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University of Tartu
Centre for Oriental Studies
January 12-13, 2026
Workshop - Central Asia at the Crossroads: Powers, Visions, Images of the Future
Venue: Tartu, Ülikooli 16, room 218 
Virtual: Estonia time https://ut-ee.zoom.us/j/98453247268?pwd=LZL5B3K5bwHZb743ObPkt3TnLb5kv2.1, 
Meeting ID: 984 5324 7268
Passcode: 418241
Central Asia is ethnically and linguistically diverse region, a home for Turkic, Iranian, and Mongolian peoples and transit zone for many others. This diversity, along with its nomadic heritage, has shaped both the socio-political structure and the region’s capacity to absorb and transmit cultural influences. Central Asia has historically held immense strategic importance due to its geographic location, diverse populations, and role in regional and global networks. This significance spans from ancient times to the contemporary geopolitical landscape.
This workshop explores Central Asia as a living crossroads – where deep cultural continuities and accelerated state-building intersect with intensifying great-power competition. Bringing together historians, political scientists, anthropologists, economists, and other scholars and practitioners, we examine how the five countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan – articulate national agendas while navigating shifting regional and global orders. 
By juxtaposing official strategies with lived experience, and macro-geopolitics with micro-level change, the conference asks: How do the republics reconcile nation-building with cross-border interdependence? What forms of cooperation or competition are emerging within Central Asia itself? Which scenarios for the next decade – continuity, fragmentation, or renewed integration – appear most plausible, and on what evidence? What are the specifics of national and group agendas, understandings of the present and images of the future in each of five countries and its societies? How those understandings and images correlate and conflict with each other and external visionaries?
The conference will seek to answer the proposed questions by exploring a broad spectrum of interrelated topics, which include (but are not limited to): the variety of legacies and authorities shaping representations, visions and expectations of Central Asia, its states and societies; the politics of language, religion, and heritage; evolving social contracts; and the everyday practices of belonging across borders and diasporas. 
We situate the region’s pivotal strategic role in earlier and contemporary geopolitics – energy and critical minerals, transport corridors, water governance, climate stress, digital infrastructures, and security architectures – amid the competing projects of external actors and the agency of local states and societies. A core theme is the interplay between internal self-images (visions of modernity, sovereignty, and regionalism) and external imaginaries (risk, opportunity, and alignment) that shape policy choices and public expectations.
The meeting aims to generate comparative insights, refine concepts for studying “pivotal regions,” and produce policy-relevant takeaways for governments, civil society, and international partners concerned with the future of Central Asia, its states and relations.

PROGRAM
Day 1, January 12
8:50 – opening
9:00 – 10:45 – Panel I: ROLES research group presentations (Tokyo University), Security-Development Nexus in Central Asia: The Role of External Actors

1. Amane Tanaka (University of Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan)
 The Afghanistan Factor and Central Asia’s Quest for Security and Development: From Counter-terrorism to Transit Corridors and Beyond 

2. Srikanth Thaliyakkattil (Independent Scholar, India) 
Countering China: India’s Role in the Central Asian Great Game 

3. Maria Tanaka (Akita University, Japan) 
Unlocking the Energy Transition in Central Asia (CA): The Role of China-Gulf Third-party Market Cooperation 

10:45 – 11:00 – coffee break

11:00 – 12:45 – Panel II: Centre for Oriental Studies research group presentations (University of Tartu), Central Asia as a Contested Space: Power Rivalries and Strategic Agendas

1. Yerkebulan Sairambay (University of Tartu, Estonia) 
Multivectorism and strategic ambiguity as agency: How Central Asia navigates competing great- and regional-power visions

2. Alevtina Solovyeva (University of Tartu, Estonia)
Central Asia’s Crossroads: from Postcommunism to the New Cold War?

3. Vladimir Sazonov (University of Tartu, Estonia)
Growing Tehran’s interests in Central Asia as challenges and threats to Western interests

12:45 – 14:15 – lunch 

14:15 -15:15 - Key-lecture: Elira Turdubaeva (University of Bremen, Germany), Information Warfare and Sovereign Narratives: How Central Asian States Navigate Competing Digital Realities

15:15 – 15:30 – coffee break

15:30 – 17:30 – roundtable 1: "Why Central Asia is so Central?"

18:00 – reception



Day 2, January 13
9:00 – 10:00 – Key-lecture: Julie Yu-Wen Chen (University of Helsinki), Central Asia’s Capacity to Study China and Contribute to Policymaking

10:00-10:10 – coffee break

10:10 – 12:10 – Pannel III, Central Asia in a Multipolar Contest: External Powers, Regional Agency, and Competing Orders

1. Maryia Danilovich (University of Göttingen, Germany)
Navigating Powers and Orders: Exploring Central Asian Agency in Relations with China

2. Sanshiro Hosaka (International Centre for Defence and Security Studies, Estonia)
Between Giants: Central Asia Balancing China, Russia, and the Rest
3. Oybek Makhmudov (Advisor on international affairs at Samgu, Uzbekistan)
The risks in diversification of the new logistics and strategic management   of the new global roads for Central Asia and Europe 

4. Carl Frederick Liles (University of Tartu, Estonia)
Central Asia's Illiberal Peace in 2025

5. Marat Munatay (independent scholar, Estonia)
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan - Cooperation, Discord and Competition through the Years of Independence

6. Natalia Munatay (University of Tartu, Estonia)
Iranian/Tajik Linguistic and Cultural Elements in Kazakhstan: Observations, Societal Anxieties, and Discursive Shifts

7. Jonathan Darvish-Kojori (University of Tartu, Estonia)
Relations with foreigners and foreign powers in the Pamirs, Tajikistan

12:10 – 13:30 – Lunch

13:30 – 15:00 – Pannel IV, Making Central Asia from Within: Identity, Discourse, and Everyday Politics
1. Aimar Ventsel (University of Tartu)
Different shades of multivectorism (the Kazakhstan’s case)

2. Firdavs Kobilov (University of Glasgow, UK)
How Central Asian leaders framing discourse of regionalism

3. Shugyla Kilybayeva (Al-Farabi Kazakh National University)
Specifics of Grassroots Activism and Political Participation in Kazakhstan

4. Betti Marie Peterson (University of Tartu, Estonia)
The Politics of Textile, its social, economic, and political functions in Central Asian societies

5. Dinara Turagulova (Central European University, Austria)
Accessory Nationalism: Consumers, Commodities, and Banality of Ethnic Branding

6. Ivan Peshkov (Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, Poland)
Between Skull and Soul: Genghis Khan, Central Asia, and Soviet Historical Imagination

15:00 – 15:10 – coffee break

15:10 – 16:10 – Key-lecture: Uradyn E. Bulag (University of Cambridge), Heartland of Worlds: Kazakhstan's Jochi Turn and the Case for World Diplomacy in Central Asia

 16:10 – 16:20 – coffee break

16:20 – 18:20 – roundtable 2: “What are good, bad and other scenarios of the future for Central Asia and its countries (why and for whom)?"
18:20 – 18:30 – closing
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