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  INTRODUCTION
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The beginning of 2017 marked a momentous anniversary for countries that were once part of the Soviet Union. A quarter century had now passed since the Communist behemoth unexpectedly collapsed, giving rise to independent statehood that some nations actively welcomed but others viewed with trepidation. This twenty-fifth anniversary invites assessments of progress since independence of all the newly formed states. Indeed, such retrospection is taking place everywhere from Tallinn to Tashkent. But it is also an occasion to evaluate the nature and effectiveness of American and European policies toward those states. There is no question that western leaders at the time fully understood the magnitude of the developments taking place before their eye, and that these momentous changes demanded from them far-reaching and wise strategies. Twenty-five years later it is fair to evaluate the results of the policies they adopted and also to take a fresh look at the assumptions on which they were based. Have the policies in place served American and European interests? Where they have not, how can they be improved? And above all, after a quarter century have these countries become more relevant to western interests, or less so?


  These are the questions this book will address, focusing on the South Caucasus and Central Asia, or the so-called “southern” region of the former Soviet Union. From west to east, this includes Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyz-stan and Tajikistan.


  This introduction lays out the case for this book. It argues that these countries, because of their intrinsic characteristics and of developments in the regions surrounding them, matter more to America and Europe today than they did twenty-five years ago. While these states differ greatly from one another, their commonalities and interdependencies are sufficient for America and Europe to treat them regionally, as well as bilaterally. And while western policies toward these countries have given rise to impressive achievements, structural and conceptual mistakes have hampered and diminished them. These flaws have caused the West to mishandle some opportunities and to miss others. As a result, the West has yet to realize the full potential of positive relations between the West and countries of the region. For this to happen, western analysts and policymakers must fully grasp what actually happened during the first twenty-five years of relations. But the significance of the past quarter-century of these relations extends beyond the region itself. Indeed, they present in microcosm a case study of American and European foreign policy as a whole during the post-Cold War era.


  IS THERE A REGION?


  A skeptical reader may well ask whether such disparate states should all be treated in the same volume. After all, the main and most immediate link between them is their common Soviet past and their differences. These were already significant at the time of independence and have only grown since independence. What do Armenia and Tajikistan have in common today? Should mental habits formed in Soviet times not be discarded in favor of novel new ways of viewing the world? And even if the South Caucasus and Central Asia constitute distinctive regions, are the differences between them not so great as to demand separate treatment in a study of this sort?


  We would be the first to argue that viewing these states solely in a post-Soviet context would be an extreme form of reductionism. It is a fact that ancient links severed by Soviet boundaries are re-emerging and that some old habits and values are reappearing. The various countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus are rediscovering traditional relations with Europe, the Middle East, and South and East Asia. Indeed, parts of Turkey and Iran are intricately linked with the Caucasus, leading two local scholars to advance the notion that what we call the South Caucasus is really the “Central Caucasus”, and that adjacent provinces of Turkey and Iran should be called the southwest and southeast Caucasus, respectively.1 Similarly, Afghanistan and Xinjiang have traditionally been understood to form integral parts of Greater Central Asia, and this is once again gradually becoming reality.2


  If the past twenty-five years have proven anything, it is that state-hood matters. The eight nations under consideration no longer see their destinies determined solely by a single and distant imperial center. They have been able to engage on the world stage both with the East and West and their neighbors in every direction. Because they are all relatively small states encircled by the most powerful states on the Eurasian continent, the task of establishing their sovereignty in actual fact and not just on paper has been particularly challenging. They also face the common challenge of being landlocked, which significantly complicates their interactions with the rest of the world. And they all also face the challenge of overcoming the vestiges of the Soviet system and of its lingering impact on the mentality of citizens of the new states. These facts alone justify our treating the Caucasus and Central Asia, and the two of them together, as in many senses a region. We believe that western foreign policy should do so as well. Further justifying such an approach is the fact that western interests in this part of the world are by their very nature regional and not purely bilateral in character.


  Does the Caspian Sea mark a line of division between states to its east and west? In reality, this inland sea unites nations as much as it separates them from one another. Without the Caucasus, Central Asia would be fully encircled by powers many times larger than even the largest regional states; and the Caucasus derives much of its current importance by being the western part of a transport corridor extending across the Caspian into the heart of Asia.


  One might also ask why our study does not also include Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus. After all, the European Union’s Eastern Partnership program groups countries of the Caucasus with these three states and not with Central Asia. Yet it is important that these countries are squeezed solely between Russia and Europe. While they share many common traits with countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia, their geopolitical environment is fundamentally different from those of Central Asia and the Caucasus, which need to contend with a multitude of influences, not least from the Islamic world, that are not significantly present in the states of Eastern Europe.


  However, we firmly acknowledge that Afghanistan is intimately a part of the broader region that is the subject of this book. However, the sheer magnitude and character of western and particularly American involvement in that country over the past fifteen years has been such that it requires a special study.


  DO CENTRAL ASIA AND THE CAUCASUS MATTER TO THE WEST ?


  Scarcity focuses the mind. Since the financial crisis of 2008, both America and Europe have undergone profound internal convulsions and their governments have suffered deep budget deficits. These have caused western leaders to question the investment of scarce resources and attention in remote areas of the world. True, the United States under President Obama declared a “pivot to Asia” but this did not come to fruition and in any case excluded Central Asia from its definition of “Asia.” At the same time he proposed to turn the nation’s attention and resources away from troublesome foreign areas in order to focus on “nation-building” at home. Since Brexit, the EU has been under similar pressure. Given this, what is the place of these small countries in the policies of either the EU or U.S.?


  This book proceeds from the premise that the importance of the countries of
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