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• 1954 – Nikita Krushchev tried to turn Turkmenistan into a cotton-producing 

republic. 

o Moscow gave preference to ethnic Russians for top jobs. 

o Leader of Commuist Party of Turkmenistan objected and he was replaced. 

• Since 80% of Turkmenistan is desert an irrigation canal had to be built. 

o Diverted water from Oxus River, which flowed into Aral Sea. 

o By 1962, the Lenin Kara Kum Canal reached the capital, Ashgabat, 

providing irrigation & drinking water. 

o Uncovered, unlined, it lost almost 50% of its water in transition. 

o Between 1940 and 1970, cotton output shot up from 211,000 tons to 

920,000 tons. 

• Between 1960 & 1971, commercial natural gas extraction rose to 17 billion 

cubic meters, oil output was up to 310,000 barrels per day, and the 

Communist Party of Turkmenistan membership rose from 40,000 to 66,000. 

• 1971 - Muhammad Nazar Gapusov became first secretary of CPTu 

o Tried to impress Leonid Brezhnev by exceeding economic targets. 

o By early 1980s, cotton production reached 1.4 million tons. 

o Mikhail Gorbachev replaced Gapusov with Saparmurat Atayevich Niyazov 

as first secretary in 1985. 

• Lenin Kara Kum Canal completed in 1986 as the world’s longest waterway. 

• Following Gapusov’s removal he was blamed for corrupt practices, promoting 

others to top posts based on personal loyalty, family ties or birth place. 

o Cotton crop output figures had been doctored. 

o Child labor was used increasingly, and this continued. 

o A 1988 study showed rural children spent 56 to 68 school days per year 

working in the fields. 
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Flaws and Achievements 
• Socio-economic progress under Gapusov was impressive. 

o Gas output soared to 72 billion cubic meters in 1985. 

o Industry contribution to GDP was more than twice agriculture. 

o Universal literacy and emancipation of women in 1970. 

• 1991 – Foreign ministry in Ashgabat was overseen by Boris Shikhmuradov, 

right hand man of Niyazov from 1995 until he betrayed him in 2000. 

• After Soviet breakup, knowledge of English suddenly became a valuable 

asset. 

• Decades of Marxism-Leninism had muted but not eradicated the importance 

of tribalism, which had been the root cause of continual warfare. 

o Tekke in Ashbabat region 

o Yomut in northern and western regions 

o Salori in the southeast 

o Sariki in the south 

o Ersari in the east 

o Each tribe had its own exclusive motif for hand-made Turkmen carpets. 

• Colorful Turkmen carpets trace back to the 4th century BC 

o Prized possessions during the Renaissance 

o Combine splendid designs, and astonishing range of colors and fine 

material, they represented the culmination of numerous generations of fine 

weavers. 

o Geometric patterns and rhythmic designs and composition reflected the 

flora and fauna around them, but never representations of humans, which 

was forbidden by the Quran. 

o Used as rugs, wall decorations, doorways and saddlebags. 

• Destruction of Ashgabat in 1948 provided the Moscow planners the 

opportunity to rebuild the capital with wide roads lined with trees and vast 
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parks sprinkled with statues.  They repeated the model in Tashkent after the 

1966 earthquake. 

• 1979 – Islamic revolution in Iran, which shares the border with Turkmenistan. 

o 1986 – rising interest in Islam in Turkmenistan became discernible due to 

the efforts of Annamuhammad Annaberdi. 

o 1987 – clandestine Islamic activity operated in Charju and Ashgabat. 

o 1988 – first new mosque opened in Ashgabat. 

Niyazov at the Helm 
• By 1988, Saparmaurat Niyasov had consolidated his power. 

o He was unable to reverse the economic downturn. 
o In Soviet Unions’s centralized economy, Turkmenistan natural gas was 

being sold to the other republics at a very deep discount. 
o There was no improvement in the living standards of Turkmens. 

• Disaffection caused by high unemployment among young people escalated 

into urban rioting in May 1989. 
• The opposition failed to transform themselves into political groups to 

challenge Niyazov. 
• Turkmenistan declared its independence in 1991. 

o Niyazov became Executive President of the Republic. 
o Boris Yeltsin became Executive President of Russia. 

o Niyazov stayed neutral during the coup against Gorbachev in Moscow. 
• Niyazov’s authoritarian rule was divided into two parts: 

o Until 1997, when he secretly underwent heart surgery in Germany. 
o Post 1997 economic recovery capped by him being proclaimed president 

for life. 
o He died in 2006. 
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• As soon as Turkmenistan joined the Commonwealth of Independent States in 

late 1991, the Communist Party of Turkmenistan dissolved and became the 

Democratic Party of Turkmenistan. 

