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Introduction 

After almost four centuries of expansion, at the beginning of the twen- 
tieth century the Russian Empire covered vast territories of the Eur- 
asian continent and encompassed an immensely diverse population. 
In contrast to the fates of Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, 
the Russian Empire remained largely intact as a territorial and political 
entity. However, the diversity of the population and the emphasis on 
national communities and national rights in contemporary world pol- 
itics made intranational relations an important issue for the new 
regime that had been established on the ruins of the old empire. How 
was the new state to deal with the heterogeneity and the complexity 
of its population? This work is about the strategies adopted by the 
Soviet regime in what the Bolsheviks often referred to as the "national 
question". Considering the Bolsheviks' original approach, Soviet pol- 
icies in this field were quite unexpected. In fact, the role of nationality 
came to be a distinctive and peculiar feature of the Soviet system. 

Initially, the revolutionary socialists had paid little attention to this 
aspect of social and political life. From their Marxist point of view they 
envisioned an internationalist community, which left little place for 
nations, nationalism, or national statehood. However, political real- 
ities drove the Bolsheviks into positions rather different from their 
original one. Paradoxically, the state that the internationally-minded 
revolutionary socialists established developed into the greatest nation- 
building polity ever. The Soviet state was organized into a federalist 
structure with national territories situated on different hierarchical 
levels, culminating in a quasi-federation of national Soviet republics 
named after their respective predominant population groups. It is the 
policy of establishing ethnically- or nationally-based political-adminis- 
trative entities that is the main concern of this study, and I will use the 
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organization of national Soviet republics in Central Asia in the 1920s 
as a case study. 

Central Asia was incorporated into the Russian Empire during the 
second half of the nineteenth century. At this time of Russian expan- 
sion into the region, Central Asia was dominated by the khanates of 
Kokand and Khiva and the Emirate of Bukhara. All three entities fea- 
tured highly heterogeneous populations. While the Kokand khanate 
was abolished, Khiva and Bukhara were allowed continued existence 
in the form of Russian protectorates. Khiva (in 1920 renamed Khor- 
ezm) and Bukhara existed as separate entities (People's Republics) until 
1924, while the rest of Central Asia was organized into the Turkestan 
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) as part of the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). In 1924, in what was 
termed the national delimitation (natsional'noe razmezhevanie), Central 
Asia was completely reorganized politically. Khorezm, Bukhara and the 
Turkestan ASSR were abolished and replaced with so-called national 
Soviet republics. In the period 1924-36 the following republics were 
created: the Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), the Uzbek SSR, 
the Tajik SSR, the Kyrgyz SSR, the ~ a z a k '  SSR and the Karakalpak 
ASSR.~ It is this political reorganization of Central Asia in the 1920s 
that is the subject of the present study. 

I approach this matter from two perspectives, one central and one 
local. In the central perspective the focus is on central Soviet author- 
ities and the Soviet nationalities policy. The main question then 
becomes: why did the originally anti-nationalist Bolsheviks make 
national identity the main principle of the territorial political organ- 
ization of the new state? As Ronald Suny has pointed out, the Soviet 
Union was the first state to systematically base its political units on 
e thni~i ty .~  The national delimitation of Central Asia was an essential 
part of this strategy, and I fully agree with Francine Hirsch, who main- 
tains that "the national-territorial delimitation remains at the heart of 
the debate about the nature of Soviet rule".4 Why did the internation- 
ally-minded Bolsheviks replace the existing multiethnic political 
entities of Central Asia with entities whose borders essentially 
corresponded with main ethnic divisions? Was it primarily a strategy 
aimed at securing the political power ond cnr~b.ol by the center over the 
non-Russian peripheries? Or was it a strategy for the implementation 
of national rights, based on a combination of Bolshevik ideology and 
pressure from the respective population groups? A third possibility is 
to see the delimitation primarily as a practicrzl measure. From that per- 
spective the reorganization was primarily aimed at facilitating the 
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administration of the region, but not necessarily connected to notions 
of power and control. A fourth and final possibility is that the reorgan- 
ization was one element in a more comprehensive plan for societal 
transformation. Of course, these interpretations are not mutually exclu- 
sive, and I will discuss to what extent the various elements can be 
identified in the delimitation process. The answers to these questions 
must influence our understanding of the Soviet regime of the 1920s. 

In this perspective I focus on the central Soviet authorities, or what 
is often imprecisely referred to as "Moscow". This means that it 
includes the Moscow-based central authorities of the Soviet state, such 
as the Central Committee (CC) of the Russian Communist Party (RCP), 
the Sovnarkom and the All-Russian Central Executive Committee 
(CEC). Of these institutions the Central Committee is the most inter- 
esting one for the purposes of this study, as the national delimitation 
was accomplished by the Communist party.' Moreover, by the time of 
the delimitation the political initiative had moved from state to party 
institutions (the Central Committee, and in particular the Politburo). 
However, the most important level in my analysis is not the Central 
Committee itself, but its Central Asian Bureau, located in Tashkent. 

It is a long way from Moscow to Central Asia. After the revolution 
this led to a great deal of discrepancy between priorities of the central 
Bolshevik authorities and practices in Central Asia. In October 1919 
the Turkestan Commission was sent to the region as the representative 
of the All-Russian CEC and the Sovnarkom in affairs concerning Turk- 
estan. As an extension of the Turkestan Commission, the Turkestan 
Bureau was established in 1920 as the plenipotentiary of the Central 
Committee of the Russian Communist Party in Turkestan. From 1922 
the authority of the Bureau was extended to Bukhara and Khorezm as 
well, as a result of which the Bureau was renamed the Central Asian 
Bureau of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party. 
The Central Asian Bureau existed until 1934 as the plenipotentiary of 
the party's Central Committee in Central Asia. It became an important 
institution in Central Asia in these years, and one of its most import- 
ant tasks in this period was the accomplishment of the delimitation. 
To understand the mode of operation of the Soviet regime in this 
period it is therefore interesting to discuss the relation between 
"MOSCOW" in the narrower sense and its local representatives in Cen- 
tral Asia. Did the Central Asian Bureau simply implement decisions 
made at the center, or were decisions to a greater extent formed 
locally? To the extent that Moscow's local representatives behaved 
as independent political agents, what influenced their decisions? 
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This leads to what I call the "local perspective", from which I focus 
on indigenous political actors in Central Asia. From this perspective 
the main dichotomy is the distinction between "Moscow" and its rep- 
resentatives in Central Asia on the one side, as opposed to indigenous 
political actors on the other. Was the delimitation in every respect the 
project of the central Soviet authorities and its local representatives, or 
was there some room for local political actors to influence the process? 
This is another question of considerable importance for the under- 
standing of the Soviet regime of the mid-1920s, that is, in the middle 
of the New Economic Policy (NEP) era. Was the idea of a nationally- 
divided Central Asia forced upon the Central Asian population against 
its will, or did the reorganization to any significant degree correspond 
to political aspirations among Central Asians? This is related to 
another key question: did the entities established in the 1920s corres- 
pond to historical and contemporary patterns of identity in the region, 
or did they represent a typical example of colonial borders drawn by 
imperialists ignoring local realities? Finally, we will discuss the major 
historical implications of this reorganization. 

The present study is first and foremost based on material from the 
archives of the Central Asian ~ u r e a u . ~  This material can be divided 
into four main groups. First are documents produced by the Central 
Asian Bureau itself and by the many committees established in con- 
nection with the delimitation. This includes resolutions and steno- 
graphic accounts from the meetings in the Central Asian Bureau, and 
from the Territorial Committee and its subcommittees as well as vari- 
ous other committees at work during 1924. This is particularly interest- 
ing as it includes representatives of the central Soviet authorities as 
well as the indigenous communists. This allows for a discussion of the 
position of indigenous political actors, their relations to the central 
Soviet authorities, and their potential for influencing the delimitation 
process. 

A second type of material stems from the Communist Party organ- 
izations in Central Asia, whose activity was coordinated by the Central 
Asian Bureau: the Communist Parties of Turkestan, Bukhara, and Khor- 
ezm. A third source of material is the correspondence between the 
Central Asian Bureau and various other organs. This correspondence 
with the Central Committee in Moscow represents a good source of 
knowledge about the relation between the two levels. Furthermore, 
like the Central Asian Bureau's correspondence with the plenipoten- 
tiaries of the USSR in Bukhara and Khorezm, it throws light on the 



Soviet authorities' perception of Central Asian society in the period 
prior to the delimitation. The same can be said about the reports from 
military and police authorities in Central Asia to the Central Asian 
Bureau. 

Finally, the archives of the Central Asian Bureau include a collection 
of documents in various ways related to the delimitation. There are, 
for example, unsolicited appeals to the Central Asian Bureau from dif- 
ferent formal or informal groups, providing a basis for discussion of 
the ways in which the indigenous population reacted to the delimi- 
tation project. It is equally interesting to analyze how Soviet author- 
ities viewed the appeals. Popular opinion had considerable interest for 
the Soviet authorities, which led to a number of reports on the subject. 
I have also made some use of the Central Committee archives. How- 
ever, they have more limited interest here as they include only reso- 
lutions and decisions and not the discussions that preceded them. In 
addition to this material from the party level, I have made use of some 
material from the state organs, namely from the All-Russian CEC.' 
However, in connection with the delimitation it is the party level that 
represents the greatest interest. 

There are some obvious limitations in the material used for this 
study, particularly concerning conclusions about the local perspective. 
The Central Asian political actors appearing here are restricted to the 
tiny minority who held positions in the Soviet sphere, mostly 
belonging to the Communist Party. I do not claim that this minority 
was representative of Central Asia as a whole, and in that respect this 
is "Central Asian history" in a quite limited sense. Nevertheless, I do 
believe that this minority, however tiny, at this historical juncture was 
able to exert influence far beyond its size. Members of this group 
exerted considerable influence on important decisions of the Soviet 
authorities. Moreover, the fact that they were inside Soviet circles did 
not mean that they were entirely cut off from Central Asian society, 
and I argue that these influential Central Asians reflected important 
historical and social realities. 

I approach these issues by way of a theoretical perspective made up of 
a variety of insights. These relate in part to the Soviet Union in gen- 
eral, in part to questions concerning colonial relations, and in part to 
general questions of national and other identities. During the Cold 
War period, Western studies of the Soviet Union tended to see 
"MOSCOW", or the central Soviet authorities, as omnipotent. Whatever 
the question, the answer was to be found in Moscow among the 
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central authorities and policy makers. This approach was characteristic 
of every field. On the one hand the notion of omnipotence implied 
that developments in all areas of society were more or less exclusively 
the result of state priorities and machinations. On the other hand it 
implied that the fate of the Soviet republics was entirely in the hands 
of an omnipotent "Moscow". In recent scholarly literature a more 
complex picture has developed. The omnipotence of "Moscow" has 
been replaced with a stronger focus on local agents and on local pre- 
conditions for the implementation of policies formulated in Moscow. 
This work is a part of that emerging tradition. 

In regard to Central Asia, the image of an omnipotent Moscow has 
been intensified by the presence of a colonial dimension. For the his- 
tory of Central Asia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is also a 
history of colonialism and colonization. As Edward Said pointed out in 
"Orientalism", in Western discourse on colonialism and imperialism 
there has been a strong tendency to focus almost exclusively on West- 
ern (imperialist) agents. As a result, the colonial situation has been 
seen from the perspective of the imperialists. The same tendency has 
characterized studies of Central Asia in general and accounts of the 
national delimitation in particular. This approach predominated until 
the end of the Soviet Union. Recently, however, a stronger emphasis 
on local agents has become evident. On the background of these 
developments I have developed an approach in which both a central 
and a local perspective are employed in order to allow "a multiplicity of 
voices to be heardnI8 or, at least, more than that of "Moscow" alone. 

"Nation" and "national identity" are central concepts in this study. 
They are important not only in the sense that they were imposed on 
Central Asia by an alien power. "Nation" and "nationalism" are in my 
interpretation important concepts for understanding political develop- 
ments in Central Asia during the first half of the 1920s from a local 
perspective. Agreement has long since been reached among scholars 
that national (or any other) identities are the results of historical pro- 
cesses rather than primordial qualities. There is a long scholarly trad- 
ition of discussing the emergence of nations and national identities in 
a developmental perspective. Although the approaches of influential 
scholars such as Anthony Smith, Ernest Gellner and Benedict Ander- 
son have differed on important points, they have all concurred on the 
significance of long-term proces~es.~ While not rejecting these inter- 
pretations, Rogers Brubaker has introduced a different perspective, par- 
ticularly focusing on the eruptive aspects of "nation". He argues that 
in many cases the nation can be seen as "an event", that is, as a 



political phenomenon that emerges under particular political and soci- 
eta1 circumstances, rather than as a long (and necessary) development. 
This perspective has frequently been employed in analyses of post- 
Soviet societies in discussions of the political situation and relations in 
and between states. In my opinion, the same interpretive framework 
can increase our understanding of Soviet Central Asia in the 1920s as 
well. I argue that there was a development among Central Asian com- 
munists in the first half of the 1920s which resulted in the increasing 
importance of national identities. 

This development was the result of changes in the political situation 
in that period, but it was also in line with a trend that emerged prior 
to the revolution and that was strengthened in the post-revolutionary 
situation. In that period, to borrow Alexander Motyl's terminology, 
nationalism as a "belief system" developed among some Central Asian 
groups.1° In addition, the Bolshevik ideology of national equality as 
well as the Sbviet practice of applying national categories in societal 
organization led to what I refer to as the "nationalization of political 
discourse" among Central Asian communists. 

If the short-term political situation was essential for this develop 
ment, there was historical continuity as well. For even though "the 
nation" in this sense is a modem phenomenon, the content that is 
put into this category is based on traditional and historical realities. As 
Anthony Smith has argued, even though the nation is in many ways a 
modern phenomenon, it at the same time bears with it pre-modern 
roots." It is a main argument in this study that the nationalization of 
political discourse and ultimately the entities that were established as a 
result of the delimitation process to a great degree corresponded to 
historical divisions and formations in Central Asia. 

The first chapter of this study presents a historiographical outline. In 
Chapters 2 and 3 1 discuss the question of identities in Central Asia 
prior to the establishment of national Soviet republics. In Chapter 4 I 
discuss the central Soviet authorities' views of Central Asia prior to 
delimitation. I maintain that they perceived a deeply fragmented Cen- 
tral Asia, and I argue that the delimitation should be seen as an at- 
tempt to unite rather than to break up the region. The next chapter 
investigates the reality of the perceived fragmentation, with particular 
focus on national identities. I make the argument that a nationaliza- 
tion of discourse took place among Central Asian communists in the 
period preceding the delimitation. In the ensuing chapters I change 
the focus and discuss why the new map of Central Asia was drawn the 
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way it was. I argue that on one level there was a great deal of continu- 
ity between traditional identities and the new entities that were estab- 
lished. However, the delimitation was also a dynamic process in which 
local political agents used and manipulated the new divisions for their 
own purposes. In fact, this influenced the outcome of the delimitation 
process. Chapter 8 is a discussion of the main principles at work in the 
border-making process, while the final chapter is an exploration of the 
historical implications of the political reorganization of Central Asia. 
Rather than ultimately leading to the breakup of the Soviet Union, the 
establishment of national republics, not only in Central Asia but 
throughout the Soviet state, was what made a largely peaceful dissol- 
ution of the Soviet Union possible. Was the delimitation a catastrophe 
for Central Asia? In my opinion, not necessarily. There is, of course, no 
doubt that Soviet heritage encompasses several tragic dimensions. In 
the field of intranational relations, however, the situation is more 
ambiguous, and I believe there are some positive elements that can be 
of considerable value in post-Soviet Central Asia. 



Historiography 

Interpretation of historical events inevitably leads to dispute. The 
intensity of the struggle, however, will vary with the participants' sense 
of how much is at stake. Of course, Soviet history is a matter over 
which historiographical struggles have been particularly intense, as 
historical interpretations in this case were enmeshed in the struggle 
between socialism and capitalism, or liberalism; that is, between East 
and West in the second half of the twentieth century. Interpretations 
of Soviet nationalities policy in general and of the national delimita- 
tion in particular were no exception to this rule. In this chapter I will 
first focus on interpretations of the Soviet nationalities policy as a 
whole, followed by a discussion of the historiography of the national 
delimitation and its relation to Soviet nationalities policy. 

It can seem a paradox that the Russian revolutionary socialists 
turned into first-rate nation-builders. To begin with, therefore, I will 
discuss how the Bolsheviks and other socialists and revolutionaries 
originally perceived of "the national question". 

Marxism, socialism and the nation 

In the period prior to the Russian Revolution, the concept of "nation- 
hood" held a strong position in Europe. On the one hand was the 
heritage of romantic nationalism from the nineteenth century, con- 
ceptualizing humanity as an essentially finite number of nations, each 
with its distinctive character. On the other hand was a politically- 
oriented nationalism embodying the pronounced ideal that national 
and state boundaries ought to coincide. These ideological develop- 
ments were intimately connected with the demise of the European 
empires and the peace settlement following World War I, the latter of 
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which represented the definitive breakthrough for political national- 
ism. In contrast, Marxism represented a fundamentally different alter- 
native. On a theoretical level, it rejected the idea of the nation as a 
more or less natural category, arguing instead that the concept of 
nation was a historical construct, essentially a product of capitalism. 
Like religion, the idea of the national community concealed real class 
differences, and was in that sense another kind of "false conscious- 
ness". While in conflict with the predominating mode of thought at 
the time, the Marxist emphasis on the constructedness of the nation is 
now accepted throughout the scholarly community. However, Marx's 
quite narrow focus on capitalism as the key factor has been replaced 
with a broader focus on modernization, involving many of the elem- 
ents included in the concept of capitalism, but not necessarily 
restricted to capitalism. Considering "nation" and "nationality" essen- 
tially as by-products of capitalism, Marx found no place for these 
categories in his plans for the future socialist world order. 

The idea of the nation was for Marx essentially something negative, 
as it concealed true societal structures and real group interests. Div- 
isions of the proletariat along national lines might prevent it from 
joining forces against the common class enemy, instead focusing 
attention on the respective national communities. As a corollary, Marx 
also found that in some cases the struggle for national separation and 
independence might be a productive force in the greater struggle of 
the proletariat and in the development of class-consciousness among 
its members. This was the basis for Marx's support of Irish and Polish 
independence movements. In accord with his general analysis of the 
nature of nationalism, Marx found that the English ruling classes 
nourished anti-Irish sentiments in the general English population. 
This, in Marx's opinion, drew the attention of the proletariat away 
from the question of class conflict and channeled antagonism instead 
into the field of national relations. If the Irish independence move- 
ment were crowned with success, such diversion would no longer be 
possible. In 1869, Marx drew the following conclusion: 

I have become more and more convinced - and the only question is 
to bring this convictio~l home to the English working class - that it 
can never do anything decisive here in England until it separates its 
policy with regard to Ireland in the most definite way from the 
policy of the ruling classes, until it not only makes common cause 
with the Irish, but actually takes the initiative in dissolving the 
Union established in 1801 and replacing it by a free federal relation- 



ship. And, indeed, this must be done, not as a matter of sympathy 
with Ireland, but as a demand made in the interests of the English 
proletariat. If not, the English people will remain tied to the 
leading-strings of the ruling classes, because it must join with them 
in a common front against Ireland. Every one of its movements in 
England itself is crippled by the disunion with the Irish, who form a 
very important section of the working class in ~ngland. '  

In Marx's perspective, the idea of a national community had no value 
in itself - class was the only legitimate organizing principle in his 
vision. However, in particular circumstances support for national 
movements might be a tactical step in the short term for the realiza- 
tion of that vision. On this basis, one might agree with Alexander 
Motyl that a tactical exploitation of national movements was one part 
of Marx's heritage to the Bolsheviks and other socialists of the twenti- 
eth century.' However, it should be emphasized that this was not a 
very prominent aspect of Marx's thinking. 

