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Abstract

This article assesses how the five Central Asian republics are covered in the field of 
English-language border studies. It features the social science literature which places 
one or multiple borders at the core of their study. I argue that the work on borders by 
scholars of Central Asia is not only well located in border studies debates but that it 
also contributes to renewing it. By reviewing 76 references of research works dealing 
with Central Asian borders, I contend that those are not peripheral examples of larger 
epistemological conversations of the field but an integral and legitimate part of it. This 
article is an attempt to establish a state of the art of borders in the region and could 
serve scholars interested in informing dominant concepts and theories of border stud-
ies or to position their own research in the existing literature.
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1	 Introduction

This article considers Central Asia for ethnographic and theoretical border 
literature and assesses the place of this area in the broader epistemological 
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debates in border studies from the 2000s onward. I argue that the work on 
borders by scholars of Central Asia is not only well located in border studies 
debates, but that they also contribute to renewing it. Simultaneously, this lit-
erature review echoes the observation made by Victor Konrad (2021, 715) in 
his new framework for thinking about border studies: while numerous studies 
across the world have “engaged aspects of border theory,” no “general theory 
of borders based on the outcome of societies and states” has been revealed  
to date.

Taking into account that three-quarters of the Central Asian population lives 
in the borderland regions (Thorez 2016, 30), this literature review showcases 
the importance of the region’s borders in social sciences. The theme of borders 
has gradually penetrated the academic corpus on Central Asia, precisely with 
the aim of analysing the new spatial and political dynamics embodied by these 
new borders after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. These studies can be uni-
versally applied to similar literature on borders and allow for the assessment of 
Central Asia’s position in this vast and evolving field of study. With a return of 
violent conflicts over border disagreements—namely between Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan—and attempts to solve them, it is 
time to evaluate the knowledge production of the past two decades.

By border studies, I refer to the comprehensive and multi-disciplinary field 
of research that is claimed by academics, often anglophone, dealing with bor-
ders, border spaces and political limits. Kolossov (2005a, 606; 2012, 171) speaks 
of “limology,” a term that emerged in the late 1990s based on numerous con-
cepts from political science, philosophy, geography, and sociology. As the use of 
“limology” is currently limited, I prefer the widespread concept of border stud-
ies. As such, this article is based on Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan’s 
(2012, 1, 2) description of the field:

The proliferation of borders, and the many forces that have created and 
fostered their development, together have drawn scholars from all the 
humanities and social sciences to a mutual interest in what happens at, 
across and because of the borders to nations and states, and in exten-
sion to other geopolitical borders and boundaries, such as those of cit-
ies, regions and supranational polities (…) Once principally the focus of 
geography, the study of territorial, geophysical, political and cultural bor-
ders today has become a primary, abiding and growing interest across the 
scholarly disciplines.

Reflecting the current state of the field, and acknowledging that it appears to 
be “moving in multiple directions” (Konrad 2021, 713), this article retains the 
comprehensive definition of “borders” commonly understood as being “formal 
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and informal institutions of spatial and social practice, as well as physical and 
symbolic markers of difference” (Diener and Hagen 2009, 1198), while border-
lands correspond to “the regions directly adjacent to borders” (Diener and 
Hagen 2012, 64).

Several reviews of the border studies literature have been published 
in English (Artman and Diener 2022; Brunet-Jailly 2005; 2010; Diener and 
Hagen 2012; Günay and Witjes 2017; Haller and Donnan 2000; Kolossov 2015; 
Zhurzhenko 2023). The purpose of my writing is not to reiterate such an 
endeavour. This article does not attempt to provide a comprehensive review of  
titles on Central Asian borders, nor does it pretend to offer a compilation of 
articles and book reviews. I first aim to integrate the specific publications 
on Central Asian borders into the debates of border studies from the 2000s 
onward, without the false pretence of exhaustiveness.

Accounting for the abundance of publications on this topic, I had to limit 
the scope of the study to that timeframe for the sake of brevity. The 2000s 
saw a rise of Central Asian border case studies within the field, whereas only a 
few studies were published in the 1990s. In the introduction to a book devoted 
precisely to Asian borders, Karin Dean (2018) explains that a series of events 
disrupting the world order called for a reinterpretation of borders: the end of 
the Iron Curtain, the enlargement of the European Union, and the attacks of 
September 11, 2001. The theme of borders has since then gradually penetrated 
the academic corpus on Central Asia, precisely with the aim of analysing the 
new spatial and political dynamics embodied by these new borders after the 
fall of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).

In the analysis of international relations, borders became an important 
theme of the 1990s (Anderson 1997), and although few examples in Asia were 
addressed by border writers (Dean 2018), it was precisely in this period that 
Central Asia entered a new geopolitical context. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 created fifteen new states, four of which were in an ensemble 
formerly known as Soviet Turkestan—present-day Central Asia—in addition 
to Kazakhstan. This geopolitical upheaval inevitably raised the question of 
the emergence of new international borders, as decision-making power trans-
ferred from one to five capitals. Narrowing the focus on this region, it is dis-
cernible that the emergence of new international borders had practical and 
theoretical effects on the literature.

Interest in borders has always coincided with the geopolitical backdrop 
against which they were embedded. The beginnings of border studies in the 
19th century were closely tied with political geography and the notion of 
nation-states. The field then underwent several developmental stages, culmi-
nating in the 1990s. Each stage was distinguished by unique concepts, notable 
achievements, influential authors, and practical applications (Kolossov 2005a). 
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As Astrid M. Fellner and Eva Nossem (2024) explain, in the 1990s, there existed 
a pervasive aspiration to imagine a borderless world, especially in the after-
math of the fall of the Iron Curtain. This period was characterized by visions of 
a globally interconnected community, where national boundaries appeared to 
be receding. Perceived global threats to peace illustrated among other examples 
by the attacks of 9/11, the influx of undocumented migrants in the European 
Union, the escalation of localized conflicts, or the breakout of the COVID-19 
pandemic has revived the potential for “reactionary borders (Konrad 2021).” 
These reactions of political actors are embodied by more restrictive border 
policies, human rights abuse by border guards or constructions of hard bor-
ders. The recent shift in the global order has impacted border studies: today 
the synthesis of current approaches to the field explains borders as both “bar-
riers” and “contact zones” (Von Löwis 2023).

I first introduce contextual and methodological remarks. Then I will treat 
the literature review under four headings: the history of Central Asian borders, 
their reopening after the collapse of the Soviet Union, how they are practiced 
by borderlanders, and the symbols they represent. I identified these top-
ics and their corresponding sub-topics by analysing common themes across 
the 76 reviewed references. Additionally, I explored their connections to the 
major debates within the field of border studies. Finally, as a concluding note, 
I emphasize the need for scholars of borders and of Central Asia to continue 
shedding light on these borderlands and borderlanders, and to potentially 
stimulate impulses to comparative approaches.

2	 Contextual Remarks

Acknowledging that Central Asia remains a “term open for discussion” 
(Gorshenina 2019) and that borders of the region and the region itself have been 
artificially created (Artman and Diener 2022; Dadabaev 2021; Högselius 2022), 
I will be referring to the area composed of the five republics of Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. I thus consider Central 
Asia as an analytical category. In social sciences, Central Asia as a singular unit 
has been treated as a mere periphery of larger cultural or geopolitical entities; 
as subjects of Chinese, Russian, and Soviet imperial projects; or as strategic 
terrains of George W. Bush’s War on Terror (Liu 2011). However, the dynamics 
of Central Asian borders hold their own significance.

Over the past thirty years, border studies research has been subjected to 
changes in approach, that signified a “renaissance” in the field (Diener and 
Hagen 2009, 1198; Fellner and Nossem 2024; Newman 2016, 33); this also 
affected studies on Central Asian borders. Ever since, borders have been 
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studied through a multidisciplinary perspective, and as “processes” rather than 
“products” (Wilson and Donnan 2012, 13), or “as active forces and processes 
impacting a wide array of domestic and international concerns” (Diener and 
Hagen 2009, 1199). Although, as early as 1996, Malcolm Anderson (1996) had 
described borders as both “institutions” and “processes.” Today, border studies 
break away from an understanding of borders only through the national state 
scale (Agnew 2008). Borders studies’ authors in the 2000s admitted that the bor-
der was a place of challenge, communication, and struggle (Kreutzmann 2015; 
Newman 2003), and a zone of mobility (Günay and Witjes 2017), thus deviating 
from the mainstream schools of thought of the 1990s.

As a result of the fall of the Iron Curtain, a series of initiatives brought by 
various scholars from the Americas, Western Europe, and Africa commenced 
the gradual internationalization of border studies. The fall of the Soviet Union 
and the variety of new border regimes that it created gave rise to “post-Soviet 
border studies” (Zhurzhenko 2023). However, this new field did not spur global 
initiatives such as the creation of regional associations on border studies, just 
like the Association of European Border Regions (AEBR), African Borderlands 
Research Network (ABORNE), or the Asian Borderlands Research Network 
(ABRN) (Walther, Klatt, and Boedeltje 2021).

In 2016, Helena Rytövuori-Apunen and Renee Marlin-Benett (2016) called 
for the inclusion of Central and South Asia in border studies. Contributions to 
border studies in Central Asia in the 2000s have decentralized the field. Along 
with other regional case studies, this disengaged the field’s focus on cases from 
previous decades that were the Mexico-U.S. border and a few other examples 
in the Middle East and Europe (Wilson and Donnan 2012, 12–13).

As noted by Tatiana Zhurzhenko (2023), post-Soviet border studies on 
Central Asia have been dominated by policy-oriented goals. In this context, 
understandably the Ferghana Valley has occupied a niche (Bischel 2009; 
Matveeva 2017; Megoran 2004; Murzakulova 2023; Parham 2016b; Reeves 2007a; 
2007b; 2014; 2016; 2018; Sullivan 2021), not only because of its dense population, 
but also because of the violence induced by its territorial division. The demar-
cation was illogical to its population through the Soviet period and remains 
questioned to this day. Although, it is important to note that this article also 
highlights other borders of Central Asia and their importance in the current 
debates in border studies.

3	 Methods and Sampling Activity

I examined the literature produced either by the border studies community 
or by Central Asia area studies’ authors who focus on one or multiple borders. 
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The bibliographic research featured the following search engines for digital 
resources in the humanities and social sciences, whether in open or limited 
access: Bielefeld Academic Search Engine (BASE), Directory of Open Access 
Journals (DOAJ), Directory of Open Access Books (DOAB), as well as search 
engines of various national or private libraries. The searches were carried out 
using keywords and Boolean operators, which are expressions or words used to 
filter results by combining or excluding specific words from the search. The key-
words I used were authors and titles identified through bibliographies already 
constituted in the selected publications by previous authors. Since 2018, I 
have received Google Scholar Alert with several Boolean combinations using 
the following queries: borders; border; borderland; borderlands; Kazakhstan; 
Kyrgyzstan; Tajikistan; Turkmenistan; Uzbekistan; Central Asia.

