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M

ost Americans know little
about the vast area called
Central Asia. Today it has
been arbitrarily redefined as five
countries: Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and
Tajikistan. Yet, historically, culturally, geographically, and politically,
much links this region that further
confounds those who want to study
about these five countries.
Created by Reuel Hanks, Central
Asia: A Global Studies Handbook
has several winning qualities. It is
encyclopedic in its coverage of
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. There is careful analysis of
history, society, institutions, and political structure, followed by a
very useful reference section. When students are asked to research
any of these countries, the handbook provides information difficult to
find in any other one source. It has been arranged for easy reference.
This is one of its limitations, however. Some categories are so dense
with information that a fledgling reader would have great difficulty
determining the significant information from the trivial.
There is an inherent problem in developing a handbook about
Central Asia. Early on, the author must make a determination: Is it a
region or a series of distinct countries? A handbook of Central Asia
that excludes Turkmenistan and Tajikistan omits ethnic, linguistic,
and economic issues that play out in our daily press.
Professor Hanks has made a good beginning assisting students in
learning something about Central Asia. In its current configuration,
students will find themselves flipping from section to section to construct some sense of how this is a region, as the title implies. But this
is one of the real problems of moving beyond national histories to
those that are less defined. I commend the author for making a strong
attempt to bring this information to American classrooms. The
events in Central Asia change each day, and our daily press proves
the need for all Americans to know this area of the world and assess
its importance to our nation. I hope this work can spark interesting
classroom discussions and research projects. n
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