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CULTURE

The Only Persian-Speaking
State in Central Asia

Tajikistan sits within a predominantly Turkic-speaking Central Asian region
but belongs to a distinct Persianate linguistic and cultural tradition.

A Persianate island

Tajik is a variety of Persian, closely related to Iranian
Farsi and Afghan Dari. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan speak Turkic languages.
Tajikistan is the only Persian-language state in the
region.

This means fewer natural linguistic bridges with China
(no Turkic overlap with Xinjiang's Uyghur or Kazakh
minorities), and stronger cultural ties southward toward
Iran and Afghanistan.

Tajikistan = China

How it meets China

There is no Tajik diaspora inside China of comparable
weight to Kazakhs in Xinjiang. The cross-border
community — Sarikoli-speaking Tajiks of Tashkurgan —
is small (~50,000) and politically low-profile.

As a result, the Tajikistan—China relationship is not built
on a diaspora bridge. It is built almost entirely on
state-to-state channels: capital, infrastructure, security
cooperation.



ROOTS - SILK ROAD HERITAGE

Sogdiana, the Pamirs, and
the Old Silk Road

The historical thread between what is today Tajikistan and China runs
through Sogdian merchants and the high mountain passes of the Pamirs,
not primarily through dynastic ties.

Sogdian merchants The Pamir passage

The Sogdians — Iranian-speaking traders The eastern Pamir plateau, in
based in what is now Tajikistan and today's Gorno-Badakhshan region’
Uzbekistan — were the dominant was one of the highest-altitude Silk
middlemen of the Silk Road from roughly Road corridors — the route Marco
the 4th to 8th centuries CE. Their Polo describes in his 13th-century
language was the commercial lingua account.

franca of the trans-Eurasian trade.

This same terrain — remote, high,
thinly populated — is exactly what
makes the border with China today
both strategically sensitive and
difficult to develop economically.

Sogdian settlements are recorded along
Chinese trade routes as far east as
Chang'an. Panjakent, in today's western
Tajikistan, is one of the best-preserved
Sogdian sites.

Tajikistan = China



ECONOMICS

China Overtakes Russia
In a Small Economy

In January-May 2025, China became Tajikistan's largest trading partner for the first time in more than 20 years. The
absolute numbers are modest, but the trajectory and dependency structure matter more.

$964M $610M $5.1B

TJ-CN trade, Jan-May 2025 TJ trade deficit with CN, 5 months Cumulative Chinese Investment (Q2 2025)
Tajikistan Statistics Agency: 24.8% of Chinese exports to Tajikistan reached State Committee for Investment and State
total foreign trade, edging out Russia $787M, while Tajik exports to China Property Management. China is Tajikistan's
(23.2%). Growth ~30% year-on-year. totaled $177M — a 4.5-to-1imbalance, #1 foreign investor since 2017. Russian

structurally similar to the Kazakhstan investment is ~$2B — less than half.

case but at roughly one-tenth the

scale.

China is also Tajikistan's largest external creditor: ~$1B in debt owed to Chinese lenders, roughly one-third of Tajikistan's total
external debt. In an economy with 2024 GDP of ~$12.8B, this is a substantial fiscal exposure.

Tajikistan = China



PAYMENTS - THE REMITTANCE REALITY

The Payment Story Is Not China, It Is Russia

Unlike the Kazakhstan case, Tajikistan's household finance is not integrating with China's payment stack. It is anchored to
Russia, and that is both the strength and the fragility.

Where the money actually comes from Why this matters strategically

Remittance inflows reached approximately 49% of GDP The Tajik household economy runs on

in 2024, according to the World Bank — the highest ruble-denominated remittances routed through Russian
dependence in the world. Russia remained the dominant banks and money transfer operators. Russian sanctions,
source of these flows. Around 1.2 million Tajik citizens ruble volatility, and Moscow's tightening migration policy
were estimated to be working or living in Russia in 2024. are all direct risks to Tajik household income.
China-Tajikistan household payment flows are negligible China's leverage in Tajikistan sits at the top of the

by comparison. There is no Tajik labor migration into economy — state loans, infrastructure contracts,

China at scale; there are no Chinese super-apps security cooperation. Russia's leverage sits at the
meaningfully present in Tajik consumer life. bottom — millions of individual households. Both matter,

and neither substitutes for the other.




GEOGRAPHY - SECURITY DIMENSION

The Border That Rewrote Itself

Two developments distinguish China’s relationship with Tajikistan from its relationships with other Central Asian states: the
2011 territorial settlement and China’s security presence along the Afghan-facing side of the Pamirs since 2016.

The 2011 border settlement

In January 2011, Tajikistan's parliament ratified a
1999/2002 protocol transferring approximately 1,100 km?
of the Eastern Pamir to China — roughly 0.8% of Tajik
territory.

Officially framed by Dushanbe as a diplomatic success:
China originally claimed some 28,000 km?; the final
settlement was ~4% of the contested area. Domestically
the debate remains sensitive.

Tajikistan = China

China's evolving security role

Since around 2016, Chinese personnel have reportedly
operated at a security facility near Shaymak in
Gorno-Badakhshan, close to the Afghan border. Both
governments have officially denied the existence of a
Chinese base, and details of its ownership and operation
remain limited. In October 2021, Tajikistan approved the
construction of a separate Chinese-funded facility in the
Ishkashim area. The facility was designated for Tajik
Interior Ministry forces; Tajik officials stated that Chinese
personnel would not be stationed there. Together, these
developments point to a growing Chinese security role
focused on the Afghan border and concerns over
militancy and regional instability.



ANALYTICAL FRAME

Debt-Anchored Integration

The Kazakhstan-China frame of "asymmetric interdependence" fits imperfectly here. Tajikistan is smaller, poorer, more
indebted, and more security-linked to China. A different frame is more honest.

What is similar to Kazakhstan

Same structural asymmetry in trade: Chinese exports
vastly outweigh Central Asian exports back to China.
Same infrastructure lock-in pattern via BRI investment.
Same displacement of Russia's traditional regional
dominance.

What is different

Scale: Tajikistan's economy is roughly one-twentieth of
Kazakhstan's. There is no sovereign digital-rails story to
speak of; no Kaspi-equivalent super-app; no
multi-vector foreign policy in the Kazakh mold.

Depth: China’s influence extends beyond trade and
infrastructure into sovereign lending, the politically
sensitive legacy of the 2011 border settlement, and a
growing security role near the Afghan border. No other
Central Asian state combines these dimensions to the
same degree.

Tajikistan’s room for manoeuvre is meaningfully narrower than Kazakhstan's, but it is not zero, and the Russia-dominated

household layer preserves an important counterweight.

Tajikistan = China
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