The literature review is part of a thematic approach. A theme is defined as a 
tool for qualitative analysis. The purpose of thematization is not to synthesize 
the selected works, but to analyse them “in relation to the guiding questions 
of the research” (Paillé and Mucchielli 2016, 22–23). To select the titles, I drew  
up themes of inclusion, and indicators of inclusion (see table 1), based on 
the methodological note suggested by Aurélien Martineau and Mathilde 
Plard (2015, 4), and in accordance with trends in border studies. Themes of 
inclusion were: internal borders of Central Asia; external borders of Central 
Asia; cross-border cooperation (CBC) in Central Asia; history of Central 
Asian borders. The selection of these themes was informed by the common-
alities observed across all the references. An initial review of the publications 
obtained through a systematic search using search engines revealed these simi-
larities. The first two themes were sufficiently broad to encompass any subject, 
whether approached from a discipline-specific or interdisciplinary perspec-
tive, and relevant to the specified boundaries. The last two themes correspond 
to discussions prevalent in the majority of the cited works. The theme related 
to CBC aimed to address works advocating for varying degrees of CBC within 
the area. The titles were therefore compared with the indicators to assess their 
correspondence in the corpus, and my review yielded 76 publications in total.1

The utilization of operators in search engines often results in an amplifi-
cation of works by identical authors who repurpose initial publications into 
subsequent book chapters or articles. In these instances, while these works 
are recognized, the primary focus was directed towards the central argument 
presented. To counterbalance this limitation, a systematic review of the bibli-
ographies of the retained references was also conducted. This approach helped 

1	 This article was first submitted in November 2023. Any material published after this date 
have not been included in this literature review.
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identifying works relevant to border studies that may not necessarily include 
the specific keywords within their titles.

The initial findings indicate that the database searches predominantly 
encompass Western publications, thereby favouring scholarship from the 
Global North while overlooking the contributions of local scholars. Despite 
recognizing the limitations of this approach, I address English-language lit-
erature, albeit with the study’s inherent constraints. This includes incorpo-
rating works by Central Asian scholars, some of which have been translated 
into English from their original languages, as well as studies in English that 
incorporate material originally written in local languages. Original works in 
those languages may remain inaccessible to a wider audience, especially one 
interested in border studies solely. English has been the international aca-
demic language on border studies—this is even more visible in the Journal of 
Borderlands Studies, with 77% of the papers written by scholars from North 
America in 2008 (Brunet-Jailly 2010, 11). This article aims to bring an overview 
of Central Asia’s place in international debates, rather than solely using a sin-
gular form of literature, which would render knowledge to be less accessible.

4	 Borders Have a History

Boundary demarcation and delineation has been a major area of research 
within border studies (Newman 2016). Most of the external borders of the 
modern Central Asian region are the products of top-down decisions taken 
in imperial cabinets during the second half of the 19th century, whereas in 

Table 1	 Indicators of inclusion into the literature review

Type of source Peer-reviewed article, book, book chapter.a
Language of sources English.
Research object The reference should meet the inclusion criteria defined 

the methods section.
Reliability indicator The reference is featured in an academic journal or 

monograph.
Access indicator The reference must be accessible on virtual databases 

through institutional log in, and/or open access, or in 
libraries.

a	 A significant number of studies published as working papers, policy papers, Master’s, and 
Ph.D. theses must also be recognized.



303Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

the Soviet Union, administration defined internal borders within the Union 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

4.1	 The Origins of Political Borders
4.1.1	 Imperial Negotiations
The studies published on the origins of borders shared between the territories 
conquered by China, imperial Russia and British-influenced Afghanistan dur-
ing colonial times could be divided into two main categories. This includes 
studies which (1) focus on the political processes of negotiating the demarca-
tions and state-to-state interactions, and (2) provide an overview of the conse-
quences on the populations of the territories in question.

A milestone in the study of border-making in Central Asia can be marked by 
the work produced by Martin Ewans (2010). Ewans studies the negotiations on 
border demarcation between the imperial cabinets of Russia and Great Britain 
through a series of events between 1865 and 1895. Ewans’ work highlights the 
complexity of the negotiations between the two imperial powers, who poorly 
understood the topography or the people inhabiting the contested areas, 
despite the high number of reports they based the demarcation on.

Fransesca Fuoli (2018) highlights that between 1884 and 1887, Great Britain 
demarcated the Maimana region in present-day Faryab province, using this 
process to subtly establish colonial influence in Afghan borderlands while 
countering the Russian Empire. This episode also symbolized the cooperation 
between the British, local elites, and Afghan authorities, beginning a dynamic 
of annexations of northern territories (Fuoli 2018, 21). Fuoli shows the deep 
connection between the demarcation of a border and the construction of 
the Afghan state. These two titles show that the history of Central Asian bor-
ders illuminates the argument of the nineteenth century being for European 
about “ruling” and defining political borders, whereas the eighteenth century 
was about “knowing the places and peoples of the world” (Hopkins 2020, 13). 
However, it is worth noting that this period was more about defining political 
borders and not constituting an area called Central Asia. In this regard, Per 
Högselius (2022) offers an alternative way of defining the internal and external 
borders of Central Asia. Högselius looks at the history of technology to argue 
that the commonly understood borders of Central Asia, drawn in the nine-
teenth century, can be challenged. The integration of the current territories of 
Northern Afghanistan, Western China, and Southern Kazakhstan into the infra-
structure systems developed by the Soviet Union debunks the standard percep-
tions of the five-stans’ political borders. Through this project-implementation 
perspective, Högselius suggests another history of the origins of political bor-
ders of Central Asia.
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Ewans’, Högselius’ and Fuoli’s studies provide enlightening information on 
the processes of border demarcation by imperial cabinets, but overlook the 
effects on the inhabitants of regions that were to be separated.

4.1.2	 The Consequences of Border Demarcation on Local Communities
William C. Rowe (2010) touches upon this topic by describing the regular sign-
ings of political agreements by the British and Russian empires to share the 
territories of the Pamir Mountains. He shows that decisions made by foreign 
authorities in places of power, including that of choosing a river to mark a 
border, disregarded local communities and their border practices (Rowe 2010, 
56). From then on, Pamiri, Kyrgyz, Tajik, Turkmen, and Uzbek families were 
divided on either side of the Amu Darya, henceforth distinguished by their 
forced membership in two distinct political units.

The complex effects of the polarization between centres of power and the 
peripheral territories in the Wakhan Valley and the Pamirs Mountains in gen-
eral, is a topic that Hermann Kreutzmann (2013; 2015, 229–61; 2017b; 2017a) 
has dwelled upon a geographical and anthropological perspective. Pamiran 
Crossroads (2015) and Wakhan Quadrangle (2017b) set the framework of the 
Great Game2 and dig into the itineraries of the explorers, spies and native 
informants who discovered the territories coveted by the British and Russian 
empires on the verge of conflict. Kreutzmann takes the output of local authori-
ties into consideration while providing a thorough account of refugee move-
ments and fugitive migrations as an adaptation strategy of the late nineteenth 
century, which allows for the appreciation of local agency.

Till Mostowlansky (2014) also explicates the imperial effects of bor-
der demarcation on the micro level and analyses the “intersection between 
Orientalism and marginality” in Badakhshan and Gilgit-Baltistan, which for-
merly marked the border between the Russian and British Empires. For him, 
the marginalization of border regions is an effect of first imperial and then 
Cold War contexts that formalized the border between Central and South Asia.

These references fall into the more general border studies debates which no 
longer focuses on what States make of borders but the inverse (Zartman 2010), 
while also elucidating the changes brought by Soviet authorities along these 
borders.

2	 The Great Game refers to the period of the second half of the nineteenth century during 
which Imperial Russia and Great Britain were fighting over gaining areas of influence in 
Eurasia.
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4.2	 Borders under the Soviet Rule
4.2.1	 Defining New Borders
In her scholarly work, Francine Hirsch provides a comprehensive analysis of 
the interplay between border delineation and nationality formation in the 
Soviet Union during the 1920s and 1930s. The author, just like others Soviet 
history scholars (Haugen 2003; Koichiev 2003; Rindlisbacher 2022) surpasses 
the conventional narrative that early Soviet border demarcation was merely a 
tactic of ‘divide-and-rule.’ Hirsch highlights the significant role of local agency, 
evidenced by widespread engagement in petitioning, lodging grievances, 
and making appeals across the nation. This engagement was so extensive 
that Hirsch (2005, 170) metaphorically describes the situation as being over-
whelmed by “a sea of claims and counterclaims to contested regions.” Hirsch 
elucidates that the Soviet state’s approach to border creation was driven by 
economic considerations, a desire to forestall political conflicts, and a strat-
egy to facilitate the integration of ethnically diverse populations into defined 
national categories and, concurrently, into the Soviet ideological framework. 
Later on, Nick Megoran (2012; 2017) added a Central Asian case study to the 
literature on borders by suggesting a new approach based on the consideration 
of their history. The author insists on the need to establish the production of 
“biographies” of international borders to contribute to the development of a 
theoretical framework for border studies. The biography allows for an account 
of the different phases of materialization, dematerialization, and rematerial-
ization of borders. Megoran describes the evolutions that the border between 
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan has undergone since October 1924—the date of 
the demarcation between the Soviet Socialist Republic of Uzbekistan and the 
autonomous Kara-Kyrgyz region corresponding to present-day Kyrgyzstan. 
This case study was located in what he coined the “centre of gravity” in the 
border studies debate, which is “boundaries as social processes of border-
ing and bounding” (Megoran 2012, 464). Indeed, by amplifying the perspec-
tives of all participants in the border demarcation process and emphasizing 
its social dimensions, these inquiries reflect the prevailing methodologies in 
border studies post-2000s which view borders as social representations and 
symbols. They acknowledge the agency of local representatives of the popula-
tion, thus echoing the less stato-centric view of borders put forward by post-
modern approaches (see below “Informal practices of control” and “Borders 
as enablers”). The project to define borders within the USSR promoted nation-
hood and the creation of regional identities, a dual process of creating a nexus 
between borders and identities.
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4.2.2	 Cross-Border Ideological Projections
Timothy Nunan (2017) explores cross-cultural relationships on the USSR- 
Afghanistan border in an article that draws primarily on memoirs and inter-
views with Soviet border guards who served along this border. Nunan shows 
that the two countries were connected despite the war, that the border rep-
resented an effort to develop Afghanistan according to the socialist model. 
Despite the use of borderlands by the Soviet authorities to showcase an ideal 
model of society, borders did not prompt the hostile separation of groups. 
These cross-border relations followed the same trajectory as new experiments 
in border regimes around the world in the 1980s (Nunan 2017, 257–58).

For Christian Bleuer (2011), transmitting Soviet ideology to the populations 
living across the Amu Darya implied the creation of a new border society; a 
project that went hand in hand with internal displacement in Tajikistan and 
economic development of the southern regions. Despite the obvious differ-
ences in the construction of Afghanistan and Tajikistan, similarities in their 
economic developments were observed, namely through the Kunduz River 
Valley in Afghanistan and the Vakhsh River Valley in Tajikistan. Both states had 
the objective to develop their border regions, which required encouraging agri-
cultural production, economic diversification, and the forced displacement  
of people.

The study of boundary demarcation and delineation has evolved to empha-
size the social dimensions and local agency involved in border-making pro-
cesses. This shift reflects a broader trend in border studies that moves away 
from a state-centric perspective, instead highlighting the complex interplay 
between borders, identities, and regional dynamics. The Soviet Union’s efforts 
to define internal borders not only promoted nationhood but also fostered 
regional identities, illustrating the intricate relationship between borders and 
the social fabric of the regions they delineate.

