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PREFACE


My thinking about this book began soon after the US and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) forces fled Afghanistan in 2021. It might have been the parallels with the fall of Saigon that captured my attention: the US’s messy retreat in the face of what was a significantly weaker enemy in terms of resources and brute firepower. In the reporting of the shambolic turn of events returning the Taliban to power after twenty years of insurgency, the thought seemed to be lost that this was the Western powers’ last hurrah in Central Asia. The long-contested field had suddenly been left to Russia and China.


This was a momentous event in global history but was treated more as a local incident in public discussion in the West. Afghanistan’s place in the stability of the Eurasian order and, from there, the global order was scarcely appreciated. There seemed to be a good opening for a survey of the subject to help inform public discussion on the future of Eurasia and what it means for the world order. As I was living in Australia, from where Eurasia feels so distant, this was to be a boutique endeavour.


Having been a diplomat and senior civil servant for twenty-seven years, I understand how senior policy makers and politicians usually form their views, and ultimately formulate and implement policies— sometimes fatally, as with the US’s failed interventions in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan. I had only recently published my book on China’s grand strategy and what it might mean for Australian foreign policy. A book on Eurasia minus the West seemed like a relatively straightforward extension of my previous book. I had also been intrigued by how little, until the First Opium War (1839–42), China’s maritime frontiers had mattered to its sense of security.


When my thinking about the book was well underway, two further events suddenly seemed to make the task much more substantial, and therefore challenging and protracted. The presidents of China and Russia announced a pact of bilateral cooperation based on their asserted ‘friendship without limits’. Western media, amplified by politicians and their modern camp followers of thinktank analysts, saw this as an ‘axis of autocracies’ and declared there was now just one theatre of security: the West versus the rest. But this seemed to neglect the long and complicated history of China and Russia, and how, because of geography and experience, they view their security differently. The second event was Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, and what this meant for Russia’s relations with China and Central Asia. China’s ambivalent response—little different from that of India and many other countries—attracted the most opprobrium from the usual group of suspects in Western media and governments. The task I had set myself was now, to my mind, a much greater challenge than when I began. Hence, discussion of China and Russia in the past, present and future now accounts for a big part of this book.


With the US and NATO’s retreat from Afghanistan, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, and China’s inexorable economic, military and diplomatic ascendency, a new Great Game in Eurasia is in play, within a new context. The stage is the same, but the pieces have changed, and some new actors are engaged, while the European imperial powers have gone. But this Great Game, unlike its predecessor, will profoundly affect the global order. This book attempts to understand the forces shaping what may end up being epochal changes. Unusually for a work by a Western analyst, it is written from the perspective of China’s ancient quest for security in Eurasia, which ultimately determines its moves on the board. As someone who has lived in Beijing, as I have, for almost twenty years in total, as a senior diplomat, businessman and analyst, the world of geostrategy and security looks very different when viewed from there than it does from Washington or, say, Canberra.


This book is written for a non-specialist, lay audience, in the hope it will better inform public discussion about these issues and hence better inform policy decisions. It is geopolitics from the ground up. My own travel stories are woven into the places, histories and politics covered by this study. It is hoped that this will make for an approachable and interesting introduction to what is otherwise a vast and complex subject.





A NOTE ON EURASIA


The definition of Eurasia is a bit like variable geometry: it can define a place by different reference points at different times depending on the purpose. One is reminded of Alice chatting gaily with Humpty Dumpty in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. When she asks how many meanings a word can have, Humpty Dumpty replies, ‘When I use a word, it means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.’ At its most expansive, the definition of Eurasia can stretch from China’s eastern littoral west to some distinctive geographical point in Europe, such as the Vistula River in Poland, and southwest to the Caspian Sea and Iran. More usually, it is used to describe an area from China through Central Asia to the Caucasus Mountains, between the Caspian Sea and Black Sea. This is the meaning used in this book. But, more importantly for the present study, is the subset of Core Eurasia. For simplicity, this is the five Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan), Afghanistan, Mongolia and China. Something of a novelty in this book is that China’s Xinjiang is treated as a stand-alone territory— not because it is being suggested it is not part of the People’s Republic of China, which it patently is, but to draw attention to its historically deep ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic connections with much of Central Asia to the west. Well after work on this study commenced, I became aware that Central Asia scholar Adeeb Khalid had done the same in his book.1 And one last point on geography: Central Asia is divided by the north–south Tian Shan mountains, which mark China’s western frontier. On the west side is Turkestan, or West Turkestan; on the east is East Turkestan.





A NOTE ON NAMES AND PLACES


In most academic studies of the history and geopolitics of the lands and peoples covered in these pages are detailed explanations of different spellings and usages of proper nouns over the centuries. In writing this book, I have sought both simplicity and familiarity by adopting what I hope are the most recognisable contemporary usages. Sometimes, this will involve inconsistencies; for example, while current Chinese pinyin transliteration is used throughout, Kuomingtang, abbreviated as KMT, from the older Wade–Giles spelling, is used; rather than Guomingdang, abbreviated as GMD, from pinyin. Sometimes, older English names are used for places whose historical significance occurred during colonial occupation: such as the use of Port Arthur, rather than Lvshun, when referring to the deep warm-water port in China at the terminus of the Trans-Manchurian Railway. Where a place is also of recent significance, its current name is used as well: for example, Port Arthur (Lvshun) and the Upper Oxus (Amu Darya) river. Far too many instances of spelling variations exist to list all of them here, but frequently occurring in this book are Khotan, rather than Hotan, for the southwest Xinjiang oasis; and Dzungar, rather than Zunghar or Junggar, for the ancient Central Asian Mongolian khanate. It is hoped sufficient context is provided for the persons and places to be readily recognised.
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CHAPTER 1


EURASIAN HINGE OF THE GLOBAL ORDER


‘... a place like Kashgar might usually be associated with back-of-beyond travel writing. But, in fact, it could be the centre of the world geopolitical order.’1


On 15 August 2021, the US fled Afghanistan, just as all past invading empires have done. The US and its allies’ 20-year occupation of Afghanistan was the longest in modern history. Like all the others, it was utterly unsuccessful. It was not just the way the US left: chaotic scenes at the airport; bodies of desperate Afghanis dropping from a transport plane as it took off; a flood of refugees seeking safe passage out of their homeland; and officials prevaricating and, sometimes, lying about which loyal Afghan local support staff for diplomatic missions would receive documents to enable them to leave.