• With the dissolution of the Communist Party, more than half of its members 

quit politics, so the Democratic Party had only 50,000 former Communists. 
Post-Soviet Turkmenistan 
• In February 1992, Niyazov’s government announced it was ready to sell gas, 

oil and electricity to Iran. 

• Turkmenistan also became a member of the Jiddah-based Islamic 

Conference Organization in Saudi Arabia. 

• Turkey offered Turkmenistan $120 million in credits and 2,000 university 

places to Turkmen students. 

• Ratification of the draft constitution on 18 May 1992, strengthened Niyazov’s 

position, as it gave absolute power to the president. 

• On paper, the constitution gave the citizens rights to private property, freedom 

of religion and freedom of expression.  In reality, the broadcasting media was 

controlled by the government. 

• It also guaranteed the right to form political parties, although no opposition 

group secured official registration. 

o The Unity Party was large and functioned within the constitutional limits. 

o After it was banned in 1990, some of its members formed the Democratic 

Development Party.  Soon, it too was outlawed. 

• The Unity and Democratic Development parties jointly published a journal in 

Moscow beginning in January 1992. The shipment of the journals was 

confiscated by Turkmen authorities on its way to Ashgabat. 

• Opposition held that as long as there was no free press and broadcast media 

in Turkmenistan there could be no democracy. 
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• Niyazov’s government claimed that the country’s stage of political 

development need nation-building not opposition politics, so there was no 

need for a multi-party system. 

• In 1992, Niyazov estimated that it would take ten years for Turkmenistan to 

achieve economic prosperity.  This would remain unachieved long past 2002. 

• News of the president’s activities in print and pictures was top priority for the 

government-controlled media. 

• Outside publications had to submit all its material to the State Security 

Committee to be censored. 

• In June 1992, Niyazov, the sole candidate was elected and under the new 

constitution the legislative and judicial bodies reported to him.  He could 

appointed all levels of government officials. 

• Niyazov tried to subsume tribalism into the Turan-Turkic nationalism. 

• Niyazov was named Turkmenbashi, literally first among Turkmens. 

The Rise and Rise of Turkmenbashi 
• With the constitution he had drafted, Niyazov transformed his popularity as a 

strong, stable leader into an iron grip on power. 

• He wanted to be the spiritual master of Turkmenistan, similar to Stalin. 

• There was no obvious sign of Islamic opposition.  There was an official Islam 

in his government. 

• The natural resources of the republic were huge, with the output of natural 

gas the third highest in the world. 

• Turkmenistan met all requirements of the IMF to launch its own currency (the 

manta) on par with the US dollar. 

• Turkmenistan felt no need to approach the IMF or World Bank for assistance. 

• Several hallmarks of the Soviet-like command economy remained intact. 

o Price controls 

o Exchange rate restriction 
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o Loans by state-owned banks at minimal interest rates 

o Production and procurement quotas set by state-run organizations. 

• The absence of checks and balances enabled Niyazov to maintain a fiscal 

system which was unknown to outsiders, and official figures became 

unreliable.  Much of government finances flowed through private bank 

accounts. 

• Attempts to lure foreign investment into Turkmenistan failed because Niyazov 

had failed to establish a legal framework for large-scale foreign investments 

by reputable Western companies. 

• The significant differences between the price of cotton in the world market 

and the one paid to domestic cotton growers enabled state officials to enrich 

themselves in the course of exporting the commodity. 

The Economy Dips 
• Turkmenistan fell victim to the economic woes of the countries which bought 

Turkmen gas.   

o Georgia, Ukraine and Russia couldn’t pay fully for the fuel they purchased 

from Turkmenistan. 

o Turkmenistan began reducing its exports and its output by 2/3rds. 

• Niyazov devised a two-pronged strategy to reduce the crisis: 

o Turkmenneftegaz formed a consortium with the Russian company, 

Gazprom, and the US-based Itera International Energy. 

o To boost the local economy, he furnished the main thoroughfares of the 

capital with luxury hotels and other up-scale buildings. 