4.2.3	 Closure of Borders
Andrea Chandler (1998) was one of the first authors to analyse the evolution of 
border control institutions and their relationship with the construction of the 
state during the Soviet era. The author shows that the State was built from the 
outer border regions towards Moscow, following a movement from the periph-
ery to the centre. This was explained by the fact that the border populations 
were reluctant to be integrated into the Bolshevik project, whereas the State 
viewed borders as a symbol of resistance to capitalism and the bourgeoisie; 
border control was then an act of state affirmation. However, borders repre-
sented a strategic and political issue for the Soviet authorities and by extension, 
a security issue, in addition to reinforcing ideology. Chandler acknowledges 



307Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

that this strategy holds even more truth in the case of Central Asia because the 
southern borders were home to the Basmachi Revolt as an anti-Soviet expres-
sion. The Communist Party of Central Asia therefore saw border closure as a 
means of suppressing the movement by cutting cross-border communications.

The theme of border closure also inspired Charles Shaw (2011), who asserted 
that in the history of borders, those of the USSR represent a unique case. In 
the 1930s, both the border between Afghanistan and the Soviet Union, and 
between China and the Soviet Union, were closed and hindered traditional 
exchanges. This policy of border closure also influenced the creation of border 
societies that would correspond to the ideal of the Bolshevik state. What the 
author defines as a strategy of “friendship and trust” (Shaw 2011, 331), promoted 
by the authorities from 1918 to 1934, was intended to convert the populations of 
the peripheries into supporters of the Bolshevik project, where foreign contact 
and the perception of the emancipated Soviet model were most likely.

Kreutzmann (2015), has extensively explored the social, economic, and pas-
toral consequences of the suspension of cross-border contacts in the Pamir 
Mountains traversed by the Soviet, Chinese, Afghan and Pakistan borders.3 
With the border closures, “in the high mountain regions, the ethnic groups 
became new national minorities and started to live a type of shadow existence 
in a geopolitical cul-de-sac” (Kreutzmann 2015, 285). Newly border communi-
ties in the Pamirs managed, however, to counteract these disruptive, imposed 
conditions.

Similarly, border populations between China and the Soviet Union adjusted, 
as Parham (2017) argues. Cross-border contacts of Soviet borderlanders were 
interrupted in the late 1920s by the border regime, as Soviet and Chinese pro-
paganda intensified and isolated border populations from one another. Border 
zones were highly institutionalized as the Soviet State considered them suspi-
cious. As a result, relations between locals and the Chinese State mostly mani-
fested via hostile encounters with the military while on the Soviet side, being a 
native could bring advantages to locals.

The literature tackling borders of Central Asia during the Soviet period 
uses a view from below, that of the borderland dwellers or local repre-
sentatives of the republics. This view has been conceptualized under the 
“practice-policy-perception” approach in the early 2000s by authors like 
Kolossov (2005a, 610) defining it as “the influence of border policy, practice 
and perceptions on the management of border regions and border coop-
eration.” Most importantly, this scholarship answers the call made in 2021 by 

3	 An early landmark in the study of border closure and its sociological effects on local popula-
tions is the work of Nazif Mohib Shahrani published in the 1970s (see Shahrani 1979).
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border scholar Konrad (2021, 723) who suggested: “we need to do much more to 
understand the emergence and development of borders and border theory (…) 
borders need to be understood in historical context.” Urbansky (2012) shows 
that towards the end of the Soviet period in the 1980s local activities at an 
external Soviet border led to an increase in cross-border contacts which culmi-
nated with the reopening of international borders in 1991, as will be explained 
in the following section.

5	 Old Borders Reopen and New Borders Emerge

Many scholars of Central Asia understood borders as places of movement to 
highlight two main benefits brought about by the opening of borders: (re)con-
nections with the non-Soviet world and international mobility. In this sec-
tion I show that on top of “safeguarding national sovereignty, borders now 
also needed to facilitate exchange in the name of growth” (Saxer, Rippa, and 
Horstmann 2018, 2).

5.1	 Opportunities of (Re)Connections and Mobility
5.1.1	 (Re)Connections
Tobias Kraudzun (2012) expands upon this benefit as a starting point to anal-
yse the borders of the Pamirs by viewing them as territories on the margins of 
a political entity: they are governed yet contested. The author raises the issue 
of border demarcation and explores the restrictions and opportunities which 
have emerged from former border delineations and post-1991 reconfigurations 
in the Murghab region. Kraudzun demonstrates that the opening of borders 
goes hand-in-hand with the regulation of trade; only traders, through reliable 
networks and favourable contacts with border authorities, eventually benefit 
from new exchanges.

These original connections are made possible by infrastructure. Daniel J. 
Gerstle (2006) notes that to address food insecurity in the poor regions along 
the Pyanj River, building cross-border infrastructure for economic develop-
ment is not enough; addressing local-level empowerment, protection, and 
participation of populations is equally crucial to resolving local food inse-
curity and conflict. This connectivity-security nexus along borders is also 
explored by Rytövuori-Apunen and Furugzod Usmonov (2016) in the con-
text of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) full withdrawal of 
Afghanistan and its impact on the border with Tajikistan. According to these 
authors (Rytövuori-Apunen and Usmonov 2016, 159), the issue of developing 
energy cooperation projects is crucial to alleviate “social pressures” and ensure 
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regional stability. For Tajikistan, as well as the four other Central Asian repub-
lics, the post-2014 context calls for the pursuit of national interests while man-
aging the impact of external dynamics on their own borders.

Not too far, Mostowlansky (2019) explores the possibility of shared traits by 
border communities, mainly Shia Ismailis, in southern Tajikistan and northern 
Pakistan. The author shows that these borders in the twenty-first century influ-
ence the way in which people situate and represent themselves in the world. 
Connections depend mainly on the government authorities, who call for link-
ing the two regions, and the Aga Khan, the religious leader of Ismailis world-
wide, who holds a discourse in favour of a transnational Ismaili community.

Mostowlansky (2018) also examines the religion-based development policy 
applied in the Pamir borderlands by the Aga Khan Development Network 
(AKDN). This interaction provides insight into the materialization of globaliza-
tion in this borderland region, which is reflected in religious, political, and eco-
nomic outcomes on the Pamiri minority. Henry Alff (2018) shows that Dungan 
entrepreneurs, another minority in Central Asia, were the first actors to initi-
ate commercial ties between Kazakhstan and China and to connect economic 
actors across the border. These two authors contribute to the border studies 
literature by highlighting how cross-border actors can take advantage of trans-
national opportunities as a result of new state border situations.

5.1.2	 International Mobility
Academic interest in borders has developed alongside broader debates about 
mobility, migration, transnationalism, and globalization, turning border 
spaces into places where these themes take centre stage (Saxer, Rippa, and 
Horstmann 2018, 4). A book published in 2019 proposes the concept of “trans-
locality” as a way to describe social and cultural representations of a globaliz-
ing world shaped by the movement of people, goods, and ideas across borders 
(Stephen-Emmrich and Schröder 2019, 27). The authors use translocality as a 
descriptive tool to capture practices of mobility, movement, exchange, and 
transfer across Central Asia and the Caucasus region, as shaped under the con-
ditions of Soviet influence.

Madeleine Reeves’ pioneering work (Reeves 2007a; 2014; 2016; 2018) inter-
weaves mobility and borders by contributing to the analysis of the change 
brought about by the fall of the USSR in the border regions of Central Asia, 
particularly in the Ferghana Valley, and on the transformation of the contem-
porary state by taking the border and rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan 
as a case study. She analyses the cross-border practices of individuals affected 
by the change in status of internal borders that have become international. 
She argues that border populations go through political changes on their own 
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scale, which affects their daily practices in interaction with their neighbours 
on the other side of the border.

Overall, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, new avenues for connections 
and cross-border mobility arose simultaneously with the opportunity for the 
five Central Asian republics to promote their nationhood, thanks to the ter-
ritorial sovereignty they were granted. This particular aspect aligns with the 
conceptualization of “functional” borders proposed by Herbet Dittgen. In this 
understanding, while the nation-state remains the core actor in the interna-
tional system and conditions the functions of borders, the national boundar-
ies witness a rise of transnational contacts which grants them “a Janus-faced 
character; they include and they exclude”(Dittgen 2000, 53).

5.2	 The Rise of National Borders
5.2.1	 National Belonging
In the 1990s, the dominant idea in border literature was that the nation-state 
was in decline as a result of globalization (Brunet-Jailly 2010; Wilson and 
Donnan 2012), leading to “the general crisis of the Westphalian system of 
nation-states” (Kolossov 2005a, 614). In Central Asia, borders have also symbol-
ized the legitimacy of new independent states to affirm territorial sovereignty 
or to settle disputes related to border delimitations in order to assert territorial 
limits, as shown by scholarship produced since the 2000s.

The work of Alsu Tagirova (2022) devoted to the settlement of the Sino-Soviet 
border after the independence of Central Asian states contributes to this 
approach. The author demonstrates the failed attempt by Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan to settle their border issues with China as a single 
coalition of post-Soviet States. The matter of border agreements after the col-
lapse of the USSR proved to be of security importance for these states which 
had to ultimately abandon the ideal of a united entity to negotiate with their 
powerful neighbour.

In that sense, new borders indicated new territorial belongings, as noted by 
Jeremy Smith (2019). Access to independence provided the five Central Asian 
republics with an opportunity to consolidate nation-states, and as Smith (2019, 
194) writes, “borders took on symbolic significance as markers of nationhood 
that made any surrender of control over them impossible and fed into a hard-
ening of conceptions of the border.”

5.2.2	 The End of Opportunities
The ultimate symbol of territorial sovereignty is to be seen in the decision of 
central authorities to close their borders. A closed border becomes a boundary 
and a tangible reality for borderland dwellers who have to comply with the 
state’s decisions which ultimately prioritizes national interests (Wille 2020). If 
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the opening of borders has provided opportunities to reconnect with the other 
side and meet contemporary expectations surrounding globalized processes, 
these benefits tend to terminate when borders close.

Along those lines, Mostowlansky (2022) illuminates the “dying dreams” of 
Tajikistan’s eastern borderlands connectivity. The author argues that border 
closure due to internal tensions between the government and the people of 
the autonomous province of Badakhshan and obscure government policies 
have created too much uncertainty to allow for open borders. However, long 
before the COVID-19 pandemic and the Taliban takeover in 2021, traversing this 
border was also prevented by Tajikistan’s arbitrary policies, as described in the 
work of Magnus Marsden (2016) devoted to trading networks between Central 
Asia and Afghanistan. Central Asian borderland communities have directly felt 
the consequences of a closed border regime. Borders not only in Central Asia, 
but across the world, have become tools to protect against the virus but have 
disrupted the fundamental benefits of cross-border interactions. These bor-
ders are yet a clear illustration of how the “COVID-19 pandemic has threatened 
the continued existence of the global open border system” (Ikotun, Akhigbe, 
and Okunade 2021, 304).

5.2.3	 Border Disputes
National expressions also took the form of border disputes, particularly in 
the Ferghana Valley. Charles J. Sullivan (2021) studies the large-scale deadly 
clashes along the border between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan which took place 
in April 2021. The disputes along this border echo the work of Central Asian 
scholars on the history of territorial delimitation (see first section), as these 
disputes are deeply rooted in the modern history of these borderlands. Sullivan 
also shows that border disagreements are symptomatic of political tensions in 
Central Asia against the backdrop of power consolidation in both countries 
and Russia’s unwillingness to take sides. This argument on the heritage of his-
tory had previously been expressed by Necati Polat (2002), who addressed the 
issue of border conflicts in Central Asia drawing on a theoretical framework 
from international law, international politics, and political geography. More 
than ever, borders in Central Asia have become key to developing nation-states.