Images of mayhem, panic and widespread despair instantly filled online reports and multiple tweets globally. The world was riveted by this mess. So, this is how the End of Empire looks? Some of us who were from an older generation had seen it all before. We had waited expectantly for the nightly black-and-white television broadcasts of the collapse of Saigon in South Vietnam. Seared into our memories were grainy images of US military helicopters lifting diplomats and local staff off the roof of the American embassy—an embassy to a country that no longer existed. In 2021, apart from the fact that we were watching the retreat from Kabul on our smart phones, it was eerily familiar.


It was not just the dramatic pictures: it was that both occupations, so costly in blood and treasure, were ultimately about a vague idea based on little understanding of the historical and political conditions at play in the countries invaded. In Vietnam, it was saving the country from ‘communism’ and, beyond that, defeating a non-existent threat of Chinese communism taking over South-East Asia. In Afghanistan, it was ridding the country of Islamic-inspired jihadist terrorism and building a secular liberal democratic state in the heart of Central Asia, where none had ever existed.


In an earlier geopolitical contest—which came to be popularly known as the Great Game—played out between Great Britain and Imperial Russia for control of Central Asia and India between 1842 and 1907, Russia’s designs on British India existed mainly in the minds of London officials and bellicose media. By the start of the twentieth century, the moniker ‘Great Game’ had become shorthand for British and Russian imperial competition in Eurasia. At the time, it was a widely accepted phenomenon but of limited historical validity. With strong resonance for today’s China Threat, Britain’s imperial strategists, politicians and the popular media believed it posed an existential challenge to British rule in India. That Russia sought to acquire British India was deemed to be true by definition. It was a revealed truth; in much the same way that today’s China Threat has become. Demonstration that this was in fact Russia’s intention was not required. Never mind if a yawning gap existed between whatever the tsar’s real intentions may have been towards India and Russia’s actual capacity to achieve them. Chapter 2 of this book discusses the supposed threat having been more imagined than real.2


Similarly, the public justification for US and allied involvement in the Vietnam War was based on China’s purported designs on South-East Asia. As with their forwardist, or hawkish, colleagues in London a hundred years earlier, the threats in the case of Vietnam were also mainly in the minds of Washington think-tank analysts, military strategists, Pentagon planners and media cheerleaders for war.



Crucibles of Instability—Afghanistan and Xinjiang


The Western retreat from Afghanistan saw the return of the Taliban. After twenty years, nothing was achieved. Afghanistan in the heart of Central Asia is again run by a terrorist organisation. It will again be free to nurture and promote Islamic militantism beyond its borders. The liberal experiments of educating girls, respecting women’s rights and abandoning a theocratic state have ended. Western financial sanctions pile on more misery for the people and, most likely, strengthen hardliners in government.


The consequences of the West’s failure in Afghanistan are profound. Central Asia is now a more dangerous and potentially unstable region than it has been for the past twenty years, with a heightened threat of Islamic militantism reaching from the Caucuses through Central Asia to Xinjiang. The age-old dream, held by Islamic fundamentalists, of the region becoming a caliphate may no longer be something to be dismissed out of hand.


Both Russia and China would have been sorry to see the US leave Afghanistan, despite being uncomfortable with its substantial military presence in Central Asia.3 Both will eventually need to find accommodation with the government in Kabul, and seek to persuade, bribe or cajole it not to sponsor terrorism beyond its borders. The chances of doing so, however, are slim. As explained in Chapter 3, even if the Kabul government were itself willing to assist in limiting the spread of fundamentalism across Afghanistan’s borders, it is already under challenge from various radical strains of Islamic fundamentalism within Afghanistan. Meanwhile, Afghanistan-based terrorist groups are seeking to destabilise Pakistan, an erstwhile Taliban supporter.4


Potential radicalisation of Xinjiang and the stirring of an East Turkestan independence movement have long been of concern to Beijing.5 Since 2017, its heavy-handed policies in Xinjiang to ‘strike hard’ against Islamic fundamentalism and separatism are likely to contribute to bringing about what it is seeking to avoid: namely, further radicalisation of Xinjiang’s Islamic populations. Some Uyghur militants have received training with the Taliban. Afghanbased Uyghur militants can be expected to become an even more important source of instability in Xinjiang in future.6


China was the first country to meet with the new Taliban leadership. The meeting occurred in Tianjin with foreign minister WangYi, just weeks before the Taliban took control of Kabul.7 China has been active in organising regional partners to support Afghanistan and, unilaterally, via the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has proposed extending the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) from Peshawar through the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan.8 Speculation abounds that Beijing intends to build rail and road links between Kabul and Kashgar via the Wakhan Corridor.9


While most of Xinjiang was not actively contested during the Great Game, the southwest city of Kashgar, at the intersection of ancient Silk Road routes between Central Asia, India and China, was a major theatre of the Great Game: from the late nineteenth century, the British and Russian consulates there were heavily involved as direct participants. But Xinjiang as a whole has also been a longstanding part of the geopolitical contest between Russia and China. In both Imperial and Soviet periods, Moscow viewed Xinjiang as the missing part of its Central Asia domain. It is closely bound to other parts of central Asia through language, religion, culture and identity. At times, Russia had come close to absorbing Xinjiang into the empire, or as a Soviet republic. Chapter 4 analyses why China’s central rulers, over long periods, have been obsessively fixated on stability in Xinjiang and security along its western frontier. Beijing can be expected to pour more resources into Xinjiang to promote both its economic development and stability. Xinjiang already absorbs a disproportionate share of all China’s expenditure on security.10


At the same time, Beijing seeks to have malleable client states on its borders. Historically, the main threats to China have come from Central Asia, the Russian steppes and Mongolia. For the past twenty years, Beijing has sought to draw Central Asia into its sphere of influence while, at the same time, trying to avoid antagonising Russia, which sees Central Asia as its natural constituency after centuries of imperial domination. Culturally, these states are much more Russian than they are Chinese, underpinned by a ‘relationship of trust between the political elites’ and their ties to the Kremlin.11



