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INTRODUCTION

Relevance of the research topic. The changes that took place on the territories of the former Soviet Union at the turn of the 80s and 90s of the twentieth century caused the destruction of the previous system of world order and turned this space into a springboard for regional and international actors, where they saw a chance to divide the "rich heritage of the empire", turning Central Asia into an important geopolitical and geo–economic zone.
Central Asian countries began to build their own domestic and foreign policy strategies only three decades ago. Accordingly, they are at the stage of establishing and strengthening modern political power, which puts on the agenda the domestic political choice between democracy and authoritarianism. There are also many social problems, threats of international terrorism and religious extremism, and drug trafficking that make the countries of the region vulnerable. 
After the deployment of NATO forces in Central Asia in the first half of the 2000s and the start of the anti–terrorist operation in Afghanistan, regional and international players began to compete for dominance in the centre of Eurasia. The geopolitical location of Central Asia, its natural resources, climatic conditions, human potential and many other factors cannot but attract the attention of major players in the international arena, including the United States of America, the European Union, the Russian Federation and the People's Republic of China, and regional representatives who will compete fiercely for spheres of influence in the region.
The strategic importance of Central Asia in global and regional geopolitics is evidenced by the fact that the region is rich not only in hydrocarbon reserves, but is also a place of various communications and trade and economic messages. The region is also considered to be a producer of agricultural products, including grain and raw cotton, and is essential for the development of light industry, which also attracts the attention of global representatives. 
In short, the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries, taking into account their internal and external potential, integration in the political, trade, economic, social and cultural spheres based on modern trends, and compliance with international law will affect not only the countries of Central Asia but also the world community as a whole.
The analysis of the problem of external and internal factors of the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries in the scientific literature has revealed that the works devoted to the review of the content of the concept of systemic transformation are in line with the idea of our study: S. Alexandrov (2021), О. Брусіловська (2013), L. Burunciuc & І. Izvorski (2019), Е. Lazarev (2010), Т. Ляшенко (2009; 2011; 2011а), К. Пашаєва (2021), О. Халапсіс, О. Поплавськи та О. Левін (2021), Л. Чекаленко (2017), etc.
The scientific basis for solving the problem of internal and external factors of the transformation processes of Central Asian countries in the context of awareness of the geopolitical potential of this region is provided by studies authored by А. Бульвінський (2020), А. Гольцев (2016), Р. Демчишак (2020), Д. Коротков (2023), Б. Левик (2014; 2014а; 2016), Г. Мінгазутдінова (2013; 2016), Парфіненко (2022), С. Польовик (2023), Е. Соловйова (2023), І. Ткаченко (2004), В. Ярмоленко (2023), B. Cohen Saul (2011), Е. Ismailov (2010), etc.
The purpose of the study – to analyse the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries in the context of interaction and interdependence of internal and external factors. 
The realisation of this goal led to the formulation and solution of the following tasks:
1) to substantiate the essence of the concepts of "Central Asia", "systemic transformation", "models of systemic transformation", "geostrategic region" based on the analysis of scientific literature;
2) to characterise and compare the political, economic, security, socio–cultural potentials of Central Asian countries;
3) to determine the essence of the strategic potential of Central Asian countries;
4) to assess the strategies and interests of international players in the Central Asian region;
5) to outline the vectors of Ukraine's comprehensive approach to the development of relations with Central Asian countries.
The object of the study is the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries.
The subject of the study is the external and internal factors of the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries.
The chronological framework of the study covers the period from the last decade of the twentieth century (collapse of the USSR) to the 20s of the twenty–first century (intensification of transformation processes in Central Asia in the context of Russia's military aggression and military operations in Ukraine).
The territorial scope covers the territory of the Central Asian countries – Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan within their current borders.
Research methods. In compliance with the methodological requirements for the results of scientific research – objectivity, reliability, evidence, reliability – a number of general scientific research methods were used: analysis and synthesis (to determine the essence and interpretation of scientific approaches to the definition of "systemic transformation", "geostrategic potential", "Central Asia"); description (to review the internal and external factors of systemic transformation, the prerequisites for the formation of political, economic, security, socio–cultural identity of the countries  
The scientific novelty of the study is to review the state of geostrategic rivalry between key international players (China, Russia, the USA, the EU, Turkey, Iran) in the Central Asian region, to present a possible scenario for the development of geostrategic dynamics around the Central Asian countries in the context of Russia's military aggression in Ukraine.
Practical significance of the study. The findings of the study can be used to improve the educational process of training higher education students in the speciality "International Relations, Public Communications and Regional Studies", to optimise classroom and extracurricular activities. Certain provisions of the study are of interest for the development of certain aspects of Ukraine's foreign policy. 
Structure of the master's thesis. The work includes an introduction, three chapters, conclusions, a list of references, and appendices (6 in total). The content of the qualification work is set out on 81 pages, of which the main text is 64 pages. The list of references includes 103 items.




















CHAPTER  1
THE STATE OF SCIENTIFIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

1.1. Formation of the concept of Central Asia as a strategic region

The study of transformations at the global level and in the context of individual countries in the Central Asian region has great potential for identifying and analysing key factors affecting democracy. It is important to consider these processes as part of a larger global context, and to take into account the unique characteristics and contexts of each country in the region. Adequate research frameworks and methods allow not only to explain the current transformation processes, but also to develop strategies and recommendations for improving democratic institutions and strengthening political stability in the region. In particular, the possibility of studying the impact of the geopolitical environment, ethnic and religious dynamics, economic transformations and other factors provides an opportunity to create a comprehensive and in–depth analysis.
It is especially important to maintain the interaction between retrospective and prospective approaches, which allows not only to understand the past, but also to take it into account in the context of future transformations and challenges to democracy in Central Asia. 
Explaining the formation of the geographical idea of Central Asia in foreign and domestic scientific thought, G. Mingazutdinova notes that during the nineteenth and twenty–first centuries, the region was not only an object of political interest of the world's leading powers, but also the subject of broad discussions "on its correct positioning within a certain geographical framework. In fact, the macro–toponym "Central Asia" was more of a desk term than one that was related to a specific geography or political context" (Мінгазутдінова, 2017, p. 9).
Central Asia was first identified as a separate region of the world in 1843 by the German geographer Alexander Humboldt, who included the territory from Altai to the northern Himalayas. The classic Western interpretation of the concept of "Central Asia" is the one proposed by R. Fry: "The region of Central Asia is a 'borderland' of culture between the main settled areas of Russia, China, India and the Semitic Middle East, which have their own specific and systemic features, one of which is Islam. The common features also include special forms of irrigation, trade and commercial activity" (Ляшенко, 2009). This vision of the region was the basic one before the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
G. Mingazutdinova states that "the names and boundaries of the modern region of Central Asia were first defined in Soviet times and were intended to link administrative units (actually, republics) with ethnic and linguistic groups, largely guided not by cultural and civilisational affinity, but by political motives" (Мінгазутдінова, 2013, p. 42).
In 1992, the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, at the summit of the heads of state of Central Asia, proposed to abandon the Soviet–era formulation "Central Asia and Kazakhstan" in favour of the phrase "Central Asia", which would cover all post–Soviet countries in the region (Назарбаєв, 2006). We believe that the change of concepts that has taken place is based on a healthy desire of the young independent states to consolidate their sovereignty and distance themselves, at least terminologically, from Russia's territorial hegemony. In addition, the new meaning of the old geographical concept is associated with the creation of a nuclear–weapon–free zone in Central Asia, as this initiative has been actively discussed by the UN.
According to UNESCO's geographical approach, Central Asia includes five former Soviet republics (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan), Mongolia, Afghanistan, Western China, as well as some parts of India, Pakistan and Iran. The interpretation of the concept proposed by Professor V. Papava of the Georgian Foundation for Strategic and International Studies is in line with this. The author believes that the inclusion of only five former Soviet republics – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan – in the concept of "Central Asia" is "unjustified from the geographical (and not only) point of view, because Afghanistan, Mongolia and the areas of the above–mentioned countries adjacent to these countries remain outside this region" (Cited by Lyashenko, 2008, p. 38). 
The latest edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica defines Central Asia as follows: "Central Asia, central region of Asia, extending from the Caspian Sea in the west to the border of western China in the east. It is bounded on the north by Russia and on the south by Iran, Afghanistan, and China. The region consists of the former Soviet republics of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan. Area 1,542,000 square miles (3,994,000 square km). Pop. (1993 est.) 53,612,000" (Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2002). 
In short, the term "Central Asia" defines a geographical region located in the centre of the continent of Asia. The term is used to describe a specific geographical location and includes several countries. The exact composition of the countries that make up Central Asia may vary depending on the context and source. For example, E. Solovyova emphasises the geographical closeness of the Central Asia region, which "is located within the geopolitical and strategic scale of the Eurasian region, and its geographical location gives it geopolitical significance as a link between Europe and Asia" (Соловйова, 2023).
The views of scholars who believe that Central Asia (Appendix 1) consists of five former Soviet republics that are now independent states are in agreement: "The Central Five: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan (Ismailov, 2010). 
The territory of Central Asia covers almost 10% of the Asian continent with a total area of 3,994,400 square kilometres (Мінгазутдінова, 2016, p. 26), "exceeds all European countries combined" (Соловйова, 2023, p. 139). Kazakhstan is the largest Central Asian state and the only one of the five that has a land border with Russia. Uzbekistan is located in the centre of the region, thus having geographical borders with every Central Asian country and not sharing any external borders with regional players, which is beneficial and convenient from the point of view of regional pressure (Мінгазутдінова, 2016, p. 26). Kyrgyzstan is the penultimate state in Central Asia in terms of territory, with the majority of its geographical area concentrated within the Tien Shan mountain range; Kyrgyzstan borders Uzbekistan in the west, Kazakhstan in the north, Tajikistan in the west and southwest, and China in the east. Tajikistan, which borders only two Central Asian states – Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, has a rather specific geographical structure due to the mountainousness of its territory – almost half of it is located at an altitude of 3048 km above sea level (In the Tracks of Tamerlane: Central Asia's Path to the 21st Century, 2004, p. 13).
Bordering Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan to the north, Afghanistan to the east, Iran to the south, and the Caspian Sea to the west, the lion's share of Turkmenistan's territory is covered by the Karakum desert massif. The region borders Europe to the west, its Asian neighbours to the east, the Muslim East to the south, and Russia to the north. The western border of Central Asia separates it from the Caucasus; from west to east, the region stretches for almost 2,414 km to the border with western China. The Tien Shan mountain range covers most of present–day Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. The rest of the southern border of Central Asia is a desert, representing the geography of Turkmenistan. Most of the Central Asian territory is a steppe block stretching from desert and mountain ranges in the south to the Siberian taiga in the north. Although the local soils do not differ in terms of agricultural conditions, the lands of Central Asia are armed with another natural trump card, namely, rich oil and gas resources, as well as a huge variety of metals contained in the mountainous areas in the east (Мінгазутдінова, 2016, p. 26).
Scholars emphasise that the relative accessibility of Central Asia for development by the leading powers of different historical epochs contributed to the fact that "it was always in the centre of external struggle for strategic dominance" (Мінгазутдінова, 2016, p. 27). According to L. Beddoes, "the combination of big personalities, big money and big ambitions of the oil industry in Central Asia creates a potent mixture" (Beddoes, 1998, р. 1).
The beginning of the XXI century was accompanied by fundamental changes in the geopolitical fate of Central Asia. In fact, at this time, the five Central Asian republics found themselves in the field of international coexistence abruptly and almost by accident, without a clear vector of their own foreign policy activities, creating a space for Western scholarship to reflect on their regional and global future. Thus, Richard E. Friedman, S. Enders Wimbush note: "The 'stans' are less actors in their own right, with coherent economic and political preferences and historical attachments, than objects of others' action. Other analysts seek to link Central Asia to the infinitely variable mosaic of Islamic culture, usually with warnings about the rise of "Islamic fundamentalism"" (Friedman, 1996, p. 2–3). The concern of Western researchers is related to the pace of transformation processes in Central Asia, the uncertainty of the new political system, and the authors assume that "economic and military attachments must be monitored closely. It is in the interest of the Western alliance for Central Asia to transform peacefully into strong and viable states that can interact fully with their neighbours and with the world" (Friedman, 1996, p. 7).
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan occupy an important strategic position on the planet. I. Tkachenko emphasises that the world's leading actors, showing their own interest in shaping policy towards these countries, should take into account a number of circumstances. On the one hand, it is the course of building a democratic society declared in the constitution of the states; on the other hand, the intertwining interests of the world's oil monopolies. Let's also add the fact that "Europe and Asia, Christianity and Islam converge on this territory. And next to it is the dynamically growing world power China, tumultuous Afghanistan, the fundamentalist Islamic Republic of Iran, and the secular Muslim state of Turkey" (Ткаченко, 2004, р. 115).
Other domestic researchers express similar views, emphasising the general parameters that make Central Asia a strategically important region for the world's leading players: 
· geographical location (in particular, the factor of geographical proximity of the five countries to China, Afghanistan and Russia is highlighted), 
· transit potential, known to the world since the time of the Great Silk Road;
· availability of various important natural resources (Мінгазутдінова, 2016, p. 28).
E. Solovyova identifies three fundamental reasons that explain the importance of Central Asia for the great powers: 
1) the availability of energy resources in sufficient quantities (gas, oil);
2) the neighbouring countries – China, Russia, the Caucasus, Europe – face logistical problems related to transport routes;
3) significant potential for economic growth, which is a consequence of gaining independence about 20 years ago (Соловйова, 2023, p. 140).
Favourable geographical location, significant energy and raw material potential (Appendix 2) are not the only reasons for the attractiveness of Central Asian countries as a geostrategic resource. In the context of sharpening contradictions between global political players, China and Russia, on the one hand, and the United States and the EU, on the other, A. Parfinenko notes, "considerable attention has been drawn to their transit and military–strategic potential that can affect global security" (Парфіненко, 2022, p. 25).  
M. Doroshko and I. Voloshenko emphasise that Central Asian countries, despite competition in the struggle for survival and development, "have a number of common interests and tasks aimed at strengthening their sovereignty, ensuring security, solving socio–economic problems", while "the Russian Federation, the United States of America, the People's Republic of China, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, India and the European Union have a great influence on the formation of the geopolitical situation, pursuing and trying to promote their own interests in Central Asia" (Дорошко, Волошенко, 2019, р. 5).
In summary, the importance of Central Asia as a strategic region can be explained by the following factors: 
1) energy content – Central Asia has reserves of natural resources, including oil, natural gas and uranium, and thus the countries of the region play a key role in the global energy balance, which in turn encourages China, Russia and Western countries to focus on establishing partnership strategies with Central Asian states; 
2) geopolitical position – the region's location between China, Iran and Afghanistan makes it a key player in the geopolitical strategy of these countries. Central Asia is a crossroads of different cultures and civilisations, which makes it of particular importance in international relations; 
3) security and stability – the region is a factor in ensuring security against terrorism, transnational crime and drug trafficking. Many countries are interested in preserving Central Asia to prevent the spread of extremism and radicalisation; 
4) transport routes – the region is an essential transit route for the transport of goods and energy between the East and the West. Projects such as the New Silk Road and the Trans–Caspian Transport Corridor are making Central Asia a key factor in global trade; 
5) economic potential – the region has the potential to develop agriculture, manufacturing and tourism; 6) water resources – despite the abundance of water resources in some regions, their management is severely limited by the distribution of water between different climatic conditions and water consumption in agriculture, industry and urban areas. 
In view of these factors, Central Asia is attracting the attention of many countries and international organisations that are committed to cooperating with the region to protect their interests in various fields.