For Megoran (2004, 732), the 1999 boundary crisis between Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan symbolized the struggle between elites “to gain or retain control 
of power by inscribing their own geopolitical visions of the political identity 
of post-Soviet space on the Ferghana Valley.” By calling for more attention to 
geography and critical geopolitics when studying nationalism, Megoran shows 
the multidisciplinary aspect of the field. For Anna Matveeva (2017), disputes 
between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan over their common border reveal a strong 
nexus between territory and identity, as well as the fact that the border has 
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not disappeared, particularly in the eyes of the borderlanders. They “have not 
been internalized and are widely viewed as contradicting common sense” 
(Matveeva 2017, 14).

Saodat Olimova and Muzaffar Olimov (2023) contend that causes of clashes 
along the border between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in the Isfara Valley have 
changed over thirty years of independence. Without undermining the conse-
quences of Soviet territorial demarcation, the authors break from the dominant 
view associated with the interethnic factor as a trigger of the violence along 
the border. By focusing on the context of nation-building, the shift in territorial 
identity, market reforms, and international organizations’ peacekeeping initia-
tives, they give a more complex understanding of the interdependence of both 
sides, despite their frequent clashes. Similarly, Christine Bichsel (2009) argued 
that the peace-building framework of three international aid agencies mis-
read the roots of the disputes in the Ferghana Valley and fuelled discourse of 
threat and hostilities between ethnic groups. As a result, she shows that their 
peace-building approach in the early 2000s failed at resolving the conflicts. 
Finally, Joni Virkkunen and Paul Fryer (2016) focus on the socioeconomic con-
sequences of the new bordering processes of nationalizing states like Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan at their common border before 2016 and the positive renewal 
of their the bilateral relations. The authors also investigate the outcomes of the 
border conflict between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan in the Ferghana Valley on 
poverty, access to resources and aggravation of the economic situation. They 
show how power, economy and sovereignty are negotiated in the context of 
unstable border regimes and highlight the underlying tensions following the 
economic reorganization after the collapse of the USSR.

This section has described works proving that with the end of the USSR, 
the new borders of the five independent states in Central Asia were correlated 
with international connections as well as nationalist ambitions(Konrad 2021). 
In situations involving disputes or crises, borders serve as a means to (re)assert 
reactionary agendas. While Jussi P. Laine (2021) has advanced this argument 
in the context of Europe and the Global North, it could also be applicable to 
Central Asia. The next section will focus on “the view from the border” (Haller 
and Donnan 2000) or how the borders are “practiced” (Kolossov 2012).

6	 Borders are Practiced

The literature on Central Asian borders has advanced from traditional 
approaches to border studies which accepted their function as “passive spa-
tial markers” (Diener and Hagen 2009, 1204). More specifically, border scholars 



313Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

have focused on how boundaries impacted everyday life (Newman 2016). 
In this context, Central Asian borders are seen as “engines of connectivity” 
(Johnson et al. 2011, 67), where local mobilities are facilitated and reveal glo-
balized processes; but they can also act as barriers where the State remains 
present to perform its authority.

6.1	 Border Crossings
6.1.1	 Local Mobilities Across Borders
Reeves (2007b, 78) shows that borders in the Ferghana Valley are tools to stop 
or allow transportation of corpses, and that “local mobility has been trans-
formed by border controls and visa regimes that have materialized a previously 
largely invisible boundary.” In the same vein, the evidence of state penetration 
in cross-border areas is analysed by Elina Troscenko (2016; 2020) in the case 
of the border between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. Troscenko explores the 
material aspect of identity documents used among the rural population in the 
regions along the Kyrgyzstani border and how they symbolize state bureau-
cracy in everyday life of borderlanders. In doing so, she illustrates how the state 
has become integrated into people’s lives while they traverse borders.

In the commercial sphere, Rune Steenberg (2016; 2018) describes the chang-
ing economic practices of Uyghur traders settled between China’s Xinjiang 
province and Kyrgyzstan between 1991 and 2016. To overcome their shortcom-
ings in the face of their Kyrgyz and Han competitors and to compensate for 
their marginalization from the formal structures of the central state, Uyghurs 
have developed their own networks to ensure their commercial survival along 
this border.4 In his book on the Chinese-Central Asian borderlands, Parham 
(2017) gives a thorough interview-based account of cross-border entrepreneur-
ial networks, but also shows that the glorious connectivity between China and 
Central Asia does not necessarily benefit the borderlanders.

These authors describe everyday life at the border by taking a “view from the 
border,” (Haller and Donnan 2000) as opposed to a nation-state perspective. 
They clearly reflect the multi-scalarity of borders at the core of contemporary 
border studies. With the opening and emergence of borders in Central Asia in 
the 1990s, the authors articulate the effects of global processes on a local scale, 
thus falling into the border studies debates exploring regional integration and 
globalization (Diener and Hagen 2009).

4	 Regarding the role of cross-border minorities in the economic development of the region, 
Marlène Laruelle and Sébastien Peyrouse (2009) have also studied the crucial importance of 
Uyghurs, Dungans and Central Asian Sinophones in China-Central Asia relations and their 
border crossing practices.
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6.1.2	 Trends of Globalization
Alexander Diener (2015) describes the different and diverse mobilities in 
Central Asia within the flows of China’s Belt and Road Initative (BRI). The 
analysis of European, American, Chinese, and Russian perspectives on con-
temporary mobilities across Central Asian countries, or on different ideolo-
gies of mobility, offers a critical assessment of efforts to make border screening 
more effective between Central Asian states and their neighbours. Diener’s 
study reveals not only that borders are “filters” of mobility, but that the values 
and ideals of different actors in these large economic projects define the priori-
ties of mobility.

For Alff (2016), borderlanders’ agency in cross-border trade along the bor-
der between Kazakhstan and China remains limited, despite infrastructure 
upgrading provided by the two states. There is a discrepancy between the 
“state-endorsed notions of opening-up” (Alff 2016, 370) and borderlanders’ per-
ceptions of remoteness. Alff (2023) also shows that in the Panfilov district of 
Kazakhstan, cross-border infrastructure materializing “trans-Eurasian trade” 
promises economic opportunities for a largely agricultural region impacted by 
the “post-Soviet decline.” Alff ’s work associates the local scale with broader 
projects of globalized connectivity to show that state-promoted moderniza-
tion projects to enhance cross-border interactions lead to more centralization 
of the borderlands. These studies reflect how “borders and border think-
ing have evolved in the multitude of processes coupled with globalization” 
(Konrad 2021, 714). In this understanding, borders are closely related to notions 
of territorial sovereignty and play a special role in the state’s “self-preservation” 
(Waltz 1979) as part of their national integrity and security.

6.2	 Control over Borders
6.2.1	 Institutionalized Forms of Control
Publications on security in Central Asia have mushroomed since NATO’s 
involvement in Afghanistan in 2001 refocused the international community’s 
interest on the region. This follows the general trend in border studies follo
wing the post-9/11 world order, emphasizing security concerns. In the field’s 
understanding of security, it is assumed that borders represent the place 
favoured by the state both to repel a military attack and to control cross-border 
passages (Kolossov 2015, 45), but also biological threats (Radil, Castan Pinos, 
and Ptak 2021). Therefore, securing borders does not necessarily lead to the 
closure of territories but rather reflects an attempt to filter legal/illegal and 
wanted/unwanted flows (Kolossov and Scott 2013).

George Gavrilis (2008) offers a milestone analysis of the evolution of 
Central Asian border control and questions the deterrent power of borders 
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for transnational actors. Gavrilis demonstrates the value of combining several 
schools of thought in political science to study border dynamics and chooses 
an institutional approach to borders. Accordingly, borders regulate and struc-
ture interstate contacts and contribute to state formation. In this context, 
border security does not depend on a country’s military prowess but on its 
institutional set-up. In other words, Central Asian states manage their borders 
according to their internal state-building objectives.

Other studies offer a practical view of border security in Central Asia and 
highlight the mismatches between control infrastructure and border threats 
(Lewington 2010; Golunov and McDermott 2005). At the forefront of this dis-
crepancy lies the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan. The descrip-
tion of cooperation programs and the diversity of actors involved in securing 
this border reveal its power of attraction in the context of NATO’s presence in 
Afghanistan. Indeed, the attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001 had 
an accelerating effect on the international organizations responsible for pro-
moting the security of Central Asian borders. Namely, Katarzyna Czerniecka 
and John Heathershaw (2011) show that the border between Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan is unique, not only because its control transferred from the Russian 
military to the Tajikistani military, but also because the EU’s involvement there 
was intertwined with that of the United States, creating joint evaluations.

For Reeves (2018), institutional or security-related fieldwork difficulties per-
taining to border environments create a dearth in research on daily lives of bor-
der populations in Central Asia. This holds even more true along borders still 
disputed and militarized, such as those shared by Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan in the Ferghana Valley. According to Reeves (2018, 43–44), some of 
the literature on Central Asian borders depict them as “exceptional;” but this 
does not mean they cannot be characterized as “banal” and entrenched in peo-
ple’s routines. Reeves coins the category of “intimate militarism” to describe a 
combination of routinization of military presence at the border and the “trans-
boundary” nature of the disputes which requires the use of force.

As akin to Reeves, Parham (2017) offers an in-depth study of the conditions 
of control of the borders in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, with a perspective from 
the bottom-up, and shows how power manifests itself at the margins of the 
national territory. Reeves’ and Parham’s work deviate from the traditional 
benchmarks of analyses of border control in the region, which are only limited 
to a security-oriented perspective. More specifically, Parham interrogates the 
relationships between the centre and the periphery in regions where decisions 
are articulated by these very relationships, thus raising the issue of informal 
authorities of the borderlands.
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6.2.2	 Informal Practices of Control
The protagonists in charge of securing borders are not limited to border 
guards and the security forces of a country. The Routledge Handbook of Asian 
Borderlands (Horstmann, Saxer, and Rippa 2018, eds.) offers greater visibility 
for Central Asia within border studies. The book breaks down the geographi-
cal barriers of the field. With this work, Central Asian borders are compelling 
cases of current trends in border studies, particularly in regard to security and 
militarization. These approaches diverge from a singular representation of 
the security role of borders. Instead, they fluctuate between the conventional 
emphasis on threat prevention and the postmodern perspective on border 
security, which does not necessarily centers around the state (Kolossov 2005a).

Turaeva’s (2018) analysis extends this argument later in the same book and 
shows that along the border between Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, the order 
stemming from the presence of state authorities manifests itself in informal 
practices of negotiation between cross-border actors—travellers, drivers—and 
border authorities. Those who cross the border embody a resource enjoyed 
both by the state representatives at the border, and the individuals who trade 
there because the uncertainty related to the conditions of the borderland 
makes them dependent on the border authorities. This makes it easier to 
obtain benefits from travellers, including money, gifts, and phone numbers.

Kraudzun (2017) shows that sovereignty on the borders of Tajikistan in the 
autonomous province of Badakhshan is challenged by the practices of border 
guards. The collapse of the USSR has led to poor border security, due to the 
lack of resources allocated to Tajikistan’s military. Soldiers developed informal 
practices of appropriating resources for their own enrichment. According to 
Kraudzun, state authority on the border is misrepresented by its agents, dimin-
ishing the role of the central state while exploiting sovereignty as a pretext for 
informal practices.