• To modernize Ashgabat, a large number of Turkmen families were displaced 

and the property was upgraded to luxury buildings and hotels.  Many of the 

families did not get alternative accommodation or compensation. 

• Turkmenistan’s central bank began printing money recklessly, which led to 

3,000% inflation. 
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o Official exchange rate fell to 5,200 manats to one US dollar. 

o The market rate was nearly five times that amount. 

• In 1997 Niyazov suspended the consortium and stopped negotiating with 

Gazprom.  The arrears of indebted nations had risen to #1.2 billion. 

• Niyazov had to undergo heart surgery in Germany.  No one knew that he 

had any problems in the first place.   

• By 1998 the gas situation was so bad that Turkmenneftegaz had to cut off 

supplies to its nation customers and production plummeted yet again. 

• Niyazov remained firmly committed to his policy of neutrality in external 

relations. 

Strictly Neutral 

• Niyazov’s first priority in foreign policy was linking with Russia and the 

Commonwealth of Independent States.  Next came relations with Iran and 

Afghanistan, then Turkey and then the US. 

• Turkmen = official language, but all citizens could use their own language 

(reassured Russian settlers). 

• Allow dual citizenship for the highly skilled Russian minority to ensure 

much needed services during transition to market economy. 

• Parliament opted for Latin script to be used from 01 Jan 95. 

• Turkmenistan did not join the Tashkent Collective Society in 1992, opting 

for a three-year agreement with Russia instead.  Turkmenistan military 

formed under the joint control of Moscow and Ashgabat.  Air force 

remained under Russian command.  Costs shared. 

• First Central Asian republic accepted by NATO Partnership in Peace 

program - May 1994. 

• May 1996 – Inaugural rail link between Turmenistan and Iran to gain 

access to Iran’s ports on the Persian Gulf. 
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• May 1997 – Understanding with Turkey & Iran to construct gas pipeline 

from Turkmenistan. 

• December 1997 – inaugurated different gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to 

Iran.  

• Niyazov blasé about rise of Taliban militia in September 1996. 

• October talks with Taliban about a gas pipeline across Afghanistan. 

• January 1998 US State Department report said Turkmenistan had done 

little to switch from the Soviet-style political system towards democracy. 

• However, White House said economic interest outweighed concern over 

post-Soviet reform. 

• Niyazov said political liberalization would come only after independence 

and stability had been consolidated. 

• US missile attacks on Taliban training camps fatally damaged political ties 

between Central Asia and Pakistan through Afghanistan, and encouraged 

alternative links between Central Asia and Chine to grow and prosper. 

• Niyazov signed several cooperation agreements with China 

• The Turkmen People’s Council declared Niyazov president for life. 

President For Life 
• General election 12 Dec 99, all 104 candidates were members of the 

Democratic Party of Turkmenistan, which appointed Niyazov president for 

life. 

• Niyazov promised increased civil rights for Turkmen citizens and his first 

act was to withdraw all internet licenses except for the state-owned 

Turkmen Telecom. 

• Niyazov went into overdrive to indulge his megalomania and narcissism, 

as he took the role of spiritual-cultural commissar, banning ballet and 

opera, closing down all cinemas and replaced them with a giant puppet 

theater. 
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• He published his own book, Ruhnama, in 2001 to offer spiritual and 

cultural guidance to Turkmens. 

o Story revolves around Saparmurat Niyazov whose temporal arrival 

is ordained by God. 

o It presents a hodgepodge of revisionist history, pedantic moralizing, 

petty philosophizing and unsubstantiated claims. 

o Niyazov erected a commemorative complex in his home village of 

Gipjak as a symbol of the rebirth of the Turkmen nation. 

o The government order prominent display of the book in bookshops, 

official buildings, mosques and churches, libraries and schools 

(where it became part of the curriculum). 

o Criticizing the book was punishable by a five-year jail sentence. 

• Niyazov redesigned the educational system reducing the compulsory 

schooling at all levels, even universities.  He banned teaching foreign 

languages, required history and culture of Turkmenistan be stressed and 

his book used as main text. 

• Up until 9/11/2001, Niyazov maintained normal relations with the Taliban, 

despite pressure from the US. 

The Post9/11 Era:  Narcissism Unbound 
• Within a week of the 9/11 attacks, Niyazov turned against the Taliban and 

helped the Pentagon’s anti-Taliban buildup in the region. 