In the early twentieth century, differing opinions regarding the 
national question developed among those who aspired to realize Marx's 
political vision. On the one hand was the Austro-Marxist position, 
represented particularly by Karl Renner and Otto Bauer. They were 
generally sympathetic to national demands, and certainly much more 
so than Marx had been. In contrast to Marx himself, the Austrian 
Marxists found intrinsic value in the national principle, and pointed 
out that it had significance for the organization of the future socialist 
society in the matter of extra-territorial cultural autonomy. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum one finds Rosa Luxemburg and "national 
nihil i~m",~ which was much closer to Marx's position than that of the 
Austrian Marxists. Luxemburg rather categorically rejected the idea of 
nationality as an organizing principle, and in Eastern Europe socialist 
circles, "Luxemburgism" was associated with uncompromising hostil- 
ity towards all national movements.' 

What was the position of Lenin and the Bolsheviks on this point 
prior to the establishment of Bolshevik rule? On this matter one finds 
a considerable degree of consensus among scholars. The Russian Social 
Democrats' approach to the national question originally largely con- 
curred with that of Marx. At the turn of the century, the national 
question was no primary concern of the Social Democrats. Indeed, no 
mention was made of it at the first party congress in 1898. Further- 
more, to the extent that the question was discussed, the attitude of the 
Social Democrats towards nationality as an organizing principle was 
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hostile. For the Social Democrats, nationality was ultimately con- 
nected with capitalism, a middle-class phenomenon opposed to the 
interests of the proletariat. Of the solutions that were discussed in the 
first 10-15 years of the twentieth century, the Social Democrats 
rejected both federalism and extra-territorial cultural autonomy. While 
most of the minority socialist groups favored the one or the other of 
these positions, the Social Democrats preferred large states and central- 
ized power; federalism was in opposition to both these goals. More- 
over, cultural autonomy would be an obstacle to the unification of the 
proletariat, diverting attention to nationality instead of class. Yuri Slez- 
kine has argued, however, that even a self-declared internationalist like 
Lenin, who on a theoretical basis rejected the existence of national 
culture, in the final analysis conceived of humanity in terms of 
national communities, each exhibiting a unique character.= Neverthe- 
less, there can be no doubt that a world organized politically along 
national lines had no place in Lenin's visions of a future socialist society. 

However, theoretical preferences may be susceptible to changes in 
the real world. During the first 15 years of the twentieth century the 
prominence of the national question grew in Russian political life, 
which led both Mensheviks and Bolsheviks to devote greater attention 
to the issue, and to some extent to rethink their positions. In 1913, 
the Bolsheviks' increased attention to this issue materialized in 
Stalin's famous article on Marxism and the national question. Some 
aspects of the article were remarkably remote from Lenin's conception 
of nationality, and in particular Stalin's oft-cited definition of 
"nation". While admittedly, as Lewis Siegelbaum has pointed outI6 
Stalin thus defined the nation in historically contingent terms, what is 
striking about the definition is that it includes elements of a more 
"primordialist" approach to nationality and national communities. 
This made it significantly different from the original position of the 
Social Democrats. 

In the following years, there was considerable debate among the 
Bolsheviks concerning the national question, and Lenin's slogan of 
self-determination of nationalities was at the center of the debate. 
Lenin's introduction of this slogan was, however, a pragmatic move 
and did not reflect any change in his main goals concerning the 
nationality issue. It is well documented that Lenin became increas- 
ingly aware of the potential of national liberation movements as valu- 
able temporary allies in the revolutionary struggle.' The tactical aspect 
of the policy of self-determination is evident from all the reservations 
that were connected to it, and Lenin himself expressly stated that 
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the ultimate goal remained large states and a rapprochement of 
nations."n spite of some disagreement in the Bolshevik camp, one 
may conclude that there was a general consensus that national 
organization did not belong in a future socialist society. Bolshevik atti- 
tudes towards the idea of the nation remained negative until the revo- 
lution. 

Against this backdrop, it appears highly paradoxical that the state 
established in the wake of the Bolshevik Revolution adopted precisely 
nationality as a major organizing principle. Indeed, the Soviet state 
institutionalized nationality in a way unparalleled by any other state. 
First, the Soviet regime established a link between ethnicity or nation- 
ality and territorial organization. The Soviet Union was organized into 
national territories on different levels in a hierarchical structure with 
the 15 union republics on top and nominally autonomous regions 
(republic, oblast, okrug and krai) on lower levels. The union republics 
were set up as quasi nation-states named after the predominating 
population group in the given area. The national delimitation of Cen- 
tral Asia in the 1920s was an important element in this strategy. In 
addition to national territories, the Soviet regime fostered the idea of 
national cultures, which were promoted among the various national 
groups. No doubt, this was a national culture that was designed by 
Soviet authorities so as to be compatible with the overall Soviet com- 
munist ideology, but conceptually it was a national culture. In the 
national cultures language occupied an important position, and devel- 
opment of national literary languages for the various groups was a key 
element in the institutionalization of nationality. Finally, the Soviet 
state made nationality a main category in its classification of the popu- 
lation. The famous fifth point in Soviet passports represented (sup- 
posedly) genealogical information about the holders. As Terry Martin 
has argued recently, the Soviet state made nationality a decisive criter- 
ion in the distribution of goods and resources such as jobs, education, 
positions in bureaucracy, and so on.9 

In the scholarly literature on Soviet nationalities policy, two main 
interpretive frameworks can be identified. In the first, the Soviet em- 
phasis on nationality is understood as power politics and as a strategy 
to secure Moscow's and central Russia's dominance over the border- 
lands. The second framework links Soviet promotion of nationality to 
the concept of modernization. From this perspective Soviet emphasis 
on national identity was a strategy for societal transformation rather 
than for establishing and maintaining political power. In the following 
I will discuss these two paradigms in greater detail. 
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Soviet nationalities policy: tactical concessions or 
instrument of modernization? 

There is no doubt that Lenin and other Bolsheviks before 1917 became 
more aware of the revolutionary potential of the national question. In 
the "prisonhouse of peoples", dissatisfied and repressed nationalities 
might represent a useful temporary ally in the revolutionary struggle. In 
the mainstream of Cold War-period Western scholarship, the Soviet 
nationalities policy of the 1920s is perceived as a continuation of this 
power-oriented approach. From this perspective, the Soviet regime's use 
of nationality as an organizing principle represented tactical conces- 
sions aimed at securing the Bolsheviks' political dominance over the 
borderlands. The national concessions were intended as a "temporary 
solution only, as a transitional stage to a completely centralized and a 

11  10 supra-national world-wide Soviet state . Moreover, the concessions 
were formal rather than real, in that real power remained firmly in the 
hands of the unitary Communist Party. The approach of the Bolsheviks 
to the national question remained essentially the same after the revolu- 
tion as it had been before, even though realities made them establish 
national facades to accommodate national sentiment in the border- 
lands. That is the essence of the analysis of the formation of the Soviet 
Union that Richard Pipes made in the 1950s. This understanding of 
Soviet nationalities policy and of the promotion of nationality came to 
dominate practically all Western writing, including general works on 
the Soviet Union as well as more specialized studies of the Soviet nation- 
alities policy. This was the case in Europe as well as in the USA.~ '  

In a work about the national delimitation of Central Asia, it might 
be interesting to note that the same scholars, who support the tactical 
concession-perspective, identified a different logic in the case of Cen- 
tral Asia. According to scholars such as Pipes, Bennigsen, Conquest, 
Carrere dlEncausse and others, the organization of national adminis- 
trative and political entities in Central Asia was not a question of con- 
cessions. On the contrary, the rationale was to divide and rule by 
destroying a genuine nationalism (Turkestanian nationalism) and re- 
placing it with artificial national orientations (Uzbek, Turkmen, and so 
on). However, the overall interpretation remains the same: the mobil- 
ization of national identities was part of a struggle over political power 
and control. In the following I will return to the historiography of the 
national delimitation in greater detail. 

Within this same interpretive framework, many scholars have drawn 
attention to the international dimension, arguing that the promotion 



of national identity was the result of international concerns, too. 
Walker Connor has maintained that the Soviet Union's establishment 
of nationality-based entities was motivated by four main concerns. 
First, the national entities were meant to satisfy the national aspir- 
ations of groups in the borderland of the Soviet state. Second, it was a 
strategy designed to win support among peoples in the colonial world 
by demonstrating that people in the former Russian colonies fared 
much better than people in other colonized areas. Third, it was 
designed to appeal to the ethnic kinsmen of the borderland peoples 
outside the Soviet borders. Fourth, the arrangement was meant as 
international propaganda demonstrating the Soviet regime's respect 
for national rights of self-determination, a greatly esteemed slogan in 
world politics at the time.12 

A few Western scholars proposed an entirely different interpretation. 
The most prominent example is E. H. Carr, who, in his work on the 
Bolshevik Revolution, took the pronounced intentions of the Soviet 
regime much more seriously. Rather than as a means of subjugating 
the peoples of the borderlands, Carr saw Soviet nationalities policy as a 
sincere attempt at realizing the egalitarian goals of the Bolsheviks. First, 
it was aimed at ending nationally-based discrimination, which had 
characterized the predecessors of the Bolsheviks. More significantly, 
Soviet nationalities policy represented a strategy for overcoming 
the factual inequalities that existed in almost every area (economy, 
culture, and so on) between central Russia and many of the peoples of 
the borderlands. Having developed a certain level of sympathy with 
the Bolshevik project, Carr argued that "what could be said in its [the 
Soviet nationalities policy's] favor was that the bourgeois theory of 
self-determination had by 1919 reached an impasse from which no 

1 1  13 escape was possible . To Carr, the Soviet nationalities policy was a 
strategy for modernization and development (even though he did not 
necessarily use these terms much himself in this connection) of the 
borderlands conceived in the spirit of egalitarianism.14 

Research into these questions has benefited greatly from the new 
political situation. Access to primary sources has provided a fundamen- 
tally new basis for study and analysis. In contrast to Norwegian polit- 
ical scientist Arne Kommisrud, I believe that this fact alone has made 
it possible to develop qualitatively new insights into the nature of 
Soviet state and society, and certainly much beyond mere journalistic 
scoops and  sensation^.'^ Second, the field has become depoliticized, 
and is now no more politically charged than scholarship in any other 
field. Since approximately 1990, a considerable amount of work has 
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been undertaken in the area of Soviet nationalities policy. Differences 
in emphasis notwithstanding, these works tend to reject the idea that 
power is the only relevant dimension for interpreting Soviet policies. 
In many recent works there is an emphasis on the connection between 
the nationalities policy and idea(1)s of societal transformation. Indeed, 
modernization is a key concept in many of these works. 

The most insistent call for a reorientation in the study of Soviet 
nationalities policy was made by Yuri Slezkine in 1994. In his article, 
Slezkine argued that it was necessary to acknowledge the earnestness 
in the Soviet regime's promotion of ethnic particularism, while main- 
taining that scholars, in their eagerness to condemn the Soviet regime, 
had failed to notice its "chronic ethnophilia".16 Slezkine identified 
three main factors that led to the Bolsheviks' adoption of the ethno- 
territorial principle in their nationalities policy. First, there was their 
belief that it was necessary to "preach" in the local languages, and 
that language was a transparent medium, without any connection to a 

,I 17 "national form . Second, Slezkine maintained that promotion of 
national identities in the borderlands was considered necessary in 
order to overcome national mistrust among the non-Russian groups. He 
particularly emphasized Lenin's distinction between "good" and "bad" 
nationalism, between the reprehensible great-power nationalism (or 
chauvinism), which might lead to a minority nationalism (or defensive 
nationalism), which Lenin considered legitimate. Third, Slezkine 
argued, like Carr, that the promotion of nationality was part of a 
"catching-up" strategy. Backward borderland peoples were to "catch 
up", economically, socially and culturally, with the population of cen- 
tral Russia. Furthermore, rather than continuity in the Bolshevik 
approach to the national question, Slezkine finds that important 
changes took place after the revolution. Initially, promotion of 
national identity had been accepted as a necessary evil, but by the 
time the tenth party congress in 1921 legitimized institutionalized eth- 
nicity, the attitude had changed. From then on, promotion of nation- 
ality appeared as something "natural" rather than as a necessary evil. 

Several recent works have attempted to capture the essence of the 
Soviet nationalities policy through the use of conceptual innovations. 
While Slezkine pointed to the regime's ethnophilia, Terry Martin 

I I  18 labeled the Soviet Union the "Affirmative Action Empire . Martin's 
argument is that the Bolsheviks, and particularly Lenin and Stalin, so 
much feared the development of defensive minority nationalism, that 
they promoted national identities to the point of affirmative action in 
favor of the potential minority nationalists. To this Martin adds a dog- 
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matic dimension of modernization, arguing that for the Bolsheviks the 
nation appeared to be a historically inevitable stage, related to mod- 
ernization in a more general sense. 

The modernizing dimension enjoys an even more prominent pos- 
ition in Francine Hirsch's analysis, in which the Soviet Union is re- 
ferred to as an "Empire of ~ations".' '  Hirsch maintains that Soviet 
nationalities policy should ultimately be understood as a strategy 
for modernization and development. In this perspective, the Soviet 
regime's modernization program was "state-sponsored evolutionism", 
a variation of Western colonial Modernization of backward 
borderland peoples was to be accomplished by organizing them into 
nations within the context of a "unified state with a colonial type 
economy". The goal was "double assimilation". National identifica- 
tion was to develop within a more fundamental loyalty to the Soviet 
state. 

In his detailed analysis of the Bolsheviks and the national question, 
Jeremy Smith shares the view that the Bolsheviks were initially 
opposed to the concept of nationality. When they nevertheless made 
nationality a primary organizing principle, it was not simply as a tactic 
in a power struggle. Rather, the positive attitude towards the (idea of) 
nationalities was the result of the Bolsheviks' natural egalitarianism 
and an instinct for supporting the underdog.21 While Martin pointed 
to the dogmatism of the Bolsheviks and their belief that the nation 
was an unavoidable historical stage, Smith emphasizes much more 
strongly developments in Bolshevik orientation on this matter. Origin- 
ally perceived as a problem, national identity gradually came to be 
seen as something positive. It became a part of a solution in the short 
as well as in the long term. In the short term, the "national engineer- 
ing" of the Soviet regime would enable the Bolsheviks to consolidate 
their rule and influence through the medium of national loyalties. 
Political stability was a scarcity, and "national engineering" was 
intended to increase the level of stability. In some regions, notably in 
the Caucasus, the promotion of national identities was to be particu- 
larly directed against interethnic violence, a grave threat to stability. In 
the long-term perspective, the use of the national framework was sup- 
posed to accomplish modernization, to improve material and cultural 
conditions in backward regions, and ultimately to develop the basis 
necessary for socialism.22 

With these different positions in mind, we now turn to the histori- 
ography of the national delimitation of Central Asia in particular. 
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Soviet and Western accounts of the delimitation 

The main point in all Soviet accounts of the delimitation, scholarly as 
well as popular, is that the establishment of national republics was the 
realization of the will of the Central Asian p o p ~ l a t i o n . ~ ~ o m e  take 
this position very far, claiming that the delimitation fulfilled an age- 
old longing of the Central Asian p ~ p u l a t i o n . ~ ~  

Many Soviet accounts demonstrate a perspective that seems quite 
foreign to Marx's and Lenin's positions. Some historical accounts dis- 
cuss the political reorganization of Central Asia within a national- 
teleological perspective, in which the unification of the respective 
Central Asian national groups in separate political units is a major goal 
in itself. Only then can the national groups consolidate into "socialist 

11  25 nations . Typically, these accounts do not problematize why "con- 
solidated socialist nations" were to be preferred over other configur- 
a t i o n ~ . ~ ~  

This perspective is based on an objectivist approach to the question 
of groups and identities, a quality it shares with most Soviet accounts 
of the national delimitation. They hardly discuss the relation between 
the ethnonyms, upon which the delimitation was based, and identities 
and group consciousness in Central Asian society at the time. A typical 
example is Vakhabov's The Formation of the Uzbek Socialist Nation. The 
author claims that the nationalities that were organized into separate 
national republics or oblasts during the delimitation existed before the 
revolution, but not as yet fully consolidated into nations. As the differ- 
ent groups were intimately related economically, culturally, and lin- 
guistically, it might be difficult to clearly distinguish them from one 
another. For instance, while the Uzbeks and Tajiks from Ferghana 
spoke different languages, they had a common economy, culture and 
way of life (byt). Moreover, there was the designation "Sart", applied to 
urban Uzbeks and Tajiks alike. It was even more difficult to differen- 
tiate between the Kara-kalpaks and Uzbeks of the lower Amu-Darya 
region, which "although they represented two different nationalities 
[narodnosti], had great resemblance in language, way of life and econ- 
 my".^' The groups were there, objectively, but their process of forma- 
tion and consolidation was not yet completed: "One would come 
across clans and tribes that had not yet worked out their national 
c ~ n ~ c i o u ~ n e ~ ~ . " ~ ~  

Although teleology was a feature of most Soviet accounts, other 
Soviet scholars offered a more thorough discussion of the background 
for the delimitation. In arguing for the necessity of the reorganization, 



they take into account social, political and economic conditions in 
contemporary Central Asian society. Here, notions of national antag- 
onism are important. The main argument is that the period before the 
delimitation was characterized by destructive national antagonism. 
The establishment of national republics might be the only effective 
solution. The emphasis is on allegedly objective conditions rather than 
a teleological nationalism seeing a national republic as a great value 
and as a goal in itself. 

In Soviet accounts there is generally little room for dynamism or 
change. The purported antagonism was usually not problematized, 
and rarely related to historical processes. To the extent that history 
was allowed a role, the focus was primarily on the Tsarist period. Some 
argue that national antagonism increased during that period as a result 
of a divide and rule strategy on the part of the Tsarist regime in its 
attempt to secure its position in the region.29 From most other 
accounts, however, one gets the impression that national antagonism 
represented a relatively stable condition. As a result, it becomes 
important to account for why the national delimitation was not 
carried through at an earlier stage. This is another question touched 
upon in practically all Soviet accounts, and the answer is always the 
same. Due to the weakness of Soviet power in the first years following 
the revolution, the struggle against the Basmachi uprising, and the 
immense economic problems experienced in its initial years, it was not 
feasible to undertake such an ambitious and extensive reorganization 
until 1924. One can hardly argue against that. 

Nevertheless, the repeated insistence on the obstacles to delimita- 
tion appears conspicuous, and rather than as explanations for why 
something was not done prior to 1924, they must be seen as justifica- 
tions of what was done in 1924. However, this is not necessarily an 
indication of widespread hostility towards the reorganization. It may 
equally well be seen as a result of the peculiar character of the Soviet 
system, in which expressions of uncertainty had no place, and in 
which it was essential to show that every strategic choice was fully 
in line with the grand plan laid out by the masters Marx and Lenin. In 
Soviet accounts it was a major concern to prove that the delimitation 
was not "the invention of some politician".30 Instead it was set forth 
as an integral part of the Leninist nationalities policy of the Commun- 
ist Party, and supported with references to previous similar initiatives. 
In 1920, the All-Russian CEC directed the Turkestan Commission and 
the Sovnarkom to express their opinion on the question of whether or 
not it was advisable to split the Turkestan ASSR. It was concluded that 
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a division was not advisable at the time.31 The same year, Lenin 
ordered the development of an ethnographic map of Turkestan, parti- 
tioned into "Uzbekiia, Kirgiziia and Turkrneniia", and called for discus- 
sions regarding the fusion or separation of these areas in the future. 
Although important, national antagonism was not the only element in 
Soviet accounts of the delimitation. Some weight is also given to the 
interrelated phenomena of modernization and the strengthening of 
Soviet power. In part, the national delimitation is presented as a strat- 
egy intended to allow the respective nations a possibility to develop 
culturally, politically and econ~mical ly .~~ As we will see in the 
following chapter, the idiom of "backwardness" became important in 
characterizing the Central Asian population in the Tsarist period. This 
applied to Tsarist officials and groups of Central Asians alike. Probably, 
"backwardness" became even more important in the Soviet context. In 
some Soviet accounts, the delimitation is seen as a strategy for over- 
coming Central Asia's backwardness, such as clan-based and tribal 
~ rgan iza t ion ,~~  and what was rather imprecisely referred to as the 
"village way of life" (aulnyi ~ k l a d ) . ~ ~  

Even though Soviet accounts indicate that the delimitation corres- 
ponded with the will of the people, there is no attempt to conceal the 
fact that opposition to the project existed. As always in Soviet com- 
munist rhetoric, those who opposed the project were seen to do so on 
a class basis, representing the interests of the bourgeoisie, and acting 
against the interests of the people (narod). However, opponents were 
also condemned as representatives of pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic 
movements or ideologies. As we will shortly see, these pan-concepts 
are important in much of Western scholarship. While focusing on 
popular will, the Soviet accounts at the same time present the delimi- 
tation as primarily the work of the Communist Party. The reorganiza- 
tion of Central Asia according to nationality was accomplished by the 
Communist Party, which thus fulfilled the promises of self-determin- 
ation of peoples, made by Lenin and the ~olsheviks.~' This largely 
accords with the prevailing Western interpretation, in that it recog- 
nizes the Communist Party and Soviet Power as the most important 
agents. But Western and Soviet accounts differ completely when it 
comes to the party's motivation to accomplish the reorganization. 