However, border control is not only a matter of the state as reflected in 
the work of Suzanne Levi-Sanchez (2016; 2021; 2018), who echoes Kraudzun’s 
argument. She questions both the role of local authority leaders in stabiliz-
ing the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and the role of the state 
in attempting to formalize the border. Levi-Sanchez shows how informal 
networks distance the region from the central state which is responsible for 
managing the border. The growing presence of the Tajikistani state encourages 
residents to turn to local authorities, referred to as “local leaders,” and drives up 
drug prices, reinforcing an entrenched drug trade along this border.

In this section, I elucidated how publications on security along the borders of 
Central Asia align with the broader security perspective in border studies. This 
alignment is attributed to the increased attention to migration, particularly in 
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the post-9/11 era, as acknowledged by Günay and Witjes (2017). Additionally, 
these studies delve into the impact of globalization and analyze border phe-
nomena from a security standpoint beyond the traditional stato-centric and 
functionalist view while recognizing diverse methods of border control. 
Kolossov (2005a) categorizes these approaches as “postmodern geopolitical,” 
emphasizing the multifaceted roles of borders—facilitating economic integra-
tion while necessitating a reconceptualization of border security beyond mere 
military frontiers. At the same time, one can also identify Central Asian bor-
ders as relevant illustration of the current polymorph aspect of border studies, 
as captured in the definitions provided in the introduction of this paper. As 
such, borders, including those in Central Asia, can be protective barriers and 
simultaneously come “to matter prominently in all spheres of political, social, 
and private lives” (Fellner and Nossem 2024, 70). I will now focus on the tradi-
tion of border studies which explores the perceptions of the boundaries and 
the mental constructions of borders.

7	 Borders are Symbols

In their review of the evolution of borders studies, Wilson and Donnan (2012, 
13) identify the shift in epistemology in the 2000s which entails an emphasis 
on ethnographic methods and a focus on everyday practices. This shift aligns 
with the border studies approach studying “people’s ideas about boundaries” 
(Kolossov 2016, 172). In this final section, I argue that scholars of Central Asian 
borders are involved in this approach by showing that borders produce geo-
graphical imaginaries, and are also seen as barriers and/or enablers.

7.1	 “Geographical Imaginaries” and Borderscape
Artman and Diener (2022, 140) contend that the boundaries of Central Asia 
have been nothing but fluid, unstable and “processual,” as opposed to “static 
lines,” which allows the authors to define the region as a “geographical imag-
inary.” Boundaries existed well before the concept of Central Asia appeared 
in the scholarly literature. For instance, Nile Greene (2019) breaks down the 
dominant notion of borders through the prism of language. The Persian lan-
guage, throughout its history, was not contained within the regions of India 
and Iran, but travelled through Central Asian khanates, the Chinese, Ottoman 
and British Empires, then considered as “spaces” of Persian. The author pro-
poses to redefine the spatial parameters of the Persian world. It would there-
fore be imprecise to consider political and administrative borders as the only 
boundaries in Central Asia.
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However, these borders can fuse with other lines of separation that are now 
cultural or even identity-based. This is best exemplified in a post-Soviet con-
text as a result of the closure of the USSR’s external borders for nearly sixty 
years. Emily Manetta (2011) analyses the nostalgia stemming from the screen-
ing of a documentary on Afghan Badakhshan in 2003 before an audience of 
Tajikistanis living in Tajikistan’s Badakhshan province. The film depicts the 
landscapes and people of this region, as well as the reactions of the viewers 
and the film crew. Manetta (2011, 376) questions their affective expression of 
the border and distinguishes two types of discourse: Afghanistan as “pure,” 
unindustrialized, and enjoying panoramas with a more authentic nature 
than Tajikistan; and Afghanistan as “primitive,” “medieval,” and “backward” 
(Manetta 2011, 378). The author shows that crossing the border is akin to 
returning to the past and to that extent, the border represents a separation. 
Asel Murzakulova (2021, 47) links nostalgia to the sensuous dimension of the 
borderlands by showing “how infrastructural changes, including militarization 
of the border between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, have led to the obliteration 
of local village life, and with it the loss of an everyday sensorium that was con-
nected to a perception of Soviet-era security.” The shift in the landscape from 
a peaceful environment symbolized by trees to one marked by military arti-
facts effectively illustrates the concept of “borderscape.” Despite its somewhat 
ambiguous definition among border scholars, the term encapsulates both the 
representation of borders and the individual and collective practices involved 
in their creation. Manetta and Murzakulova emphasize the existence of bor-
ders within specific landscapes, conceptualizing them as phenomena that are 
experienced, constructed, and perceived. They evoke what Chiara Brambilla 
(2015, 20) called for in her seminal article on borderscape, that of understand-
ing and investigating “new forms of belonging and becoming” along borders.

7.2	 Borders as Barriers
In the previous section, we saw that the opening of borders after the fall of 
the USSR has contributed to cross-border mobility. However, borders are often 
seen as barriers due to their political function of separating and distinguishing 
two state entities. This is even more relevant in the case of post-Soviet borders 
once sealed, then permeable (Von Löwis 2023). The border is not a simple and 
rigid concept, but rather one that is constantly being thought and rethought, 
as theoretical views and border practices diverge (Konrad 2015).

Using testimonies collected along the border that China shares with 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, Parham (2016a) shows that a new cross-border 
identity, ignoring administrative limits, has not emerged since the indepen-
dence of the Central Asian republics. The author (2016a, 353) argues that the 
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gradual connection of formerly closed border areas, and in particular the “pen-
etration” of the Chinese state, ascertained the borders between Central Asia 
and China. The nation-state project has thus succeeded in “shaping the way 
in which people think about space” (Anthony 2012, 202). Indeed, when study-
ing the border between Kazakhstan and China, Ross Anthony explains that 
borders may be invisible, yet they remain tangible in the imaginaries of those 
who cross them. In his words, “while the notion of the border is indeed a mul-
tiplicity of discourses, practices and imaginaries, it simultaneously persists as 
a singular, unambiguous entity” (Anthony 2012, 199). Borders are perceived as 
barriers to traverse due to an increasing state presence.

In the case of the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan marked by 
the Pyanj River, divergent historical trajectories have influenced Tajikistanis’ 
views of the border. Mostowlansky (2017) focuses on perceptions with respect 
to bridges over the Pyanj symbolizing a rupture. On one side, socialism has 
brought Tajikistan into modernity; on the other, continuous wars have plunged 
Afghanistan into religious rigorism and poverty. Mostowlansky’s respondents 
confess that the opening of the border in the 2000s facilitated by the bridges 
represents a threat to Tajikistan. Far away from this border, populations in the 
Ferghana Valley also worried about the dangers of theses bridges. Drugs and 
illegal trafficking belong to the imagination of those residents when they think 
of the Afghan border. In times of instability and political crises, borders are 
thus often perceived as barriers: in these cases, spatial bordering relate to prac-
tices of othering, a theoretical and nonetheless empirically grounded process 
(van Houtum and van Naerssen 2002).

Murzakulova (2023, 173) reiterates the argument of divergent histories used 
by Mostowlansky in application to tensions in the Ferghana Valley. She shows 
how infrastructure can create “discursive boundaries,” sharing two narratives 
collected on the field which align with generational dynamics. The generation 
of respondents who experienced the Soviet system see the border “as an object 
that has interrupted the common past,” whereas the younger perceive “the 
normalization of borders as a space that separates the national body from an 
alien one” (Murzakulova 2023, 180). Perceptions of borders may be polarized, 
but their fixed nature does not exclude cross-border practices (Agnew 1994) 
which can lead to debunking the assumption that borders must separate ter-
ritories and people.

7.3	 Borders as Enablers
In discussing economic opportunities in border areas, border scholars 
Dereje Feyissa and Markus Virgil Hoehne (2010), as well as Oscar Martinez 
(1994), emphasize the resources derived from monetary arbitrage due to 
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the asymmetry between adjacent countries. Moreover, in his explanation of 
postmodern approaches in border studies, Kolossov (2005b, 17) notes that 
they envision border regions as “locomotives for economic growth” and that 
“only close cooperation with neighbouring states can bring positive results.” 
Central Asian borders enrich the debate on this notion of borders as resources. 
Elaborating on cross-border trade, Oliver McPherson-Smith (2021) shows that 
the Ishkashim cross-border market between Tajikistan and Afghanistan, with 
its status as a special economic zone (SEZ), offers economic benefits to local 
communities. In a context of weak state administrative capacity, markets in 
this remote and impoverished borderland region actually create opportunities 
for communities on both sides of the border through access to low-cost con-
sumer products. There is a real “potential” to develop such free trade zones in 
this context of minimal administrative constraints.

Open borders in Central Asia have also long been considered as solutions to 
everyday issues, including the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan. In 
the early 2000s, Gerstle (2006) promoted cross-border trade along the Pyanj as 
one strategy for development and stability of such isolated local communities. 
Gerstle argues that opening up to international trade through cross-border 
initiatives can remove barriers to development and help stabilize areas that 
are seen as vulnerable. Based on the historical continuum that exists between 
Tajikistan and Afghanistan, a later study supports the idea that the efforts of 
the AKDN, a transnational development organization, in cross-border coopera-
tion projects has improved the quality of life in the region (Sherbut, Kanji, and 
Hatcher 2015). Cross-border initiatives provide an opportunity to re-establish 
social and commercial links, and transfer of experience and knowledge, while 
improving the quality of life of isolated border communities.

As exemplified by Alexander C. Diener and Joshua Hagen (2009, 1207–8), 
“numerous groups challenge the legitimacy of borders as institutional demar-
cations of political and cultural belonging,” therefore “the meaning of the bor-
der and its daily function are mutable and must therefore be studied relative 
to the group imagining it.” Mélanie Sadozaï (2021) expands this argument by 
showing four strands of opportunities along the border between Tajikistan 
and Afghanistan: healthcare provision, electricity supply, economic benefits, 
and identity capital. Considering the lattermost strand, there is a territorial 
identity spanning the border and reinforcing a shared Pamiri affinity between 
communities in Tajikistan and in Afghanistan. Narratives of borderlanders are 
“transcending the administrative border and restoring an era when it was not 
a line of division” (Sadozaï 2021). Elevating their voices challenges perceptions 
of the “other” that the borders question.
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Borders may be political boundaries, but the practices taking place there also 
influence actors’ representations and narratives about them (Kolossov 2005a, 
624–25). The border is immaterial and imagined since it is primarily present 
in people’s minds, acting as a means of highlighting proximity and distance 
in narratives of past and present life (Meinhof, Armbruster, and Rollo 2002, 
7). These identity-building factors are reinforced for those who inhabit them. 
Borderlanders maintain their own identity coherence and create a continuum 
beyond the spatial and time separations imposed on them (Di Méo 2008). 
However, perceptions of borders in Central Asia are not Manichaean; they 
demonstrate more nuanced feelings. In other words, borders are neither stark 
barriers nor idealized enablers, but both at the same time: pluralist and “in 
motion” (Konrad 2015). As such, one can argue that borders of Central Asia 
illustrate the “renaissance” in border studies we are witnessing today: “The 
term implies that borders are not only static barriers but dynamic entities that 
respond to shifting global paradigms (Fellner and Nossem 2024, 73).”