1.2. Transformation Processes in Central Asia in the Geopolitical Concepts of the Twentieth Century

According to researchers, many scientific works are devoted to the study of transformation processes both on a global scale and at the level of individual countries, which is due to the importance of this issue for today (Ключкович, 2020, p. 42). Thus, the collapse of the Soviet Union prompted all its former republics to seek ways of systemic transformation, which involved choosing a model of political, economic and social development.  
O. Brusylovska, the founder of the theoretical foundations of transformation processes in the national research field, interprets the transformation process as a system in which all components – economic, political, ideological, combined with external factors of the transformation process – interact (Брусиловська, 2013, p. 111). Thus, the use of the definition of "systemic transformation" is associated with the study of all aspects of the socio–political life of Central Asian countries, and the transformation is systemic, i.e., caused by interdependent factors.
Scholars point out that the complexity of the transformation processes that unfolded in the Central Asian region was associated with certain specific features: "Central Asia has historically been a territory of collision and struggle of several civilisations at once – Islamic, Hindu, Confucian, Orthodox, and in some areas – historically Western" (Халапсіс, Поплавський, Левін, 2021, p. 53). M. Pitkevych emphasises that the complexity of the transformation processes is due to the affinity with the problems inherited from the Soviet Union: "The current geopolitical and geo–economic situation in Central Asia is burdened with problems that the states in the region inherited from the former Soviet Union. The matter is about territorial claims, disputes and existing controversies regarding the existing state borders and territories of sovereign states." (Rietkiewicz, 2017, p. 32).
According to the Kyrgyz researcher A. Dzhekshenkulov, the specificity of the transformation transition in Central Asia is that "at one time, the Soviet version of civilisational modernisation was imposed on these countries from outside, and in some cases literally by armed force. This version did not coincide well with the traditional social relations of the peoples of Central Asia and their cultures [Cited in Халапсіс, Поплавський, Левін, 2021). 
С. Alexandrov connects the contradictions in the political, social and economic life of Central Asian countries with the region's being in a kind of trap: on the one hand, Asian autocracy, on the other – Western pluralism (Alexandrov, 2021).
On the other hand, "a common historical past, deep religious traditions and, to a certain extent, a single cultural field" (Ляшенко, 2011а, p. 11) – factors that, according to T. Lyashenko, only at first glance should contribute to the reproduction of a single model of development throughout the Central Asian region. The author emphasises the number of transit models that can be borrowed. We are talking about the choice of a certain mainstream transformation path (Western democratic, Muslim secular, Islamic theocratic, etc.) or even a specific model (American, Turkish, Iranian, Chinese, South Korean). However, the period from the independence of Central Asian countries to the present day has seen the emergence of their own "Kazakh", "Uzbek", "Turkmen", "Tajik" and "Kyrgyz" models of political and socio–economic reform. 
The comments of O. Halapsisi, O. Poplavsky, and O. Levin on the model of political transformation chosen by Central Asia are in line with the above. The authors draw attention to the fact that "despite traditional economic and cultural ties, common historical past and unity of religion, each post–Soviet country of Central Asia has created its own model of political transformation. Unlike the Baltic States, where a single political space was created, each country in the Central Asian region chose its own model of both the main path of transformation and their specific models" (Халапсіс, Поплавський, Левін, 2021, p. 52). Thus, the post–Soviet countries of Central Asia have undergone three key transformations – the transition from an imperial structure to nation–states, from a planned economy to a market economy, and from a one–party system to a multi–party system. We are talking about "traditionalisation (revival of pre–Soviet cultural and historical traditions), peripheralisation (involvement in the global division of labour as a raw material supplement) and globalisation" (Халапсіс, Поплавський, Левін, 2021, p. 53)
During the existence of the Soviet Union, Central Asia played an important role in its economy and geopolitics. The region was known for its wealth of oil and gas fields, as well as other natural resources. The Soviet government actively industrialised and collectivised agriculture in Central Asia, which led to significant changes in the region's socio–economic development. After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the independence of the Central Asian states, the region faced challenges and problems in the process of building democratic institutions:
1. Political instability. Many post–Soviet countries experienced a period of political instability and power transitions after the collapse of the USSR, which led to internal conflicts, political crises and difficulties in establishing democratic institutions.
2. Economic problems. The transition from a centrally planned economy to a market economy has caused serious economic problems in many countries. Reductions in government programmes and cuts in defence production have had a negative impact on the economy. Inflation, unemployment and deteriorating living standards have also become common problems.
3. Corruption. Weakening trust in state institutions and hampering the development of democracy and market economy in many post–Soviet countries, corruption has become a serious problem, spreading to various spheres of life: politics, economy, judiciary, etc. 
4. National and ethnic conflicts. Some post–Soviet countries have faced ethnic and national conflicts, which, in turn, have exacerbated social and economic problems, led to tensions in society, threatened security and impeded the process of systemic transformation.
5. Difficulties in supporting civil society and human rights. In many post–Soviet countries, civil society and human rights organisations still face restrictions and persecution. These processes slow down the process of systemic transformation, as a free and powerful civil society is an important factor for the development of democracy and the protection of human rights.
These problems are complex and require systemic reforms and efforts to overcome them. Each post–Soviet country has its own unique challenges and peculiarities, and the process of systemic transformation will differ in each of them. 
Exploring the main approaches to the transformation of non–democratic societies, K. Pashayeva states that there is no universal way to establish and consolidate democracy in the countries of the former Soviet Union (Пашаєва, 2021, р. 23). Similar opinions are expressed by Western scholars, emphasising that democratic transition is not the only template for former socialist regimes. For example, M. McFaul notes that in a number of states after the collapse of the Soviet Union, new types of regimes emerged that are neither democratic nor authoritarian [McFaul, 2006, p. 21). According to the researcher, the transition is connected with the uncertainty of borders, as this fact does not allow to establish and develop the institutional system [McFaul, 2002). 
T. Carothers considers it inappropriate to assume that most countries are in the process of transition to democracy (Carothers, 2002, p. 17). According to K. Collins, Central Asian and Caucasian countries are dominated by personalistic "clan hegemonic" regimes (Collins, 2002, p. 141). Emphasising the importance of the role of the international system in the democratisation of Central Asian countries, V. Bunce and M. McFaul draw attention to the suspension of these processes due to the intensification of competitive confrontation, on the one hand, the international struggle for regime change, on the other – cooperation with the internal struggle (Bunce, McFaul, Stoner–Weiss, 2010, р. 335). According to M. Olkott, the specificity of the transition period in Central Asian countries is that they are "trapped between Western pluralism and Asian autocracy" (Olkott, 2005).
The diversity of views of Western researchers to some extent echoes Z. Brzezinski's concept, which distinguishes three categories of post–Soviet states in the focus of democracy formation: the Baltic states are moving towards stable democracy, nominal democracy is demonstrated by Azerbaijan, Armenia, Moldova, Central Asia, and the rest of the countries – Ukraine, Georgia, Russia, etc. are examples of unstable authoritarian regimes with elements of democratic institutions (Cited in: Guliyev, 2005,p. 397).
From the perspective of this problem, the scientific works of Y. Kolesnyk deserve attention. A thorough analysis of the main modern theoretical approaches to systemic transformations, including objective and subjective conditions of political transit, allows the author to distinguish between structural and procedural approaches. Representatives of the structural approach (G. Almond, S. Verba, J. Schumpeter) consider the state and the nation to be the main factors influencing transitional processes, which produce the social, economic, cultural, and value foundations of democracy. Representatives of the structural approach ignore subjective factors. The analysis of political transitions within the procedural approach (A. Melville, 1999) is based on the strategies and practices of "actors of institutional, infrastructural and personal levels.
The achievement of this approach is to identify the relationship between the nature of interaction between actors at different levels and the form of democratic transition" (Колесник, 2015, р. 235). A. Melville notes that "the actions of political actors who initiate and carry out democratic transitions are not even determined by their "objective" position in the social structure. On the contrary, their 'subjective' choices create new political possibilities" (Melvil, 1999, p. 44). According to Y. Kolesnyk, subjective factors (political views of the country's leadership, alignment of social forces, personal qualities of political leaders, relations between the country's leaders and the opposition, etc. Objective factors (the country's historical experience, form of ownership and socio–economic level of development, natural resources, geographical location, cultural level of development, etc.) are much more decisive than subjective factors. Therefore, "the type of political regime ... reflects a complex interaction of objective and subjective factors", – sums up Y. Kolesnyk (Колесник, 2014, p. 230–231).
A different view of systemic transformations in Central Asia is presented in the scientific works of T. Lyashenko. The scholar suggests that researchers focused on the study of democratic transformations in the Central Asian region should be divided into three groups:
· The first group of researchers holds the view that democracy cannot be established in Central Asia. Their arguments include the incompatibility of democratic views and mentality of the countries, the Asian way of life, characterised by the lack of individual freedom, the dominance of communal traditions, the autocratic nature of the authorities, etc. 
· The second group of researchers predicts the creation of their own "special" model of democracy.
· The third group of researchers sees a direct proportional relationship between the pace of democracy spread and the borrowing of democratic European experience (Ляшенко, 2011, р. 378). 
Stating that there are no identical examples of countries in the world experience of transition from one political regime to another, the author describes in detail the essence of two models, one of which focuses on structural factors, the other – on procedural factors. The structural model focuses on the identification of three structural preconditions for democracy: 
1) acquisition of national identity; 
2) achievement of a high level of economic development; 
3) active civic position, which is expressed in trust in the dominant political institutions, a sense of personal and civic responsibility. 
T. Lyashenko emphasises that the use of this approach will not be suitable for studying the transition period for the countries of Central Asia "due to the ignoring of the subjective factor, which plays an extremely important role in this region" (Ляшенко, 2011, р. 382). 
Representatives of the "voluntarist" (procedural) approach consider the political will of the elite and a balanced reform programme to be sufficient for a successful democratic transition. The reasons for slowing down reforms should also be taken into account, which representatives of this model explain by the desire of the ruling elite of the newly independent states "to retain unlimited power, ... influence on economic processes in these countries, ... on the other hand, accelerated implementation of economic and political reforms can lead to significant destabilisation of the situation in these countries" (Ляшенко, 2011, р. 383).
Taking into account the work of Western and domestic scholars on the processes of transformation in Central Asia, T. Lyashchenko opts for a procedural methodological approach, but does not see a clear contradiction between the procedural and structural methods. We share the views of the researcher, who notes: "Most likely, they can complement and enrich each other, since, studying one subject or process (democratic transition), they analyse it from different angles" (Ляшенко, 2011, р. 384).
The review of scientific works of foreign and Ukrainian researchers gives grounds to state that there is no single trajectory for determining the number and quality of phases of transition to democracy in post–communist countries. Therefore, we believe that the conclusion that the course of transformation processes is conditioned by a number of factors made by K. Pashayeva is justified. The author associates the course of transformation processes with "old and new models of social development, cultural peculiarities, the desire to improve the political system and reorganise political power, its mechanisms of functioning, the formation of a new political elite and interaction between the authorities and the public" (Пашаєва, 2021, p. 24).