A work that ought to be mentioned is Vaidyanath's monograph from 
1967, one of the rare non-Soviet publications to deal with the forma- 
tion of the Soviet Central Asian republics in a detailed fashion. 
Published in India, it is neither "Soviet" nor "Western", and as a non- 
Soviet publication it suffers from lack of access to materials essential to 
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the questions raised. However, the readiness of the author to accept the 
versions presented in Soviet scholarly literature on the national delimi- 
tation makes it fair to say that the work is located within the Soviet 
framework of interpretation. His main argupent is that Central Asia in 
the years prior to the national delimitation was marked by "the aspir- 
ations of the local national groups like the Turkmens, Uzbeks, and Kaz- 
akhs to develop their own national languages, literature, culture, organs 
of administration etc"." According to Vaidyanath's account, it was the 
meeting between these aspirations and the Soviet nationality policy of 
self-determination that resulted in the national delimitation in 1924. 

Western scholarship on the Soviet Union has suffered from two 
main shortcomings. On the one hand there was a lack of access to 
primary sources, which in 1964 made Geoffrey Wheeler conclude: 
"the factual information on which such a description [of the national 
delimitation] ought to be based is not, and probably never will be, 

,l 37 available . The second shortcoming that characterized Western 
Soviet scholarship was the strong politicization of the field. The Cold 
War polarization discussed above is very clearly present in Western 
scholarship on the delimitation. While Western scholars on their part 
rightfully accused the Soviet accounts for being based on political 
rather than scholarly considerations, Western scholarship has also 
been deeply politicized. Like the Soviet versions, which served to jus- 
tify the Soviet regime, Western scholarship almost equally systematic- 
ally argued in ways that undermined Soviet legitimacy. This tendency 
is clearly evinced in Western accounts of the delimitation, in which 
the "divide and rule theory" occupies a key position. 

Although the Red Army and military power had been crucial in the 
establishment of Soviet Power in Central Asia, the cooperation of 
elements in the native population had also been decisive. Significant 
numbers of Central Asians were incorporated into the Party and into 
positions of influence. The basis for the divide and rule theory is an 
assumption that this Central Asian elite later became a threat to Soviet 
rule in the region, as its members intended to combine their forces 
against Soviet rule. The central Soviet leadership in Moscow was aware 
of that, and acted swiftly. To quell the threat, it was decided to pit the 
potentially unified Central Asians against each other by organizing 
them into national republics. This would presumably result in the vari- 
ous groups fighting each other rather than joining forces against 
Moscow. Baymirza Hayit passionately made this argument in the 
1950s and 1960s~" and it was an important element in the writings of 
Alexandre Bennigsen from 1960 onwards: 
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There is little doubt that the wish to forestall the fashioning of a 
pan-Turkestan national cotlsciousness . . . was central to the 1924 
decision. One need only to recall that the Bolshevik leaders had to 
combat at the same period the ideas of Sultan Galiev and his follow- 
ers on the union of all Turks of Russia into a single republic, 
~ u r a n . ~ ~  

It is true, as Adeeb Khalid recently pointed out, that Alexandre Bennig- 
P I  40 sen's works have been "enormously influential . A more recent 

account more or less coinciding with Bennigsen's view is Stephen 
Blank's work on Stalin as Commissar of Nationalities. According to 
Blank, who substantiates his arguments with references to the works of 
Alexandre Bennigsen and Sir Olaf Caroe, "the facade of national self- 
consciousness and autonomy hid the fragmentation of real unity".41 
Blank argues that the national delimitation of Central Asia was a part 
of a great divide and rule plan, the essence of which was to accomplish 

11  42 the "fragmentation of Muslim unity . 
Most probably, this widely-shared opinion developed partly on the 

basis of emigre accounts, such as those of Mustafa Chokaev, the former 
president of the short-lived Kokand government. According to Cho- 
kaev, the national delimitation was a plan invented solely as a "coun- 
terpoise to Pan-Turanian tendencies", and that it was "the direct result 
of Sultan Galiev's attempted counterrevolution".43 Edward Allworth 
also finds the divide and rule theory seminal to the understanding of 
the national delimitation. According to Allworth, the strategy had a 
two-fold goal, the primary one being to debilitate a potential enemy, 
while the secondary goal was to "validate Marxist theory of nationality 
development", and to demonstrate that history inevitably leads to 
ethnic segregation." Again, the divide and rule perspective is linked to 
a perception that the introduced republics corresponded poorly with 
existing groups and identities, which was particularly the case as 
regards the identities "Uzbek" and "Tajik": "As late as the start of the 
1920s no unified self-content Uzbek aggregate e~isted."~' 

At the same time, Allworth argues that the delimitation was the 
cornerstone in a segregation strategy that was essentially anti-Uzbek. 
Allworth appears to regard "Uzbek" as a sufficiently clearly defined 
identity, and argues that the Uzbeks posed a particular threat to 
Moscow. The forces that might lead to the integration of Central Asia 
were particularly related to the Uzbeks: they were geographically dis- 
persed over great parts of the region, they had considerable political 
resources, and the Uzbeks exerted a pull of ethnic assimilation. The 



assimilation could result in the integration of the region, prompting 
the central Soviet authorities to carry out the national delimitation in 
order to separate the influential Uzbeks from other Central Asian 
groups. In Allworth's understanding, this was in every respect Mos- 
cow's project and it met with considerable opposition from the Central 
Asian population, and in particular from the region inhabited "by 
those known as Sarts or ~ z b e k s " . ~ ~  While Bennigsen attempted to link 
the delimitation to specific events, this approach was not meaningful 
for Allworth. By relating the "ethnic compartmentalization" of Central 
Asia so specifically to Marxist theory, he suggests that a similar strategy 
would have been chosen even if there had been no "Uzbek threat".47 

Even though probably important, the desire to vilify the Soviet gov- 
ernment was hardly the sole factor in the development of the divide 
and rule theory. To a great extent, the argument is based on percep- 
tions of the consequences of the delimitation. Carrere dlEncausse, for 
example, maintains that the plans for the reorganization of Central 
Asia led Kazaks, Kyrgyz and Uzbeks to fight for the establishment of a 
greater Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan res~ect ivel~.~ '  In a simi- 
lar vein Olivier Roy maintains that: 

Stalin's great victory was that he made the intellectuals in Central 
Asia defend their own languages and "nations" against their neigh- 
bors, and not against Moscow, who instead was called upon for 
mediation and the settlement of  conflict^.^^ 

Although the Uzbeks according to Roy were favored in the national 
delimitation, the town of Osh was given to the Kyrgyz Autonomous 
Oblast. This provided the otherwise favored republic with elements of 
weakness and f r ic t i~n.~ '  Moreover, Roy argues that the divide and rule 
principle was not restricted to the idea of pitting groups against each 
other. On the contrary, this was only one element in what he calls a 
strategy of Machiavellian calculations, the goal of which was to estab- 
lish republics that might never become viable economical units. Real 
independence thus became impossible. However, consequences do not 
necessarily reveal intentions. Moreover, and this is at least as import- 
ant, struggles such as those referred to by Carrere dlEncausse and Roy 
existed prior to the delimitation as well. 

While Soviet accounts argued that the new political organization 
corresponded neatly to the predominating identity groups in Central 
Asia at the time, supporters of the divide and rule theory maintain that 
the introduced entities were poorly suited to Central Asian reality. This 
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forms an important part in Allworth's argument, and according to 
Bennigsen, a political reorganization based on nationality would make 
more sense if it established the following three entities: a Kazak-Kyrgyz 
entity, an Uzbek-1Bjik entity and finally a Turkmen entity.'l 

In Western accounts of the national delimitation, the idea of the 
divide and rule principle became so widely accepted that it is fair to 
say that it developed into conventional wisdom. It was more or less 
routinely alluded to in works concerning Central Asia in particular, as 
well as in more general surveys of the history of the Soviet Union. 
However, as pointed out by John Schoeberlein, little evidence has been 
produced to substantiate this view. In the Cold War climate, Western 
scholarship on Central Asia was typically based on an aggressor-victim 
dichotomy. What was often mistakenly labeled "the Soviets" (in most 
cases probably signifying "Russians") comprised the aggressor, while 
the native population represented the victim. With the end of the 
Cold War, new approaches appeared that challenged this paradigm. 
The mentioned dichotomy has been problematized and a greater will- 
ingness developed to focus on factors internal to Central Asian society. 

In an article in 1989, Bert G. Fragner criticized the tendency in West- 
ern Central Asian studies to focus on the "Soviet Muslims" exclusively 
within an anti-soviet perspective, and as being totally dependent on 
"Moskauer ~entra le" : '~  

Hegemonic dependency is until this day characteristic for the 
majority of mankind, and the nations of Middle-Europe represent 
no exception. However, it would be completely wrong to see their 
history and culture in this perspective alone, ignoring all other 
aspects of human e~is tence. '~  

Based on this assertion he calls for an approach that to a greater extent 
includes social, economic and cultural aspects of Central Asian society. 
Such an approach, Fragner argues, will reveal ignored elements of con- 
tinuity in the national delimitation. The established republics were not 
arbitrary, but coincided significantly with historical, social and eco- 
nomic realities. The organization introduced in 1924 accommodated 
these realities much more effectively than would a Greater Turkestan 
including both Turkmen and ~azaks.'" 

A breakthrough in developing an approach to Central Asian studies, 
both more balanced and founded on an impressively solid empirical 
basis, is Adeeb Khalid's study of Jadidism in Central ~ s i a . "  Although 
primarily focusing on the Tsarist period, the work calls for a reconsid- 



eration of the traditional understanding of the national delimitation, 
and dismisses the tendency to see "the emergence of distinct natlons 
in the 1920s as the result of imperial fiat, a classic case of divide and 
rule, imposed by an omnipotent regime on a helpless victimized papu- 
l a t i~n" .~ '  Khalid challenges the understanding that "Cxntral Asian 
identities were focused elsewhere and that Central Asians were only 
passive participants in larger dramas played out elsewhere"." The Tsar- 
ist period was a time of great social, economic and cultural change in 
Central Asian society. The period saw fundamental changes in group 
perceptions and group formation, and there is a line of continuity 
between redefinition of group and identity in this period and the 
emergence of distinct nations in the 1920s: "The roots of modern 
Uzbek predate the Soviet regime."'"n Chapter 3 1 will return to this 
argument in more detail. 

Employing what he calls a politically-oriented approach, and draw- 
ing attention to intra-elite politics, Donald Carlisle focused on local 
participation in a somewhat different way: 

While recognizing the importance of figures in Moscow (Stalin in 
particular), emphasis is on the play of local politics and the place of 
native politicians whose cooperation with the Center was essential 
for the success of the project.'' 

In Carlisle's perspective, the national delimitation is the outcome of a 
political game involving internally competing Central Asian elites on 
the one side and the Central Soviet leadership in Moscow on the other. 
The divisions between the Central Asians "were by no means primarily 
ethnic in nature; the identities in conflict were essentially political and 
they produced patriotisms that were also regional or geopolitical, not 
merely 'na t i~na l" ' .~~  According to Carlisle, one of the main keys to 
the delimitation is to be found among the Jadids of Bukhara, and in 
particular among Fayzullah Khojaev and his followers, who were "the 
principal instigators and main local beneficiaries of the national 
delimitati~n".~' This is in opposition to Allworth's interpretation, in 
which Moscow deliberately operated through Bukhara to make the 
delimitation appear as the result of local  initiative^.^' On the other 
hand, in Carlisle's view the Uzbek SSR was a Greater Bukhara, demon- 
strating political continuity as well as reflecting the influence of the 
Bukharan elites. 

In an article from 1995, Steven Sabol argued that there was an 
important ideological dimension involved in the decision to reorganize 
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Central Asia: the strategy was a response to local demands for auton- 
omy. However, he does not reject the divide and rule perspective 
altogether, and furthermore argues that similar considerations were 
important on different levels as well, and that one concrete goal was 
to separate the main tribal units of Ferghana  alley.^' Evidence, how- 
ever, is scarce, and in the end Sabol puts greater weight on practical 
and strategic concerns. From this perspective, the delimitation was 
aimed at improving administration and planning in the region. 

The national delimitation and the New Economic Policy 

A fundamental point of controversy between Soviet and Western inter- 
pretations of the delimitation concerns the role of central political 
agents as opposed to local ones. This question, however, ought not to 
be restricted to the establishment of national republics in Central Asia. 
Indeed, an understanding of the relation between central and local 
political agencies in the delimitation is integral to the understanding 
of the New Economic Policy (NEP) period in a more general sense. 

In important respects the years from 1921 to 1928 stand out from 
the preceding and the following periods. Lewis Siegelbaum has referred 
to this period as one "between revolutions", while Robert Tucker has 
called the NEP "an interval between two phases of the Russian revolu- 
tionary process".64 In important respects the NEP era differed from the 
"War Communism" of 1918-21, and "Stalinism", which began in the 
late 1920s. How was the NEP era different from War Communism and 
Stalinism? The various opinions on this issue can be placed in a matrix 
made up of sets of opposing pairs. The most important oppositions are 
"state" as opposed to "society", "liberalization" as opposed to "state 
control", "pluralism and tolerance" as opposed to "uniformity and 
non-tolerance", "cooperation and consensus" as opposed to "violence 
and force", and "lower level and local influence" as opposed to "cen- 
tral dictate". During War Communism and the Stalin era, Soviet 
strategy was entirely dominated by the latter elements in these oppos- 
itions. In the years of the NEP, however, some argue that at least in 
comparison with the period before and after, there was some room for 
liberalization, pluralism and tolerance, cooperation, consensus, and 
compromise, as well as local influence. 

For some scholars, the NEP is exclusively linked to the economic 
reforms, which indeed gave the period its name. Richard Pipes, for 
example, entirely rejects the idea that the NEP was a part of any gen- 
eral liberalization of Bolshevik attitudes. It was exclusively the result of 



the economic, social and political disaster generated by War Commun- 
ism, which, according to Pipes, was the most self-defeating policy con- 
ceivable. As a result of a growing peasant rebellion, the strategy that 
was later labeled War Communism had to be abandoned for both pol- 
itical and economic reasons.65 In Pipes' view, therefore, the essence of 
NEP was "to purchase political survival with economic handouts that 
could be taken back once the population had been p a ~ i f i e d " . ~ ~  Liberal- 
ization was only temporary, a necessary step, and restricted to the 
e~onomy.~ '  

Concerning the temporal perspective of the NEP, Pipes bases his 
argument on contemporary Bolshevik discourse, in which the NEP is 
routinely referred to in terms of "retreat" and a "regrouping of forces". 
Giving priority to these kinds of expressions, Pipes opposes the view 
held by others that a gradualist approach to social transformation de- 
veloped. In this view, typically held by "revisionist" scholars attacking 
the "totalitarian" school's identification of Leninism with Stalinism, 
the NEP was not simply about "buying off" potential opponents. 
Rather, Soviet leaders came to see it as a relatively long-term strategy 
for gradual social transformation based on a collaborative economic 
policy." This position rejects the claim of the "totalitarian school" 
that the cooperative socialism of the NEP was fundamentally in oppo- 
sition to the ideological basis of the Soviet communists. According to 
one main exponent of this view, Stephen Cohen, who emphasized the 
"Bukharin alternative" to Stalin's program for collectivization and 
crash industrialization, "by the mid-twenties, NEP had achieved a gen- 
eral (if sometimes grudging) consensus among Bolshevik leaders as the 

I ,  69 proper transition to socialism . 
Scholarly disagreements over the NEP have not been restricted to the 

question of how Soviet leaders perceived it as a political strategy. Was 
the economic liberalization only one dimension of a more general 
liberal trend involving the above-mentioned qualities such as plural- 
ism and tolerance, cooperation and consensus orientation, and lower- 
level and local influence? Richard Pipes rejects this quite categorically. 
In his opinion, "the relaxation of the state's grip on the economy 
under the New Economic Policy of 1921 [coincided with] a corres- 

I ,  70 ponding tightening of controls on all other aspects of national life . 
In a recent contribution Nicholas Werth has supported this view. In his 
analysis, the Soviet regime of the NEP period was completely hostile to 
any kind of compromise." As regards the cultural realm in Russia, 
Pipes maintains that "[s]uperficially, Russian cultural life under NEP 
continued to display the comparative diversity of the regime's early 
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years".72 However, he does not really explain why this diversity was 
superficial. 

According to Cohen, on the other hand, "[perhaps] the truest reflec- 
tion of the pluralism of NEP society was to be found in cultural and 
intellectual life, always a barometer of genuine diversity and state tol- 
erance. For here the twenties were a decade of memorable variety and 
a ~ h i e v e m e n t . " ~ ~  Indeed, Cohen finds the diversity to be genuine and 
the achievement to be substantial: "NEP culture . . . was a major chap- 
ter in the cultural history of the twentieth century."74 As a result of 
the relative tolerance in the cultural sphere, in the words of Lewis 
Siegelbaum, NEP made "fellow traveling" possible and even attractive. 
It was primarily the technical intelligentsia that were provided with 
"first-class accommodation", but the cultural intelligentsia also had a 
much easier time in this period.7S Cultural tolerance was not only a 
question of the state's attitude towards writers, artists, and the intelli- 
gentsia. Robert Tucker has argued that the declared Soviet ambitions of 
cultural revolution during NEP were replaced with a more gradualist 
approach. Instead of trying immediately to break the old structure to 
its foundations, the idea of a transition period gained currency.76 The 
result was a certain level of cultural tolerance. 