• As a result, US aid to Ashgabat soared thirty-two-fold to $19.2 million 

• Niyazov used the security alliance with Washington to crush any sign of 

serious dissent, however, there was no political opposition.  His only threat 

to his monopoly was top officials defecting to become opposition leaders. 

• In October 2001, the Turkmen ambassador to China, Boris Shikhmuradov,  

resigned and condemned the regime.   
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o He was immediately charged with embezzlement through the sale of 

illicit weapons. 

o He denied the charges and revealed the Niyazov rigged elections, 

ordered deaths of political prisoners, and diverted vast amounts of 

government funds to his own accounts. 

• Shikhmuradov founded the People’s Democratic Movement of 

Turkmenistan to work towards brining down the Niyazov regime. 

o He had forged high-level contacts as the Turkmen foreign minister. 

o Uzbekistan was sympathetic with him because they believed that 

Uzbeks in Turkmenistan were being mistreated and there was tension 

about sharing the waters of the Oxus River. 

• Niyazov resorted to sacking top officials summarily including, on 05 Jan 

02, the chairman of the Central Bank, who went into exile in Moscow; the 

commander of border guards, and the head of KNB. 

• Secretary of State Donald Rumsfeld and US Central Command 

commander Tommy Franks, both lauded Niyazov for his support of US 

troops against the Taliban.  At the same time Shikhmuradov was in the US 

soliciting support for the overthrow of Niyazov. 

• Back home, Niyazov resorted again to his eccentric ideas.  He proposed 

renaming the months and days of the week to commemorate legendary 

Turkmen heroes. 

• Turkmenistan declared itself to be neutral at the UN General Assembly. 

• These measures were approved at once by Parliament. 

• In September 2002, Shikhmuradov slipped back into Turkmenistan and 

got refuge in Ashgabat. 

A Failed Coup Attempt and Its Aftermath 
• On 25 Nov 02 an ambush of Niyazov’s motorcade failed, and Niyazov was 

unhurt. 
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• Niyazov blamed Shikhmuradov and his other main opposition of the 

assassination attempt. 

o There personal property was confiscated. 

o Wide-ranging arrests followed of suspected conspirators and their 

families. 

o The siege continued until Shikhmuradov surrendered.  Four days later 

they aired his confession as the mastermind behind the attempt. 

o He was quickly tried, convicted and sentenced to 25 years in prison, 

which was later retroactively extended to life in prison. 

• Western observers condemned the trial by confessions and the mass 

arrests of suspects’ families, and the state controlled media’s treatment of 

the defendants. 

• The charge that the government staged the attempt to justify clearing out 

the opposition was repudiated by Hudaiberdy Orazov who said he and 

Shikhmuradov were attempting to kidnap Nirazov to force him to resign 

and the attempt quickly went awry. 

• Niyazov was shaken by this attempt.  He was disappointed that his charge 

of international terrorism was not accepted in Western capitals, and he 

turned to Russia to become a Big Brother. 

• Internally, he exploited the episode to the hilt.  He arrested several 

hundred citizens suspected of having ties with the opposition, revived exit 

visas, ordered secret services and law enforcement bodies to monitor 

conversations held in public places, and encouraged citizens to report any 

anti-national talk they overheard. 

• Niyazov imposed further restrictions on nongovernmental organizations 

limiting their activities and access to funds from abroad. 
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• He refused a visa for the representative of the International Organization 

of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights to visit Turkmenistan, and 

would not give ODIHR access to political prisoners. 

• Niyazov had the People’s Council, with all his supporters, change the 

constitution to make themselves the prime legislative body and not 

Parliament.  Niyazov became the absolute ruler of Turkmenistan 

constitutionally.  

• In the parliamentary poll in December 2004, all the candidates had to be 

vetted by Nirazov.  They all had to be Turkmen, so that left non-Turkmens 

unrepresented, a concern of Uzbekistan and Russia with ethnic groups 

making up most of the minority. 

Relations With Tashkent and Moscow 
• Niyazov intensified discrimination against Uzbeks.  The already strained 

relations between Ashgabat and Tashkent worsened. 

• Ever since the breakup of the Soviet Union, Moscow had emerged as the 

city to which the dissidents from Central Asia gravitated, under the 

provisions of the dual citizenship treaty. 

• Niyazov attitude towards local Russians cooled as Russia failed to comply 

with repeated requests for extradition of opposition leaders.  He drastically 

curtailed the use of Russian in education and official communication. 