Invasion of Ukraine, and Central Asian Echoes


Putin’s invasion of Ukraine may well have been one of the unintended consequences of the US’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. The speed of the collapse, and the general sense of public relief in the West that it was all over, may have encouraged Putin to think that he could invade Ukraine with impunity, as the West no longer had the stomach for confrontation. The strength and unity of the Western response would most likely have caught him out, as it would have China’s president, Xi Jinping.12


In addition to unifying the West against Russia, and expanding NATO to include Finland and Sweden, the failure of the invasion to achieve early capitulation by Ukraine, and the protracted battle that has ensued, has weakened Russia’s standing in, and influence over, Central Asia. During the first two years of what Putin intended to be a short campaign, its military’s capacity was shown to be wanting, its leadership and planning poor, and the training, loyalty and morale among the troops lacking. Learning by doing, however, Russia has more recently managed to hold on to its initial gains in what is increasingly becoming for both sides a war of attrition.


The invasion also alerted Central Asian states to an emerging Putin Doctrine, akin to the Brezhnev Doctrine. The Soviet Union’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, ordered by party general secretary Leonid Brezhnev, was justified on the basis of the Brezhnev Doctrine, which allowed military intervention if there was a threat to any socialist state: a threat to one was a threat to all. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was likewise justified by the Brezhnev Doctrine. The Putin Doctrine is based on the concept of the ‘Russian World’ and is focused on the conditions of the 25 million Russians left outside Russia when the Soviet Union collapsed. It is a concept that can be stretched to cover all former Soviet republics, including in Central Asia. This makes Central Asian leaders nervous and the populations suspicious.13


China, of course, is watching Russia’s Ukrainian war closely, for, among other things, what it can learn about its own, untested, military capabilities. Unlike the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), the Russian military is already considerably battle hardened from campaigns in Syria and operations in Africa. Putin’s invasion also holds important lessons for Beijing as it contemplates its military options for Taiwan’s absorption into the People’s Republic of China (PRC). These are ever diminishing, as Ukraine amply demonstrates.14


Russia’s weakness after its failure to achieve a decisive, rapid victory in Ukraine has left Central Asia more open to China exercising greater influence over the former Soviet republics. Through the BRI, and regional institution building, such as with the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), China had already been expanding its influence considerably in the region, but Central Asian states have been cautious about China’s embrace and Russia watchful of its activities.


In February 2022, to the shock of the US-led West, Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin issued a joint statement in Beijing, saying that the bilateral relationship between China and Russia was so close that it was a friendship ‘without limits’. Two years later, the phrase is largely buried on the Chinese side and neither includes it in official propaganda. At the time, I described it as a ‘Concert of Convenience’ with an inevitably limited shelf life.15 Beijing and Moscow share a common objective to balance US and Western influence in global affairs. But in view of their competing security interests, long-standing historical animosity, lengthy and vexed borders, and underlying racial fears of the ‘Other’, there is little hope for structural stability in the relationship: competition rather than cooperation prevails. This relationship will never be an easy one.


Russian Central Asia expert Arkady Dubnov wrote in 2018 that the ‘point at which Russia and China’s interests may diverge still appears to be far in the future’.16 But this reflects something of the wishful thinking of Kremlin supporters of Putin’s pivot to Asia. The question is whether Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and China’s continuing expansion of influence in Central Asia have brought that time nearer. This book concludes that they have, and that China is already well on its way to becoming the pre-eminent power in Core Eurasia.17



Chussia Anxiety


The Putin-Xi joint statement, released on the eve of the Beijing Winter Olympics, and just twenty days before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, would seem to lend credence to the view that a new era of inter-state relations between Russia and China has begun. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, however, may have instead stoked fires of mistrust and suspicion on Beijing’s side. China was clearly unprepared for the invasion.18 It was also not the first time that Putin had embarrassed China during the hosting of an Olympic Games and deprived the Communist Party of China (CPC) of their propaganda value. In August 2008, Putin attended the opening ceremony of the Summer Olympics. Later that evening he returned to Moscow, and the next day Russia invaded Georgia, pushing the games to the margins of international front pages.


More substantially, however, the invasion flouted a fundamental principle of China’s foreign policy: non-interference in another country’s internal affairs, according to Article 2(7) of the United Nations Charter. It also put Beijing in a most awkward diplomatic squeeze between fidelity to the newly minted relationship with Russia and possible sanctions from the West. The invasion tested Western resolve to resist the autocracies, and the West rose to the occasion.19 Domestically, in China it raised a systemic question: does China see itself and its future as being part of a rump of renegade states or as a respected, influential member of the international community?20


In time, the Putin-Xi declaration may come to be viewed like the Molotov–Ribbentrop pact of 23 August 1939 that cleared the way for Hitler to invade Poland. Two years later, Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union. The pact had, however, served the interests of both Hitler and Stalin. For Stalin, it gave the Soviet Union two more years to prepare for what he knew would be an inevitable war with Germany.21


Since the February 2022 statement, Western commentary and strategic thinking have been consumed by the notion of an ‘alliance of autocracies’ or an ‘axis of authoritarian states’, and similar metaphors dredged up from World War II. I term this the ‘Chussia Anxiety’—the fear of China and Russia forming a coherent anti-Western alliance, in an effort to reshape the international order to make it more congenial for dictators. All of this, however, ignores the deep historical, cultural and security differences between the two.22 These are explored at length in Chapters 5 to 7, and their geostrategic implications examined.


All along their common borders, Russians and Chinese harbour deep historical animosities and suspicions. Colin Thubron, in writing of his slow travels along the Amur River, which forms the border between Russia and China in China’s northeast, documents—town by town on his journey—ancient injustices that today are nurtured both as fresh grudges and scores to be settled.23


Geopolitics of Core Eurasia


No doubt Putin and Xi would want to wish away the deep historical divisions and resultant popular antipathy of their people towards each other, at least in the borderlands: their extant territorial antagonisms that derive, in China’s view, from ‘unequal treaties’ left over from the nineteenth century; their incompatible approaches to how to achieve their respective security; their unequal power and growth trajectories; and the vastly different extent to which they engage with, and integrate into, the broader international system. When viewed from these perspectives, as in Chapter 8, Chussia can be seen to have feet of clay. The reality is that it is more a Western-created phantom than a geostrategic phenomenon.