The combination of economic reforms and relative tolerance in the 
cultural realm led to a period of remarkable social calm in the 1920s. 
The peasantry was largely left to itself between 1921 and 1929, and 
constraints on the intelligentsia - in the wide Soviet sense of the term 
- were not too severe. To some of them, the NEP represented a consid- 
erable improvement. Lewis Siegelbaum quotes a "non-party specialist" 
saying that "[ilt was at that point we came out of that airless crypt and 
began to breathe. . . . Many of us felt that, thanks to the NEP, we had 
finally returned from the moon to the earth."77 The "nepmen" too, 
even though despised by communists and often subject to popular 
antipathy, had a space in which they could maneuver quite freely in 
this p e r i ~ d . ' ~  However, the social calm did not manifest itself every- 
where or in the same way. According to Carrcre dlEncausse, it was 
largely restricted to the Slavic regions: "Whereas the social revolution 
of wartime communism stopped in the Slavic countries in 1921, it 
continued elsewhere until 1 9 2 9 . " ~ ~  The notion of social revolution in 
Central Asia in the 1920s is particularly linked with the policy of Khu- 
jum, a militant campaign organized in the newly formed Central Asian 
republics by the Central Asian Bureau and the Zhenotdel, the Women's 
section of the RCP against the seclusion of women. The campaign was 
ultimately an attack on perceived manifestations of a kind of culture 



and social structure for which there was no place in Soviet society. It 
was directed against various practices considered to have great influ- 
ence on the role of women in society, such as veiling, the kalym (bride 
price - payment by the groom's parents to the bride's parents) and 
polygamy. However, the idea of the 1920s as a period of continuous 
social revolution in Central Asia is not unproblematic. The Khujum 
campaign was not begun until late 1926, and in the preceding years 
Soviet authorities had made a number of concessions in the cultural 
field, resulting in a period which had much more in common with the 
general picture of social calm than with the militant strategy of the 
~ h u  j ~ m . ' ~  

How does the national delimitation of Central Asia relate to the 
various interpretations of the NEP period? Was the creation of national 
Soviet republics in Central Asia a sign of liberalization or of state con- 
trol, of pluralism and tolerance or of non-tolerance and insistence on 
uniformity? Does the delimitation suggest that the Soviet regime of 
the 1920s was intent on cooperation and compromise or was it accom- 
plished by a regime hostile to any kind of compromise? Was there any 
room for local political forces and aspirations in connection with the 
national delimitation? My analysis suggests that it is insufficient to see 
the delimitation only as a part of a greater power game, and also that 
the divide and rule theory is untenable. I do not dispute that the 
delimitation was essentially the act of the Communist Party. In my 
opinion, however, local forces were able to influence the project to a 
much greater degree than has usually been acknowledged. Moreover, 
the records of the delimitation show that, at least to a limited extent, 
there was some room for cooperation and consensus in the Soviet 
Union of the 1920s. 

Concerning the question of correspondence between the new repub- 
lics and existing patterns of identity, I will argue that there was a 
considerable degree of continuity. However, and this is a very import- 
ant point, the discussions in connection with the delimitation also 
reflected that identities were changing. This was partly the result of 
the policies and events of the Soviet period, but important changes 
took place in the decades prior to the Soviet Revolution as well. In the 
next two chapters, we turn to the question of Central Asian identities. 
First, I discuss the most important identities in Central Asia prior to 
the incorporation of the region into the Russian Empire. Second, I 
examine the Tsarist era and the question of how identities changed 
during that period. 



Traditional Identities 

As Central Asia was integrated into the Russian Empire during the 
latter part of the nineteenth century, military forces were followed by 
a host of Russian ethnographers and orientalists. There is general 
agreement that Tsarist Russia, in stark contrast to the succeeding Soviet 
regime, had no ambitions to change or reform Central Asian society 
in any fundamental way. Rather, its main aim was a maximum of 
control at a minimum of cost, and it was believed that knowledge of 
the region would facilitate political control. For the Russian scholars 
and orientalists who went to Central Asia, a major task was to identify 
the population of the region. Who were the peoples of Central 
Asia? 

Uzbeks, Tajiks or Sarts? 

In the world-view predominating in the Tsarist administration at the 
time, attaining as much knowledge as possible on the newly incorpor- 
ated subjects would enhance possibilities for control. According to 
the maxim of "know your subjects", orientalists and ethnographers 
departed to Central Asia, their principal mission being to map the 
population of Central ~ s i a . '  

The work of the Russian scholars was characterized by the romantic 
nationalist assumption that humanity is ultimately divided into a finite 
number of "peoples" or "nationalities". As no consensus existed as to 
what constituted a people or a nationality, Russian scholars based their 
efforts on the use of ethnonyms, notions of race, linguistic practice, 
territorial affiliation, socioeconomic differences, and a number of other 
distinctions. However, they soon recognized that mapping the Central 
Asian population in this way was no easy venture. Not only did they 
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encounter practical problems, the entire conceptual basis seemed inad- 
equate. 

In their investigations, the Russian scholars met with a variety of 
group designations, many of which refused to comply with the 
scholars' conceptual framework. This was particularly the case with 
the designations "Sart", "Tajik and "Uzbek". The designations crossed 
expected boundaries, particularly linguistic ones. Moreover, they in- 
volved boundaries that, according to the orientalists, were not relevant 
or decisive for what was to be considered a "nation" or a "people". In 
particular, this involved socioeconomic realities. As a result, Central 
Asian group designations represented a conundrum for the scholars. 
The scholars of the empire were more concerned with etymology than 
social p r a ~ t i c e , ~  but their studies also provide us with valuable infor- 
mation concerning contemporary usage of the various names. 

Although there had been some disagreement as to the usage of the 
term "Sart", Samoilovich concluded in 1910 that the majority of Rus- 
sian orientalists agreed that: 

Following the Arab conquest, the original Iranian population of 
Central Asia was given the name "Tajiks" by the nomadic Turks in 
the North, a name that they adopted. In the course of time, and no 
later than the time of the Mongol conquest, the Turks again gave 
this population a new name, "Sarts", although this did not replace 
the first one. Prior to this, the term "Sart" had not had any ethnic 
meaning. Consequently, the ancestors of today's Sarts were by blood 
and language ~ran ians .~  

In this sense, "Sart" is virtually synonymous with "Tajik", and Samoi- 
lovich himself referred to Sarts and Tajiks without indicating any dif- 
ference between the two  designation^.^ 

Gradually, however, according to orientalists such as Radlov, Bartol'd 
and others, the Iranian dimension of "Sart" faded out of use as the Sarts 
mixed with Turkic-speakers of the region. Consequently, beginning in 
the seventeenth century, "Tajik" and "Sart" ceased to be synonymous. 
The first referred to the non-Turkified Iranian population, and the latter 
to the Turkified population of Iranian origin. Bartol'd links the separ- 
ation of "Sart" from "Tajik" to the sixteenth-century conquest of the 
Uzbek tribes. For the conquerors, the Turk-Tajik distinction had no rele- 
vance; to them the entire sedentary population was "Sart". Under the 
influence of the conquerors, the entire urban population began to call 
themselves "Sarts", but "due to the great tribal differences between the 
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Turks and the Tajiks, the two peoples could not be called by the same 
name". As a result, the urban Turks began to be called "Sarts", distin- 
guishing them not only from the nomads, but from the Tajiks as well, 
"Tajik" now referring exclusively to the Iranian-speaking population. 
Once synonymous, "Sart" and "Tajik" now had different references.' 
However, this was probably a simplification. Due to local variations in 
the use of the terms in question, Bartol'd's description cannot be 
applied universally. 

While the Russian orientalists spent much time trying to come to 
terms with the roots of "Sart", "Uzbek" represented no problem in 
this respect. The designation "Uzbek" entered Central Asia with the 
Shaybanid conquest in the sixteenth century. The dynasties that ruled 
the khanates from this time on descended from the Shaybanid con- 
querors, and were thus considered "Uzbek dynasties". Although 
"Uzbek" was primarily associated with the ruling elites, the general 
population began to use this as a self-designation as well, in their 
capacity of subjects of Uzbek dynasties.' But if the origin of the word 
was known, it was far more difficult to give any precise analytical 
definition of its referent. 

Attempts to differentiate between "Uzbek", "Sart" and "Tajik" from 
each other involved linguistic practice and socioeconomic categories 
as well as social organization. Khoroshin makes use of two categories 
simultaneously: 

The population of the Turkestan krai consists of two peoples [narod- 
nosti]: the settled Tajiks and the half nomad Uzbeks, who in their 
turn have had great influence on the Tajiks, turning parts of them 
into Sarts, a settled people of Tajik origin speaking the Uzbek lan- 
g ~ a g e . ~  

Khoroshin's text effectively demonstrates the problems involved in dis- 
tinguishing between various "peoples". On the one hand, Khoroshin 
claims that linguistic criteria are decisive for membership in the vari- 
ous groups, saying that Tajiks are Iranian-speaking, Sarts are linguistic- 
ally Turkicized Tajiks, and that Uzbeks are uniformly Turkic-speaking. 
At the same time the text includes references to "Sart-speaking Tajiks", 
which does not accord with the categories applied. Furthermore, the 
Uzbeks, who were first referred to as a half-nomad people, are later said 
to be "partly settled, partly half-nomad and partly n ~ m a d " . ~  

The main distinction in Khoroshin's work between "Sart" and 
"Uzbek" was that the first were of Iranian origin, while the latter were 
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originally Turks. Other scholars employed different categories in their 
attempts to establish a systematic Uzbek-Sart distinction. Some found 
that the distinction between nomads and settled was the most import- 
ant one, with nomadic Uzbeks as opposed to settled Sarts, both groups 
being Turkic-speakers. According to the orientalist Radlov, however, 
the main distinction was not between settled and nomadic but be- 
tween urban and rural. In his view "Sart" implied urban, and "Uzbek" 
rural. l0 Others again, such as Samoilovich, found the key to the Uzbek- 
Sart distinction in differences in social organization. Whether settled 
or not, Uzbeks were Turks with their traditional clan-tribal conscious- 
ness intact, while Sarts were Turkic speakers without this quality." 
Several scholars shared his opinion on this point.12 

John Schoeberlein maintains that those who identified as Uzbeks did 
so as subjects of the ruling Uzbek dynasties, and not on the basis of 
linguistic affiliation or type of social organization. Consequently, the 
Uzbek identity included Turkic and non-Turkic speakers as well as 
people with or without tribal identities.'-he strong tradition of bilin- 
gualism in the region would render any division strictly according to 
linguistic criteria problematic. However, based on the assessments of 
the Russian scholars, it seems reasonable to conclude that there was a 
Turkic element to "Uzbek", suggesting a distinction along the Turkic- 
Iranian boundary. 

The Russian scholars' conceptualization of Central Asian society 
was dominated by three supposedly interrelated dichotomies: Turkic 
as opposed to Iranian, nomadic as opposed to settled, and finally, 
existence as opposed to absence of tribal lineages. The elements of 
these dichotomies represent what John Schoeberlein has called the 
"pure" forms of Turkic and Iranian culture.14 They represent the ex- 
tremes of a civilizational continuum, characterized by age-long inter- 
action and mixing. The Russian scholars attempted to group the 
population of Central Asia in a way that would cause the various 
groups and peoples to fall into neatly distinct compartments in this 
great space. 

When this enterprise largely failed, it was ultimately because reality 
was too complex. The existing patterns of group identity did not con- 
form to the categories en~ployed. Furthermore, when different scholars 
came up with different conclusions and categorizations, it was a reflec- 
tion of the fact that the group designations in question had no precise 
or unambiguous reference, but were attributed different meanings by 
different people at different places and times. For instance, as Bartol'd 
noted, when Kazaks used the designation "Sart", socioeconomic 
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aspects were predominant. They primarily referred to the settled popu- 
lation of Central Asia, whether Turkic- or ~ranian-speaking." In the 
official terminology of the Russian administration, however, "Sart" 
was applied to Turkic speakers alone. Having traveled in Central Asia, 
Sarnoilovich concluded that while "Sart" had little, if any, ethnic 
meaning in Tashkent, Samarkand, and Bukhara, in Khiva the term was 
still used to designate ethnicity.16 

In their largely objectivist approach, the imperial scholars more or 
less refused to take social practice into account. In their opinion, use 
and misuse of labels might obscure the matter, which the following 
passage illustrates: "Not all Central Asians who call themselves Sart, or 
who are called Sarts by others, are actually Sarts in the ethnic sense."17 
The fact that the various designations were used in different ways in 
different contexts made the task of the Russian scholars virtually im- 
possible. Consequently, the relation between the discussed concepts 
and those promoted in the delimitation is a problematic one. Even 
though the group labels "Uzbek" and "Tajik" were given priority in 
the 1920s and made the basis for the reorganization of Central Asia, 
they did not refer to groups that could easily be traced back in time, 
not even for a rather limited number of years. 

The Uzbek-Sart complex was a particular problem. In Tsarist colonial 
discourse "Sart" came to be applied to the Turkic-speaking elements of 
the sedentary population of Central Asia, as opposed to "Tajik", exclu- 
sively referring to Iranian speakers. As a result of this practice, in the 
census of 1897, the number of "Sarts" (951,337) exceeded that of 
"Uzbeks" (725,602) in the three main oblasts of Turkestan: Ferghana, Syr- 
Darya and Samarkand. The eagerness to understand "Sart" as a people or 
a nationality, also led the Russian orientalist Ostroumov to establish a 
Sart literary language, which was supposed to be distinct from Uzbek 
and other Turkic languages and dialects. l 8  

Less than 30 years later, the censuses looked very different. The 
number of "Uzbeks" had increased enormously while the "Sarts" had 
largely disappeared altogether. I will return to this issue in later chap- 
ters. At this point I will only conclude that the Russian scholars found 
it difficult to identify the "true nationality" of the Central Asians, and 
"Sart", "Tajik" and "Uzbek" were at the core of their problems. Bound- 
aries overlapped in unexpected ways. In the case of "Sart", "Tajik" and 
"Uzbek" the degree of overlap was considerable, and much of what 
they had in common was affiliation with the historically significant 
socioeconomic formation one might call "the sedentary population of 

1 ,  19 Transoxania . 
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Islamic and local identities 

As the main subject of this study is the national delimitation, I have 
focused on the identity designations on which the delimitation was 
based. However, this does not imply that these were the most import- 
ant identities to most Central Asians at the time. In daily life, Central 
Asians tended to identify with smaller and more limited entities, 
which was one reason for the Russian scholars' puzzlement. This was 
clearly expressed by Bartol'd in his classic formulation: 

The settled population of Central Asia think of themselves primarily 
as Muslims, and think of themselves only secondarily as living in a 
particular town or district; to them the idea of belonging to a par- 
ticular people [narod] is of no ~ignificance.~" 

If we put the religious aspects aside, what Bartol'd pointed out was the 
insignificance of designations such as "Uzbek" and "Ta jik", which, in 
the terminology of Bartol'd and the other Russian orientalists of the 
time, would be considered "peoples". The most important aspects of 
"people", as used here by Bartol'd, seem to be the problematic categor- 
ies of "stock", "race" or "origin", as well as linguistic practice. Bartol'd 
noted that for the settled population of the oases of Central Asia, affili- 
ation with this particular locality was crucial for their self-identification, 
while belonging to more widely defined groups, except for membership 
in a religious community, was hardly important at all. These commu- 
nities of towns or districts were truly multiethnic, and they cut across 
the linguistic boundaries of the Turkic-Iranian dichotomy. In addition, 
the concepts of Turkic or Iranian descent did not have any significant 
place in the self-conceptualization of these local communities. 

If "Uzbek" and "Tajik" were relatively insignificant concepts in the 
Tsarist period, this was about to change. In 1928, the journal Za partiiu 
included an article with the following title: "The people of Bukhara 
and its surroundings: are they Uzbeks or ~ a j i k s ? " ~ ~  While indicative of 
a political struggle that was taking place in Central Asia in the second 
half of the 1920s, this question would have had little relevance at the 
time when Bartol'd made his observations. In the following chapters 1 
intend to explain the change that took place between Bartol'd's obser- 
vation and the publication of the above-mentioned article. At this 
point, suffice it to emphasize that at the time of the Russian conquest 
in the nineteenth century, Uzbek and Tajik were not particularly 
important identities. 
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In addition to the secular identities connected to particular local- 
ities, a major source of identity in nineteenth-century Central Asia was 
Islam, which had entered the region during the Arab conquest. 
Following the Arab invasion, towns like Bukhara, Khiva and Kokand 
became important intellectual centers of the Muslim world. Bartol'd 
perceived Islam as the ultimate source of identity for the settled popu- 
lation. He envisioned a hierarchy of identities in which Islam predom- 
inated over all other forms of identity. Bartol'd was consistent with 
modern understandings of identity in recognizing the existence of 
various simultaneous identities, but the notion of a fixed interrelation- 
ship between them cannot be considered adequate. It is not theoretic- 
ally possible to point out any particular identity that would outweigh 
all other identities in all  situation^.^^ Furthermore, Islamic identity in 
Central Asia was not and is not one phenomenon. Rather, Islam repre- 
sented and still represents a variety of identities on different levels and 
displaying different content and meaning. 

In nineteenth-century Central Asia, Islam was the ultimate source of 
social authority. This authority could be derived in two different ways. 
First, there were the Ulama, people of religious learning, possessing the 
quality of "ilm" (learning) in its widest sense. Another group derived 
their Islam-based authority from claims to "holy descent" or "sacred line- 
ages", that is, claims to be the descendants of persons considered holy 
within the given Islamic tradition. In the above quote, Bartol'd re- 
serves the predominant Islamic identity for the settled population of 
Central Asia. Even though this must not be understood as implying 
that Islam was not important among the nomadic, or half-nomadic 
population, the nomadic-settled dichotomy has relevance for the 
understanding of Islam in Central Asia. 

In the areas of predominantly sedentary population, an institution- 
alized form of Islam developed, often referred to as "orthodox". In this 
social configuration, the Ulama came to hold an important position of 
authority. Nomadic way of life, on the other hand, to quote Shirin 
Akiner, "was not conducive to a spread of the orthodox, mosque- 
centered faith of the sedentary populat ion".2~mong the nomads, 
religion was less institutionalized, and there were no Ulrlnlu of the 
same influence and authority as among the sedentary population. In- 
stead, notions of holy descent (which, as mentioned, were important 
among the settled population too) were more prominent as a basis for 
authority, as was the case among the Turkmen, and the ovlut, or "holy 
tribes". In his study on the Turkmen ovlat, Sergei Demidov acknow- 
ledges that the five Turkmen ijvlut groups (Khoja, Shikh, Seiit, Magtym 
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and Ata) enjoyed considerable social authority based on the notion 
that they had descended from the first four 

Their authority found expression in a variety of ways. Irrespective of 
age, which is otherwise traditionally a source of authority in Central 
Asian society, ovlat members would be addressed by non-ovlats in a 
way that reflected the authority invested in the ovlats. During various 
celebrations at which many people assembled, ovlat members would 
often be given some kind of award, not of any economic significance, 
but as recognition and manifestation of their authority in society. Fur- 
thermore, non-ovlats expressed their acceptance of ovlat authority in 
providing their children, most notably their sons, with ovlat names.25 
The position of authority held by the ovlat groups was summed up in 
the following proverb: "He who honors the ovlat, will be rewarded in 
this and in the next 

Religiously-based authority among the Turkmen was not restricted 
to the alleged descendants of the Caliphs. The authority of the 
Mullahs was based on Islamic learning, and their primary task was the 
education of children. Also, the Mullahs played a significant role in 
important events such as weddings and funerals, as well as in the 
organization of the Friday  prayer^.^' Perhaps the most important 
example of the social authority of the Mullahs was their role as medi- 
ators in economic or other conflicts. Observing the Turkmen during 
the Tsarist period, the Russian G. Kostin wrote that "all disagreements 
over property are settled exclusively by the Mullahs on the basis of the 
Sharia, and in the opinion of the pastoralists, only the Mullahs had the 

I ,  28 authority to do that . 
These examples of ovlats and Mullahs show that Islamic identity was 

not restricted to the sedentary population of traditional Islamic strong- 
holds such as Bukhara, Khiva and Samarkand, even though identities 
and forms of authority were not necessarily identical. And although 
Soviet scholars such as Demidov took pains to prove the falsity of the 
alleged Arabic descent of the ovlat groups, conceptually, for ovlats as 
well as non-ovlats, their position was entirely based on notions of 
Islam, as was the authority of both the Mullah and the learned of the 
Ulama. It should also be stressed that notions of sacred lineage are not 
exclusive to the nomadic population. Indeed, they are found through- 
out Central Asia, cross-cutting boundaries of language, socioeconomic 
structure and social ~r~aniza t ion . '~  

The concept of sacred lineages couples Islam with another of the 
most important forms of traditional Central Asian identity, the notion 
of descent groups. Central Asian society is commonly referred to in 
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terms of "tribes" and "clans"; that is, groups formed on the basis of an 
idea of common descent. While there is much debate as to the signifi- 
cance and importance of this kind of identity in contemporary Central 
Asia, it is generally accepted that descent groups and lineages trad- 
itionally were among the predominant foci of identity for Central 
Asians. As was briefly commented on above, the existence and import- 
ance of lineages is supposed to correspond to the Turkic-Iranian 
dichotomy. Typically, Turks have lineages, Iranians do not. Further- 
more, also corresponding to the "ideal types" of Turkic and Iranian 
civilizations, the existence and strength of lineages to some extent 
reflected the settled-nomadic dichotomy. This was noted by the orien- 
talists of the Tsarist period: "In any places in Central Asia (although, 
for instance, not in Khiva), the tribal consciousness has been signifi- 
cantly ~eakened."~'  Even though absolute terms should be avoided, it 
seems justifiable to say that notions of lineage and descent group were 
most prominent among the non-sedentary population, while generally 
weaker and less significant among the settled. Among the latter, on 
the other hand, affiliation to a particular locality was more pro- 
nounced. Later in this chapter I will return to the question of descent 
groups and lineages in more detail. 