Conclusions to Chapter 1 

The chapter has proved that the problems of systemic transformation of Central Asian countries are of great research interest, which is reflected in various approaches to the study of the processes taking place in Central Asia and fundamentally new views on socio–political processes in countries of Central Asian origin.
Based on the comparison and systematisation of scientific sources on the research problem, the author states that the term "Central Asia" defines a geographical region located in the centre of the continent of Asia. Today, Central Asia is a strategically important region for the world's leading players in terms of a number of parameters, such as geographical location, transit potential, and abundance of natural resources. 
We agree with the views of scholars who emphasise that the main areas of study of the transformation processes in Central Asia should be the ways of transformation of Central Asian states, namely the choice of Western democratic, Muslim secular, Islamic theocratic paths of development; reforming the economic life of countries, liberalising the economy; transition from Soviet ideology to democratic ideology; formation of an active civic position; promotion of cultural diversity and tolerance, etc. 
The insight into these issues allows us to focus on a number of key elements of systemic transformation, which is a complex process that includes the influence of both external (geopolitical situation; economic relations; political stability; cultural interactions) and internal (economic reforms; level of democracy and governance; ethnic and religious conflicts; development of the education and science system; changes in socio–cultural values and practices) factors. 
The author also takes into account the concepts of scholars regarding the existence of certain differences in both the periodisation and the choice of a model of systemic transformations, which, in particular, is due to the different vectors of highlighting the dominance of objective or subjective factors of transformation processes.

