Whereas China had been mindful of Russia’s sensitivities towards Central Asia as its primary sphere of influence, it has shown greater preparedness to assert its influence since Putin’s invasion of Ukraine. In May 2023, Xi Jinping’s convening without Russia’s participation a summit with the five Central Asian states, and establishing a permanent C+C5 mechanism and China-based secretariat, was a clear statement of China’s newly acquired authority over the region. So too was the formal diplomatic recognition in January 2024 of the Taliban government in Kabul, stealing a march on Russia and the rest of the international community.24 Chapter 9 discusses China’s ascendency over Central Asia.


While China’s economy is complementary with the resourcerich economies of Central Asia, Russia’s is largely competitive. Both Russia and some Central Asian states are rich in mineral resources and energy, while China is a major importer of these commodities. Moreover, China faces dangerous strategic bottlenecks, as most of its key commodity imports come through the Strait of Malacca, which the US could blockade in the event of a conflict; perhaps one over Taiwan.25 So, beyond peripheral security provided by drawing Central Asia into its sphere of influence, the resource- and energyrich countries of the region are a major strategic incentive for China to become the dominant power.


As China establishes its pre-eminence in Central Asia, Russia will look at ways to reassert itself. It is unlikely to accept that the region is to be part of Beijing’s sphere of influence. But, given its depletion from the war in Ukraine and continuing Chinese economic growth, Russia may not be able to reassert itself effectively. Its deep links across Central Asia will remain in place and, with these, its influence in the region will still be considerable. If Putin fails in Ukraine, Russia’s regional standing will be harmed, militarily it will be weaker, and it will have caused long-term damage to its economy and demoralised the population, all of which happened following its failed war in Afghanistan.26


Mackinder and Spykman Return


The Eurasian ‘heartland’ was first identified over a century ago, by British geostrategic realist Halford John Mackinder, as the world’s geopolitical pivot. Mackinder argued that whichever state controlled Central Asia—with its resources and strategically critical geography, which he called the ‘heartland’—would be the dominant world power: ‘who rules the heartland, commands the world’.27


Mackinder’s ‘heartland’ analysis has, to some extent, been revived by China’s BRI. It has been taken up with gusto by geopolitical realists such as Robert Kaplan, in his best-selling books The Revenge of Geography and The Return of Marco Polo’s World, and by many other analysts who regard it as providing a model for the BRI.28 Mackinder’s thesis—albeit ‘aimed badly, argued illogically, but startling enough to expose what few had yet seen’—drew attention to the fact that transcontinental railways had effectively made Europe and Asia a single continent, which might cause Britain, which had controlled the seas for centuries, to be eclipsed by a new power with distinctly different forms of government and ways of life. Mackinder and those following his approach have been criticised for elevating maps over analysis.29 The subtitle of Kaplan’s Revenge of Geography says it all: ‘What the map tells us about coming conflicts and the battle against fate’.


In the early 1940s, with the direction of World War II starting to turn in favour of the Allies, and with the demonstration of the advantages of sea power, Nicholas Spykman, a Yale University professor of international relations, turned Mackinder on his head, arguing that who controls the ‘rimland’—the densely populated maritime littoral states around Eurasia—will also control the heartland and become the dominant global power. He maintained that the rimland states were more important than the heartland because of their access to the oceans and trade. Spykman’s rimland included Japan, South Korea, South-East Asia, the Indian Ocean and the Middle East; all areas of US strategic interest and generally characterised by a dominant American influence since World War II.


For both the Mackinder and Spykman schools of geostrategy, geography is the most important factor in geopolitics because it is the most permanent. But both should not be read without acknowledging their historical and political context: Mackinder’s perspective derived from the end of the Great Game and British rivalry with Russia; Spykman sought to elevate naval power over land power.30 Spykman was also building on the late nineteenth century theoretical and historical studies by Alfred Thayer Mahan of the relationship between naval strength and geopolitical power.31


Maritime primacy underpinned Britain’s global dominance from the eighteenth century. Then again, in the twentieth century, maritime power, not land power, prevailed; accordingly, the US has been the global pre-eminent power. Unlike Britain, however, the US has commanded a privileged position not available to any other power: it has a secure continental base and no hostile borders. As China becomes secure in its continental power, it turns to develop its maritime power; a project on which it has been increasingly engaged for the past two decades.


Spykman’s thesis gained currency during the Cold War.32 Together with US diplomat George Kennan’s policy prescriptions, it is sometimes credited with providing the Cold War geopolitical foundations of containment of the Soviet Union.33 Strategic analyst Mohammad Soliman has argued that Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe’s geopolitical innovation, first proposed in 2007, promoting the concept of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, drew on Spykman’s theories of geopolitics. The Indo-Pacific concept, derived from the rimland theory, has led to specific policy initiatives such as the Quad, and various minilateral security arrangements, such as the Japan–South Korea–US, and Japan–Philippines–US, security arrangements.34 AUKUS, the arrangement by which Australia is assisted by the UK and US to acquire nuclear-powered submarine capacity, sits squarely in Spykman’s geostrategic frame. For this reason, AUKUS aims to sustain US geopolitical primacy into the distant future. Spykman’s theories not only help us to understand the Indo-Pacific concept, the Quad and AUKUS but also the rising tensions in the South China Sea and East China Sea. They also implicitly recognise that China, as it achieves dominance over the heartland, will then turn its attention to the rimland. China’s massive naval build-up of recent years could therefore have been anticipated.