In the realm of social authority, Islam structured the relations be- 
tween members of society. Of course, Islam was also a confessional 
identity, providing the individual with a sense of a place in the world 
as a whole, an identity that was both confirmed and created in the 
performance of various practices conceived of as "Muslim". It has 
been a widely shared opinion that Islam both as a belief and as a 
confessional identity was (and still is) stronger in the areas of a trad- 
itionally settled population than among the (former) nomads, yet it is 
difficult to substantiate such arguments. In Soviet scholarship, based 
on an objectivist concept of identity, much energy was spent arguing 
for the non-Islamic character of religious beliefs and practices in Cen- 
tral Asia, particularly in relation to the traditionally nomadic groups. 
The argument was that much of the religious belief and practice of 
Central Asians could hardly be called ~slamic." Islam was regarded as 
a finite, objective entity, while little attention was paid to the way in 
which people themselves conceived of their various practices, trad- 
itions, and so on. In the experience of the population, none the 
less, much of what was dismissed as "pre-Islamic survivals" by Soviet 
scholarship was truly Islamic. Moreover, considering that social au- 
thority among the nomadic groups was also to a great extent rooted in 
Islam, the settled-nomadic distinction regarding Islam becomes a 
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problematic one, or at least not one of Islamic versus non-lslamic cul- 
tures. 

Islamic identity was not only a question of religious belief or of social 
authority. On another level, "Muslim" was a very wide and inclusive 
identity, encompassing the native population of Central Asia as a 
whole. "Muslim" in this sense grouped together individuals represent- 
ing various cultural backgrounds all identified as "Muslim". However, 
this did not mean that there existed an idea of Central Asian unity, and 
there was no  territorial aspect to this identity. Instead, this aspect of 
"Muslim" identity became very useful and relevant in Central Asia's 
encounter with Russia and Russians in the nineteenth century, and 
"Muslim" gained currency as a way of distinguishing between Russians 
and other Europeans on the one side, and Central Asians on the other. 
In this sense, "Muslim" referred to all native Central Asians alike, irre- 
spective of socioeconomic, linguistic or other differences. Moreover, it 
was largely void of religious meaning, in the sense that no assumption 
was made about the religious conviction of those to whom it referred. 

This concept of "Muslim" comes out very clearly in the notion of 
"Muslim language", a term that was the result of the Tsarist adminis- 
trators' failure to distinguish between the different languages spoken in 
Central ~ s i a . ~ ~  The term "Muslim language" was applied as an unspeci- 
fied reference to any of the Central Asian languages, and Russians used 
it as a synonym for "native" (korennyi). This did not mean that the 
Russians in question were unaware of the existence of different lan- 
guages, or that they believed that there really was one "Muslim lan- 
guage" as such. The same term was used in the 1920s as well, mostly in 
informal contexts, and it distinguished between "local language" on 
the one side and Russian on the other. In situations that required a 
greater level of precision, more specific references would usually be 
applied.33 The "Muslims" themselves adopted this particular use of 
"Muslim". At the sessions of the Central Asian party organs in the first 
years of the Soviet period, Central Asians routinely used the term 
"Muslim language", and it was almost exclusively used in situations 
involving a Russian-native dichotomy. The following words from one 
Central Asian party member are illustrative: "If the majority of the 
members of the presidium of Turkestan CEC are Muslims, then one 
should speak [the] Muslim language.'134 Typically, a few passages below, 
"Muslim language" is exchanged with "local (rnestriyi) language", used 
with the same meaning. Outside the sphere of the Russian-native 
dichotomy, "Muslim language" would be replaced with references such 
as Uzbek, Kyrgyz, Turkmen, and so on. 
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The development of a "Muslim" identity in this broad sense has had 
profound significance for the way in which Central Asians conceived of 
themselves during and after the Soviet period. John Schoeberlein has 
noted that the sense of "Muslim language" meaning "a[ny] Central 
Asian language" is still alive in the region, suggesting that Islam is still 
an important dimension in the self-identification of Central ~ s i a n s . ~ '  
However, this does not necessarily imply that continuity is absolute, as, 
for example, David Nissman has argued regarding Turkmenistan. He 
maintains that anti-Islamic propaganda of the Soviet period had been 
largely ineffective, leaving the Islamic dimension of society more or less 
i n t a ~ t . ' ~  This is a hasty conclusion, as nominal continuity is not neces- 
sarily the same as continuity of meaning. When present-day Central 
Asians identify themselves as "Muslim" and may even refer to a 
"Muslim language", this does not in itself indicate that they identify in 
the same way as did "Muslims" of Central Asia a century earlier, or that 
atheist propaganda had been a failure altogether. It primarily means 
that Central Asians, irrespective of personal belief, feel that they belong 
to culture that is "Muslim" in a very wide sense. The same phenomenon 
is reflected in Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay's observation that identi- 
fying as, for instance, a "Kyrgyz" but not a "Muslim" is close to a con- 
tradi~tion.~'  

Even though Bartol'd was conceptually mistaken in presenting 
one particular identity as superior to all other identities, it remains 
true that being "Muslim" was important to the bulk of the population 
in Tsarist and pre-revolutionary Central Asia. People considered their 
way of life, practices, and traditions to be "Muslim", and social au- 
thority was to a great extent based upon Islam. In the increasing con- 
tact with Russians in late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
"Muslim" also took on a broader meaning, defining the boundaries 
between the populations native to Central Asia and the European new- 
comers. 

Except from the "Muslim" identity, broadly defined identities had 
no prominent position in Central Asia. For the sedentary population 
more limited local identities had much greater importance, as had 
notions of descent groups and tribal lineages. Being an inhabitant of, 
for instance, Bukhara, or belonging to a particular lineage or descent 
group, was much more significant than being "Uzbek", "Tajik" or 
"Sart". As a result, when discussing nineteenth-century Central Asia, 
referring to an "Uzbek" or a "Tajik" nation or nationality is problem- 
atic, although Soviet historiography found few conceptual difficulties 
in tracing the respective nations even as far back as antiquity. One 
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must agree with Edward Allworth, arguing that this perception was 
based on a backward projection of realities."" 

Tribal conglomerates and descent groups 

Because of the ambiguity of these designations, I have deliberately 
avoided referring to "the Uzbeks" and "the Tajiks". On the other 
hand, such as in the discussion of the ovlat groups, 1 referred to "the 
Turkmen" without further problernatization. This was not the result of 
logical inconsistency, but because this particular designation was less 
problematic than the two others. In the preceding paragraphs, genea- 
logically-based identities were viewed in opposition to broader ones, 
such as Turkic and Iranian and Uzbek, Sart, or Tajik. However, identities 
defined by genealogy were not necessarily limited to small descent 
groups, notions of common descent also constituted, at least concep- 
tually, groups counting hundreds of thousands or even millions of 
individuals. This was the case with the Turkmen, the Kazaks and the 
Kyrgyz, tribal conglomerates that, in the words of Khalid: "retained 
their distinctive identities, rooted in myths of origin that defined 

1 ,  39 them against other groups in Transoxania . 
Let us begin with a closer look at the Turkmen. To what extent did 

there exist a well defined group of "Turkmen" in nineteenth-century 
Central Asia, and what kind of community was this? In accordance 
with the claim that the national delimitation corresponded to object- 
ive ethnic realities, Soviet scholarship consequently used the term "the 
Turkmen people" in accounts of the nineteenth century (as well as 
those addressing earlier times, for that matter), and the same termin- 
ology is applied in much of Western scholarship.40 Even though "Turk- 
men" had a less problematic reference in the nineteenth century than 
"Uzbek" or "Tajik", using a concept like "people" is still questionable. 
It includes a number of non-specified references, and seems to imply a 
cohesion that might not have been there. 

Whether or not there was a "Turkmen people" is therefore a com- 
plex question. What did exist, however, was a number of lineages and 
descent groups that were accepted by their members as "Turkmen". An 
all-Turkmen ideology existed, and, at least conceptually, it united the 
different tribes in a wider Turkmen community." A number of des- 
cent-based groups linked themselves to this genealogy, the most 
numerous ones being Teke, Yomut, Ersari, Chovdur, Salor and 
Saryk. Members of these groups considered themselves part of a Turk- 
men genealogy, and they were identified by others as Turkmen. It is 
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characteristic that the Turkmen identity caused the Russian ethnog- 
raphers much less pains than, for instance, "Uzbek", "Tajik" or "Sart". 
As far as the Russian scholars were concerned, the "Turkmen people" 
was not a particularly problematic entity.42 

However, boundaries were not always clear-cut. Particularly in the 
areas of Khiva or Bukhara, where groups identifying and identified as 
"Turkmen" lived alongside a non-Turkrnen population, identities 
could be much more ambiguous. This point is neatly illustrated in the 
following somewhat frustrated conclusion from October 1923, of a 
commission set up to determine the "true identity" of various groups 
populating the Charjou district of Bukhara: 

Considering that the tribes of Salur and Baiad on the one hand 
consider themselves Turkmen, on the other hand Uzbeks and on 
the third refuse to call themselves by nationality altogether, the 
commission concludes that it did not succeed in establishing the 
nationality of the mentioned tribes. Concerning the tribe Khidir- 
Illi, in spite of the fact that certain individuals of this tribe called 
themselves Turkmen, the answers must be considered erroneous, 
and we choose to consider the tribe of Khidir-Illi ~ z b e k s . ~ ~  

This document is an interesting source of Soviet conceptions of iden- 
tities in general, and we will return to the issues it raises in later chap- 
ters. The point made here is that although the idea of a Turkmen 
identity was less problematic than, for instance, an Uzbek one, bound- 
aries could not always be easily drawn. 

Perhaps even more important than the question of boundaries is the 
question of significance. What did it mean to people that they con- 
sidered themselves members of an all-Turkmen genealogy? To what 
extent did this influence peoples' actions and lives, and what were the 
political implications? In a sense, one might say that the Turkmen 
tribes have been characterized by a marginal existence. To a consider- 
able degree, they have been living on the fringes of more or less power- 
ful states that with varying success claimed authority over the various 
tribes. From the sixteenth century on, the most important states were 
the khanates of Bukhara and Khiva, both loosely defined territorially. 
They maintained a core territory, while control of the peripheries 
varied greatly according to their political strength at the given time. In 
the first half of the nineteenth century, claims to supremacy over what 
is today Turkmenistan and its population were made by Khiva and 
Persia, as well as Bukhara. In sum, the Turkmen tribes lived in a field 
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of tension between the rule of the tribe and the power of the surround- 
ing states. 

What were the reactions, attitudes and strategies of the Turkmen 
tribes in this situation? One answer is given by Mehmet Saray in his 
dissertation The Turkmens in the Age of'lmperialism. Saray here terms the 
period 1800-60, when the Turkmen tribes were exposed to this three- 
way pressure, "the struggle for independence", a characterization indi- 
cative of the general perspective of this By referring to all 
instances of clashes between the various Turkmen tribes and the above- 
mentioned powers as "the struggle", Saray implicitly suggests that this 
was one phenomenon, one great all-Turkmen struggle, rather than a 
series of separate incidents. In Saray's view, those who acted and partici- 
pated in the struggles did so as Turkrnen and not as members of tribal or 
other groups. This applied to the Yomut-Khivan strife at the beginning 
of the century, the struggles between Persia and the Southern Yomuts in 
the 1830s, as well as the clashes between Persia and the Goklen tribe in 
the same decade. In these and other cases, the members of the Yomut, 
Goklen, and other tribes are systematically referred to as "the Turk- 
mens", suggesting that "Turkrnen" was their primary identity in the 
discussed events.45 

However, there seems to be little evidence that identification with 
other Turkmen was particularly important in these struggles. It is rather 
the case that the author in retrospect rhetorically applies a Turkrnen 
dimension, thus lending it much greater weight than it had at the time 
for those involved. Instead, the tribal level was paramount, a fact borne 
out by the interaction between the tribes and the various external 
forces. As Russia increasingly became a key actor in the region through- 
out the nineteenth century, it interacted with individual tribes, and not 
any collective Turkmen entity.46 An early example is the Yomut petition 
for Russian protection against Khiva and Persia in the mid-1830s. From 
Saray's perspective this becomes a "Turkmen request", while there is no 
argument that the request was to represent all ~urkmen." 

Although the tribe was the main level of action among the Turkmen, 
examples of a more concerted Turkrnen effort were also found 
throughout the nineteenth century. In the 1850s, the khan of the 
Teke, Nurberdy ~ h a n , ' ~  succeeded in uniting the Teke, the Saryk and 
the Salor in a common struggle against Persia. However, there is little 
to suggest that there was any essential difference between this unified 
effort and previous temporary alliances between the various Turkmen 
tribes and other powers, whether Turkmen or not. For example, earlier 
in that century, both the Teke and the Yomut entered into alliances 
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with Khiva, or had at least intended to do so.49 Moreover, Nurberdy 
Khan's union did not include the Yomut, one of the most important 
and numerous groups. And in their relations to Russia in the second 
half of the century, the Turkmen tribes continued to relate to Russia 
on an individual basis." 

As an indication of the insignificance or at least weakness of a Turk- 
men identity in political life, one may also mention the unrest of 1916 
and the way in which this was evinced among these groups. According 
to Carrere dtEncausse, citing Kuropatkin, "the Turkmens had accepted 
mobilization peacefully enough . . . The Yomud Turkmens alone re- 
fused to submit to their new ~bli~at ions." '~  This is probably an exag- 
geration as a Soviet account from 1951, while evidently attempting to 
minimize the scope of the events, included some other groups as 

Nevertheless, it seems well documented that the 1916 revolt 
among the Turkmen population followed a tribal rather than an all- 
Turkmen pattern. In early September 1916, local military authorities 
reported the occurrence of agitation among the population of Krasno- 
vodsk district, "urging the Yomuts to unite with the Persian Yomuts in 
the uprising against Russia. Therefore, all those Yomuts who possibly 
can, must immediately leave for Astrabad to unite with the rioting 
Yomuts, where they will shortly be joined by Junaid-Khan, coming 
from ~fghanistan."'~ In the next chapter I will return to the events of 
1916 in some more detail. At this point I conclude that as far as the 
Turkmen population was concerned, patterns of mobilization largely 
corresponded to tribal boundaries. 

To some extent, these tribal conglomerates represented what 
Anthony Smith refers to as "ethnic communities". According to 
Smith, an ideal type of an ethnic community is marked by the 
following characteristics: a collective proper name, a myth of common 
ancestry, shared historical memories, one or more differentiating elem- 
ents of common culture, an association with a specific "homeland" 
and a sense of solidarity for significant sectors of the population.s4 The 
Turkmen tribes identified with a collective proper name, although the 
importance of this designation might be discussed. The common 
names of the tribal conglomerates were derived from their respective 
genealogies, which also provided the groups with a myth of common 
ancestry. This gave the tribal conglomerates a character of "super- 
families of fictive descent", which, according to Donald Horowitz, is 
the essence of a national c o m m ~ n i t y . ~ ~  

As far as the question of a common culture is concerned, it was 
certainly not possible to distinguish neatly between a Turkmen, a 



Traditional Identities 45 

Kazak or a Kyrgyz culture. However, differentiating elements of 
common culture existed, such as linguistic ones. That, as John Schoe- 
berlein has pointed out, Central Asian cultural diversity was and is 
"defined by gradients of difference", making it difficult to draw defin- 
ite boundaries, does not necessarily mean that notions of boundaries 
did not exist.56 In today's system of classification of the Turkic lan- 
guages, Turkmen is the only Central Asian language related to the so- 
called southwest or Oghuz group of the Turkic languages. This reflects 
the fact that most members of the various Turkmen tribes spoke in a 
way that was generally perceived as a common tongue, and that their 
speech might be a distinguishing cultural feature." Similarly, linguistic 
differences could serve to distinguish between Kazaks and Kyrgyz. As 
we will see later, these linguistic differences came to take on political 
importance during the national delimitation. 

Moreover, the development of literary languages must not be forgot- 
ten, even though only a tiny percentage of the largely nomadic popula- 
tion of the tribal conglomerates was literate. In the eighteenth century, 
Magtymkuli, now celebrated as the Turkmen national poet, wrote his 
poetry in a Turkic that differed from the east Turkic languages or dialects 
of ~ r a n s o x a n i a . ~ ~  He initiated a tradition of poetry that won consider- 
able popularity among the Turkmen tribes. Among the Kazaks, the poet 
and literati Ibrahim Kunanbayev made an essential contribution to the 
establishment of a written Kazak language in the nineteenth century. 
This also differed from the east Turkic forms of Transoxania. 

An important dimension of an ethnic community is the notion of a 
common history. Typically, dramatic events such as wars hold an 
important place in this kind of collective memory. As far as the Turkmen 
tribes are concerned, there was at that time little in their historical 
experience that might serve as sources for such notions of common 
history. Although on some occasions the major Turkmen tribes had 
formed temporary unions against common outside enemiesIs9 they 
were fighting each other as much as non-Turkrnen groups.60 Sources of 
common history or shared historical memories were therefore largely 
limited to the narrative of the genealogy. Among the population of the 
Kazak steppe, the situation was different because of their longer and 
varied record of contact with Russia. Russian influence here had 
become significant already in the eighteenth century, when the Kazak 
ztluzes (tribal confederations) accepted Russian protection. During the 
first half of the nineteenth century, the zhuzes were abolished and the 
Kazak steppes were integrated into the Russian Empire. This integra- 
tion was followed by considerable colonization and settlement by 
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Russian and other European peasants.6' For Russia, the population of 
the steppes represented a unit, and the Kazaks were dealt with accord- 
ingly. Irrespective of tribal or zhuz affiliation, the Kazak population 
experienced an increasing land problem. This made a collective Kazak 
identity more relevant to the interpretation of reality than it had been 
before, and this marked a difference from the other population groups 
in Central Asia. 

The two final elements of the concept of ethnic community are the 
idea of attachment to a wider territory and a sense of solidarity with 
the given population. Neither of these aspects was particularly promin- 
ent among the population of the tribal conglomerates. Territorial affili- 
ation tended to correspond to tribal division, making conceptions of 
Yomut, Teke or Small Zhuz territory more important than perceptions 
of a Turkmen, Kazak or Kyrgyz territ~ry.~' Correspondingly, there is 
scant evidence of all-Turkmen solidarity, and the mentioned revolt of 
1916 is a case in point. 

On balance, the tribal conglomerates at least partially corresponded to 
Smith's ideal type of an ethnic community. However, salient aspects 
were more or less absent. This was even more the case with the sedentary 
population of Transoxania. Group designations such as "Uzbek" and 
"Tajik" could hardly be said to represent ethnic communities in the 
sense the term is used here. Socioeconomic criteria were at least as pro- 
nounced as notions of descent, and the significance of language for iden- 
tification was debatable. Moreover, the territorial dimensions of these 
identities were weak or altogether absent, as in the case of "Sarttl. While 
the quality of being settled was important in the identification of the 
sedentary agriculturalists of Transoxania, the people of the tribal con- 
glomerates to a great extent identified themselves in opposition to the 
former. This dichotomy took on great significance in the delimitation. 