8	 Conclusion

This article has surveyed contemporary literature on Central Asian borders 
while situating it among the major debates in border studies. With this cer-
tainly not exhaustive review, I have shown that this literature addresses the 
conceptual and theoretical questions raised by border studies scholars, 
although it can occasionally defy them. It was not until the 2000s that this 
field of research was significantly enriched. The contributions to border stud-
ies by scholars of Central Asia in this decade challenged disciplinary compart-
mentalization, and are now less focused on the few cases from the previous 
decades in other parts of the world (Donnan and Wilson 1994, 5; Stoddard 1986; 
Wilson and Donnan 2012, 12–13). To quote Konrad (2021, 723), “there are many 
‘bellwether’ states and regions in the development of border concept and the-
ory” and Central Asia falls into this list.

What is clear is that the literature suggests that Central Asian borders reflect 
the evolving trends of border studies, which, a decade ago, were questioning 
the principle of borders as markers of states’ sovereignty (Brunet-Jailly 2010), 
but are now tackling a wider array of border dynamics. The example of Central 
Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature also emphasizes the need to 
continue the dialogue between disciplines of social sciences focusing on 
borders and area studies. For this reason, this literature review also shows 
that Central Asian studies generate case studies which can be the basis for 
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theoretical assumptions in border studies. Thus, Central Asian borders belong 
to the border studies literature and can also inform this field to open avenues 
of research in a comparative perspective. They can also trigger multi-areal con-
versations for more general applicability of concepts. Indeed, the references 
surveyed here have shown that border theory which may appear abstract is 
well-rooted in empirical border realities. Descriptions of phenomena taking 
place along and at Central Asian borders as well as in other regions of the 
world can then advance our understanding of more global and transnational 
phenomena, which is the purpose of area studies (Basedau and Köllner 2007).

In the introduction of his studies on the borders between China and Central 
Asia, Parham (2017, 30) rightfully noted that “socialist and post-Soviet border 
experiences are severely understudied, both in terms of case studies, as well as 
in regard to a heavy reliance on a policy-oriented approach that tends to uncrit-
ically reproduce core-biased categories and paradigms of political change.” 
Research on borders in Central Asia matters now more than ever, as the region 
is still impacted by the processes described in this article. Due to a lack of polit-
ical agreement at the government level, a large part of the border between 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan remains the locus of violence between local civil-
ians and border guards of both countries, with recurrent clashes occurring in 
border villages. In January 2023, the presidents of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan 
signed a historic border demarcation agreement, creating a landmark in the 
history of borders in Central Asia. These instances serve as a concrete manifes-
tation of Wilson and Donnan’s theoretical insights on border theory; as these 
authors put it, “border studies show that all continents, all nations, all states 
have something to offer us in the quest to understand the changing nature 
of territory, power, governance and identity, within both national and global 
frames of reference (Wilson and Donnan 2012, 20–21).” Therefore, it is undeni-
able that a scholarly demand exists for further case studies from regions that 
have historically received less attention.

Central Asia answers this call and remains a case in point for border schol-
ars. The borders of Central Asia can serve as a foundational starting point for 
future research agendas in border studies, fostering interdisciplinary dialogue. 
The subsections within this article underscore the diverse disciplinary per-
spectives present in the scholarship on Central Asian borders, all of which con-
verge on essential topics within border studies. While reflecting current trends 
in the field, Central Asian borders exemplify the significance of interdisciplin-
ary discourse in comprehending critical 21st-century issues where borders play 
a pivotal role. This remains a salient case study for border scholars, continuing 
to illuminate multi-scalar, global, and domestic trends that extend far beyond 
the region.



323Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

	 Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank Hanna Dave at the George Washington 
University Writing Centre for her help in proof-editing the article, as well as 
the anonymous reviewers. 

	 Funding

 This work was funded by the Center for European Eurasian Research (CREE) 
at the National Institute for Languages and Cultures (INALCO/Sorbonne Paris 
Cité), and by the Wilson Center’s Kennan Institute in Washington D.C.

	 Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Bibliography

Agnew, John. 1994. “The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of Interna
tional Relations Theory.” Review of International Political Economy 1 (1): 53–80.

Agnew, John. 2008. “Borders on the Mind: Re-Framing Border Thinking.” Ethics & 
Global Politics 1 (4): 175–91. https://doi.org/10.3402/egp.v1i4.1892.

Alff, Henryk. 2016. “Getting Stuck within Flows: Limited Interaction and Periphe
ralization at the Kazakhstan–China Border.” Central Asian Survey 35 (3): 369–86. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1210860.

Alff, Henryk. 2018. “Making Connectivity Work. Exploring Cross-Border Livelihoods 
between Kazakhstan and China.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, 
edited by Alexander Horstmann, Saxer Martin, and Alessandro Rippa, 140–50. 
Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Alff, Henryk. 2023. “Post-Soviet Decline or China-Induced Prosperity? Agricultural 
and Socio-Economic Change in the Kazakhstan- China Borderlands.” In Post-Soviet 
Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and Lands, edited by Sabine von Löwis and 
Beate Eschment, 206–20. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Anderson, Malcolm. 1996. Frontiers: Territory and State Formation in the Modern World. 
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Anderson, Malcolm. 1997. “Les Frontières : Un Débat Contemporain.” Cultures & 
Conflits 26–27: 1–13.

https://doi.org/10.3402/egp.v1i4.1892
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1210860


324 Sadozaï

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Anthony, Ross. 2012. “The Persistence of the Nation-State at the Chinese-Kazakh 
Border.” In Frontier Encounters: Knowledge and Practice at the Russian, Chinese 
and Mongolian Border, edited by Franck Billé, Grégory Delaplace, and Caroline 
Humphrey, 199–210. Cambridge: Open Book Publishers.

Artman, Vincent, and Alexander C. Diener. 2022. “Boundaries, Borders and Identities.” 
In Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Central Asia, edited by Rico Isaacs and 
Erica Marat, 135–53. Abingdon, Oxon/New-York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324 
/9780429057977-9.

Basedau, Matthias, and Patrick Köllner. 2007. “Area Studies and Comparative Area 
Studies: A Primer on Recent Debates and Methodological Challenges.” Japan 
Aktuell, no. 2: 3–34. http://www.giga-hamburg.de/openaccess/japanaktuell/2007_2 
/giga_jaa_2007_2_basedau_koellner.pdf.

Bischel, Christine. 2009. Conflict Transformation in Central Asia. Irrigation Disputes in 
the Ferghana Valley. Londres: Routledge.

Bleuer, Christian. 2011. “State-Building, Migration and Economic Development on the 
Frontiers of Northern Afghanistan and Southern Tajikistan.” Journal of Eurasian 
Studies 3 (1): 69–79. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2011.10.008.

Brambilla, Chiara. 2015. “Exploring the Critical Potential of the Borderscapes Concept.” 
Geopolitics 20 (1): 14–34. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2014.884561.

Brunet-Jailly, Emmanuel. 2005. “Theorizing Borders: An Interdisciplinary Perspective.” 
Geopolitics 10 (4): 633–49. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040500318449.

Brunet-Jailly, Emmanuel. 2010. “The State of Borders and Borderlands Studies 2009: 
A Historical View and a View from the Journal of Borderlands Studies.” Eurasia 
Border Review 1 (1): 1–15. http://src-h.slav.hokudai.ac.jp/publictn/eurasia_border 
_review/no1/01_Brunet.pdf.

Chandler, Andrea M. 1998. Institutions of Isolation: Border Controls in the Soviet Union 
and Its Successor States, 1917–1993. Montréal/Londres: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press.

Czerniecka, Katarzyna, and John Heathershaw. 2011. “Security Assistance and Border 
Management.” In The European Union and Central Asia, edited by Alexander 
Warkotsch, 77–101. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Dadabaev, Timur. 2021. “Nationhood through Neighborhood? From State Sovereignty 
to Regional Belonging in Central Asia.” Journal of Borderlands Studies, 1–19. https://
doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.2006750.

Dean, Karin. 2018. “Borders and Bordering in Asia.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian 
Borderlands, edited by Alexander Horstmann, Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa, 
56–72. Londres: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978.

Diener, Alexander C. 2015. “Parsing Mobilities in Central Eurasia: Border Management 
and New Silk Roads.” Eurasian Geography and Economics 56 (4): 376–404. https://
doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2015.1078736.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429057977-9
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429057977-9
http://www.giga-hamburg.de/openaccess/japanaktuell/2007_2/giga_jaa_2007_2_basedau_koellner.pdf
http://www.giga-hamburg.de/openaccess/japanaktuell/2007_2/giga_jaa_2007_2_basedau_koellner.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2011.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2014.884561
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040500318449
http://src-h.slav.hokudai.ac.jp/publictn/eurasia_border_review/no1/01_Brunet.pdf
http://src-h.slav.hokudai.ac.jp/publictn/eurasia_border_review/no1/01_Brunet.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.2006750
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.2006750
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2015.1078736
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2015.1078736


325Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Diener, Alexander C., and Joshua Hagen. 2009. “Theorizing Borders in a ‘Borderless 
World’: Globalization, Territory and Identity.” Geography Compass 3 (3): 1196–1216. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00230.x.

Diener, Alexander C., and Joshua Hagen. 2012. Borders: A Very Short Introduction. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dittgen, Herbert. 2000. “The End of the Nation-State? Borders in the Age of 
Globalization.” In Borderlands under Stress, edited by Martin Pratt and Janet Allison 
Brown, 49–68. La Hague/Londres/Boston: Kluwer Law International.

Donnan, Hastings, and Thomas M. Wilson. 1994. “An Anthropology of Frontiers.” In 
Border Approaches: Anthropological Perspectives on Frontiers, edited by Hastings 
Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson, 1–14. Lanham/New-York/Londres: University Press 
of America.

Ewans, Martin. 2010. Securing the Indian Frontier in Central Asia. Confrontation and 
Negotiation, 1865–95. Londres/New-York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO97 
81107415324.004.

Fellner, Astrid, and Eva Nossem. 2024. “Introduction: What Is Border Renaissance?” 
Borders in Globalization Review 5 (1): 68–77. https://doi.org/10.18357/bigr51202421521.

Feyissa, Dereje, and Markus Virgil Hoehne. 2010. “State Borders & Borderlands as 
Resources: An Analytical Framework.” In Borders and Borderlands as Resources 
in the Horn of Africa, edited by Dereje Feyissa and Markus Virgil Hoehne, 1–26. 
Woodbridge/Rochester: James Currey.

Fuoli, Francesca. 2018. “Incorporating North-Western Afghanistan into the British 
Empire: Experiments in Indirect Rule through the Making of an Imperial Frontier, 
1884–87.” Afghanistan 1 (1): 4–25. https://doi.org/10.3366/afg.2018.0004.

Gavrilis, George. 2008. The Dynamics of Interstate Boundaries. Cambridge/New-York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Gerstle, Daniel J. 2006. “Bridging the Panj: Forging a Peacebuilding Livelihoods Strategy 
on the Afghan-Tajik Border.” Journal of Peacebuilding and Development 2 (3): 35–48. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15423166.2006.164709580664.

Golunov, Sergey V., and Roger N. McDermott. 2005. “Border Security in Kazakhstan: 
Threats, Policies and Future Challenges.” International Journal of Phytoremedia-
tion 18 (1): 31–58. https://doi.org/10.1080/13518040590914127.

Gorshenina, Svetlana. 2019. “Central Asia: A Term Open for Discussion.” The Asian Side 
of the World, 405–8. https://doi.org/10.4000/books.editionscnrs.12687.

Greene, Nile, ed. 2019. The Persianate World : The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca. 
Oakland, CA: University of California Press.

Günay, Cengiz, and Nina Witjes. 2017. Border Politics. Defining Spaces of Governance 
and Forms of Transgressions. Cham: Springer.