CHAPTER 2
INTERNAL FACTORS OF SYSTEMIC TRANSFORMATION IN CENTRAL ASIA

The political landscape of Central Asia at the turn of the twentieth and twenty–first centuries has undergone significant changes and transformations. This region, which encompasses Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, has undergone a transition from the Soviet era to independent nation–states, each of which has created its own political system. Scholars emphasize that the formation of the latter did not take place in the form of gradual evolutionary transformations and reforms, but in the context of the virtually simultaneous destruction of a single federal state, the rejection of the dominant socialist ideology and the concepts of social order and legal regulation of social relations based on it. 
By political system we mean "the activity and interaction of political actors through which political values acquire authority and spread in society", the components of the political system are the state, government/governance, political regime (Литвин, 2014, р. 17). Based on the definition of a political regime as "an institutional set of basic formal and/or informal procedural rules and procedures for defining the activities of political leaders and managers, as a regulator of appointments to key positions, as well as vertical and horizontal restrictions and constraints on the exercise of political power" (Литвин, 2014, р. 17),we support V. Lytvyn's conclusion that a political regime is able to define the way governments are formed and function, as well as the mechanism for exercising state power (Литвин, 2014, р. 17). From this perspective, the classification of political regimes of the post–Soviet countries by A. Lazarev (Lazarev, 2010, р. 117–119),developed on the basis of the equilibrium of the political regime and the level of political corruption, is worthy of attention: 
· Kyrgyzstan represents the authoritarian disequilibrium regime, which is characterized by a high level of "state capture", conflict and uncertainty in the political process; 
· Kazakhstan is an authoritarian equilibrium regime characterized by the process of "absorption" of important political/economic actors, clientelism of the administrative system, the strategy of "business capture", and the existence of a "ruling party"; 
· Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan – a regime of closed authoritarianism – state economic management, formal democratic procedures, clan politics, widespread administrative corruption (Литвин, 2014, с. 299). Scholars unanimously emphasize the trends of transformation of political regimes in Central Asia. Thus, the growing importance of tribal ties, which are characteristic of the political culture of Central Asian societies, the revival of Islam, and the formation of political nations, as defined by V. Yarmolenko (Ярмоленко, 2019, р. 227– 228), have led to two main trends 
· the formation of consolidated autocratic regimes (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan);
· periodic internal political confrontation (Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). 
In the first case, the stability of the political regimes, which have maintained their dominant position since the independence of the republics, was ensured by controlling financial revenues from energy exports, which allowed them to maintain support from the majority of society. In the second case, the political leadership is forced to include opposition forces in domestic political processes to ensure internal stability.
С. Habdank–Kolaczkowska emphasizes such a negative trend in the transformation processes as pressure and attacks on civil society: "The autocratic regimes that experienced mass protests in 2011–2012 took measures to prevent further demonstrations by introducing new restrictive laws and systematically applying repressive tactics; this is typical for Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan" (Habdank–Kolaczkowska, 2013).
According to S. Benazir, the socio–political situation was complicated by the critical state of the economy, which, in turn, was provoked by the breakdown of economic ties in the post–Soviet space (Benazir, 2015, p. 155).  The researcher identifies a number of factors, the comparison of which emphasizes the peculiarities of political transformations in each particular Central Asian state: 
1) the format of the activities of public authorities, which determine the configuration, intensity and nature of the transformation processes; 
2) the speed of formation and development of civil society and a capable system of its institutions; 
3) the stage of development and search for optimal forms of effective cooperation with the authorities in the political sphere and in solving management issues; 
4) the majority of the population has no experience of engaging in discussions and decision–making, and of making their civic position known; 
5) insufficient level of political and legal culture of the population, high degree of political inertia of the society; 
6) strong influence of national and religious traditions and customs, sacralization of the leader's power and adherence to strict hierarchical ties
 7) regional and clan contradictions among political elites, which, in turn, fuel social tensions and contribute to the spread of destructive processes in society (Benazir, 2015, p. 157).  
From this perspective, A. Parfienko's remark on the failed attempt at regional integration is valuable: "Against this background, as well as having many disagreements within the region (use of internal water resources, border demarcation in the Ferghana Valley, etc.) and claiming regional leadership (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan), the political elites of the Central Asian states failed to create a regional political and economic union." (Парфіненко, 2022, р. 26).
[bookmark: _Hlk153136337] It should be noted that since the signing of the Declaration "On the Non–Use of Force or Threat of its Use in Relations between the CIS Member States" on March 20, 1992, in Kyiv, there have been no pronounced interstate conflicts in Central Asia for a long time, when it comes to the military component. However, B. Levyk emphasizes, "there are unresolved problems of common borders between the countries of Central Asia. This applies to Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in the Ferghana Valley region. This problem is of a regional, ethnic and territorial nature and has not yet been resolved. In Kyrgyzstan, more than 400 kilometers of the border remain disputed. The borders in the Caspian Sea between Turkmenistan and Iran, as well as with Azerbaijan, are not settled." (Левик, 2014. Р. 86). 
In the spring of 2021, disputes between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan escalated into an armed confrontation between the two armies, which claimed the lives of more than fifty people. In May, the two countries agreed to a ceasefire and signed a protocol on border settlement. However, the document has only exacerbated the divergence of views. According to Tajik political scientist Sherali Rizoyen, "The parties came to the conclusion that we will use documents from 25–27 years ago and at the same time documents from 89. It turns out that Kyrgyzstan is appealing to the Almaty Declaration, which was adopted in the early 90s, and Tajikistan is appealing to Soviet documents." (Долматов, 2022). The escalation of the border conflict between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan began on September 14, 2022 (Бої на кордоні Киргизстану і Таджикістану: що там відбувається, 2022). According to official figures, as of September 18, 2022, 59 Kyrgyz citizens and 32 Tajik citizens were killed in the fighting (Mynzdrav soobshchyl eshche o 13 pohybshykh v rezultate vooruzhennыkh stolknovenyi na hranytse s Tadzhykystanom. 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk153136442]During the summit of the heads of state of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization on September 16, 2022, the leaders of the states made attempts to resolve the conflict politically and diplomatically and agreed to transfer instructions to the relevant national structures to cease fire and withdraw forces and equipment from the contact line (Ярмоленко, 2022, р. 2). At the same time, the CSTO representative called on the parties to cease fire and hold negotiations (The CSTO Secretary General held negotiations with the secretaries of the Security Councils of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 2022). As a result of these negotiations, the heads of the State National Security Committees of both states signed a protocol on September 19, the main essence of which was "stabilizing the situation and establishing peace between the two states, carrying out work to resolve the situation"(Ярмоленко, 2022, р. 2).
According to I. Lossovsky, the clash demonstrated "the decline of Russia's role as an influential actor in Central Asia and throughout the former Soviet Union, which in previous years influenced the management of conflict situations in the region and their settlement." (Лоссовський, 2022, р. 107). Another escalation of the border conflict has a number of reasons:
1) the Kyrgyz-Tajik border, drawn during the Soviet era, was determined by the central Soviet authorities without regard to ethnic, cultural or geographical factors; it was rather conditional and did not fully take into account the ethno-social characteristics of the region; 
2) the mixed settlement of local Kyrgyz and Tajiks led to their economic interdependence, with local conflicts at the household level over access to water resources and fertile land;
[bookmark: _Hlk153136728]the disputed border sections are located in the area of important transit routes for illegal drug trafficking from Afghanistan through Central Asia and Russia to Europe (the so-called "Northern Route"). "Northern Route") (Barnushev, 2007; Opiate trafficking in Northern Afghanistan and Central Asia, 2012), as well as routes for potential entry of terrorist groups, including ISIS, from the northern regions of Afghanistan through the highlands of Tajikistan (this once led to similar so-called "Batken events" in 1999-2000). (Чекаленко, 2017).
Territorial disputes between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan also periodically escalate. In fact, a kind of "cold war" has been going on between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which share 1,300 kilometers of common border, since the declaration of independence. Thus, the Uzbek embassy in Dushanbe was opened only in the spring of 1998. During his presidency, Uzbek President I. Karimov (1990–2016) paid an official visit to neighboring Tajikistan in 2000, and Tajik President E. One of the important consequences of these meetings was the establishment of the Joint Tajik–Uzbek Commission on Trade and Economic Cooperation in 2002. (Бульвінський, 2021, р. 123).
 In 2000, the Uzbek side mined the mountainous sections of the border with Tajikistan because of the threat of infiltration by militants of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, and in 2001, to counter the infiltration of extremists from Afghanistan, a visa regime was introduced between the countries on the initiative of Tashkent. By 2002, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan had defined about 86% of the common border line (Чекаленко, 2017, р.131–132). 
However, the further stagnation of political relations was characterized by a significant drop in bilateral trade, which in 2007 amounted to $300 million, and in 2016 – only $197 million. Air travel between the two countries, which was interrupted in 1992 with the outbreak of the civil war in Tajikistan, was resumed only in 2017. (Бульвінський, 2021, р. 124). 
А. Bulvinsky states that in order to impede the implementation of Tajik energy projects, Uzbekistan has periodically complicated the transportation of goods and materials to Tajikistan by rail: "After all, the Tajik railroad is now only able to access the world through the territory of Uzbekistan. In 2012, the Uzbek side even dismantled the railroad track on the Galaba–Amuzang section, isolating the southern part of the Tajik railroad from the world."  In an effort to break the transport blockade, the President of Tajikistan, together with the leaders of Turkmenistan and Afghanistan, agreed in 2013 to build a rail line from Turkmenistan through Afghanistan to Tajikistan, bypassing Uzbekistan from the south. As of 2021, Turkmenistan has built its branch to the Afghan city of Andkhoy, and Tajikistan to the Afghan border. However, with the change of power in Uzbekistan in early 2018, the dismantled section of the railway was restored by the Uzbek side and the railway connection with Kulyab through Uzbekistan was re–launched. (Бульвінський, 2021, р. 124). 
Additional complications in relations between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan are related to the countries' water and energy initiatives. Water and water resources are a source of tension and potential conflict between the two countries, especially in dry regions. The conflict between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan is largely related to the use of water from the Amu Darya River, one of the two major rivers in Central Asia. The main aspects of this water conflict include:
· the Amu Darya River is an important water source for both states. It has its source in Tajikistan and flows through Uzbekistan;
· irrigation of agricultural land: Uzbekistan is the largest consumer of water in the region, particularly for irrigation of agricultural land, making it dependent on water resources;
· construction of hydroelectric power plants: Tajikistan is planning and building hydroelectric power plants in the upper Amu Darya, such as the Rogun hydroelectric power plant. These projects are of concern to Uzbekistan, which fears that they could reduce the amount of water that comes to Uzbekistan for agricultural purposes;
· energy and economic interests: hydropower is strategically important for Tajikistan as the country seeks to reduce its dependence on electricity imports. At the same time, Uzbekistan fears a negative impact on its agriculture;
· environmental and social impacts: regulation of water resources is also important in terms of minimizing environmental and social impacts on the region, including biodiversity conservation and sustainable development.
It is important to note that water conflicts can have long–term consequences for regional stability and cooperation. Therefore, resolving such conflicts requires close international involvement, diplomatic efforts and cooperation between countries to find balanced solutions.
 For example, the Agreement between the Government of the Republic of Tajikistan and the Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan on Cooperation in the Rational Use of Water and Energy Resources was signed annually in 2001 (in Tashkent on February 3, 2001), in 2002 (in Tashkent on March 3, 2003), in 2004 (in Tashkent on December 29, 2004), in February 2005 – April 2006, etc. In 2018, the Joint Working Group on the Integrated Use of Water Resources of Interstate (Transboundary) Rivers of Central Asia between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan was established. The joint working group regularly holds negotiations on the joint operation of water bodies of interstate importance (Водорозбрат: Центральній Азії загрожують міжнародні конфлікти за воду, 2023). 
It should be noted that today, water relations between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan have a positive trend, which is reflected in Uzbekistan's support for the construction of the Rogun HPP. At the beginning of 2018, an agreement was reached that the dam on which the Farhad HPP is located will be recognized as the territory of Tajikistan, and the hydropower facility itself will be the property of Uzbekistan (У Таджикистані запустили ГЕС, гребля якої стане найвищою в світі, 2018). 
In general, A. Bulvinsky concludes, Tajik–Uzbek relations can be characterized as unstable and contradictory with a tendency to periodic aggravation. The contradictions between the countries are complex, but objective circumstances force Uzbekistan and Tajikistan to constantly seek reasonable compromises in bilateral relations (Бульвінський, 2020, р. 16).
There are also a number of problems between Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. For example, in 2010, in response to the complete blocking of the border by the Kazakhs, the Kyrgyz leadership completely stopped the release of water from the Kirov reservoir, which feeds the Talas River. After that, Kazakhstan partially relaxed border controls due to the significant dependence of its agriculture on Kyrgyz water resources (Opiate trafficking in Northern Afghanistan and Central Asia, 2016). In 2011 and 2012, Kazakhstan imposed restrictions on the import of milk and dairy products from ten Kyrgyz dairies due to the broken veterinary control system in Kyrgyzstan (Kazakhstan allowed the import of dairy products from ten factories in Kyrgyzstan, 2011; Kazakhstan has introduced restrictions on the import of milk from Kyrgyzstan, 2012), and in 2011 increased customs duties on imports of Kyrgyz confectionery products by 40%, making them uncompetitive on the Kazakh market (Kazakhstan increased customs duties on imports of confectionery products from Kyrgyzstan by 40%, 2011).
Despite the disadvantageous geopolitical position of Kyrgyzstan – peripheral location in both Asia and the Central Asian region, predominantly mountainous terrain, lack of raw materials (except for water resources and gold mining), The country, the birthplace of the "Tulip Revolution" (2005), has become an example of democratic transformation in Central Asia, despite the fact that radical political actions have not led to political stability in the republic. Analysts are not inclined to idealize these developments in Kyrgyzstan: "The political culture in this Central Asian state has not undergone significant changes in recent years, power changes hands quite easily through violence, and this is the threat that makes it difficult for Kyrgyzstan to return to the path of civilized development." (Коваль, 2010). 
We agree with T. Lyashenko's conclusions about the peculiarities of Kyrgyzstan's political system. The researcher sees it in the fact that "the central government in this country is much weaker than in other Central Asian countries. It has neither a strong army nor powerful internal affairs agencies, but there are many local police units, which, moreover, are not always under the control of the center. This structural weakness is exacerbated by the imbalance between the south and north of the country, which in turn is based on widespread poverty." (Ляшенко, 2011а, р. 85).