At the time of the Russian conquest, there was little to indicate that 
a fundamental political reorganization of the region such as the 
national delimitation was going to take place in Central Asia. But this 
does not imply that the reorganization was in every sense "artificial". 
Already in the Tsarist period, a process had begun which foreshadowed 
the reorganization of the 1920s. By the turn of the century, broader 
and more territorially-based identities were gaining currency. Cer- 
tainly, Central Asia had not turned into a "hotbed of nationalism". 
But during the Tsarist period there came into existence a group of 
reformers that represented modes of thought intimately related to 
what Anthony Smith has called "the culture of nati~nalism".~.' This 
process is the subject of the following chapter. 
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The Tsarist conquest initiated a period of massive change in Central 
Asia. Most of it took place in the Soviet period, but the Tsarist period 
brought important changes as well (albeit not necessarily those 
intended). In this chapter, I will discuss the extent to which the Tsarist 
period involved changes that foreshadowed the establishment in the 
1920s of nationality-based territorial political entities in Central Asia. 
On the basis of recent re-evaluation of Central Asian social and cul- 
tural life in this period, I will argue that the national delimitation 
represents a certain degree of continuity, and certainly more than that 
allowed for in the traditional divide and rule perspective. 

This continuity was first and foremost represented by the group of 
reformers that appeared in Central Asia around the turn of the century, 
the Jadids. Consequently, this chapter is primarily concerned with the 
Jadids, their ideas and their reform efforts. First, I will discuss the con- 
text in which the movement arose. Significantly affected by Russia's 
advance into Central Asia, it also involved the general orientation 
towards reform that characterized large parts of the Muslim world in 
the nineteenth century. In both ways it was primarily a consequence 
of the encounter of the Muslim world with the West. The reformers 
represented a new understanding of community, which was not in- 
compatible with the kind of political organization that the delimita- 
tion implied. Even though Jadid visions of national communities did 
not necessarily correspond conceptually to those favored by the Soviet 
government, Jadid thinking nevertheless came to represent a position 
closely related to the idea of a nationally-divided Central Asia. 

In the eyes of contemporary external observers, reform was desper- 
ately needed in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Central 
Asia. With European expansion in the nineteenth century, a number 
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of Western travelers visited Central Asia, in many cases leaving 
detailed memoirs to witness their impressions. The travelers' accounts 
concurred in that their visit to Central Asia was an encounter with 
"backwardness". As CarrGre d'Encausse has put it: "the prevalent im- 
pression was one of an extraordinary lag behind the rest of the world 
of the nineteenth century, indeed of total immobility".' Visiting 
Bukhara as late as 1911, the Danish traveler Olufsen was thrilled to 
discover that "it [Bukhara] and its population are still the same as in 
Tamerlane's day".2 This perception of Central Asian backwardness was 
shared by Russian authorities as well as by the scholars who followed 
in the wake of the Russian conquest. As we shall see in this chapter, 
this image of backwardness was also what the Jadid reformers pro- 
jected to the Central Asian population in their efforts to demonstrate 
the need for reform. Later, the idiom of backwardness lent itself well to 
the world-view promoted by the Soviet regime, in which Soviet strat- 
egy in Central Asia was presented as a struggle against the historical 
backwardness of the region. 

Although "backwardness" did not mean the same to all who applied 
the term, it nevertheless corresponded to the interrelated social, polit- 
ical, cultural and economic realities of Central Asian society: 

On the eve of the Russian conquest, both Bukhara and Khiva were 
classic examples of premodern societies: the khanate's economic, 
social, and political systems, their technology and the intellectual 
attitudes of their rulers showed no qualitative change since the 
tenth century. Even the printing press was ~ n k n o w n . ~  

Whether or not any qualitative change had taken place over the last 
1,000 years can be discussed. However, this is not the point. What is 
more salient is the idea of a backward society losing touch with the 
rest of the world. This was the perspective of contemporary European 
visitors, and the notion of backwardness spread among parts of the 
native population of the area as well, stimulating calls for reform. 

Central Asia under Tsarism 

When Russia made its way into Central Asia, it encountered a popula- 
tion that, in relation to the Russians, was first and foremost 
" ~ u s l i m " . ~  This was nothing new for the Russians, who had a centur- 
ies-long history of interaction with Muslim groups. As Andreas Kappe- 
ler has pointed out, Russian policy in Central Asia in the nineteenth 
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century differed in important ways from traditional strategies towards 
non-Russians in general and Muslims in particular. Kappeler argues 
that, until the nineteenth century, the overall tendency in Russia's 
relation to Islam as a religion and to Muslim groups was one of relative 
tolerance and "pragmatic flexibility". For the Russian state, political 
matters held priority over religious concerns. The ideology of Tsarism, 
dynasty and the notion of empire (Reichsbewusstsein) were more suited 
to preserving the Russian multiethnic empire (Vielvolkerreich) than 
orthodoxy.' The ultimate goal was to exploit both human and eco- 
nomic resources as efficiently as possible, and policy makers thought 
this could best be achieved through cooperation. Certainly, Russia 
wanted to accomplish the integration of non-Russians into the empire, 
but a pragmatic strategy of flexibility, relative tolerance and co-opta- 
tion was chosen over one involving aggressive conversion and severe 
repression. To a large extent, Muslims and other non-Russians were 
accepted as equals, and non-Russian elites co-opted by what Kappeler 
calls "flexible integrati~n".~ 

The strategy chosen for Central Asia, however, differed markedly 
from this general scheme. Here, integration had given way to segrega- 
tion. The main concern was to secure the status quo in the region. 
Russian authorities cooperated with local elites, not least in the cases 
of Bukhara and Khiva, which were kept nominally intact as Russian 
protectorates. However, no efforts were made to integrate elites on a 
broader scale. A notable exception in this respect was the Bukharan 
Emir, Abd al-Ahad (1885-1910), who came to play an important role 
in Russian society.' Emir Abd al-Ahad was integrated into Russian soci- 
ety much in the same way as other Muslim and non-Russian elites had 
been. In late nineteenth-century Central Asia, however, the Bukharan 
Emir was an exception, and very different from the case of Khiva. 
Moreover, the population of Central Asia was given the status of inor- 
odtsy (of foreign origin), and for this reason not subject to the same 
rights and duties as the remaining population of the empire. The Tsar- 
ist strategy in Central Asia was one of norz-irttrrference. According to 
Kappeler, the continuing existence of Bukhara and Khiva was the 
result of this non-intervention ideology."deeb Khalid has focused on 
economy, and has argued that the authorities in St. Petersburg, and in 
particular the Ministry of Finance, showed reluctance to take on the 
expenditure of administering new  region^.^ 

In the historiography of the Russian advance into Central Asia, eco- 
nomic aspects have been attributed a prominent position in Soviet as 
well as Western s ch~ la r sh i~ . ' ~ )  Rather than new markets, however, 
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what incipient Russian capitalism could gain by controlling Central 
Asia in the latter part of the nineteenth century was a supply of cotton 
for its textile industry. Cotton supplies had become scarce as a result of 
the American Civil War. The American crisis led Russian merchants 
to urge the Minister of Finance to "seek in Central Asia, especially 
Bukhara, the raw materials which the American crisis was denying 
them". l l Others have focused on the "Great Game" perspective, seeing 
Russia's advance into Central Asia as primarily a product of great 
power competition between Russia and England. Yet others question 
the existence of a grand design behind the occupation of Central Asia 
altogether, emphasizing instead the role played by generals of great 
ambition and initiative.12 It is noteworthy that none of these perspec- 
tives are mutually exclusive. Whatever the motivations may have 
been, there is no doubt that economic considerations came to occupy 
a central place once Russian control in Central Asia was a reality. 
Russia sought to achieve a maximum of control at a minimum of cost, 
and the imperial authorities believed that this could most effectively 
be accomplished through segregation and non-interference. 

Andreas Kappeler has listed a number of factors to explain the dif- 
ferent strategy adopted for Central Asia. From an ideological perspec- 
tive, the Russian perception of Muslims underwent great changes in 
the nineteenth century. In this period of imperialism and colonialism, 
the Russian attitude of tolerance towards Islam, and the tendency to 
treat Muslims more or less as equals, was replaced with an image of 

1 1  13 "barbaric Mohamedans . Indeed, in the minds of Tsarist administra- 
tors and policy makers, the Muslims of Central Asia were barbarians 
and savages. Islam was considered an anti-social force and a reservoir 
of potential fanaticism. The impact of nationalism probably also 
played a role in Russia's adoption of a non-intervention strategy. The 
nineteenth century was the era of Romantic nationalism, and the gen- 
eral idea was that the world consisted of clearly separate "peoples", 
each having their own fixed character. 'This ideology served to empha- 
size differences rather than to encourage integration. Although con- 
tentions of this kind may be hard to document, Russia's strategy 
towards the native population of Central Asia accorded fully with this 
mode of thought. 

The Russians increasingly saw themselves as representing civilization 
as opposed to barbarism, yet the Russian regime took on a civilizing 
mission in Central Asia only to a limited extent. A number of Russian 
schools were opened, and, importantly, the printing press was intro- 
duced and newspapers established in the name of enlightenment. 



Changing Idmtities S 1 

However, this was a cautious approach, as - in the eyes of the Russians 
- challenging Islam could mobilize the feared fanaticism. Instead, 
Islam was exposed to the policy of ignorirovanie, the hope being that 
Islam would gradually lose its significance. Islam was to be ignored 
and isolated, and any offensive was to be directed against its organiza- 
tional structures rather than against the religion as such. No religious 
dignitaries were to be given positions of authority, pilgrimage to the 
holy places of Islam was made difficult by practical measures, and 
Turkestan was kept out of the jurisdiction of the Muslim Spiritual Ad- 
ministration based in 0renburg.14 Perhaps the most striking expression 
of the non-interference strategy was the ban on all missionary activity 
of the Orthodox Church in Central Asia until 1917. 

The non-intervention strategy was not restricted to the cultural 
sphere and Islam; the same tendency put its mark on judicial and 
political organization. In both fields, traditional organizations were 
admitted significant positions, and local and Russian hierarchies coex- 
isted. In legal affairs, judgments were rendered according to traditional 
standards unless the case involved Russian interests or subjects, or was 
considered particularly grave by the Russian administration. lS Virginia 
Martin has referred to this as "legal syncretism", in which "customary, 
Russian, and Islamic laws intertwined and operated side by side".16 
This characterization of Tsarist policy applies primarily to southern 
Central Asia. In the Kazak steppe, the situation was strikingly different. 
Here, there was a more strongly felt Russian drive for change than in 
the south. For example, a program of secular education was promoted 
much more extensively in the Kazak steppe than in Turkestan. This 
had consequences for intellectual development among the Kazak intel- 
ligentsia.'' Moreover, the regime took an interest in the settlement of 
Kazak nomads.18 

On the basis of pragmatic concerns and economic constraints, Tsar- 
ist Russia organized Central Asia in the following fashion. In the 
south, Bukhara and Khiva were allowed continued existence as pro- 
tectorates, while the Kokand khanate was annexed in 1876. Tashkent 
was made the administrative center of the new Governorate-General of 
Turkestan, which had been established in 1867 and was made up of 
five administrative units, or oblasts:19 in the west was the Transcaspian 
oblast; in the southeast the Ferghana oblnst; centered in Samarkand was 
the Samarkand oblasf; and in the north and northeast the Syr-Darya 
and Semirechie oblasts, respectively. Thus, the Turkestan Governorate- 
General comprised the previous khanate of Kokand, land taken from 
Bukhara and Khiva, and nomadic regions where state control had 
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previously been limited or absent. In the Kazak steppe in the north the 
Governorate-General of the Steppe was established. Having initially 
comprised Semirechie, Uralsk, Turgay, Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk, 
in 1898 it was reduced to the two latter regions.20 

Tsarist Russia's non-intervention strategy was in stark contrast to 
later Soviet policy in the region. However, that the Tsarist regime did 
not intend to change Central Asian society in any fundamental way 
does not mean that change did not occur. Important changes took 
place in the Tsarist period. The most interesting ones in this connec- 
tion are related to identity and group formation, and in this process 
the Jadid reformers played a pivotal role. The following discussion of 
the Jadid reformers is based on the existing literature on the move- 
ment, and does not include any primary sources. Until the last decade, 
little research had been carried out on the Jadid movement, and what 
was done was characterized by the Cold War climate. Recent contribu- 
tions to the study of Central Asia in this period have provided valuable 
new insight. This is particularly the case with Adeeb Khalid's work on 
Jadidism in Central ~ s i a , ~ l  and a prime objective of this chapter is to 
argue that his reinterpretation of pre-revolutionary Central Asian soci- 
ety is most fruitful for our understanding of the events of the 1920s. 

Muslim reform and the Jadids 

Stirrings of reform appeared in Central Asia in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. There is universal agreement that reform 
movements among other Muslims of the Russian Empire, notably 
Tatar reformers, played a crucial role in the development of the Cen- 
tral Asian reform movement and ideology. The most prominent indi- 
vidual in Tatar reform was Ismail Gasprinsky (1851-1914). Being a 
journalist with professional experience from both Paris and Istanbul, 
Gasprinsky established the journal Terjiirnarz, which became a decisive 
instrument in the realization of the reform program. A key element in 
this program was education, and the goal was to replace traditional 
religious education with modern, secular education. Indeed, the 
reform movement took its name from the sphere of education. Usnl-i 
jadid ("the new method" [in the teaching of Arabic language]) signi- 
fied a break with tradition. Gasprinsky established the first new- 
method schools in the Crimea in the 1880s, and this modern 
education won considerable popularity among the Tatars. 

Tatar reform was a part of a wider trend in the Muslim world in the 
nineteenth century. Primarily as a consequence of the expanding West, 
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various kinds of reform programs were initiated in Muslim societies. 
Among the various intellectual responses to the changing conditions 
in the Muslim world at the time, three main positions may be singled 
out. One argued for the primacy of political concerns, recognizing as 
legitimate any adaptation that facilitated the achievement of political 
goals.22 This was opposed by a second position, which was based on 
Islam and argued that politics was irrelevant if it did not allow for the 
preservation of Islam. A middle way was represented by Islamic modem- 
ism, the intellectual current to which the Muslim reformers of the 
Russian Empire were most closely affiliated. Islamic modernism pre- 
scribed adaptation, but not at any cost. Reforms were both desirable 
and fully compatible with Islamic traditions, and they should be based 
on arguments congenial to ~ u s l i m s . ~ ~  This was the general solution 
presented by the main architects of Islamic modernism, such as Jamal 
ad-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897) and Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905). 

John 0. Voll has identified three primary responses to Western ex- 
pansion in the Muslim world. The first he calls "adaptationist Western- 
izers", the second is a militant reaction, whereas the third response 
involves a revivalist activism but no Westernizing reform programs or 
Islamic modernism.24 While militant resistance was found in the Cau- 
casus, the Tatars' strategy was adaptationist. Indeed, the Tatars had 
long since been integrated into the Russian Empire, and Tatar reform- 
ers were largely recruited among the aristocratic elites that had been 
co-opted into the Russian social hierarchy.2s In addition to being adap- 
tationist, the Tatar reform project clearly belonged to the tradition of 
Islamic modernism. Reforms in education went much further than the 
teaching of a particular alphabet. Indeed, Gasprinsky introduced and 
propagated a new kind of education based on modern, secular know- 
ledge, largely similar to the kind of education offered in the Ottoman 
Empire during the pragmatic reforms of the nineteenth century. As it 
had been the case throughout the Muslim world in this period of 
reform, these changes challenged the traditional authority of the 
Ulama, creating tension between Ularna traditionalists and the mod- 
ernizers. Furthermore, the reform project of the Tatars involved the 
establishment of civic institutions as well as the improvement of the 
situation of women.26 

Among the Tatar reformers, new visions of identity appeared, 
notably the concept of pan-Turkism. The appearance of pan-Turkism 
must be seen in the light of pan-Slavism, but it was also a part of an 
intellectual trend in the wider Muslim world. In the Ottoman Empire, 
these currents were initially most prominent among various non-Turk 
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mil~ets.~' As a part of the reforms in Ottoman administration in the 
1860s, the administration of the millets, whjch until that time had 
been dominated by the higher clergy in the respective religious com- 
munities, was secularized. Contrary to hopes that this would pave the 
way for a uniform government for the entire Ottoman Empire, the 
secularization of the rnillets instead served to foster nationalist and 
separatist tendencies among many of the religious cornmunitie~.~"n 
Egypt, by then only nominally a part of the Ottoman Empire, a new 
kind of Egyptian identity, distinct from Islam, appeared in the latter 
part of the nineteenth century. The affiliation between people and 
territory was an important element in this identity, as was the notion 
of the antiquity of the community. Based on European discoveries, 
continuity between the contemporary Egyptian population and the 
pre-Islamic period was e m p h a ~ i z e d . ~ ~  

The Tatars of the Russian Empire focused neither on historic con- 
tinuity nor on territorial aspects. Instead, their pan-Turkic project 

11 30 stressed the community of all Turks, a giant fictive "super-family . 
In addition to Gasprinsky, another leading pan-Turkist was Yusuf 
Akqura, born in the Russian Empire. Although he lived for a period in 
Istanbul, he returned to Russia to work as a teacher in Kazan. In 1904, 
Akqura presented his pan-Turkic manifest Three Kinds of Policy, in which 
he argued that the strategies of Ottomanism and pan-~slamism31 
would be met with definite hostility by the world powers, in relation 
to which the Ottoman Empire at this point was clearly inferior. Pan- 
Turkism, on the other hand, would be acceptable to all the powers 
with the exception of Russia. This pan-Turkic program, however, was 
hardly very successful. Among the Turks of the Ottoman Empire, 
there was little support for these ideas, and even the Young Turks 
largely stuck to its predecessors: Ottomanism, centralization and 
m~dernization."~ 

However, the significance of this Turkist or pan-Turkist rhetoric and 
ideology may have been greater on another level. According to Adeeb 
Khalid, "the more basic idea of the affinity of various Turkic groups, 
and the knowledge of their Turkness, rapidly suffused all notions of 
identity in the Turkic world"." This was the case with the Jadids of 
Central Asia as well, and their understandings and visions of commu- 
nity. 