Haller, Dieter, and Hastings Donnan. 2000. “Liminal No More The Relevance of Bor-
derland Studies.” Ethnologia Europaea 30 (2): 7–22. https://doi.org/10.16995/ee.902.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00230.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004
https://doi.org/10.18357/bigr51202421521
https://doi.org/10.3366/afg.2018.0004
https://doi.org/10.1080/15423166.2006.164709580664
https://doi.org/10.1080/13518040590914127
https://doi.org/10.4000/books.editionscnrs.12687
https://doi.org/10.16995/ee.902


326 Sadozaï

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Haugen, Arne. 2003. The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia. 
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire/New York: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi 
.org/10.1057/9780230502840.

Hirsch, Francine. 2005. Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making 
of the Soviet Union. Ithaca (N-Y)/Londres: Cornell University Press. https://doi 
.org/10.2307/20459557.

Högselius, Per. 2022. “The Hidden Integration of Central Asia: The Making of a Region 
through Technical Infrastructures.” Central Asian Survey 41 (2): 223–43. https://doi 
.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1953963.

Hopkins, Benjamin D. 2020. Ruling the Savage Periphery: Frontier Governance and the 
Making of Modern State. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Horstmann, Alexander, Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa. 2018. Routledge Hand
book of Asian Borderlands. Londres/New-York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324 
/9781315688978.

Houtum, Henk van, and Ton van Naerssen. 2002. “Bordering, Ordering and Othering.” 
Tijdschrift Voor Economicshen Sociale Geographie 93 (2): 125–36.

Ikotun, Omotomilola, Allwell Akhigbe, and Samuel Okunade. 2021. “Sustainability of 
Borders in a Post-COVID-19 World.” Politikon 48 (2): 297–311. https://doi.org/10.1080 
/02589346.2021.1913804.

Johnson, Corey, Reece Jones, Anssi Paasi, Louise Amoore, Alison Mountz, Mark Salter, 
and Chris Rumford. 2011. “Interventions on Rethinking ‘the Border’ in Border Studies.” 
Political Geography 30 (2): 61–69. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2011.01.002.

Koichiev, Arslan. 2003. “Ethno-Territorial Claims in the Ferghana Valley During the 
Process of National Delimitation, 1924–7.” In Central Asia: Aspects of Transition, 
edited by Tom Everett-Heath, 45–56. Londres: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324 
/9780203451359-11.

Kolossov, Vladimir. 2005a. “Border Studies: Changing Perspectives and Theoretical 
Approaches.” Geopolitics 10 (4): 606–32. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040500318415.

Kolossov, Vladimir. 2005b. “Etudes Des Frontières, Approches Post-Modernes.” Diogène 
2 (210): 13–27.

Kolossov, Vladimir. 2012. “Post-Soviet Boundaries: Territoriality, Identity, Security, 
Circulation.” In The Ashgate Research Companion to Border Studies, edited by Doris 
Wastl-Walter, 171–94. Abingdon: Routledge.

Kolossov, Vladimir. 2015. “Theoretical Approaches in the Study of Borders.” In Introduc-
tion to Border Studies, edited by Sergei V. Sevastianov, Jussi P. Laine, and Anton A. 
Kireev, 33–59. Vladivostok: Dalnauka.

Kolossov, Vladimir. 2016. “Post-Soviet Boundaries: Territoriality, Identity, Security, 
Circulatio.” In The Routledge Research Companion to Border Studies, edited by 
Wastl-Walter Doris. Boca Raton, FL: Taylor and Francis.

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230502840
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230502840
https://doi.org/10.2307/20459557
https://doi.org/10.2307/20459557
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1953963
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1953963
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978
https://doi.org/10.1080/02589346.2021.1913804
https://doi.org/10.1080/02589346.2021.1913804
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2011.01.002
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203451359-11
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203451359-11
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040500318415


327Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Kolossov, Vladimir, and James Scott. 2013. “Selected Conceptual Issues in Border 
Studies.” Belgeo 2013 (1): 0–19. https://doi.org/10.4000/belgeo.10532.

Konrad, Victor. 2015. “Toward a Theory of Borders in Motion.” Journal of Borderlands 
Studies 30 (1): 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2015.1008387.

Konrad, Victor. 2021. “New Directions at the Post-Globalization Border.” Journal of 
Borderlands Studies 36 (5): 713–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1980733.

Kraudzun, Tobias. 2012. “From the Pamir Frontier to International Borders: Exchange 
Relations of the Borderland Population.” In Subverting Borders: Doing Research on 
Smuggling and Small-Scale Trade, edited by Bettina Bruns and Judith Miggelbrink, 
166–86. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. https://doi.org/10.1007/978 
-3-531-93273-6_9.

Kraudzun, Tobias. 2017. “Sovereignty as a Resource: Performing Securitised Borders in 
Tajikistan’s Pamirs.” Geopolitics 22 (4): 837–62. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2
017.1284817.

Kreutzmann, Hermann. 2013. “The Significance of Geopolitical Issues for Internal 
Development and Intervention in Mountainous Areas of Crossroads Asia.” CROSS-
ROADS ASIA Working Paper Series 7 (January).

Kreutzmann, Hermann. 2015. Pamirian Crossroads. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag.
Kreutzmann, Hermann. 2017a. “Historical Geography of the Pamirs.” Oxford Research 

Encyclopedia of Asian History, no. May: 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780 
190277727.013.46.

Kreutzmann, Hermann. 2017b. Wakhan Quadrangle : Exploration and Espionage during 
and after the Great Game. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag.

Laine, Jussi P. 2021. “Beyond Borders: Towards the Ethics of Unbounded Inclusiveness.” 
Journal of Borderlands Studies 36 (5): 745–63. https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.
1924073.

Laruelle, Marlène, and Sébastien Peyrouse. 2009. “Cross-Border Minorities as Cultural 
and Economic Mediators between China and Central Asia.” China and Eurasia 
Forum Quarterly 7 (1): 93–119.

Levi-Sanchez, Suzanne. 2016. The Afghan-Central Asia Borderland. The State and Local 
Leaders. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Levi-Sanchez, Suzanne. 2018. “Civil Society in an Uncivil State: Informal Organizations 
in Tajik/Afghan Badakhshan.” Journal of International Affairs 71 (2): 50–72.

Levi-Sanchez, Suzanne. 2021. Bridging State and Civil Society: Informal Organizations in 
Tajik/Afghan Badakhshan. Ann Arbor (Mich.): University of Michigan Press.

Lewington, Richard. 2010. “The Challenge of Managing Central Asia’s New Borders.” 
Asian Affairs 41 (2): 221–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/03068371003747928.

Liu, Morgan Y. 2011. “Central Asia in the Post–Cold War World.” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 40 (1): 115–31. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-081309-145906.

https://doi.org/10.4000/belgeo.10532
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2015.1008387
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1980733
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93273-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93273-6_9
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1284817
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1284817
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277727.013.46
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277727.013.46
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1924073
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1924073
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068371003747928
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-081309-145906


328 Sadozaï

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Löwis, Sabine Von. 2023. “Post-Soviet Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and 
Lands. An Introduction.” In Post-Soviet Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and 
Lands, edited by Sabine von Löwis and Beate Eschment, 1–9. Londres/New-York: 
Routledge.

Manetta, Emily. 2011. “Journey into Paradise: Tajik Representations of Afghan Badakh-
shan.” Central Asian Survey 30 (3–4): 371–87. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2011 
.604566.

Marsden, Magnus. 2016. Trading Worlds: Afghan Merchants Across Modern Frontiers. 
Londres: Hurst.

Martineau, Aurélien, and Mathilde Plard. 2015. “Notice Méthodologique Pour Réaliser 
Un État de l’art En Sciences Humaines et Sociales. Produire Une Analyse Qualitative 
Assistée En Mobilisant Mendeley et Nvivo.” Angers.

Martinez, Oscar J. 1994. Border People: Life and Society in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands. 
Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Matveeva, Anna. 2017. “Divided We Fall  … or Rise? Tajikistan–Kyrgyzstan Border 
Dilemma.” Cambridge Journal of Eurasian Studies 1: 1–20. https://doi.org/10.22261 
/94d4rc.

McPherson-Smith, Oliver. 2021. “Leveraging Low State Capacity for Economic Deve
lopment: A Case Study of Tajik—Afghan Cross-Border Markets.” Central Asian 
Survey 0 (0): 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1958750.

Megoran, Nick. 2004. “The Critical Geopolitics of the Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan Ferghana 
Valley Boundary Dispute, 1999–2000.” Political Geography 23 (6): 731–64. https://doi 
.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2004.03.004.

Megoran, Nick. 2012. “Rethinking the Study of International Boundaries: A Biography 
of the Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan Boundary.” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 102 (2): 464–81. https://doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2011.595969.

Megoran, Nick. 2017. Nationalism in Central Asia. A Biography of the Uzbekistan- 
Kyrgyzstan Boundary. Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh University Press.

Meinhof, Ulrike H., Heidi Armbruster, and Craig Rollo. 2002. Identity Discourses on 
East-West Borders in Europe: An Introduction. Edited by Ulrike H. Meinhof. Aldershot, 
England; Burlington, VT.: Ashgate.

Méo, Guy Di. 2008. “Le Rapport Identité/Espace. Eléments Conceptuels et Épisté-
mologiques.” https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00281929.

Mostowlansky, Till. 2014. “Where Empires Meet: Orientalism and Marginality at the 
Former Russo-British Frontier*.” Études De Lettres, no. 2–3: 179–96. https://doi.org 
/10.4000/edl.701.

Mostowlansky, Till. 2017. “Building Bridges across the Oxus: Language, Development, 
and Globalization at the Tajik-Afghan Frontier.” International Journal of the Sociology 
of Language, no. 247: 49–70. https://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2017-0021.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2011.604566
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2011.604566
https://doi.org/10.22261/94d4rc
https://doi.org/10.22261/94d4rc
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1958750
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2004.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2004.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2011.595969
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00281929
https://doi.org/10.4000/edl.701
https://doi.org/10.4000/edl.701
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2017-0021


329Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Mostowlansky, Till. 2018. “Development Institutions and Religious Networks in the 
Pamirian Borderlands.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, edited by 
Alexander Horstmann, Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa, 385–95. Londres/ 
New-York: Routledge.

Mostowlansky, Till. 2019. “Faraway Siblings, so Close: Ephemeral Conviviality across 
the Wakhan Divide.” Modern Asian Studies 53 (3): 943–77. https://doi.org/10.1017 
/S0026749X17000634.

Mostowlansky, Till. 2022. “Dying Dreams in Tajikistan’s Global Borderland.” Current 
History 121 (837): 277–82.

Murzakulova, Asel. 2021. “Sensuous Nostalgia: Insecurity in the Borderlands of the 
Fergana Valley.” Roadsides 006 (006). https://doi.org/10.26034/roadsides-202100607.

Murzakulova, Asel. 2023. “Rethinking the Meaning of the Neighbourhood: The 
Transformation of the Fergana Valley’s Transborder Infrastructure.” In Post-Soviet 
Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and Lands, edited by Sabine von Löwis and 
Beate Eschment, 173–86. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Newman, David. 2003. “Boundaries.” In A Companion to Political Geography, 123–37. 
Oxford: Blackwell.

Newman, David. 2016. “Contemporary Research Agendas in Border Studies: An 
Overview.” In The Routledge Research Companion to Border Studies, edited by Wastl- 
Walter Doris. Boca Raton, FL: Taylor and Francis. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315 
612782-12.