According to a study by B. Levik, Kyrgyzstan remains one of the poorest countries in the region and cannot overcome the economic crisis on its own. Kyrgyz also consider the problem of the Uzbek enclaves of Soh and Shahimardan and the enclave of Vorukh, which belongs to Tajikistan, to be threats to national security. Islamic politicized fundamentalism and common borders in the Ferghana Valley pose a particular threat. The Kyrgyz military organization and its Armed Forces need to be modernized in line with international standards and existing military threats. Insufficient state funding and the ongoing economic crisis in the country are obstacles to this. (Левик, 2016, р. 18). 
Among the post–Soviet countries, Turkmenistan occupies a special place. To date, this country is perhaps the only one of the above–mentioned states in which the totalitarian model inherited from the USSR has not only not been destroyed, but has, on the contrary, formed the basis for the formation of its own political system (Цапко, 2022, р. 76–77). 
T. Lyashenko also identifies the political regime in Turkmenistan as the most rigid option among the existing regimes in Central Asia (Ляшенко, 2011а, р. 255). The main feature of totalitarianism, inherited from the Soviet system, is the rigid subordination of all major spheres of Turkmen society, especially the economy, to total state control. (Цапко, 2022, р. 78). As for the official statistics released by Turkmenistan, most experts say that their reliability is extremely questionable. Thus, during the rule of S. Niyazov, most of the economic statistics was classified as a state secret. Under G. Berdymukhamedov, a state statistical agency was established, but most economic data remain unreliable. Therefore, in the absence of reliable economic data, it is difficult to assess the current state of Turkmenistan's economy. (Цапко, 2022, р. 81). Turkmenistan also lacks such important components of a market economy as a stock market, deposit insurance system, etc. (European Community Regional Strategy Paper for Assistance to Central Asia for the period 2007–2013. 2014.).
On the other hand, V. Yarmolenko emphasizes that in the absence of a strong opposition and avoidance of any competition through direct persecution, the change of presidential power in Turkmenistan took place peacefully. The power transition in the case of Turkmenistan weakened the regime's domestic political influence, creating more signs of democratization. The main approaches to foreign policy in the region have not changed, except for a significant improvement in relations with neighboring states, as exemplified by the normalization of relations between Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, the resumption of multilateral peace initiatives to resolve the conflict in Afghanistan, or Ashgabat's attempts to resume dialogue with the West and diversify natural gas exports. (Ярмоленко, 2022, р. 237). 
After the declaration of independence, Turkmenistan, according to V. Yarmolenko (Ярмоленко, 2022, р. 234), found itself facing the challenges of the ongoing civil war in Afghanistan, the unresolved status of the Caspian Sea, and the severance of economic ties with other former post–Soviet states, the latter, in turn, significantly complicating the possibility of transporting natural gas abroad (Appendix 3). It should be added that, with large reserves of natural gas (15–20 trillion cubic meters) and oil (1.5–2.0 billion tons), Turkmenistan has become one of the most important exporters of fuel resources; "Turkmenistan's proven natural gas reserves account for about 10 percent of the world's gas reserves, despite the fact that the current level of gas production in the country accounts for only 2 percent of the world's gas production." (Turkmenistan says its gas reserves total 50 trillion cubic meters, 2017). In the early 1990s, natural gas imports were only possible through the former Soviet gas transportation system. Most of these pipelines passed through the territory of Kazakhstan and Russia (Appendix 4), which allowed these countries to influence the cost of transportation of resources, which affected the pricing of imported gas, and thus the income for Ashgabat. 
Today, the Program of Socio–Economic Development of Turkmenistan for 2019–2025 is in effect, according to which oil and gas production and processing, as well as international cooperation in the energy sector (in particular, further expansion of the Central Asia–China gas pipeline (Appendix 5) and launch of the TAPI gas pipeline) are defined as a priority of Turkmenistan's economic strategy (Газ Центральної Азії: Перспективи для України та ЄС. 2020, р. 6). During this period, it is planned to launch and modernize 22 facilities in the fuel and energy sector, which is expected to diversify the oil and gas complex and increase its export potential. In addition, the tasks include the phased commissioning of the new Bagtyýarlyk field, which is being developed by the Chinese national oil and gas corporation CNPC under a PSA, as well as further exploration of the largest field, Galkynysh. As part of the expansion of its own resource base, on behalf of President Berdymukhamedov, the state corporation Türkmengeologiýa has prepared an extensive exploration program (Державна корпорація Türkmengeologiýa підготувала велику програму геологорозвідувальних робіт, 2020). 
Abstracting from the issues of the political regime (authoritarianism is more or less characteristic of the entire region), researchers are unanimous in recognizing the fact that Turkmenistan is attracting investment and skillfully using innovative technologies, especially in oil and gas processing (Ляшенко, 2011а, р. 194).
Illicit drug trafficking is a separate threat to Central Asian countries. According to international estimates, in 2008, approximately 121 tons of heroin and 293 tons of opium were transported through the territory of Central Asia. In 2009, according to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, global heroin production amounted to 657 tons. (Ляшенко, 2011а, р. 152).Traditionally, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan have been the main routes through Central Asia from China and Southeast Asia. The internal reasons for the growth of drug trafficking in Central Asia include, firstly, poverty, unemployment, especially among young people, and low living standards; secondly, weak border control caused by corruption, lack of experience and finance. The fact that drug trafficking is interested in maintaining political and social instability in the region is a cause for concern, and thus a real threat to security in the broadest sense. (Олимов, 2005). Therefore, we see it quite natural that Turkmenistan's policy on combating and preventing drug trafficking is focused on the following issues: 
1) international cooperation: Turkmenistan actively cooperates with international organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Central Asia (OSCE). Joint operations are also conducted with neighboring and other countries to stop drug transit;
2) combating drug transit: due to the geographical location of Turkmenistan, the country is actively involved in countering the transit of drugs from Afghanistan to other parts of the region; 
3) strengthening state structures: Turkmenistan is taking steps to strengthen its state security and law enforcement agencies to combat organized crime and drug trafficking;
4) creating a modern legislative framework: the country is actively working to strengthen its legislative framework in the field of combating drug trafficking, including amendments to criminal legislation;
5) Raising public awareness: campaigns and programs are being conducted to raise awareness of the dangers of drugs, their impact on society and to counteract consumption;
6) development of social programs: social programs aimed at preventing drug use and rehabilitation of those facing drug addiction are developed and implemented;
7) border protection measures: Turkmenistan is taking measures to strengthen its borders to stop drug trafficking and control transit routes.
In short, Turkmenistan's policy in this area is aimed at creating a comprehensive system of measures, including international cooperation, legislative changes, strengthening of state structures and social programs.
The main "geopolitical player" in Central Asia is Kazakhstan ("the shield of the region" according to Z. Bzezhinsky). According to B. Levyk, this country's leadership is due to several factors: 1) favorable territorial location; 2) the legacy of the USSR (the country ranks first in the world in the number of space launches from the Baikonur Cosmodrome, important strategic facilities of the former Soviet Union, which are now used by the Russian Federation, are located on the territory of the state); 3) strong central government (the cult of N. Nazarbayev's personality) (Левик, 2016, р. 25).
[bookmark: _Hlk153137506]Kazakhstan's claims to leadership in the region were based on economic (the doctrine of economic restructuring) and national–cultural (de–Russification, Islamization) factors (Левик, 2014а, р. 61 – 71):
1) state planning with active market relations was left in the country: more than $30 billion of investments were attracted into the economy, construction of the Trans–Eurasian corridor was started, a number of oil refineries were reconstructed, new gas compressor stations were built, the second oil pipeline to China was built, enterprises for the production of agricultural machinery and raw materials processing were built, etc;
2) significant achievements of the country's leadership in the national and cultural sphere: the status of the national language has been raised, considerable attention is paid to folk traditions, and the state ideology of Kazakh patriotism has been introduced. 
These processes are taking place against the backdrop of the absence of "freedom of speech", political opposition and corruption of the authorities.
Kazakhstan, the researchers note, is most interested in regional integration, as it has ambitions for regional leadership and the resources to realize these ambitions. Other states in the region are either in the process of choosing their national development priorities or are already on the path of traditionalization or transformation into the periphery of world politics(Микитчук, 2022, р. 105). 
For example, in 2009, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, along with Azerbaijan and Turkey, signed the Nakhchivan Agreement, which launched the Cooperation Council of Turkic–speaking States. Within the framework of the organization, the Central Asian countries joined the cooperation in the fields of economy, transport and communication routes, information and communication technologies, biodiversity and water resources, tourism, culture and youth policy (Turkic Council: 10th Anniversary of the Nakhchivan Agreement: Special Publication, pp. 13–14). In 2019, Uzbekistan joined the Turkic Council. Since the establishment of the Turkic Council, there has been a more consolidated position of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan aimed at political support of Azerbaijan and Turkey in international relations.
In short, Kazakhstan has significant internal resources that ensure both economic and geopolitical strength of the country in the Central Asian region: 
1) energy resources: Kazakhstan has significant reserves of oil, gas, and coal, which are key sources of income for the country and contribute to its economic growth, serving as an important resource for the country's energy and industry;
2) mineral resources: Kazakhstan is one of the largest uranium producers in the world$ 
3) the country has metal resources, such as copper, zinc, lead, and iron, which contributes to the development of the mining industry;
4) Kazakhstan is one of the largest countries by area and a significant part of its territory is suitable for agriculture; the country produces grain, meat, milk and other agricultural products;
5) Kazakhstan has rivers and lakes, providing water resources for irrigation and other needs. The Irtysh is particularly important as the country's largest river;
6) Kazakhstan's geographical location makes it strategically important – the country is a bridge between the East and the West, facilitating the transit of goods and energy;
7) the stability of the political situation and public administration are also internal resources that ensure attractiveness for investment and economic development.
A review of theoretical works by scholars, analysis and monitoring of practical steps taken by Central Asian countries in terms of their development as politically, economically, socially, and culturally independent states, gives rise to the following conclusions. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan have persistent differences in their guidelines, strategies, models of modernization, and institutional foundations of the economy; they cannot effectively use the opportunities of regional cooperation for their economic development. 
[bookmark: _Hlk153137604]For a long time, factors that complicate interaction at the interstate level have been playing a major role in the region. The main factor is the quality of the ruling elites of the Central Asian countries, as they have different, sometimes diametrically opposed, ideas about regional integration and national interests. Nevertheless, regional integration remains one of the most frequently discussed topics in the formation of economic policy in the Central Asian region. N. Mykytchuk emphasizes that the difference between the individual national interests of each of the Central Asian countries is quite significant (Микитчук, 2022, р. 104). 
This, in turn, greatly complicates the process of intra–regional integration necessary to address such issues as water supply problems, the expansion of drug trafficking, and the movement of radical Islamist groups. 
Thus, radical Islamic fundamentalism and Wahhabism, as well as the politicization of Islam, pose a particular threat to Central Asian countries. The ideology of Islam calls for the construction of Islamic states based on the caliphate, Muslim morality allows for preventive and defensive warfare, and Islamists are ready to fight against the Western world and its values, and this struggle is sacred to them (Maslov, 2001). The Organization of Islamic Cooperation includes 56 Muslim countries; this organization considers all five Central Asian states to be part of the Muslim world. That is why new political actors, such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, have emerged in Central Asia, financing the introduction of Muslim values in the post–Soviet space into everyday life. An example is the draft law on banking operations developed in Kyrgyzstan in 2007, based on Islamic principles of financing (Левик, 2014, р. 86). 
[bookmark: _Hlk153137717]However, not all scholars attach great importance to the Islamic factor in Central Asia. M. Hadzhimuhamedov considers the Islamic factor in Uzbekistan as an institution of morality, emphasizing that "Islam is not perceived as a way to solve political or economic issues. Islam in Uzbekistan has always been a sphere of moral norms and behavioral attitudes" (Hadzhimuhamedov, 2005, pp. 102–103). Tazmini believes that the spread of radical forms of Islam in Central Asia is impossible for a number of reasons: 98 % of Central Asian Muslims are Sunnis, which, in turn, limits the influence of Islamic radicals in Iran; the revival of Sufism, one of the most tolerant movements in Islam, which accepts the tenets of Buddhism, shamanism, Christianity and rejects the idea of political use of faith; for many, Islam is only a cultural tradition:  "Islamic ties are greatly overemphasized, while tribal, ethnic, linguistic and national differences are underestimated. These differences do not necessarily stand in the way of joint Islamic activity, but they significantly slow down or even prevent the development of a radical Islamic movement." (Ляшенко, 2012, р. 249–250). 
Researchers believe that the main problems of the region that contribute to the spread of extremist movements and terrorism in Central Asia are (Ляшенко, монографія, р. 150):
· deterioration of the socio–economic situation in the countries of the region;
· the spread of poverty, the inhibition of reforms; 
· the activity of international networks of drug, human and weapons trafficking;
· contradictions between secularism of secular regimes in Central Asia and political Islam;
· repressive reaction of governments to opposition activities.
Accordingly, T. Lyashenko sees two ways to counter radical Islam: the first way is to quickly improve the material and social situation of all segments of the population; the second way is to protect the political, economic and social rights of ordinary citizens, to regulate and liberalize relations between the government and society, to form a national "middle class", to destroy the conditions for corruption, to introduce equal responsibility before the law for all groups of the population and government structures, etc. (Ляшенко, 2011а, р. 150 – 151). 
Assessing the geopolitics of the newly independent states of Central Asia in the post-Soviet period, B. Levyk emphasises the importance for the leaders of terrorist organisations of Tajikistan as the most suitable country for the spread of international terrorism in the Central Asian region. Militants of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan are armed with Soviet and Russian-made weapons, which indicates their availability and cheapness, which, in turn, puts the problem of illegal arms trafficking on the agenda. The infiltration of gangs from Tajikistan into Kyrgyzstan in 1999-2000 with the aim of further fighting in Uzbekistan (the Batken events) gave rise to mutual accusations between these countries, which, the researcher states, ended with the signing of an agreement on cooperation in the fight against extremism and international crime by four Central Asian countries (Левик, 2014, р. 87).
A negative indicator for the Central Asian countries is political instability, reinforced by ethnic, religious, clan and regional conflicts and authoritarian regimes (Batsaikhan and Dabrowski, 2017, p. 300). 
Scholars agree that economic integration within Central Asia is not currently a priority, or at least there is no strong desire for it by the governments of the region. Economic experts point to low complementarity of production and weak competitiveness as the main problems that hinder the development of trade between the countries of the region (Burunciuc, Izvorski, 2019). In addition, intra–regional trade relations are significantly affected by the lack of proper transport infrastructure. Economic integration within the region is also slowing down due to the incompatibility of certain economic regimes, persistent political tensions, ongoing conflicts in the neighboring region (Afghanistan), and partially closed borders (Batsaikhan, Dabrowski, 2017, p. 297). 