There is no doubt that the Tatar Jadids played an important role in 
the development of a Central Asian reform project. First, the Tatar 
newspapers published in Russia were widely read. This was particularly 
the case with Gasprinsky's own Terjii~nan, but other Tatar papers as 
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well won considerable popularity in Central Asia. The Tatar press intro- 
duced ideas of reform and served as a model for the Central Asian 
press that developed after 1905." Of the 1,000 individuals who sub- 
scribed to Tejiirnan, approximately 200 were located in Central ~sia.'" 
Second, Tatar Jadidism contributed to the Central Asian reform project 
in that the reformed schools in Central Asia made use of Tatar text- 
books, and many reformed schools in Central Asia had Tatar 
teachers." Indeed, one of the first new-method schools in Central Asia 
was opened by Gasprinsky himself in Samarkand in 1893. Elsewhere in 
the region, new-method schools also opened with Tatar instructors for 
both Tatar and Turkestani boys.37 

The role of the Tatars, therefore, was substantial, although Khalid is 
correct in stating that Central Asian reformism should not be con- 
sidered "a pale reflection of a better organized movement in European 
~ussia".~ '  Certainly, there were important similarities between Tatar 
society and Central Asia. In both cases the population was predomin- 
antly "Turkic" from a linguistic point of view, and the great majority 
of the population identified themselves as "Muslim". At the same time 
there existed great economic, social and cultural differences. Even if 
there had existed ambitions to simply transfer the Tatar project to 
Central Asia, the differences between the two contexts would inevit- 
ably take on significance, making this second project a different one 
from the first.39 

Education was a cornerstone in the reform project in Central Asia, 
and the first reformed schools were opened in Turkestan during the 
1890s. The new-method schools were to represent an alternative to the 
traditional system of education, as it existed in the maktabs (clergy-run 
primary schools, mostly held in mosques). While the reformed educa- 
tion among the Tatars became, within a short time, the predominant 
form of education, the reformed schools did not achieve any hege- 
monic position in Central Asia. They remained grossly outnumbered 
by more traditional schools." A reform project came into existence in 
Bukhara as well. The first efforts here were made by the Tatars around 
the turn of the century. A number of attempts to open reformed 
schools in Bukhara in the first decade of the twentieth century were 
unsuccessful, but in 1908 the Emir authorized the establishment of a 
reformed school for the children of his  subject^.^' As we shall see, the 
Bukharan Jadids' battle was a tough one, and their main adversary was 
the Emir. The most prominent names among the Bukharan Jadids are 
Fitrat and Fayzullah Khojaev. The first was particularly influential in 
the period prior to Bolshevik rule, while Khojaev became the Inost 
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influential Central Asian in the first years of Communist rule in Cen- 
tral ~ s i a . ~ ~  

As already noted, the printing press was virtually unknown in the 
region prior to the Russian conquest.43 In the Tsarist period, Jadid 
reformers strove to establish a press that would serve as a forum for 
the distribution of reform ideas. For a number of reasons, however, 
these efforts were only partly successful. Nevertheless, the press repre- 
sented something new, and it was a critical element in the develop- 
ment of the project of the Central Asian Jadids. Other vehicles notable 
for the distribution of Jadid ideas were poetry, literature and drama. It 
is indicative of Jadidism's intellectual break with tradition that they 
introduced new forms of expression to Central Asia, such as prose, 
fiction and drama. 

In Soviet scholarship, the Jadid reform movement in Central Asia 
was presented as an entirely class-based phenomenon. As a conse- 
quence of the integration of Central Asia into the Russian Empire and 
thus global capitalism, a bourgeoisie, primarily consisting of wealthy 
merchants, began to form in the region. According to Soviet historiog- 
raphy, the Jadid movement was neither more nor less than a phenom- 
enon expressing and representing the interests of this developing 
class.44 Relating the Jadid movement to class was not incorrect. The 
Jadids represented no popular movement. Members were invariably 
urban, and the movement recruited among what might be called the 
bo~rgeoisie.~' As far as membership is concerned, therefore, the move- 
ment did exhibit a distinctive class character. Moreover, the Jadids 
of Central Asia enjoyed the financial support of wealthy merchants, 
although not to the same extent as the Tatar reformers. Among 
the Tatars, capitalism and class differentiation was much more 
d e ~ e l o p e d . ~ ~  

Differences in interpretations of the Jadid movement between Soviet 
and Western scholars are typical of the polarization of the Cold War 
period. While Soviet scholars focused on new social and economic 
structures, many Western scholars have focused on the alleged anti- 
Russian character of Jadidism, seeing it first and foremost as a response 
to colonization and foreign dominance. In this perspective, reform was 
not an end itself, but a means by which the main goal could be accom- 
plished: liberation from Russia. Jadidism was in this view primarily a 
political phenomenon with cultural reform as a major weapon. Carrkre 
dlEncausse maintains that "the final goal was to liberate Dar-ul-Islam 
from the Infidels' domination". Similarly, Abduvakhitov maintains 
that "national liberation" was among the Jadids' main goals.47 The 
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Jadid movement was a nationalist response to colonization, national- 
ism here manifesting as hostility to foreign rule.48 

This is, however, a problematic view, which can be demonstrated by 
the attitudes of the Jadid leaders during the revolt of 1916. According 
to Carrere dlEncausse: "[tlhe leaders of the Turkestani reformist move- 
ment came out resolutely against the decision" to mobilize Central 
Asians in working brigades. In her presentation, the Jadids are anti- 
Russian separatists, sympathetic to the revolt.49 However, not much 
evidence is provided. In the discussion of the 1916 revolt in Soviet 
journals in the mid-1920s, it was convincingly claimed that, on the 
contrary, the Jadids had been opposed to the revolt, and that separat- 
ism had not been on their agenda. This seems to have been accepted 
by all participants in the discussion at the time, irrespective of atti- 
tudes towards the events of 1916.'~ Recent research has supported this 
view. 

The Jadid movement was exclusively urban. It had little contact with 
the rural population and even less with the nomads, who played the 
leading role in the revolt of 1916. The revolt therefore took place in 
surroundings with which the Jadids were quite unfamiliar. Given this 
fact, it seems quite unlikely that the Jadids should have played any 
important part in the events. On the contrary, they opposed the entire 
revolt. Adeeb Khalid has documented that leading Jadids not only 
opposed it, they were in fact enthusiastic about the recruitment of 
Central Asians that led to the outbreak of the r e v ~ l t . ~ '  This does not 
fit very well with the idea of Jadidism as a primarily anti-Russian phe- 
nomenon. Khalid has introduced a more fruitful perspective of cultural 
reform, in which Jadidism is seen more as a result of factors internal to 
Central Asia than as a response to colonization or foreign rule. 

Education was at the heart of Jadid activities. A more secularized 
type of education was introduced in much of the Muslim world in the 
nineteenth century, but it was pragmatism that triggered the reforms. 
A new kind of education was necessary in order to increase efficiency. 
For the Jadids of Central Asia reforming the educational system was 
not simply about efficiency and pragmatic considerations. The plans 
for reform reflected the Jadids' world-view, which - in Khalid's words - 
was dominated by a perception of "knowledge as ~alvation".'~ Rather 
than a dichotomy of native as opposed to Russian, what predominated 
in Jadid thought was the opposition between "progress" and "back- 
wardness" or "decay". In the eyes of the Jadids, Central Asian society 
was in a state of decay. Moral decay had led to prostitution, alcohol 
and drug usage, and to other un-Islamic practices. The essence of the 
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political decay was the subordination of the region to Russia. For the 
Jadids, moral decay and Russia's political dominance were really two 
sides of the same problem, and it is important to note that Russian 
dominance was a symptom rather than the problem itself.'"t was the 
most prominent symptom of the disease of backwardness which 
troubled Central Asian society, and from which it had to be saved. If 
this did not happen, prospects were dismal. Munawwar Qari put it in 
this way in 1906: 

If we continue in this way for another five or ten years, we are in 
danger of being dispersed and effaced under the oppression of 
developed nations . . . 0 coreligionists, o compatriots! Let's be just 
and compare our situation with that of other, advanced nations . . . 
let's secure the future of our coming generations . . . and save them 
from becoming slaves and servants of  other^.'^ 

What was at stake, therefore, was much more than political sover- 
eignty. It was the continued existence of Central Asian culture, or 
more precisely Central Asian culture as perceived by the Jadids. 

The reason for the decay was ignorance. All the ills that plagued 
Central Asia could be traced back to the lack of knowledge, which was 
the result not of Russia's recent conquest of the region but of long- 
term tendencies. In the Jadid perception, the disastrous ignorance was 
largely the result of moral corruption within the religious and societal 
elite. Occupied exclusively with their own position and material well 
being, the Ulama had neglected the interests of Central Asian society, 
which, in the eyes of the Jadids, deprived the UIama of their legitimate 
authority.55 This clearly demonstrates the differences between Jadid 
thought and the notions upon which Ulama authority was based. The 
latter was based entirely on religion, that is, on the acceptance by 
others of their specialized religious knowledge and competence. Ac- 
commodating the interests of society, however defined, was not a part 
of the Ulama's claim to authority. For the Jadids, however, the interests 
of society were at the center of attention. 

In Khalid's perspective on Jadidism, the main adversary of the move- 
ment was the traditional elite of Central Asia, and not Russians or the 
Russian regime. The failure of the traditional elite was the main reason 
for Central Asia's troubles; the Jadid reform project was formulated on 
this background. Attitudes towards Russia, on the other hand, were far 
from unequivocally antagonistic. In his detailed analysis of Jadid texts, 
Khalid finds an image of Russia that is generally positive. The reason 
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was that from the point of view of the Jadids, Russia could be a useful 
temporary ally that could make it easier to facilitate the accomplish- 
ment of the program of modernization and reform. Russia produced 
the conditions that made reform possible. 

On the matter of Jadid attitudes towards Russia, one may therefore 
distinguish between a short-term and a long-term perspective. Cer- 
tainly, in the long term, the goal of the Jadids was for Central Asia to 
become independent of Russia. But in the short term they believed 
that the same Russia might help to reach this goal. Consequently, the 
Jadids did not represent "nationalism" in the sense of embodying a 
reaction to foreign dominance. Nevertheless, it might be argued that 
Jadid thinking introduced the idea of the nation and the national 
community to Central Asia and that Jadidism, in this sense, repre- 
sented a presage to the territorial political reorganization of the 1920s. 

The Jadids, nation and politics 

If nationalism is exclusively understood as a political phenomenon 
aimed primarily at achieving the political sovereignty of a particular 
group of people defined as a nation, the Jadids' cooperation policy 
towards Russia would make any link between Jadidism and national- 
ism impossible. Yet, as discussed in the preceding chapter, nationalism 
is as much a cultural as a political movement." Nationalism, as a 
culture, implies a particular way of thinking about groups and commu- 
nity based on the main criteria listed in the definition of an ideal type 
of ethnic c o m m ~ n i t y . ~ ~  Notions of common ancestry and shared his- 
torical memories are central, as is the association with a particular 
home territory and a sense of solidarity among significant sectors of 
the population. As outlined in the previous chapter, this kind of group 
conceptualization was hardly found in nineteenth-century Central 
Asia. The Jadids, however, represented a considerable approximation 
to this ideal. 

In the literature on nationalism, several scholars make a distinction 
between an ethnic and a civic national community.5n I will not elabor- 
ate further on that distinction other than to say that there was a sig- 
nificant "civic element" present in Jadid thinking. This was expressed 
through the Jadids' emphasis on the "interests of society", or by exten- 
sion, its members or citizens. Focusing on the interests of society, the 
Jadids challenged the legitimacy and claims to authority of the trad- 
itional elites, and in particular the Ularno. This represented a break 
with Central Asian traditions. In the three dynastic states of Bukhara, 
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Khiva and Kokand, the source of legitimacy was of a religious or theo- 
logical character, while the interests of the population were not an 
issue. 

Like the traditional elites of the Ulama, in the final analysis the 
Jadids based their arguments on Islam. This was typical of Islamic 
modernism, with its ambition to reconcile Islam and Western-style 
modernity. In the reformed schools of the Jadids, Islam and religious 
subjects also held a central place. Using as an example Munawwar 
Qari's school, Carrere dlEncausse argues that, "despite the anxieties 
expressed by the qadimis [the traditional elites], religion lost none of 
its rights there [in the reformed schools of Central ~ s i a ] " . ' ~  She goes 
on to emphasize the fact that 44 per cent of the total timetable of the 
school was devoted to purely religious subjects, and concludes that 
secular education (arithmetic, geography and the exact sciences) was 
in reality very limited, amounting to only 20 per cent of the time- 
table.60 What this strictly statistically based argument misses, however, 
is meaning. It says nothing about the ways in which the "purely reli- 
gious subjects" were taught. It can therefore witness continuity pri- 
marily on a nominal level. 

From this perspective, Adeeb Khalid has found important differences 
between the "Islam" of the Ulama and that of the Jadids. The Islam 
taught by the Jadids was less absolute than the Islam on which Ulama 
authority was based. The distinction introduced between Islam and 
other kinds of knowledge implied that Islam was no longer all-embra- 
cing, but occupied its own separate space, however sizable. Islam was 
contextualized and historicized, and the teaching of Islamic history 
made Islam subject to knowledge that was essentially worldly in char- 
a ~ t e r . ~ *  To a great extent, this represents a transformation of Islam 
from the realm of religious dogma to that of secular culture, and this 
Islamic culture became crucial in Jadid thinking about groups and 
identities. The Jadids sought to make their reform program compatible 
with the basic elements of this secularized Islam, but arguments for 
reform were always based on what was good for the members of soci- 
ety. Any phenomenon was evaluated on the background of its sup- 
posed effects on society, as the essential aim of Jadid reform was to 
improve conditions in all spheres: health-care, culture, morality, econ- 
omy, and so on.62 

This side of Jadid thought represented a new way of thinking about 
groups and society in Central Asia, one that has much in common 
with an important aspect of the culture of nationalism. The exchange 
of divine legitimacy for a largely secular approach based on the welfare 



Chunging 1dentitie.r 6 1 

of the population is closely related to the concept of the civic nation. 
Indeed, it was the nation (millat) that became the focus of the Jadid 
reforms. Although the Jadids emphasized that their reforms were in 
accordance with Islamic principles, their ultimate legitimization was 
to be found in their effects on worldly society, on the millat."" The 
Jadids called for a new kind of solidarity with the community. Accused 
by the traditional elites of disregarding Islam, Jadids such as Fitrat 
responded that the reformed schools not only strove to make their 
students good Muslims, but to make them patriots to their millat as 
well, arguing that there was no contradiction between the two."4 Both 
the focus on what is good for society and the idea of solidarity with 
"significant sectors of the population", as Smith puts it, represent 
important elements in the culture of national identity. 

Another central aspect of that culture is the idea of a connection 
between people and territory. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
territorial aspects were not very prominent in traditional Central Asian 
identities in the nineteenth century. What was the territorial dimen- 
sion in the Jadids' thoughts about community? Some scholars have 
stressed that the Jadids continued a tradition where the territorial 
aspect had little importance, and the arguments have been based on 
the existence of different pan-movements or ideologies. First, there is 
the notion of pan-Islamism. According to Alexandre Bennigsen, the 
Jadid movement in Central Asia soon took on the character of a pan- 
Islamic movement.65 Understood in political terms, the ultimate goal 
for a pan-Islamic movement would be the political unification of all 
Muslims. This was, however, not the goal of the Jadid movement of 
Central Asia, nor of any group. Instead, various notions of pan-Islam- 
ism existed, but none of them really focused on the political unifica- 
tion of all Muslims. Within Tsar-Russia's Central Asian administration, 
fear of pan-Islamism was strong. In the Ottoman Empire, rulers had 
used the idea of pan-Islamism to increase or maintain influence in 
regions with Muslim population, but political unification had not 
really been the Different identities do not exclude each other, 
and identifying with a comprehensive unit such as the "world of 
Muslims" is not the same as maintaining that all Muslims ought to 
unite in a political sense. While the Jadids recognized themselves as a 
part of a comprehensive Muslim community, Turkestan remained the 
frame of their political activities. 

Second, the Jadids have been associated with the ideology of pan- 
Turkism with its ultimate goal of the unity of the Turkic peoples of the 
world. Indeed, pan-Turkism had played a role among the Tatars, who 
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strove to strengthen the connection between themselves and the 
Turkic speaking populations of Central Asia as well as the Ottoman 
Empire. Among the Jadids of Central Asia, however, Turkic unity was 
not an issue, which is witnessed by the fact that the Jadids supported 
not only the conscription of Central Asians in 1916, but also indeed 
the entire war against the Ottoman ~ u r k s . ~ '  

Furthermore, while the territorial aspect of both pan-Islamism and 
pan-Turkism was rather vague, the Central Asian Jadids had a clear 
territorial frame for their aspirations. The "nation" to which they re- 
ferred in their writings, whose backwardness they sought to overcome, 
and whose glory and greatness they hoped to restore, was that of Turk- 
estan. The "nation" of the Jadids was therefore a territorial entity and 
much more so than a pan-Islamic or pan-Turkic approach would have 
implied. Also, the Jadids in this way envisioned a community based on 
a sense of territorial identity very different from the more limited terri- 
torial identities that then p r e d ~ m i n a t e d . ~ ~  In a very different way, this 
notion of a Turkestan identity projected a community in which the 
members certainly had no direct experience of each other, or for that 
matter, knowledge of each other's existence. It was indeed an "im- 
agined community", and the conceptual and emotional link between 
the people and the land, so typical of the culture of national identity, 
appeared in the texts of the Jadids and resulted in formulations such as 
"We Turkestanis love our homeland more than our lives."69 

It is quite possible that the development of a stronger territorial 
orientation had to do with political changes following the Russian 
conquest. Until then, the three states of Central Asia had not been 
territorially fixed. With the Russian conquest, this situation changed 
completely, and for the first time Bukhara and Khiva became strictly 
defined territorial entities. In agreements drawn up between Russia 
and the two states, they became protectorates of the imperial ~ower.'' 

Besides that of territory, another important element in the concept 
of national identity is the experience of what A. D. Smith has called 
"differentiating elements of common culture". In some of the previ- 
ously discussed traditional identities, differentiating cultural elements 
were not too important, while other distinctions, such as socioeco- 
nomic ones, were more significant. This was particularly characteristic 
of the sedentary population of Transoxania, where, for example, bilin- 
gualism was widespread. As we saw in the previous chapter, this repre- 
sented a puzzle to the scholars of the Russian Empire. Identity based 
on differentiating cultural aspects was more prominent among the 
tribal conglomerates, largely situated outside Transoxania. However, 
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the Turkestan envisioned by the Jadids was not only a territorially- 
based community, but a cultural one as well. Yet in the complexity of 
Turkestan, culture was defined in a very broad way, and the link 
between population, territory and culture was expressed in the com- 
munity designation "the Muslims of ~ u r k e s t a n " . ~ ~  The mentioned 
secularization of Islam had opened for a cultural understanding of the 
religion, and in this fashion Islam came to be the cultural basis in the 
Jadids' concept of the Muslims of Turkestan. 

For the maintenance of a sense of national community, a notion of 
common history is essential as it provides the given group with a sense 
of antiquity. Prior to the period in question, historiography in Central 
Asia had largely been occupied with dynasties, rulers and Khans, 
paying scant attention to the subjects or to the idea of community at 
large. Also in this vein Jadid reformers represented a fundamental 
break with tradition. Their approach to history and thus historiog- 
raphy was completely different, and their focus moved from rulers to 
community: "Leading Jadids, such as Hajji Muin ibn Shukrullah of 
Samarkand, understood . . . that a community without a sense of his- 
tory has no basis for vitality."72 In their ambitious program to educate 
the people, it became a task of greatest importance to "show readers 
and listeners how to identify them~elves" .~~  Accordingly, it was the 
people of Turkestan that were at the heart of Jadid attention. In 
the period 1908-15, a history of Turkestan was published serially in the 
Turkistan wilayatining gazeti. Later, this was published in a separate 
work as a history of Turkestan, including Bukhara, Khiva and Kokand. 
In this and the other Jadid works, the perspective was consistently that 
of Turkestan, and the texts typically included references such as "We 
Turkestanians", suggesting both the unity and the antiquity of this 
g r o ~ p . ' ~  

Altogether, the Jadids of Central Asia represented a break with trad- 
ition in several respects, and to some extent it could be said that Jadid 
thought introduced the idea of the national community to Central 
Asia. In relation to the Jadids, the term "nationalism" has often been 
understood as an expression of anti-Russian attitudes and as a reaction 
and opposition to foreign rule. In that sense, the Jadids were hardly 
nationalists. Nevertheless, the Jadids did represent a way of thinking 
which shared much with the culture of nationality. The Jadids began 
to focus on the civic aspects of community, envisioning a community 
united by a common culture and affiliated with a clearly delimited 
territory. They perceived of and presented their community as a histor- 
ical one, and the community to which they referred was that of the 
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"Muslims of Turkestan". Later, however, when the conceptual frame- 
work of the national community had first been established, its content 
could easily be subject to modification through reconsideration of the 
various elements of the national identity. In fact, this was what 
happened to the nation of the Jadids, much as a result of the political 
upheavals of 19 17. 