With the West effectively out of the contest for the ‘world island’—the landmass consisting of Europe and Asia—primacy in Central Asia will ultimately depend on the relative strengths of Russia and China, and domestic political stability within both great powers.35 On current trends, China would, in Mackinder’s— albeit contested—terms, then control the Eurasian heartland and become the dominant global power. Carter administration national security adviser and renowned strategic analyst Zbigniew Brzezinski warned of this potential threat to US global hegemony; but while he thought China could be a potential rival one day, in the mid-1990s the possibility seemed to him to be remote.36



China’s Grand Strategy


In perhaps the closest work to the present study, Raffaello Pantucci and Alexandros Petersen contend that China’s growing influence in Central Asia is not part of a grand strategy but an ad hoc response to domestic needs within China. Hence, according to their account, trade and investment are the main drivers of China’s engagement in Central Asia. Its geopolitical approach to Central Asia is presented as being transactional rather than strategic. In their view, China has not set out to become the dominant power and it ‘shirks the responsibility’ of that role.37


But, as argued in my 2020 book, China’s Grand Strategy and Australia’s Future in the New Global Order, China’s security concerns have long been focused on frontier stability within Eurasia, with Xinjiang of paramount importance to Beijing’s own sense of its security. Until the First Opium War with Britain, threats to China’s security and of invasions had come from the interior of Asia.38 As Peter Perdue persuasively contends, the Qing incorporation of Xinjiang had nothing to do with any sense of Xinjiang ‘belonging’ to China, and hence the creation of a unified people (minzu [image: image]) as defined by later nationalist ideology, but everything to do with peripheral security.39


The West’s retreat from Afghanistan has raised the stakes regarding China’s engagement in the region. But Beijing had been laying the foundations for the past thirty years, through the SCO, Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the BRI and the New Development Bank (NDB) and many other China-led initiatives. China’s expanding role and influence in Central Asia are therefore critical to its grand strategy—it may be incremental and piecemeal, but it is deliberate.


Paradoxically, China’s grand strategy is based on weakness not strength. When the CPC prevailed over the Kuomintang (KMT) in 1949, it did not take over a state or a functioning political entity but, rather, shards of territory. It was, and had long been, beset by enemies from across the sweeping Eurasian land mass. These historical conditions have fed Beijing’s contemporary deep sense of insecurity and vulnerability as to its frontier borders.40


As argued here, it would be a mistake to assume that the current cordiality in Russia–China relations will be a permanent state of affairs. Pantucci and Petersen, while acknowledging one central theme of this book that the region finds itself ‘obliged to choose between Moscow and Beijing’, opt to set this latent strategic competition to one side. Instead, they see the current concert of convenience between Russia and China to be enduring, for:




while Moscow may worry about its loss of influence in Central Asia, ultimately both the Kremlin and Zhongnanhai are too focussed on their geostrategic positioning together on the international stage against the West to let themselves be torn apart by Central Asia.41





This, however, conflates avoiding confrontation with Russia, for tactical reasons, with indifference to exercising influence over its traditional areas of security concern. Chinese strategic planners will be aware of the risks of having to manage increasingly fraught relations on two fronts: one with the US and one with Russia. Confrontation with the US is believed to be inevitable, with China’s rise and the resulting challenge to the US-dominated order. Avoiding confrontation with Russia is a policy choice, which, for the time being, China has chosen to exercise.


Historically, China has sought its security through building dominant relationships with its neighbours, or tributary states. Security is achieved by the existence of pliant states that accept China’s preeminence and a transactional relationship. Russia’s security has been through occupying and controlling peripheral states, and ‘civilising’ the inhabitants to be Russians. It fears land-based invasions and consequently seeks to have a zone of buffer states around its borders, including against China. This has created, and will continue to create, tensions across the region.


World of Bounded Orders


The final chapter of this book makes some policy observations on how the West might respond to China’s pre-eminence in Eurasia. We are living through the second great power shift in the past forty years. The first shift was from the US to China; the second is from Russia to China. How then to respond to an immensely powerful China that no longer needs to fear for its security due to threats from Eurasia, when, for the first time in its long history, it is the dominant power in Eurasia? Having finally settled its security in Eurasia, China will be free to focus its strengths and assets on becoming the dominant global power, if it so chooses. The analogy here is with the US, which, having secured its borders and established primacy over the Western Hemisphere, was able to assert its power globally.


With China dominant in Eurasia, a world order comprising two bounded orders, one led by the US and one by China, is likely to be how international relations between states will be arranged. This will be an order of both competition and cooperation. Global issues such as climate change, Islamic fundamentalism, asymmetrical security threats and transnational crime will require global responses. Equally, competition over access to technologies and markets—and, especially, values—will be heightened. China will want to make the world safe for the CPC and protect the security of its borders, while the US order will resist efforts at interference in domestic politics, and seek to defend and promote pluralist, competitive models of political and social organisation.


The shape of this world order is already apparent. The Biden administration’s doctrine of ‘latticework’ security alliances—where countries participate in a variable geometry of groupings joined by the common objective of pushing back against China and, where possible, containing her—is the shape of things to come. So are the multiple arrangements, led by China, among the loosely defined ‘Global South’. Other regionally powerful states—India, Russia, Turkey, Iran, Brazil—will arrange themselves according to perceived threats to their interests and security. It is likely to be an order that is both less global and multilateral than the post–World War II order and one that is much more transactional. Whether it will be more violent will depend on a return to a more explicitly Westphalian system, which can balance power among competing states.


The long Great Game in Central Asia is drawing to a close. Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has allowed China to establish its primacy in Core Eurasia. Having achieved security within Eurasia, China can turn to project its prodigious power globally. This book concludes that it is now game on between China and the US-led West for global pre-eminence, and that Eurasia is the hinge of the global order.





CHAPTER 2


ORIGINAL GREAT GAME


‘A great deal of misapprehension arises from a popular use of maps on a small scale ... If the noble lord would use a larger map, he would find that the distance between Russia and British India was to be measured not by the finger and thumb, but by a rule.’
Lord Salisbury, secretary of state for India (1874–78)


The Turpan local bus depot on the outside of town was buzzing with travellers, hunting for their bus, clamouring to get on, thrusting luggage through open windows to reserve seats. Much yelling and gesturing added to the chaos. It was hard to keep my footing on the frozen ground cracking underneath my boots. Weak yellow shards of light from the rising sun still had not penetrated the icy mist.