• The Kremlin refrained from condemning the assassination attempt until 

January 2003, when the two countries reached agreement on extraditing 

suspected criminals and in the sale of Turkmen gas for the next 25 years. 

• Niyazov did not wish to extend the dual citizenship clause past late June 

2003 when ethnic Russians who did not acquire Turkmen citizenship 

would be expelled. 
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• Niyazov demanded that the Russian company Gazprom renegotiate the 

terms for the Turkmen gas.  When that didn’t happen, he shut off supplies 

in December 2004, causing Gazprom to renegotiate. 

• In 2004, using the large increase in opium poppy crops in Afghanistan, 

Niyazov tightened security cooperation with Washington. 

• Taking Niyazov’s word at face value that he would enter into human rights 

dialogue, the European Parliament voted to grant Turkmenistan most 

favored nation trading status in a effort to get more of Turkmen natural 

gas. 

Niyazov’s Decrees:  Eccentric, Absurd, Intrusive 
• Niyazov’s decrees: 

o Entrance to universities would be contingent on applicants passing a 

test on the Ruhnama. 

o Prisoners were denied release until they took an oath to Ruhnama. 

o Ruhnama had to be used in mosques.   

o All rural libraries must be closed. 

o Later, he ordered the closure of all hospitals outside the capital and 

major cities. 

o He banned makeup for television news reporters. 

o He dismissed the lead weatherman after a string of bad forecasts 

o In February 2004, he instructed cabinet to increase video surveillance 

of all office buildings and important economic facilities. 

o Cable TV was outlawed.  The government operated Turkman Telecom 

controlled all internet coverage. 

o He instructed the Education Ministry to monitor all students’ hairstyles. 

o All licensed drivers had to pass a morality test. 

• To cut the health care budget, he ordered dismissal of 15,000 health-care 

providers, with their work to be performed by untrained army conscripts. 
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• He banned the import of foreign print media, with the only accredited 

foreign journalist in Turkmenistan was the Moscow based news agency. 

• In August 2005, he outlawed sound recordings in broadcasts by Turkmen 

television channels. 

• In February 2006, a third of the republic’s elderly stopped receiving their 

pensions or received a smaller amount.  This was done to cover for a 

deficit in the state pension fund.  His order also terminated state maternity 

and sick leave payments. 

• He banished dogs from Ashgabat. 

• Niyazov was consistent in his megalomania. 

o Physicians in Turkmenistan should not take the Hippocratic oath, but 

should take an oath to him. 

o Those teachers who failed to publish praise of Niyazov  

• In 2006, Niyazov ordered the first Saturday in November as Health Day. 

• On 21 December 2006, Niyazov died of heart failure.   

o His legacy was a Turkmenistan where it was impossible to escape his 

image. 

o The average monthly income was $60, and most had to survive on 

state subsidies. 

o Ashgabat was a model city made of marble, where most of the five-star 

hotels were empty and high-rise blocks were too expensive to rent or 

purchase. 

• The next occupant of the Presidential Palace was Gurbanguly 

Berdymukhammedov. 

Continuity With Some Change 
• Under the constitution, the acting presidency should have gone to the 

chairman of the People’s Council, but he was investigated and removed 
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from office.  The deputy chairman, Berdymukhammedov was name to the 

post. 

• The constitution was amended to allow Berdymukhammedov to run 

against five other candidates in an election held 11 Feb 07.  He was 

elected with 89% of the vote. 

• Berdymukhammedov quickly reversed most of Niyazov’s silly decrees, but 

he left the bulk of the laws in place. 

• He emulated Niyazov’s style of rebuking ministers and state officials on 

TV and dismissing them instantly. 

• Berdymukhammedov admitted that a drug problem existed in 

Turkmenistan. He countermanded many of Niyazov’s bans, but he also 

became stricter on others. 

• People were not afraid of speaking out any more, and many grievances 

were brought up in the election campaign for the People’s Council. 

• Niyazov and his family and other favored families were at the core of high-

level corruption. 

• In foreign affairs, Berdymukhammedov continued Niyazov’s policy of 

fortifying the economic ties with Moscow. 

• To the further disappointment of the US and the EU, a Chinese company 

signed up to develop as gas field on the Oxus River. 

• The US State Department continued to hold the Turkmen government in 

low esteem. 

 

 

 

 


