африканских 
исследований Лондонского университета. Приглашенный профессор в Университете Оберлина 
(США), Университете Упсалы (Швеция), Институте Алексантери, Хельсинкском университете 
(Финляндия), Казахском национальном университете (Алматы, Казахстан) и Национальном универ-
ситете Сеула (Южная Корея). 

В 1993—2015 гг. д-р Акинер читала лекции в Колледже обороны НАТО в Риме, а также 
в Королевском оборонном колледже в Лондоне; готовила материалы для Комитета по обороне 
Палаты общин Великобритании, выступала с презентациями по региональной безопасности 
на заседаниях Парламентской ассамблеи НАТО и Форума по безопасности Совета евроатланти-
ческого партнерства. 

Д-р Акинер является автором семи монографий и многочисленных научных статей по таким 
темам, как ислам, этническая принадлежность, политические изменения и проблемы безопасности 
в Центральной Азии. Ее работы были переведены на 10 языков (включая французский, немецкий, 
испанский, арабский, персидский, турецкий, казахский, русский, китайский и т. д.). 

В своем интервью д-р Акинер рассказывает о центральноазиатских и исламских исследованиях 
в Европе, о перспективах хаотизации и радикализации Центрально-Азиатского региона и подчерки-
вает влияние Китая на ситуацию в регионе. 

Ключевые слова: Центральная Азия, исламские исследования, славяно-тюркская конвер-
генция 
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