Conclusions to Chapter 2 

To summarize, the independent countries of Central Asia demonstrate a vector of democratic transit, choosing a political course to introduce democratic institutions and values, creating the necessary regulatory framework for an even balance of direct and reverse links in the political plane. 
At the same time, the historical situation, the lack of experience in building a democratic society, the orientation of the political and legal culture of the population towards a traditionalist way of life, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the difficulty of fully adapting to the set of democratic institutions and norms developed for and inherent in Western countries in a short time, have caused differences in the qualitative parameters of the political systems of Central Asian countries. 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan have been the most intensive in implementing international legal and standards into their national legislation and promoting the formation of civil society. Turkmenistan has focused its efforts on maximizing the strengthening of policy frameworks in political communication. Uzbekistan paid great attention to improving elements of the political system.
 In general, despite the existing differences, the Central Asian states have created a legal framework in recent decades that is aimed at ensuring stability and legitimization of government institutions.









CHAPTER 3
STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF CENTRAL ASIA 
FOR GLOBAL INTERNATIONAL PLAYERS:
THE REDISTRIBUTION OF POWER

In the sense that "a geostrategic region is an expression of the interdependence of a large part of the world in terms of location, movement, trade orientation, and cultural or ideological ties" (Cohen Saul, 2011), Central Asia is an important geostrategic factor in international relations. In today's political realities, researchers emphasise that Central Asian countries are the object of geopolitical rivalry between external actors (Гольцов, 2016). Dan Burghart & Theresa Sabonis–Helf emphasise the growing interest in the region, compared to previous decades, on the part of global and local players; for example, the authors characterise the forms of relations between the United States and the former Soviet republics of Asia by the concept of "a policy of alternating incentives and deterrence" (In the Tracks of Tamerlane: Central Asia's Path to the 21st Century, 2004, p. 445), which was due, on the one hand, to the instability of the socio–political situation in the countries, non–compliance with the human rights code, and, on the other hand, to the lack of clear US concepts of its own strategic goals in Central Asia.
After gaining independence, the countries of Central Asia came into the field of interest of the United States, China, and the EU, primarily because of their rich natural resources. D. Korotkov, referring to H. McKinder, notes that "the decision ... to locate the central territory of the future global order in Asia was primarily due to the abundance of raw materials and the huge size of the region"(Коротков, 2023, р. 53). According to research on the Caspian energy markets, "The Caspian Sea, with energy reserves totalling up to about 48 billion barrels of crude oil and 292 TCF of natural gas, plays a crucial role in supplying the world with energy. Moreover, approximately 20 billion barrels of crude oil and 243 TCF of natural gas remain yet undiscovered in the Caspian Sea" (Kalanter, 2021, p. 145).  S. Vedadi Kalanter, A. Maleki, A. Saifoddin note that the countries of the Caspian region, Central Asia in particular, are "influential world energy exporters that seek to attract foreign investment and earn larger market shares" (Kalanter, 2021, p. 145). We share the scholars' conclusions about highlighting the advantages of Central Asia's strategic foreign policy: control and access to resources, extensive market ties, etc. 
Currently, Central Asia is a region of strategic importance for global international players, each of which seeks to create its own sphere of influence there. Thus, A. Parfienko draws attention to the fact that in addition to a favourable geographical location, significant energy and raw material potential, the current Central Asian states "against the background of escalating contradictions between global political players, China and Russia on the one hand, and the United States and the EU on the other" (Парфіненко, 2022, р. 25), attract the attention of international actors with their transit and military–strategic potential in the focus of global security. 
Scholars have identified a number of reasons for the revival of the "Great Game" ("Great Game" is a common term in Western historiography used to describe the Russian–British rivalry for dominance in Central and Central Asia between 1813 and 1907 (Schmidle, 2006) in the twenty–first century:
1. Access to and control over energy resources. According to the BRIF marketing and research company, the Central Asian region ranks "10th in the world in coal production and 19th in electricity generation. It has large reserves of ferrous, non–ferrous and rare metals, and ranks 9th in terms of total gold production (Uzbekistan – 90 tonnes, Kyrgyzstan – 24, Kazakhstan – 18.9)" (Economy of Central Asia. Brif Research Group, 2020).
2. Increasing dependence of the region on China, laying the foundations for a "Pax Sinica" scenario in Central Asia, which, in turn, is a cause for concern for international players and an incentive for discussion on how to prevent and counteract Beijing's influence. According to T. Umarov, the quintessence of China's policy in Central Asia is to follow three rules: not to interfere in the internal affairs of countries or in problems of relations between them; to focus on economic cooperation; and to work on improving its reputation. "This strategy has been extremely successful in Central Asia," the researcher notes, "China has become a convenient partner, because in exchange for active economic cooperation, it has only demanded support for the principle of 'one China' (recognising Taiwan as an inseparable part of China), and for the war against three evils: terrorism, extremism, and separatism. Everything else is dealt with in a traditional Eastern way: through unspoken rules" (Umarov, 2020).
3. The threat of the spread of terrorism, drug trafficking, religious extremism, etc. As a result, the Central Asian states have recently attracted considerable attention from developed Western countries precisely because of the large–scale campaign against terrorism. J. Erickson notes that "the creation of the international anti–terrorist coalition has made certain adjustments to the understanding of the long–lasting "Euro–Asian manoeuvres", the competition for political and economic influence, and the struggle for privileges in the development of the region's vast energy resources" (Erickson, 2003, p. 261). The impetus for radical changes in strategic priorities on a global scale in terms of counter–terrorism was the events of 11 September 2001 in the United States: "The US actions against terrorist organisations in Afghanistan, the permission they received to use the airspace of Central Asian countries, as well as the deployment of military contingents in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and the training of Georgian special forces by US instructors, showed that a qualitatively different phase in relations with the newly independent states of Central Asia and Transcaucasia had begun".(Цит.: Парфіненко, 2022, р. 25). At the International Conference on the Legal Settlement of the Caspian Region (2002), the representative of the US Department of State S. Mann named the following reasons for the US interest in the Caspian basin countries: "The first reason is geographical. The countries of the Caspian region are located at a strategic crossroads – between China, Russia, South Asia and Iran. As a result, the Central Asian states are under threat from al–Qaeda, as well as suffer from Taliban fundamentalism, terrorism and drug trafficking. Before the outbreak of hostilities, Afghanistan supplied 70% of the world's heroin. It was the main supplier to Russia and Europe. Much of the drugs were transported through Central Asia" (Cited in: Ткаченко, 2004, р. 117). 
4. Ensuring "an effective cross–border transport and communication network between East and West. Namely, support for a permanent land transport corridor between the countries of East and Southeast Asia and the EU" (Парфіненко, 2022, р. 25).  German analysts see the main task of cooperation between the EU and Central Asian countries as expanding economic exchange between Europe and the Central Asian region: "The Europeans are also interested in expanding trade relations... It is important that EU countries use the Global Gateway initiative to launch projects in Central Asia, including trade across the Caspian Sea, and thus create alternative trade and transport routes bypassing Russia. At the same time, the EU should support the regional economic integration of the five Central Asian countries to reduce their dependence on Russia and China" (Польовик, 2023). The outlined strategic potential of Central Asia has allowed countries to choose foreign policy partners with an orientation, on the one hand, to preserve and respect their own interests, and, on the other hand, to maintain a balance between different external players. 
The transformation of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan into full–fledged members of the international community and the positive aspect of strengthening their national statehood is evidenced by their participation in global international organisations. 
Central Asian countries are members of the UN, OSCE, OIC, and the Economic Cooperation Organisation. They have established ties with the World Bank, IMF, EBRD, Asian Bank, Islamic Development Bank and other key international financial institutions. B. Levyk concludes that "simultaneous participation and cooperation in several security organisations (multipolarity) has become the norm for the Central Asian republics"(Левик, 2014, р. 88). 
The United Nations is a particularly important international and regional organisation with which Central Asian states cooperate. In 2007, at the initiative of five Central Asian countries, the UN Security Council established the United Nations Regional Centre for Preventive Diplomacy in Central Asia (UNRCCA) in Ashgabat. The main reason for the creation of this centre, according to N. Mykytchuk, was "political instability in the region, but Central Asian countries also needed international support in the fight against international terrorism and extremism, drug trafficking, organised crime and environmental degradation".(Микитчук, 2022, р. 104).
In 1993, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan were among the countries that initiated the creation of the International Organisation of Turkic Culture – TÜRKSOY – to strengthen relations between Turkic states by preserving and spreading common Turkic culture. (О ТЮРКСОЙ, 2019).
Central Asian countries' positioning of themselves as an active player and subject in today's changing geopolitical environment is confirmed by the events in which Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are involved. 
For example, for the first time, on 29 October 2023, a meeting was held in Berlin, where German Chancellor Olaf Scholz invited the heads of state of five Central Asian republics – Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan – to Berlin. According to the German publication IPG – International Politics and Society, today, in the context of the war of aggression in Ukraine, there is a need to "engage more in cooperation and offer the Central Asian states cooperation on an equal footing"(Польовик, 2023). Visits of leading world politicians to Central Asia are also indicative: The President of the Council of the EU participated in the EU–Central Asia High–Level Summits in October 2022 and June 2023; the Federal Minister of Foreign Affairs of Germany visited the region in October 2022, the Federal President of Germany – in June 2023, etc. 
This was the first time that the US President met with the heads of state of all five Central Asian countries (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan), which, in Joe Biden's words, was a "historic moment". Although the C5+1 dialogue format between the US and Central Asia has been in place since 2015, international experts say, "meetings have been held at the level of foreign ministers until now. The summit in New York can undoubtedly be interpreted as a sign of a higher level of US foreign policy in the region." (Бутирська, 2023). 
The first China–Central Asia (C+C5) summit, held on 18–19 May 2023 in Xi'an, attracted great international attention. During the bilateral meetings, the heads of state "agreed to intensify bilateral relations, ensure the functioning and development of transport, energy, transport and logistics communications. They confirmed their readiness to liberalise visa regime, financial and investment activities, and expand opportunities for food exports from Central Asian countries to China." (Ярмоленко, 2023). The multilateral meeting within the C+C5 framework resulted in a summit declaration. According to V. Yarmolenko, the main aspects of this document include the following: 
1) an emphasis on ensuring sustainable development of the region through the stability of governing regimes and non–interference of extra–regional actors in their internal political life:
2) emphasis on developing a joint Strategy for the New Economic Dialogue "Central Asia–China", which includes targeted measures to ensure unimpeded trade and increase the volume of finished goods from Central Asian states to China, and the formation of a common space for industrial cooperation; 
3) emphasis on simplifying customs procedures and developing transport and logistics routes to Europe, the Middle East, South and Southeast Asia, bypassing the aggressor country (Appendix 6);
4) focus on the fight against the "three evils" (terrorism, extremism and separatism), transnational crime, drug trafficking, etc. (Ярмоленко, 2023).  
According to international experts, the institutionalisation of interregional cooperation between the Gulf and Central Asian countries, which "was consolidated on 19 July 2023 in Saudi Arabia at the first summit between Arab monarchies and Central Asian countries" (Sitenko, 2023), was a novelty.  The participants of the summit, emphasising the long–standing religious and Islamic traditions, agreed on a cooperation plan for 2023–2027, which includes political and security dialogue, economic and investment cooperation. 
Of particular interest is Turkey's activity in Central Asia. Having no direct geographical ties with Central Asian countries, Turkey calls the region Turkestan in order to emphasise its cultural identity and Turkish heritage (Hamzaoğlu, 2022). Turkey's relations with Central Asian countries have been developing rather slowly for a long time. Thus, back in the early 90s of the last century, Ankara proposed the creation of the "Great Turk" – an interstate association of Turkic–speaking countries, but "this project did not receive sufficient support from the Central Asian countries, which did not want to get a new "big brother""(Демчишак, 2020, р. 134). And only in 2014, R. Demchyshak notes, Turkey's plans to unite Turkic–speaking countries in an interstate integration association received a new impetus, primarily due to the strengthening of trade and economic relations. 
On the other hand, Turkey demonstrates a fairly loyal attitude towards labour migrants from Central Asia: the introduction of a visa–free regime, no need to register with any authority during the legal stay of labour migrants in the country, and a more friendly attitude compared to migrants from Arab countries. K. Sharifzoda cites data from the Turkish Ministry of Interior on the support of migrants from Central Asia: "As the attractiveness of the Russian labour market has decreased, Turkey has become increasingly attractive to Central Asian migrants. According to the Turkish Ministry of Interior, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan are among the top 10 countries whose citizens have held work permits in Turkey. Furthermore, in 2017, Uzbekistan was also ranked among the top five countries whose nationals were captured as illegal migrants in Turkey" (Sharifzoda, 2019).
E. Solovyova, assessing Turkey's strategies and interests in Central Asia, speaks about soft power instruments in the region: "Popular TV series in Turkish, partnerships with universities, and the activities of Islamic missionaries... these strategies have contributed to the popularity of Turkey at the level of elites and masses in Central Asia".(Соловйова, 2023, р. 143). 
The events of 24 February 2022 pushed Ankara to build security partnerships on a bilateral basis. In particular, E. Gaber states, "a joint declaration on deepening strategic partnership with Kazakhstan and a memorandum of cooperation between the military intelligence services of the two countries, as well as an agreement on military cooperation with Uzbekistan were signed"(Габер, 2023).