Nunan, Timothy. 2017. “The Violence Curtain: Occupied Afghan Turkestan and the 
Making of a Central Asian Borderscape.” The Journal of Transcultural Studies 1 
(2017): 224–58. https://doi.org/10.17885/heiup.ts.2017.1.23588.

Olimova, Saodat, and Muzaffar Olimov. 2023. “Integration vs Disintegration State 
Borders and Border Conflicts in the Isfara Valley.” In Post-Soviet Borders: A Kalei
doscope of Shifting Lives and Lands, edited by Sabine von Löwis and Beate Eschment, 
187–205. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Paillé, Pierre, and Alex Mucchielli. 2016. L’analyse Qualitative En Sciences Humaines et 
Sociales. Malakoff: Armand Colin.

Parham, Steven. 2016a. “The Bridge That Divides: Local Perceptions of the Connected 
State in the Kyrgyzstan—Tajikistan—China Borderlands.” Central Asian Survey 35 
(3): 351–68. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1200873.

Parham, Steven. 2016b. “‘The Problem With Our Borders in Batken’: Local Under
standings of Border Control and Sovereignty in Kyrgyzstan.” In The Regional Security 
Puzzle around Afghanistan: Bordering Practices in Central Asia and Beyond, edited 
by Helena Rytövuori-Apunen, 51–78. Opladen/Berlin/Toronto: Barbara Budrich.

Parham, Steven. 2017. China’s Borderlands: The Fautline of Central Asia. New-York: IB 
Tauris.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X17000634
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X17000634
https://doi.org/10.26034/roadsides-202100607
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315612782-12
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315612782-12
https://doi.org/10.17885/heiup.ts.2017.1.23588
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1200873


330 Sadozaï

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Polat, Necati. 2002. Boundary Issues in Central Asia. Ardsley (N.Y): Transnational 
Publishers.

Radil, Steven M., Jaume Castan Pinos, and Thomas Ptak. 2021. “Borders Resurgent: 
Towards a Post-Covid-19 Global Border Regime?” Space and Polity 25 (1): 132–40. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2020.1773254.

Reeves, Madeleine. 2007a. “Travels in the Margins of the State: Everyday Geography 
in the Ferghana Valley Borderlands.” In Everyday Life in Central Asia, edited by Jeff 
Sahadeo and Zanca Russell, 281–300. Bloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press.

Reeves, Madeleine. 2007b. “Unstable Objects : Corpses , Checkpoints and ‘Chessboard 
Borders’ in the Ferghana Valley.” Anthropology of East Europe Review 25 (1): 72–84.

Reeves, Madeleine. 2014. Border Work: Spatial Lives of the State in Rural Central Asia. 
Ithaca (N-Y)/Londres: Cornell University Press.

Reeves, Madeleine. 2016. “Time and Contingency in the Anthropology of Borders: On 
Border as Event in Rural Central Asia.” In Eurasian Borderlands: Spatializing Borders 
in the Aftermath of State Collapse, edited by Tone Bringa and Hege Toje, 154–83. 
New-York: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-58309-3.

Reeves, Madeleine. 2018. “Intimate Militarism: Domesticating the Border in Rural 
Central Asia.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, edited by Alexander 
Horstmann, Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa, 42–55. Londres/New-York: 
Routledge.

Rindlisbacher, Stephan. 2022. “The Territorial Challenge in the Early Soviet State.” In 
Post-Soviet Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and Lands, edited by Sabine Von 
Löwis and Beate Eschment, 51–66. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

Rowe, William C. 2010. “The Wakhan Corridor: Endgame of the Great Game.” In 
Borderlines and Borderlands: Political Oddities at the Edge of the Nation-State, edited 
by Alexander C. Diener and Joshua Hagen, 53–68. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers.

Rytövuori-Apunen, Helena, and Renée Marlin-Bennett. 2016. “Epilogue: Charting 
Border Studies Beyond North American Ground.” In The Regional Security Puzzle 
around Afghanistan: Bordering Practices in Central Asia and Beyond, edited by 
Helena Rytövuori-Apunen, 285–96. Opladen/Berlin/Toronto: Barbara Budrich.

Rytövuori-Apunen, Helena, and Furugzod Usmonov. 2016. “Tajikistan’s Unsettled 
Security: Borderland Dynamics of the Outpost on Russian’s Afghan Frontier.” In 
The Regional Security Puzzle around Afghanistan: Bordering Practices in Central Asia 
and Beyond, edited by Helena Rytövuori-Apunen, 131–59. Opladen/Berlin/Toronto: 
Barbara Budrich.

Sadozaï, Mélanie. 2021. “The Tajikistani-Afghan Border in Gorno-Badakhshan: Reso
urces of a War-Orn Neighborhood.” Journal of Borderlands Studies 38 (3): 461–485. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1948898.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2020.1773254
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-58309-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1948898


331Central Asia’s coverage in the border studies literature

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Saxer, Martin, Alessandro Rippa, and Alexander Horstmann. 2018. “Asian Borderlands 
in a Global Perspective.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, edited by 
Alexander Horstmann, Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa, 1–13. Londres/New-York: 
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978.

Shahrani, Nazif Mohib. 1979. The Kirghiz and Wakhi of Afghanistan: Adaptation to 
Closed Frontiers. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Shaw, Charles. 2011. “Friendship under Lock and Key: The Soviet Central Asian Border, 
1918–34.” Central Asian Survey 30 (3–4): 331–48. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937 
.2011.607966.

Sherbut, Graham, Nazneen Kanji, and Juanita Hatcher. 2015. “Linking Past and Future: 
Cross-Border Development and Quality of Life in the Badakhshans.” Central Asian 
Survey 34 (2): 255–71. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2014.976948.

Smith, Jeremy. 2019. “New Borders, New Belongings in Central Asia. Competing Visions 
and the Decoupling of the Soviet Union.” In Empire and Belonging in the Eurasian 
Borderlands, edited by Krista A. Goff and Lewis H. Siegelbaum, 182–98. Ithaca 
(N-Y)/Londres: Cornell University Press.

Steenberg, Rune. 2016. “Embedded Rubber Sandals: Trade and Gifts across the 
Sino–Kyrgyz Border.” Central Asian Survey 35 (3): 405–20. https://doi.org/10.1080 
/02634937.2016.1221577.

Steenberg, Rune. 2018. “Accumulating Trust: Uyghur Traders in the Sino-Kyrgyz Border 
Trade after 1991.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, edited by Alexander 
Horstmann, Saxer Martin, and Alessandro Rippa, 294–303. Londres/New-York: 
Routledge.

Stephen-Emmrich, Manja, and P. Schröder. 2019. “Introduction. Mobilities, Boundaries, 
and Travelling Ideas Beyond Central Asia and the Caucasus: A Translocal 
Perspective.” In Mobilities, Boundaries and Travelling Ideas. Rethinking Translocality 
Beyond Central Asia and the Caucasus, edited by Manja Stephan-Emmrich and 
Philipp Schröder, 27–57. Cambridge: Open Book Publishers. https://books.openedi 
tion.org/obp/5739.

Stoddard, Ellwyn R. 1986. “Border Studies as an Emergent Field of Scientific Inquiry: 
Scholarly Contributions of U.S.‐Mexico Borderlands Studies.” Journal of Borderlands 
Studies 1 (1): 1–33.

Sullivan, Charles J. 2021. “Battle At the Border: An Analysis of the 2021 Kyrgyzstan- 
Tajikistan Conflict.” Asian Affairs 52 (3): 529–35. https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.
2021.1940587.

Tagirova, Alsu. 2022. “Post-Soviet Settlement of the Sino-Soviet Border: A Failed Attempt 
at a Three-Level Game, 1991–2012.” Central Asian Survey, 1–24. https://doi.org/10 
.1080/02634937.2022.2103518.

Thorez, Julien. 2016. “Les Nouvelles Frontières de l’ Asie Centrale. États, Nations et 
Régions En Recomposition.” Outre-Terre 48 (3): 28–59. https://doi.org/10.3917/oute1 
.048.0028.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2011.607966
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2011.607966
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2014.976948
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1221577
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2016.1221577
https://books.openedition.org/obp/5739
https://books.openedition.org/obp/5739
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2021.1940587
https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2021.1940587
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2022.2103518
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2022.2103518
https://doi.org/10.3917/oute1.048.0028
https://doi.org/10.3917/oute1.048.0028


332 Sadozaï

central asian affairs 11 (2024) 296–332

Troscenko, Elina. 2016. “With a Border Fence in the Backyard: Materialization of 
the Border in the Landscape and the Social Lives of Border People.” In Eurasian 
Borderlands: Spatializing Borders in the Aftermath of State Collapse, edited by Tone 
Bringa and Hege Toje, 87–106. New-York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Troscenko, Elina. 2020. “From Mice-Eaten Passports to Fingerprint Scanning: Fluc
tuating State Presence and ‘Entangled Documents’ along the Kyrgyz–Uzbek Border.” 
Central Asia Survey 39 (2): 236–54.

Turaeva, Rano. 2018. “Border and Road Regimes in Central Asia. Ordering Disorder 
at the Uzbek-Kazakh Border.” In Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands, edited 
by Alexander Horstmann, Alessandro Rippa, and Martin Saxer, 434–44. Londres/ 
New-York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978-41.

Urbansky, Sören. 2012. “Gaps in the Fence. Negotiating Grassroots Relations in the 
Sino-Soviet Borderlands (1983–1993).” In Eurasia Twenty Years After, edited by 
Anita Sengupta, Suchandana Chatterjee, and Susmita Bhattacharya, 445–63. Delhi: 
Shipra.

Virkkunen, Joni, and Paul Fryer. 2016. “Bordering in Post-Soviet Central Asia: Two Tales 
from Tajikistan.” The EU’s Eastern Neighbourhood: Migration, Borders and Regional 
Stability, 100–114. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315858036-7.

Walther, Olivier, Martin Klatt, and Freerk Boedeltje. 2021. “Mapping International 
Co-Authorship Networks in Border Studies (1986–2018).” Journal of Borderlands 
Studies 36 (4): 653–74. https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2019.1685402.

Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Wille, Christian. 2020. “Border(Ing)s in Times of COVID-19.” In Bordering in Pandemic 

Times: Insights into the COVID-19 Lockdown, edited by Christian Wille and Rebekka 
Kanesu, 11–15. Luxembourg/Trier: UniGR-CBS. https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/front 
door/index/index/docId/1428.

Wilson, Thomas M., and Hastings Donnan. 2012. “Borders and Border Studies.” In A 
Companion to Border Studies, edited by Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, 
1–25. Malden (Mass.)/Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.

Zartman, William. 2010. “Introduction. Identity, Movement and Response.” In Under-
standing Life in the Borderlands, edited by William Zartman, 1–18. Athens, Georgia: 
University of Georgia Press.

Zhurzhenko, Tatiana. 2023. “Between the ‘Opening to the West’ and the Trauma of 
Rebordering. Towards a Genealogy of Post-Soviet Border Studies.” In Post-Soviet 
Borders: A Kaleidoscope of Shifting Lives and Lands, edited by Sabine Von Löwis and 
Beate Eschment, 32–50. Londres/New-York: Routledge.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315688978-41
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315858036-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2019.1685402
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/frontdoor/index/index/docId/1428
https://ubt.opus.hbz-nrw.de/frontdoor/index/index/docId/1428

	_Hlk171343873
	_Hlk171009718