In February 1989, I was the Australian embassy’s economic counsellor in Beijing, and already experienced in travelling in some of Asia’s more remote regions at that time, including Nepal and Tibet. A friend and I were joining the trickle of foreigners using local transport to traverse Xinjiang to reach the ancient fabled Silk Road oasis of Kashgar. Xinjiang was just being opened to individual foreign travellers. I wanted to be among those foreigners, so as to experience, firsthand, Uyghur culture, which had largely been preserved, despite half a century of communism in China. Travelling over four days along the northern arm of the vast, talcum-powder-like, Taklamakan Desert would enrich the experience, albeit at considerable personal discomfort. Luckily, at the time, I did not know how much it would hurt. But then, in those days, the option was either unreliable and infrequent commercial aircraft or those unreliable, infrequent, shabby local buses. For an inveterate adventurer like me, the choice was obvious.


Kashgar had also been the focal point of the Great Game, where the competitors—Britain and Russia—had consulates that coordinated networks of spies and informants across Central Asia to monitor their opponents’ activities. From here, London and St Petersburg would be advised on the next moves to make. From 1842 to 1907, they engaged in shadowboxing, feints and complicated maneouvers.1


At the start of the twentieth century, Rudyard Kipling captured the imagination of readers throughout the British Empire and beyond with his story of Kim, a young English boy growing up in British India, caught up in a great game of grand strategy unfolding between Britain and Russia in Central Asia. Famously, Kipling has Kim say his farewell thus: ‘Now I shall go far and far into the North, playing the Great Game.’2


Alarmed at Russia’s continuing expansion of its territory across Central Asia in the second half of the nineteenth century, Britain came to believe that St Peterburg was greedily eyeing British India itself. For over sixty years, the two empires jockeyed for position in Central Asia, while a third empire, China, under the declining Qing dynasty, was often no more than a bystander. Russia’s nineteenth century expansion into Central Asia, however, had next to nothing to do with dastardly designs by St Petersburg on British India, and everything to do with its need to be recognised as a Great Imperial Power by being part of the European ‘civilising’ colonial enterprises of the nineteenth century.3 The Great Game still exerts much fascination, for its caricature of nineteenth century Victorian and Imperial Russian actors and intrigue. It involves a cast of adventurers, spies, bounders and scoundrels—with lashings of ambition, ego and naivety—each of them in the service of their imperial realms.


Turpan on that February morning was bitterly cold. It is the third-lowest point on earth and surrounded by snow-covered peaks. In 1989, it was also one of the most isolated cities on earth, in remote Xinjiang province. The Berlin Wall still stood fast, despite gradual and perceptible weakening of the Soviet Union’s vice-like grip on Eastern Europe. The general secretary of the Soviet Union’s ruling Communist Party, Mikhail Gorbachev, had begun to experiment with political (glasnost) and economic (perestroika) reforms, in part influenced by the reform and open-door policies seeping across China, under the guidance of paramount leader Deng Xiaoping.


Although all borders and points of land entry were officially shut, the vastness of this region of high mountains to the north, east and south, and deserts that have challenged travellers for millennia, meant that, despite the best efforts of modern states to control their borders, they were inevitably porous. In 1987, Beijing had begun to ease slightly the formal border restrictions that had been in place for much of the previous thirty years. By 1989, Uzbeki traders were openly selling Astrakhan fur coats and hats in Urumqi’s markets, carried from the far western edge of the Aral Sea in the Soviet Union.


We eventually set off, an hour or so late, in the smoky grey light that blanketed Turpan. Before reaching the edge of the city, the packed and cramped bus had its first breakdown. It was to be one of many. On some days, we bounced and banged our way across the northern edge of the desert for twenty hours, after repair stops, and toilet and food breaks, only to crash out, exhausted, in some dank concrete roadside stop. The sheets in the damp, cold beds looked like the Shroud of Turin. You could see the images of the previous occupants in them.


On day four, we reached Kashgar. Courtesy of a protracted breakdown in the late afternoon, we arrived on the outskirts after the city was closed for the day. A dusk-to-dawn curfew was in place. At that time of year, those arriving after 6 p.m. had to stay the night outside the city limits, where accommodation was meagre. Undeterred by what was, no doubt, a common experience, our driver beckoned us to remain on the bus while he went off to discuss the situation with the police. After half an hour, he returned and began collecting money from the passengers to pay a bribe. He refused my contribution. After some more stressful waiting, a happy bus finally headed off into the old city of Kashgar, and the promise of good rooms and some decent food. Being February and bitterly cold, meals along the Taklamakan had consisted of grey noodles with smelly mutton and chilli, three times a day.


Kashgar was everything it had promised to be: vibrant, exotic; with every Central Asian nationality represented, from Kazakhs, Tajiks, Persians, Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Afghans and Pakistanis, to a small smattering of Han Chinese, in Central Asia’s melting pot. Kashgar even then felt like the geopolitical centre of Central Asia. As Robert Kaplan, the realist strategist who emphasises the role of geography in China’s geopolitical strategy, observed in 2018, ‘a place like Kashgar might normally be associated with back-of-beyond travel writing. But, in fact, it could be the centre of the world geopolitical order.’4


Bedding down that evening—in a warm, comfortable room in the Seman Hotel in Kashgar—the old Russian consulate, with its pitched tiled roof, was next door, and European chimney stacks and a façade of yellow fired bricks were just visible from the bedroom window. Opened in 1890, the consulate formalised Imperial Russia’s presence in Kashgar and far western China. It also marked the furtherest extent of Russia’s eastward expansion into Central Asia. For the next ninety years, until the current period of Russia–China comity, Russia pressed at different times its territorial and political interests in Xinjiang, along China’s soft underbelly.


Where Empires Meet


In 1872, reflecting St Petersburg’s growing interest in the region, Russia had struck trade deals with the powerful Yaqub Beg, the Muslim ruler of Kashgaria, offering Beg full diplomatic recognition in return for opening his markets to Russia. Beg was a military commander from Kokand in the Fergana region of today’s eastern Uzbekistan. In 1865, he crossed the Tian Shan mountains to take advantage of violent Muslim uprisings against Manchu rule that were breaking out across Xinjiang in the 1860s. With a small army, he was able to establish himself as the ruler of the region centred on Kashgar, which he named Kashgaria.5


For an unsophisticated ruler of a Central Asian khanate, Beg was surprisingly adept at managing great power relations. He played off Russia and Great Britain against each other: first allowing Russia to establish a diplomatic presence in Kashgar; then inviting, in 1873, a 350-strong British trade mission to visit. With this, Britain sought to expand its presence in Central Asia, out from Kashgar, and begin to push back against Russian advances. As Peter Hopkirk writes:




Britain’s policy of masterly inactivity in Central Asia, condemned by its hawkish critics as craven surrender to Russia’s designs, was at last coming to an end.6





The policy of muscling up to Russia appeared to produce some early, welcome geopolitical results for London. In 1873, after years of dispute, St Petersburg suddenly acknowledged long-standing British demands that the region of Wakhan, which included the Upper Oxus (Amu Darya) river, was in the domain of the emir of Afghanistan, rather than the emir of Bukhara, who was loyal to St Petersburg.