In today's realities, concludes a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council and the Centre for the Study of Modern Turkey at Carleton University, Ankara "bases its current policy in the region on quite pragmatic economic and security interests", putting aside interest in the common cultural and historical heritage, "and even more so in the dusty ideas of pan–Turkism".(Габер, 2023). The use of Turkish drones in Ukraine against the invasion of Russian troops helped to improve the country's image in the eyes of Central Asian leaders. In December 2022, Kyrgyzstan purchased Turkish drones, opened a Bayraktar base, and became the first CSTO country to use Bayraktar (The first Bayraktar TB2 drone base was opened in Kyrgyzstan. Militarnyi, 2022). During the military parade on the occasion of the 31st anniversary of Turkmenistan's independence in Ashgabat, Bayraktar drones were demonstrated as part of the country's military power (Turkmenistan showed its army's weapons at the parade, 2022). On 29 March 2022, Uzbek Defence Minister Bahodir Kurbanov signed a cooperation agreement with his Turkish counterpart Hulusi Akar during a visit to Turkey. According to Minister Akar, the positive and constructive relations resulted in the signing of an agreement on military cooperation between the two countries: "In all our work, we strive to combine the knowledge and experience of the two countries and the two armed forces. We want to go much further by combining the knowledge and experience of the Armed Forces of Uzbekistan and the Armed Forces of Turkey. We are mutually seeking technical and advisory assistance" (Türkiye ile Özbekistan arasında askerî iş birliği anlaşmaları imzalandı. Defence Here, 2022). 
Assessing the cooperation between Turkey and the Central Asian states, E. Solovyova identifies the factors that hinder this process:
1) limited potential for mutual economic benefits due to the imperfect transport network in the region. For example, Turkey's trade with Central Asia passes through Iran (road/sea transport), which is a major vulnerability for Ankara;
2) limited investment resources for Central Asia due to Turkey's current economic situation and its financial obligations in other countries;
3) limited focus in the choice of energy supply partners, such as Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan (Соловйова, 2023, р. 150). 
The opinion of M. Aydin is in line with this. The researcher talks about Turkey's geo–economic miscalculations, which failed to create the dependence of Central Asian economies on Turkey (Aydin, 1996).
The relations between Iran and Central Asia deserve attention. Scholars describe Iran's approach to Central Asia as "focused on maintaining the status quo and avoiding any conflicts of interest with Russia and China" (Панова, Жеваго, 2022, р. 18). B. Levyk emphasises that Iran, through the mediation of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, is trying to draw Central Asian republics into its sphere of influence, offering "the potential of its seaports and oil development technologies, and understandingly supporting Russian leadership in the region.... Iranian policy is directed against the United States, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan"(Левик, 2014, р. 89). However, as O. Zhevago and S. Pashkevych point out, despite its weak representation in the region, Iran continues to "potentially be a point of power that can intercept the vacuum of influence. And this is possible due to Iran's proximity to the region and its ability to help strengthen local forces in their struggle, first of all, against terrorist Islamic groups, that is, to become a factor of stability in the region"(Жеваго, Пашкевич, 2021, р. 126). 
Iran interacts most actively with ethnically, culturally and religiously related Tajikistan. While "the historical, linguistic and cultural unity of the Iranian and Tajik peoples is a significant factor for active cooperation, the countries' belonging to different Islamic confessions (Tajikistan – Sunni, Iran – Shiite)" (Бульвінський, 2021, р. 122), according to A. Bulvinsky, is a hindering factor. Moreover, the Sunni–Shiite contradictions are getting worse every year, which is especially noticeable in the relations between the main countries of these two sects – the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In the 2000s, Iran abandoned its attempts to influence Tajik politics in order to promote the establishment of a religious state in Tajikistan, and switched to cooperation with the secular Tajik authorities in the economic sphere. A. Bulavsky points out that in the second half of the 2000s, certain prospects for the creation of a "personal alliance" emerged(Бульвінський, 2021, р. 122). H. Dodihudoev considers the first–ever meeting of the leaders of the three Persian countries – Tajikistan, Iran and Afghanistan – to be a landmark event in the format of the Iran–Tajikistan partnership, which launched such a trilateral dialogue, in the Year of Aryan Civilisation proclaimed in Tajikistan (July 2006). This "was an attempt to form the idea of Persian unity as opposed to the idea of pan–Turkism in Central Asia" (Dodihudoev, 2008, p. 154). The project was not implemented in full, as the ongoing civil war in Afghanistan hindered it (Бульвінський, 2021, р. 123). In April 2021, Tehran and Dushanbe agreed to establish a joint defence committee, which significantly strengthens bilateral cooperation in the field of regional security and may in the future become a springboard for creating similar forms of cooperation between Iran and other Central Asian countries (Iran. The World Factbook, 2023). 
The above analysis of the distinguished advantages of Central Asia's strategic foreign policy gives grounds to support the conclusions of experts that Central Asian countries are using the current geopolitical situation to "turn their relative isolation into a strategic advantage" (Sitenko, 2023).  
The outbreak of the war in Ukraine marked a redistribution of forces of influence in Central Asia. Ukrainian researcher D. Korotkov emphasises that "the neutrality of the Central Asian countries in relation to the Russian–Ukrainian war indicates a decrease in the Kremlin's influence in the region... Central Asian countries understand that remaining in the CSTO is dangerous for the development of their economies (to fall under secondary US sanctions) and for the country's political image"(Коротков, 2023, р. 54). The post–Soviet countries of Central Asia's "disagreement" with President Putin's aggressive policy was manifested, in particular, by the fact that during the UN vote on 24 February, their delegations did not vote against the resolution on Russia's war in Ukraine. ...Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan abstained, and Turkmenistan did not take part in the vote"(Цюпин, 2023).
Indicative in this regard are the results of Secretary of State E. Blinken's visit to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan as part of the US delegation on 28 February 2023, during which a course of "interaction at the highest level" was chosen (Погорілов, 2023). This is confirmed by Tokayev's words of gratitude for the support of the country's independence and sovereignty: "We have very good and reliable long–term partnerships in such strategically important areas as security, energy, trade and investment. Therefore, we are ready to further develop this cooperation. Taking this opportunity, I would like to express our gratitude for the United States' continued and firm support of our independence, territorial integrity and sovereignty" (Tokayev met with Blinken and thanked the United States for supporting Kazakhstan's territorial integrity, 2023). 
D. Korotkov's thesis on the US interest in the Central Asian region during the twenty–first century is worthy of note: "Until 2020, Central Asia was not part of the US priorities, but now we will see an economic global confrontation between the US and China, so the US priorities are gradually changing"(Коротков, 2023, р. 55).  Citing analysts from the US RAND Corporation, the author notes that until 2014, "China did not pose a serious threat to US interests in Central Asia, but in 2023, China will try to replace Russia in the region. Indeed, this will not be easy, but geographical proximity to these countries can help China. China's main tool for this is economic"(Коротков, 2023, р. 55). 
Western analysts are not so clear about the Sino–Russian partnership in Central Asia. For example, since the beginning of the Russian–Ukrainian war, new economic agreements have been signed between China and Central Asian countries, along with confirmation of new critical infrastructure, which undoubtedly indicates Beijing's growing influence. Yunis Sharifli in his article "China's Dominance in Central Asia: Myth or Reality?" provides statistics on the economic partnership between the countries: "in the first half of 2022, its trade with Kazakhstan was three times higher than in the first half of 2016, while its trade with Uzbekistan between January and July 2022 was 32.5% higher compared to the same period in 2021. Meanwhile, China's $15 billion agreement with Uzbekistan and the confirmation of the construction of the China–Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan railway (CKU) are two milestones that demonstrate China's growing economic influence in Central Asia. The CKU railway, which will provide a key alternative to the Russian route, is an example of how China is expanding its power at the expense of Russia" (Sharifli, 2022).  
No less important, in the view of analysts, are China's interests in protecting its own national interests in Central Asia and condemning any territorial changes in the region: "Beijing's support for the territorial integrity of Kazakhstan during the tensions between Kazakhstan and Russia, and similarly, its support for the territorial integrity of Kyrgyzstan despite Russia's inclination towards Tajikistan during the border conflict between the two countries, are critical examples of this" (Sharifli, 2022).  
On the other hand, we cannot ignore the multi–vector policy of Central Asian countries, the growing attention of the United States and the EU to Central Asia, which, in turn, may create problems for China in expanding its influence in the region.
An influential think tank in the field of international politics and a discussion platform on international politics and global trends, the German IPG journal of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation has published a series of studies on the intensification of international cooperation between the West and Central Asian countries. Dr Nils Schmid, an economist and politician from the Social Democratic Party of Germany, analyses the state of relations with five Central Asian countries and emphasises the need to revise European foreign policy in relations with the countries of the region. According to the German analyst, in a difficult neighbourhood with an aggressor country, "our common message should be that the countries of Central Asia are not alone!" (Польовик, 2023). 
Dr Nils Schmid outlines the following priority areas of cooperation: 
1) expanding economic exchange between Europe and Central European countries;
2) Germany and the EU should be partners of Central Asia for the sustainable economic development of the countries of the region, offer the countries of the Central Asian region "even more strategies to address water scarcity, to expand renewable energy projects and to develop social security systems" (Польовик, 2023);
3) EU countries should strengthen the rule of law and respect for human rights in the region: "Even if democracy and political pluralism are often limited or non–existent in the countries, support for judicial reforms and the introduction of constitutional administration is an important first point of contact for the EU. Sustainable socio–economic modernisation is not possible without democratic participation of citizens and public debate in various media on the right path" (Польовик, 2023);
4) climate and environmental protection (Польовик, 2023).
О. Sitenko, IPG's own expert from Kazakhstan, notes that "after Russia's invasion of Ukraine, the five countries of the region have been in the centre of international attention in different ways, which often hides geopolitical motives" (Sitenko, 2023).
As Western powers try to balance the influence of the aggressor country in the post–Soviet space, they may actively "court" Central Asian countries as potential partners. According to E. Solovyova, this could lead to increased competition for influence and accession between the great powers in Central Asia. The conflict in Ukraine has raised security concerns among Central Asian states. This highlights the vulnerability of smaller states to external pressure and potential territorial disputes. As a result, Central Asian states may seek to strengthen their defence capabilities and establish military partnerships with external powers (Соловйова, 2023, р. 148). It should be added that the interests of Central Asian countries and Ukraine in the formation of new security structures in the post–Soviet space are mutual, which should form the basis for a long–term promising partnership. 
Taking into account the fact that the foreign policy priorities of the countries of the Central Asian region change quite often, which is dictated, in turn, by economic and political expediency, the leaders of the countries constantly face the choice of allies and partners. All of this creates additional opportunities for Ukraine, which should be used. Although initially, as the authors of the monograph "Central Asia: Geostrategic Analysis and Prospective Opportunities for Ukraine" note, Ukrainian diplomacy did not pay due attention to the Central Asian region: "However, the need to diversify sources of energy supplies led to the establishment of trade and economic relations first with Turkmenistan, and then with Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan" (Central Asia: Geostrategic Analysis and Prospective Opportunities for Ukraine, 2001). 
The development of an active foreign policy towards the Central Asian region will provide Ukraine with new opportunities to realise its own interests. According to T. Liashenko's research, Ukraine's main interests in the Central Asian region can be represented by the following vectors (Ляшенко, 2011а):
1) consolidation of consumer, food and industrial markets in Central Asian countries (metallurgical products, grain, sugar, corn, oil, etc.) due to significant intellectual and industrial potential, ability to create competitive production in Central Asian countries;
2) development of a Eurasian transport project to transport oil through the Black Sea to Western Europe;
3) energy supplies from Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to Western Europe, with underground gas storage facilities located only in Ukraine becoming an important technological element of the energy supply system;
4) the mutual attraction of the former post–Soviet countries has the potential to counter the hegemonic ambitions of the major world powers, provided that they balance the interests of such external forces as Western Europe and the United States, Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, India, and China, whose influence, due to historical tradition or economic leverage, is becoming increasingly significant, and which, of course, see other states as undesirable competitors (Ляшенко, 2011а, p. 205);
5) participation in military–technical cooperation with Central Asian countries.
The author comes to the conclusion that Ukraine's economic interests in the Central Asian region are conditioned by the following factors: 
· "the existence of stable economic ties that developed during the period of joint stay as part of a single national economic complex of the former USSR; 
· the nature of the structure of the national economies, which complement each other and the possibility of preserving this structure in the future; 
· common goals and objectives of the transitional period, the solution of which is facilitated by economic cooperation; 
· relative scarcity of financial resources and insufficient competitiveness of national economies, which does not provide wide opportunities for cooperation with the world's leading economically developed countries; 
· the possibility of accumulating resources for economic modernisation" (Ляшенко, 2011а, pp. 209 – 210).
Scholars emphasise that the war in Ukraine and Russia's confrontation with the West pose significant security challenges in the Central Asian region, including economic ones, and leave the countries of the region with limited room for manoeuvre in the international arena. The adoption of the UN General Assembly Resolution "Aggression against Ukraine" on 2 March 2022, condemning Russia, was indicative: 141 countries supported the document, 5 voted against it, and 35 abstained. The Central Asian republics took a neutral position, with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan abstaining from voting, and Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan not participating. During the vote on the UN General Assembly Resolution "Humanitarian consequences of aggression against Ukraine" (24 March 2022), 140 countries supported it, 5 countries opposed it, with 4 Central Asian countries abstaining and Turkmenistan not voting (Over 140 countries at the UN General Assembly supported the Ukrainian peace formula, 2022). 
The "multi–vector" and "equidistance" demonstrated by the Central Asian countries, according to I. Lossovsky, is evidence of the countries' attempts to "maintain maximum neutrality and continue to use them as the basic principles of their foreign policy"(Лоссовський, 2022, р. 105).
Such a cautious policy of the countries of this region can be explained, on the one hand, by historical, imposed stereotypes of Ukraine's secondary importance, inferiority and lesser importance as a partner country due to the absence of Ukrainian statehood for several previous centuries and Ukraine's subordination to Russia; on the other hand, the relatively small volume of trade, economic and other practical cooperation between Ukraine and the countries of Central Asia does not allow for a higher level of political relations with these countries.
In short, Ukraine has considerable prospects for developing relations and mutually beneficial cooperation with the countries of the Asian continent in all areas of international activity (Lossovskyi, 2019), which will need to be significantly intensified after the victory over the Russian aggressor.

Conclusions to Chapter 3

This chapter explains the concept of a geostrategic region, describes Central Asia as an object of geopolitical rivalry between external actors, highlights the advantages of Central Asia's strategic foreign policy, and analyses the strategic importance of Central Asia in the focus of interests of each global international player.
A theoretical analysis of the scientific works of Western and domestic researchers on identifying and clarifying the essence of the strategic potential of Central Asian countries has made it possible to state a number of reasons that contribute to the resumption of the "Great Game" at the turn of the twentieth and twenty–first centuries: access to and control over energy resources, increasing dependence on China, the threat of the spread of terrorism, drug trafficking, religious extremism, etc. The chapter notes that the outlined strategic potential of Central Asia has allowed countries to choose foreign policy partners with an orientation, on the one hand, to preserve and respect their own interests, and, on the other hand, to maintain a balance between different external players.
The chapter highlights the bipolarity of Central Asian countries' participation in global international organisations, which means simultaneous participation and cooperation in several security organisations. Taking into account the fact that Central Asian countries position themselves as an active player and subject in today's changing geopolitical language, it is proved that the outbreak of the war in Ukraine marked a redistribution of forces of influence in Central Asia.
The section presents the results of the assessment of the strategy and interests of international players in Central Asia: 1) China's priorities are focused on ensuring sustainable development of the region through the stability of governing regimes and non–interference of extra–regional actors in their internal political life; on developing a common strategy for economic dialogue, simplification of control and customs procedures, fight against terrorism and security issues; 2) the focus of the US foreign policy is on ensuring free access to energy resources, preventing the restoration of the aggressor country's influence and deterring China's penetration into Central Asia, countering the spread of Islamic radicalism, etc. 3) the West's international cooperation with Central Asian countries is intensifying in the direction of expanding economic exchange, strengthening the prerogatives of law and human rights in the region, protecting the climate and environment; establishing military partnerships, etc.The article takes into account the views of scholars on the need to develop a comprehensive and clear approach of Ukraine to the development of relations with the countries of the Central Asian region.












CONCLUSIONS

Based on a synthesis of the results of the scientific study of internal and external factors of the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries, a number of conceptual conclusions have been formulated.
1.	The theoretical analysis of the scientific literature has proved that the problem of internal and external factors of systemic transformation of Central Asian countries is relevant, and a number of works by Ukrainian and foreign scholars are devoted to it. The scientific reception of the key concepts used in this paper made it possible to specify the essence of the main categories in the conceptual and terminological apparatus: "Central Asia", "systemic transformation", "models of systemic transformation", "geostrategic region". 
The outlining of the main trends in the systemic transformation of the Central Asian region has given grounds to state that there is no universal way of formation and consolidation of the Central Asian countries, on the one hand, and the emergence of new types of regimes that are neither democratic nor authoritarian, on the other. We agree with the theses of scholars on the conditionality of transformation processes in Central Asian countries by old and new models of social development, cultural peculiarities, openness to improving the political system, the mechanism of functioning of the political elite and its interaction with the public.
2. The political systems of the countries of the Central Asian region are characterised, with an emphasis on the trends in the transformation of the political regimes of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan: 1) formation of consolidated autocratic regimes (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan); 2) periodic internal political confrontation (Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). 
It is emphasised that the existing unresolved problems between the Central Asian countries exist due to the uncertainty of the borders of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in the Ferghana Valley.  Additional complications in relations between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan are related to the countries' water and energy initiatives. A certain stagnation in political relations between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan has provoked a drop in bilateral trade. There are also a number of problems between Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan (border blockades, water conflicts, restrictions on the import of milk and dairy products). Kyrgyzstan has become an example of democratic transformation in Central Asia, despite the fact that radical political actions have not led to political stability in the republic. Today, Kyrgyzstan remains one of the poorest countries in the region and cannot overcome the economic crisis on its own. Turkmenistan is perhaps the only Central Asian country in which the totalitarian model inherited from the USSR has not only not been destroyed, but has, on the contrary, formed the basis for the formation of its own political system.  The focus of the study of the systemic transformation of Central Asian countries is on the recognition of Kazakhstan as a major geopolitical player, which is justified from the economic (doctrine of economic restructuring) and national–cultural (de–Russification, Islamisation) perspectives.
A review of theoretical works by scholars, analysis and monitoring of practical steps taken by Central Asian countries in terms of their development as politically, economically, socially and culturally independent states, gives grounds to talk about sometimes diametrically opposed ideas about regional integration and national interests. Nevertheless, regional integration remains one of the most frequently discussed topics in the formulation of economic policy in the Central Asian countries. Despite the differences, Central Asian countries demonstrate interest in stability and predictability of the security situation in the region, are forced to intensify multi–vector diplomacy, and have implemented international legal and standards into their national legislation. 
3. The essence of the strategic importance of Central Asian countries for global international players, each of which seeks to create its own zone of influence in the region, is clarified. It is emphasised that the strategic potential of Central Asia has allowed countries to choose foreign policy partners with an orientation, on the one hand, to defend and observe their own interests, and on the other hand, to maintain a balance between different external players. It is emphasised that the importance of Central Asia as a strategic region can be explained by the following factors: energy content (natural resource reserves, including oil, natural gas and uranium); the region's location between China, Iran and Afghanistan makes it a key player in the geopolitical strategy of these countries; the region is a factor in ensuring security against terrorism, transnational crime and drug trafficking; transport routes; economic potential; water resources, etc.
4. The strategies and interests of international players in the Central Asian region are assessed. It is proved that the growing attention of the United States and the EU to Central Asia is due to the expansion of China's influence in the region and the desire to balance the influence of the aggressor country in the post–Soviet space. The state of the strategic environment in the region is determined by the geopolitical confrontation between the United States, China and Russia, which has spread not only to the economy but also to the military and political sphere and has become one of the determinants of international relations. Turkey's strategies and interests in Central Asia are described as instruments of soft power; Turkey's focus on building security partnerships on a bilateral basis is emphasised. Due to Iran's proximity to the region and its ability to help strengthen local forces in their fight against Islamic terrorist groups, Iran has every chance to become a factor of stability in the Central Asian region. 
5. The article outlines the vectors of Ukraine's comprehensive approach to the development of relations with Central Asian countries in terms of the redistribution of forces of influence in the region, which has been taking place since the beginning of the war in Ukraine. Changes in the foreign policy priorities of the Central Asian countries, dictated, in turn, by economic, political, socio–cultural, and security expediency, and the leaders' clash with the problems of choosing allies and partners are additional opportunities for Ukraine that should be used.  The article identifies Ukraine's main interests in Central Asia: securing a foothold in the Central Asian consumer, food and industrial markets; development of the Eurasian oil transport project; supply of energy from the Central Asian region to Western Europe using underground gas storage facilities located only in Ukraine; military–technical cooperation, etc. 
In short, Central Asia is demonstrating, on the one hand, a new geostrategic phase, while, on the other hand, a number of internal and external problems remain unresolved. It is in the interests of the international community to influence the course of events in Central Asia in such a way as to promote the development of values and norms of behaviour inherent in democratic states, ranging from human rights to measures to prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.
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Map of Central Asia
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The Central Asian countries have leveraged favorable geography and their own energy resources for fast development
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Source: (Dashdorj, 2018)











APPENDIX 3.
Gas routes of Turkmenistan
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Source: (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/6649169.stm, 2007)













APPENDIX 4.
 Russian oil export routes from Kazakhstan
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Source: (Pat Davis Szymczak, 2021)












APPENDIX 5.
Energy export routes from Central Asia to China
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APPENDIX 6.
The middle way is China-Central Asia-Europe.
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