With this, Russia conceded that eastern Afghanistan lay within Britain’s sphere of influence and outside its own. Wakhan was valued by Britain as a buffer between it and Russia. The British felt that they had secured a major concession from Russia and a significant diplomatic success. Russia’s ‘concession’ was itself actually a pragmatic recognition of the geographical, and hence military, difficulties of extending its influence over Wakhan to the border with British India.7


Just as the British were congratulating themselves over this, Russia’s relentless march to expand its control across Central Asia was about to continue. Despite assurances from St Petersburg to London that no further conquests were planned for Central Asia, three major expeditionary forces were being assembled to take over the Khiva Khanate.8 In May 1873, the khan fled, and Russia occupied the ancient, mudbrick Silk Road city of Khiva. This was a major strategic victory, giving Russia control of the Lower Oxus river and the Caspian Sea’s eastern shore. It also closed a gap on Russia’s Central Asian southern flank, and brought her within 1000 kilometres of Herat in Afghanistan, ‘India’s ancient strategic gateway’.9 Britain’s ambassador in St Petersburg warned the foreign office that, with the conquest of Khiva, the Russians ‘had secured a base from which they could “menace” the independence of Persia and Afghanistan, and thereby become a standing danger to our Indian Empire’.10 Russia continued to absorb territory by coopting local khans who knew they could not match its military strength.


During this time, Peking moved against Yaqub Beg, to reassert control over Xinjiang. In 1877, three Qing armies advanced on Kashgar. Beg initially sought to resist and then fled, dying sometime later.The accounts of this are contested, but by 1878 Peking was again in control of Kashgar. Over the next decade, beyond the borders of Xinjiang, through skilful diplomacy, subterfuge, lying and abundant military assets, Russia annexed a territory that was about half the size of the US. Short of going to war, Britain could do nothing about it. Russia was now within only 320 kilometres of Kashgar. Although it was separated by the high Tian Shan mountain range, British military planners were increasingly alarmed by Russia’s advances.11


Playing catch-up with Russia, the British legation in Peking was instructed to seek accreditation for a British India political officer, Ney Elias, to travel to Kashgar from Leh, today the Himalayan capital of India’s Ladakh province, to commence the process of opening a diplomatic mission. Elias had spent seven years in the remote high-altitude town of Leh, near the border with Tibet, collecting intelligence on the passes in the region to Xinjiang, and on the trading centres of Kashgar and Yarkand, and reporting back to London.12 At the time, the main Silk Road route from China to India connected Yarkand in Xinjiang with Leh. It went over the Karakoram mountains, crossing the dizzying Karakoram Pass at 5540 metres. Leh had become an important Silk Road terminus and distribution centre in the high Himalaya and, unsurprisingly, an important place for intelligence gathering.13


Britain’s request to open a consulate in Kashgar was rejected by the Qing court. Ostensibly, the reason was that trade between the region and British India was insufficient to justify a permanent diplomatic mission there. Other reasons may have been in play, including Britain’s earlier efforts to curry favour with Yaqub Beg against the Qing, or backroom interference by the newly settled official Russian representative, Nikolai Petrovsky.14


In November 1891, ten years after Russia had been permitted by the Qing under the 1881 Treaty of St Petersburg to open its consulate, Francis Younghusband and George Macartney, who would eventually become Britain’s long-serving consul general in Kashgar, diverted from their intelligence gathering in the high Pamirs to winter in Kashgar. Relations between Peking and London had improved over this time and the Qing governor of the region permitted both men to stay over winter. He also allocated them accommodation at a residence called Chini-Bagh (‘Chinese Garden’ in Uygur). This was to become the permanent British consulate in Kashgar, but was not formally recognised as such until 1908; it was upgraded to a consulate general only in 1911.15 Macartney served in Kashgar for a total of twenty-eight years over two postings. By the close of his tenure, the Great Game had come to an end as the empires turned their attention to more pressing matters far from Kashgar. By the 1920s, the British had gone from Central Asia. For the next fifty years, Xinjiang was a theatre of competition between China and Russia.


__________


In February 1989, exploring Kashgar’s largely intact medieval mudbrick old town, the sense of time having stood still was palpable. Streets specialised in certain types of products—in one, all the little stalls sold only brushes; others, cooking utensils; in another, silverware vendors sat cross-legged on carpets behind rickety small scales, as items such as bracelets were sold by weight. Shops lined another laneway, selling knives with elaborate inlaid semiprecious stone handles in all sizes, which were prized decorative items; other narrow, twisting alleys offered musical instruments, copper utensils and decorations; others, jade and semiprecious stones; and, of course, others hosted carpet shops in great numbers.


Before Kashgar was a tourist destination for Chinese and foreigners, the weekly Sunday market was like a scene from a blockbuster epic movie set somewhere in the Middle East at the time of ancient empires. Waking early on Sunday, the streets around the Seman Hotel were clogged with small donkey carts, piled high with produce; drivers caning their animals to canter ahead of others, to secure favourable spots in the market to display their wares. Men in long fur-lined coats and knee-high boots, with black felt-lined hats pulled down over shaggy grey hair, shading aquiline noses protruding from wispy beards, were followed closely by women in chocolate brown burkas with mesh grates across their eyes and nose. It was as if the whole of Central Asia was compressed into this cramped, dusty, noisy space.


Animals too were representative of the diversity of the region and Kashgar’s historic role as an ancient magnet that drew the particles of Central Asia together. Sheep of all kinds were prolific, as were goats, including high-alpine specimens such as the ‘blue goat’; cows; bulls; Bactrian camels in big numbers; poultry; wild birds; and, sadly, skins of endangered species, notably the snow leopard. Regional fruits, nuts, honey, yoghurt and meats were abundant. These scenes would not have changed over the centuries.


In 1989, Chini-Bagh still had its magnificent garden intact, as planted by Lady Macartney when she accompanied her husband on his first posting to the consulate in 1908. The long driveway gently curved under huge elm trees towards the official residence. Flowerbeds lined the pathways, but nothing was in bloom in February. The residence was located on a small escarpment; from the top floor, the entire mudbrick city could be seen below. The building had two crenellated square towers over the entrance, and Romanesque windows around the second floor. It might be described as romantic colonial desert architecture; also as like something from a movie, this time about the French Foreign Legion.


The British and Russian consulate buildings, which are of great historical significance, were largely in their original condition and had been reasonably well maintained. They were being used as various types of restaurants and snack shops. When I returned in the mid-2000s, both were dilapidated. Tragically, Lady Macartney’s garden had gone, having been replaced by an ugly high-rise hotel development in the 1990s. On subsequent visits, it was obvious that these sites had been allowed to deteriorate further. It is as if the Chinese government can’t make up its mind about them. Recognising their historic importance, it won’t allow their demolition, notwithstanding how valuable the land is now. The buildings are, however, physical reminders of what many Chinese would see as a shameful period of the nation’s history, where the Qing were onlookers to the great historical contest playing out on Chinese soil, and so the government is unwilling to preserve them. They stand today as sad relics of a time when Kashgar was at the centre of the world’s greatest imperial rivalry, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Great Game


The first use of the term ‘Great Game’ to describe the mid-nineteenth century strategic rivalry growing between imperial Britain and Russia was by Captain Arthur Conolly of the British East India Company. He coined the phrase in 1840, when Russia supported the siege of Herat by Shah Qajar of Persia. The Emirate of Herat was backed by both the Bukhara Emirate and Khiva Khanate. In response, Britain sent forces into the Persian Gulf. Russia withdrew its support for Persia.16 While other dates are sometimes mentioned as being the start of the Great Game, 1842 is usually chosen, marked as it was by a tragic twist of fate. In June 1842, Captain Conolly and a fellow East India Company officer, Colonel Charles Stoddart, were executed together in the main square of central Bukhara, on the orders of the emir of Bukhara, by then a Russian puppet ruler. Stoddart had been sent by the British East India company to meet with the emir, to negotiate an alliance against the Russians. Instead, he was imprisoned and held in squalid conditions for many months. Conolly had volunteered to find out what had happened to Stoddart and he himself was also imprisoned.17


The Great Game ended in 1907, with the signing of the Anglo-Russian Convention, which settled the borders of Afghanistan. This included formal agreement on the Wakhan Corridor being a buffer zone between the powers. By that time, both Russia’s and Britain’s strategic priorities had moved on from Central Asia, as the powers were challenged by other threats to empire. For Britain, they came from the Middle East, and the rise of Germany in Europe; while Russia had been humiliated by Japan in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 (fought on Chinese soil and water near today’s port city of Dalian, at Lvshun) and was also concerned by Germany’s growing strength. British historian and leading authority on the region Alexander Morrison observed that:




[t]he relative ease with which these long-standing disagreements were apparently resolved took the Germans by surprise ... The priority for both empires by [1907] lay in Europe with their common fear of Germany.18





Defeated in the Crimean War (1853–56), Russia was insecure about what it regarded as its natural sphere of influence. In the face of British and other allied opposition to its expansion into its western and southwestern contiguous regions, St Petersburg—having first absorbed the steppe (Siberia)—looked to Central Asia and beyond, to the Far East. Expansion into Central Asia extended dramatically Russia’s sphere of influence. It was certainly active, diplomatically— through intelligence gathering, cultivating local emirs in its favour against Britain—as well as militarily and commercially. It has also been argued by Russian scholars that St Petersburg had a ‘civilising mission’ to bring Christianity and modernity to the disparate Muslim khanates and emirates that made up Central Asia.19


Russia sought to create for itself a Eurasian empire at the time of empire building around the world by European maritime powers. In doing so, it would also strengthen its security against historical threats from Central Asia and Mongolia. It seems unlikely Russia’s imperial ambitions would have extended to it being a real threat against British India. Distance from supply bases, vertiginous mountain passes, and the logistical and physical challenges for man and animal alike at the time would have made a Russian military expedition into British India almost impossible.


From the Russian perspective, the major strategic concern was an expansion of British India into Central Asia through Afghanistan, which opened into Russian Turkestan. St Petersburg had watched with unease British expansion west from Bengal towards Afghanistan. Afghanistan had long suffered from foreign invasions, and from foreign designs on it, because of its strategic location between India and Central Asia. In the nineteenth century, Britain, anxious about its empire, saw it as the route through which Russia might invade India. Similarly, Russia saw it as the corridor through which Britain would inevitably expand its influence and presence in Central Asia, into Russia’s self-proclaimed sphere of influence.


The tsars wanted to prevent Britain from establishing a permanent presence in Afghanistan and turning it into a British protectorate.20 Mutual suspicions fed off each other.


The high passes of the Himalaya, Kun Lun and Karakoram mountains would have prevented the sort of large-scale military invasion required for Russia ever to threaten British India seriously. It would have been suicidal for an invasion force of the size that would have been necessary to take India to attempt such a crossing. The Pamirs had passes that conceivably might have provided routes into the Hunza Valley for an invading Russian army, but, again, most of these were treacherous and at high altitude. Whether St Petersburg seriously contemplated a military advance into India is contested, but certainly it was concerned about British expansion into Central Asia. Britain was clearly the superior military power, although its defeat in Afghanistan in the First Anglo-Afghan War (1838–42) would have encouraged St Petersburg to wonder if this was still true in Central Asia. The view that the Great Game was, however, a ‘proto–Cold War’ between these empires is disputed by Russian historian Evgeny Sergeev, who, drawing extensively on both Russian and English sources, emphasises the importance of other regional actors with whom the great powers had to engage and coopt to advance their interests.21
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