The idea that the Jadids represented an approximation to the 
modern idea of the nation is not new. This was a main point in Roger 
Kangas' comprehensive political biography of Fayzullah Khojaev from 
1992. From a point of view that is in many respects similar to that of 
Khalid, Kangas argued that the Jadids combined Islam with the 
modern concept of the nation state. The project of the Jadids and the 
Young Bukharans, or at least of the majority of them, was to create a 
modern nation state. However, the intelligentsia was too small, illiter- 
acy too widespread, and real independence too far away because of 
Bolshevik dominance after 1917 for this project to succeed. In this 
perspective Jadidism is primarily perceived in political terms. It was a 
call for educational reform that developed into a program for political 
reform." Kangas focuses primarily on the political differences between 
the Jadid reformers and the traditional elites. This is very useful 
for understanding the kind of political organization that the Jadids 
hoped to introduce, while it does not in the same way as Khalid's 
cultural perspective emphasize the novelty in Jadid group conceptual- 
izations. 

As we have seen, language was not among the most important iden- 
tity markers in the traditional identities of Central Asia. In accordance 
with the Central Asian traditions of Turkic-Persian bilingualism, lin- 
guistic aspects were not present in the category of "the Muslims of 
Turkestan". However, the attitude of the Jadids changed on this point, 
and was gradually replaced with an increasing focus on "Turkness". 
The movement's emphasis shifted from the idea of "Muslims of Turk- 
estan" to that of Turkestan as the homeland of the Turkic peoples, and 
new linguistic practices were expressive of this shift. A leading Jadid 
such as Fitrat, who had been writing almost exclusively in Persian until 
then, in 1917 abandoned Persian in favor of a purist ~ u r k i c . ' ~  Jadid 
attempts to present "their nation" as an ancient community had been 
evident before, but with the new emphasis on Turk aspects, they now 
sought historic origins that were exclusively Turk. Names of historical 
character such as Chingis, Timur and Ulugh-Bek came to occur fre- 
quently in Jadid national rhetoric. Furthermore, the shift implied that, 
more than before, the community envisioned by the Jadids was a com- 
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munity of common descent, an aspect that until this time had been 
largely absent. 

Adeeb Khalid has linked this change directly to the upheavals of 
1917. According to CarrGre dlEncausse, however, at least as far as the 
Bukharan Jadids were concerned, 1917 saw no significant change in 
the approach of the Jadids, who "were pursuing, untroubled, their 
dream of national and Islamic re-c~nquest".'~ However, as a result of 
the failure to problematize or analyze the concept of nation, under- 
standing it largely as "Central Asian" as opposed to "Russian", Carrere 
dlEncausse fails to see how the nation itself was subject to change in 
the minds of its supporters. Edward Allworth has found that the ques- 
tion of group identity became more compellingly interesting to the 
intellectual leaders of southern Central Asia after the collapse of the 
Tsarist regime in 1917, "not merely for immediate political reasons but 
for basic cultural and intellectual ones".78 Khalid, on the other hand, 
sees the shift primarily as a result of the new political  condition^.'^ 
Prior to 1917, Russia's political dominance had been an undeniable 
reality. As a result, the struggle between the Jadids and the traditional 
elites of the Ulama had primarily taken place in the realm of culture, as 
a struggle for cultural leadership in native Central Asian society. As the 
empire fell apart in 1917, this competition suddenly moved into the 
battlefield of politics. As the Ulama had appropriated Islam, the re- 
formers were forced to move in another direction. They opted for an 
"ethnically charged nationalism", greatly inspired by the ideology and 
rhetoric of Turkism, and which had been present in Jadid discourse 
prior to 1917 as well.80 As a result, the Turkic aspects became more 
prominent in the Turkestan community that the Jadids promoted. 
This was, however, a change in emphasis rather than in kind, as the 
framework within which the Jadids conceptualized their nation basic- 
ally remained the same. 

Just as the concept of "the Muslims of Turkestan" would appear to 
contradict the subdivision of Turkestan into separate national entities, 
the same might be said about the idea of a Turkestan identity with its 
emphasis on Turkness. But this may be an apparent rather than a real 
contradiction, as the "Turkestan" of the Jadids was not necessarily as 
comprehensive as the term would suggest. Similar to the Bolsheviks, 
who, irrespective of their claims, did not at any point represent all 
proletarian elements in Russia, the Jadids hardly represented all 
Muslims of Turkestan. Rather, they primarily represented certain seg- 
ments of the sedentary and urban population in Transoxania. With the 
increased emphasis on Turkness, the Jadids' focus changed to what 
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Adeeb Khalid has called the "unmarked" Turkic population of Turk- 
estan, meaning the Turkic-speaking population not identified as Turk- 
men, Kazak or Kyrgyz. This was the population to whom the term 
"Sart", in the Turkic sense, had been applied by Russian ethnograph- 
ers, and it was to a great extent located in Transoxania. "Sart" in this 
sense was translated into "Uzbek", and to the Jadids, Uzbekness 
became a defining feature for the Turkic-speaking population of Cen- 
tral Asia. Moreover, Uzbek became a linguistic category, as the Jadids 
saw their Turkic speech as being "~zbek"." 

How should this development of an Uzbek focus be understood? 
Khalid finds the answer in "new ways of imagining the world and 

11 82 Central Asia's place within it . However important, that is only part 
of the answer. One must also inquire as to why communities are "im- 
agined" in that particular way, and why boundaries are such as they 
are. Even new ways of imagining may reflect continuities, and this was 
the case with the Jadids' conceptualization of the Uzbek community, 
however novel this was in other respects. There is consensus that "as 
late as the start of the 1920s no unified, self confident Uzbek aggregate 
existed",83 and that individuals who a few years later were recorded as 
"Uzbeks" in Soviet censuses did not necessarily identify as "Uzbeks" 
prior to the Soviet period. Yet this is not the point. Even though it did 
not reflect a coherent Uzbek entity, the Jadid notion of Uzbekness 
involved continuity. What it did reflect were historical differences 
between the largely settled and to a great extent urban population of 
Transoxania, and the nomadic or semi-nomadic Turkmen, Kazak and 
Kyrgyz tribal conglomerates. It was these historic differences of linguis- 
tic, cultural and socioeconomic character that led the Jadids to trans- 
late Turk into Uzbek, and to make Uzbek appear as synonymous with 

1, 84 "nation . 
In sum, the Jadid visions of an Uzbek nation were genuinely new 

while at the same time representing historical continuities. The frame- 
work within which this nation was conceptualized represented a new 
and modern way of thinking, but the fact that the nation was "im- 
agined" in that particular way was a result of historical, social, eco- 
nomic and cultural realities. 

What the Jadids thought about groups and communities is one 
thing. A very different question is the implications of these thoughts 
for Central Asian society in general. Theoretically, the Jadids might 
have remained a marginal group without any significant influence 
whatsoever. Indeed, this is what they at first were. After the revolution, 
however, their status changed. 
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When the Jadid movement developed in Central Asia in the first 
decade of the twentieth century, it consisted largely of young men 
who managed to occupy a new social space created by the establish- 
ment of Russian dominance in the region. Towards 1917, the move- 
ment grew, but its influence remained limited, much as the result of 
Tsar-Russia's attitude towards it. Until the revolution, Central Asian 
society was characterized by a triangular relationship in which the 
groups and actors included Tsarist Russia, the traditional elites and, 
finally, the Central Asian reformers. In this relationship Russia held 
the ultimate power, a fact not contested by the two other groups. 
Rather, these groups sought to maneuver in the remaining space, com- 
peting for authority within Central Asian society. Representing the 
ultimate power, Russia was in the position to influence greatly, if not 
completely determine, the outcome of the struggle. While the Jadids 
favored a short-term alliance with Russia for long-term benefits, they 
did not meet the desired response on the part of Russian authorities, 
who instead chose to support the traditional elite. This choice is gener- 
ally understood as a consequence of the Tsarist non-intervention strat- 
egy with its aim of preserving the status quo in the region. Also, there 
was a fear that the young reformers represented a potential for mobil- 
ization that was, or at least could become, a threat to Russian inter- 
e s t ~ . ~ '  By 1917, the movement had developed from its modest 
beginnings around the turn of the century, but its relations to the 
traditional elite and to the Tsarist authorities remained the same. 

It was only the political upheavals of 1917 that dramatically altered 
this situation. As the dominant part in the triangular relationship 
crumbled, the competition between the two remaining groups 
changed. Now, political power, which had until then been the exclu- 
sive domain of the Russian regime, could be acquired. For the Jadids, 
however, the dramatic year of 1917 had the effect of demonstrating 
that their project held limited appeal for the Central Asian population. 
As the situation developed throughout the year, the Jadids and the 
Ularna came to be concentrated in their respective organizations. The 
reform-minded Turkestanians had gathered in the Shura-vi lslamiya 
(Council of  slam).'^ The Shura had originally joined with the conser- 
vatives of the traditional elites, forming together the Central Council 
of Muslims (also called "the National Council"). However, these 
groups split, and the conservatives formed their own organization, 
called the Ulama Jamiyati. In the summer of 1917, the two groups 
contended in the elections to the Tashkent City Duma. This resulted 
in an overwhelming victory for the conservatives of the Ulama 
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Jamiyati, which demonstrated the Ulama's hold on Central Asian soci- 
ety and simultaneously revealed the limited appeal of ref~rmism.~' 
Indeed, concerning the situation in Bukhara in the final days of the 
Tsarist Empire, Miller, a Russian political agent, maintained that: "The 
adversaries of reform are . . . all classes of the Bukharan population; its 
only supporters are the Young Bukharans, of whom there are about 
200. 

The social forces at work in Central Asia were therefore hardly in 
favor of the Jadids and their project. Quite soon, however, Central Asia 
was once again to be dominated by forces based outside the region as 
the Bolsheviks and their Red Army won control of Central Asia in the 
civil war. Thus, the internal struggles of Central Asia were again to be 
regulated by a power that possessed the military force required to 
maintain political control. But this time the outcome of the competi- 
tion was different. In alliance with the Bolsheviks, the Jadids of Cen- 
tral Asia now won positions and a level of influence that until then 
had been unthinkable. 

In the rhetoric of the Social Democratic Party prior to the revolu- 
tion, the rights of non-Russian peoples of the east were given great 
emphasis. However, the practice adopted in the aftermath of the revo- 
lution did not correspond to the promises that had been made. After 
the revolution, the matter of cooperation between the native popula- 
tion and the entirely Russian Soviets was raised. Shir Ali Lapin, the 
leader of the Ulama Jamiyati, suggested that a coalition government 
be formed. The Russian Congress of Soviets rejected this proposal cat- 
egorically: 

It is impossible to let the Muslims into the revolutionary govern- 
ment at this time, because the attitude of the local population to 
the Soviets is doubtful, and because the indigenous population has 
no proletarian  organization^.'^ 

This practice was far from the one envisioned in both Lenin's and 
Stalin's rhetoric before the revolution. The rejection naturally compli- 
cated relations between Russians and the Central Asian population, 
but whether or not it is the key to understanding the formation of the 
Kokand Autonomous government is a matter of debate. It is certain 
that the central Soviet government increasingly saw this attitude on 
the part of those who represented Bolshevik power in Central Asia as a 
problem. As a result, initiatives were made to improve the situation on 
this point. Early in 1918, a commission was sent to Central Asia to 
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accustom the local population to the Bolshevik institutions. A water- 
shed in the development of Muslim participation was a directive from 
Moscow, dated July 10, 19 19, which ordered proportional representa- 
tion in party and state organs.90 Muslims now entered the party or 
masse, and the newspaper Ulug Turkistan reported that "following the 
victory of the Bolsheviks over their enemies the support for the Bol- 
sheviks among Muslims has been greatly in~reased".~' The number of 
Muslims who now entered party organs greatly exceeded those who 
had been active in the Jadid movement. Nevertheless, according to 
Khalid, even if the Jadids themselves did not represent a majority 
group among the Muslim communists, these Central Asian commun- 
ists "represented in many ways a direct connection with the main 
thrust of   ad id ism".^' 

This is not too surprising, as there were striking parallels between 
the Bolshevik project and that of the Jadids. Both aimed at moderniza- 
tion, and, while their ultimate goals diverged enormously, both pro- 
jects strove for a reformation of society based on secular knowledge, 
education, and enlightenment.93 These similarities represented an 
important common ground for the Jadids and the Bolsheviks, and it is 
characteristic that the Jadids came to occupy a particularly important 
position in the field of education during the initial years of Soviet 
power in Central Asia. For the Jadids, who had until recently been a 
rather marginal group, this must have been an unexpected success. 
Commenting on the decision of the Turkestan Commission to remove 
some Russians from high positions and to replace them with members 
of the indigenous population, Donald Carlisle has maintained that: 

Ryskulov, Tursun Khojaev and their Jadid associates must have been 
dizzy with success as they watched the Russian lords shipped out of 
Turkestan and some of Tashkent's railroad organizations - the first 
strongholds of Bolshevism of Central Asia - disbanded and sent 
packing.94 

The Jadids and their thoughts were to significantly influence Central 
Asian society in the first decade after the revolution, and this influence 
was not restricted to Turkestan. Indeed, it was outside Turkestan, in 
Khiva and Bukhara, that the Jadids enjoyed their greatest success, and, 
as before, Russia's strength was the determining factor. If the khanates, 
and in particular Bukhara, had enjoyed a certain autonomy in the 
Tsarist period, this became a much greater degree of independence 
after the revolution. In November 1917, the Tashkent Soviet implicitly 
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recognized the independence of Bukhara, which was now entirely in 
the hands of  conservative^.^^ In both Bukhara and Khorezm, the trad- 
itional elites used this independence to hunt down the reformers who 
were challenging their authority. The latter were therefore completely 
dependent on outside assistance. Reformers in both Khiva and Bukhara 
sought refuge in Turkestan, and allied themselves with the Bolsheviks. 
The Young Bukharans persuaded the Bolsheviks to overthrow the Emir 
as early as March 1918, but at this point the Red forces were not yet 
sufficiently strong. In 1920, however, they were ready. The Khivan 
khanate was abolished in January that year, and the Emirate of 
Bukhara was abolished six months later, having existed for almost half 
a millennium. 

The ancient khanates were transformed into "People's Soviet repub- 
lics", and in both entities governments set up under the strong influ- 
ence of the reformers. In Khiva, or, as it was now called, the Khorezm 
People's Soviet Republic, 10 of the 15 nazirats (ministries) were headed 
by Young Khivans, while the government of Bukhara was dominated 
by leading Jadids such as Fayzullah Khojaev (the minister of foreign 
affairs), Usman Khojaev (the minister of finance) and Abdurrauf Fitrat 
(the minister of public ed~cation). '~ Thus the reformers, who a few 
years earlier had been fighting against the dual oppression stemming 
from local elites and the Russian administration, suddenly found 
themselves in charge of governments and enjoying a level of influence 
of which they had previously only dreamed. 

Nationalism and the tribal conglomerates 

I have so far focused on the development of a particular elite which 
primarily represented the sedentary and urban population of Transox- 
ania. This chapter ends with a discussion of the population groups that 
I have referred to as the "tribal conglomerates". In the Kazak steppe, 
the situation diverged in important ways from that found in southern 
Central Asia. First, the experience of interaction with Russia and Rus- 
sians had a longer record here than in the more recently conquered 
south. Second, the Russian presence was much more strongly felt due 
to the considerable influx of Russian and other Europeans. Moreover, 
non-intervention was not as characteristic of Tsarist policies in the 
steppes as in the south. Much as a result of this, but also reflecting the 
lower level of islamicization in the steppe regions, a secular elite had 
begun to develop during the nineteenth century. Chokan Valikhanov, 
Ibraim Altinsarin and Abai Kunanbaev represented what Martha Olcott 
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has called "the first generation of Kazak intelle~tuals"."~ 'rhis first gen- 
eration was overwhelmingly pro-Russian, and national identities or the 
culture of nationalism did not occupy any important position in their 
visions of enlightenment and modernization (for example, the settle- 
ment of the steppe population). In the years prior to the revolution, a 
second generation of Kazak intellectuals came into being. 

This second generation was much more critical of the Russian 
regime, and for this group "Kazak" and "Kazakness" became central 
concepts. They were not anti-Russian as such, but they reacted to the 
political inequality and injustice resulting from the Russian-Kazak div- 
ision. A principal issue was access to land. This appears to be a good 
example of the kind of fusion of nationally- and economically-based 
identities that has been a main concern of Ronald ~ u n ~ . ~ '  Kazakness 
became increasingly relevant as it was seen as the reason for experi- 
enced economic hardship. However, the intellectual elite recognized 
that notions of Kazakness were not prominent among the general 
population. Like national elites elsewhere, therefore, Bukeikhanov 
pointed to the necessity for the Kazak population to transcend tribal 
loyalties and to become aware of common interests and goals.99 As 
opposed to the first generation, the elite of the early nineteenth cen- 
tury displayed a marked nationalist tint. They emphasized the need to 
preserve the national character of the "Kazak people", and the idea of 
a "national character" figured prominently in their thinking. 

Even though more critical to Russian rule than their predecessors, 
the twentieth-century Kazak intelligentsia did not want to break with 
Russia entirely. When the Alash Orda Party was formed, the majority 
opted for Kazak national territorial autonomy in a democratic feder- 
ative and parliamentary Russian republic. However, this option never 
materialized, and the Alash Orda government, which had been formed 
in December 1917, was doomed when the Red Army proved victorious 
in the civil war. The policy of the Alash government had been nation- 
alist to a significant degree, something expressed in their territorial 
orientation as well as in the organization of their government. The 
mentioned activities of the Kazak elite were largely restricted to the 
Kazak population of the Steppe region. However, there was agreement 
within the Alash group that the boundaries of the new political entity 
were to reflect the national composition of the population. As a result, 
in December 1917, the founding congress of the Alash government 
decided that the Alash state, in addition to the Steppe territory (Uralsk, 
Turgay, Akmolinsk, Semipalatinsk oblasts), was to include the Kazak 
districts of Transcaspia, and the Kazak-dominated regions of Turkestan, 



7 2  The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia 

as well as Kyrgyz regions of ~ e r g h a n a . ' ~  The attitude of the Alash on 
this point is an example of what Rogers Brubaker refers to as "transbor- 
der nationalism", that is, the struggle to remake state borders in order 
to include members of the state-bearing nationality living on the terri- 
tory of a different state.''' To achieve this, what the Alash government 
suggested was - to use Soviet terminology - a small-scale national 
delimitation of Central Asia. 

It is also interesting to note that their project included not only 
regions perceived as Kazak, but Kyrgyz ones as we11.1°2 This testifies to 
the intimate relationship between the two groups. Even though 
regarded as distinct from each other, there were at this point no voices 
calling for a political separation of Kyrgyz from Kazaks. Alexandre Ben- 
nigsen's observation that a Kazak-Kyrgyz nationality was in the process 
of crystallizing at this time appears to be in line with these facts.lo3 

Emphasis on nationality was not restricted to the question of terri- 
tory. The Alash also decided that national affiliation was to be decisive 
for access to positions in government. Of the 25 members of the Alash 
Orda government, 15 were to be Kazaks while 10 would be Russians or 
other non-Kazak minorities. In this way, the Alash regime allowed 
ideas of national community to influence the institutional compos- 
ition of the government. During the brief period of its existence, the 
Alash government was never strong enough to implement its "trans- 
border nationalism", and these areas remained outside when the Kazak 
ASSR was established in August 1920. Later, the authorities of the 
Kazak ASSR repeatedly raised this question, and during the national 
delimitation the issue was put on the political agenda. Then, however, 
"Kazak" was defined not only in opposition to "Russian", even though 
that dimension remained important. Moreover, the Kazak-Kyrgyz rela- 
tion grew more problematic. 

Within the Turkmen population, there were few signs of nationalism 
at this time. The idea of a Turkmen genealogical community existed as 
before, but there was little to indicate that the relationship between 
the Turkmen patriarchal groups was about to change in any funda- 
mental way. As before, the different groups of Turkmen lived in Khiva, 
Bukhara and the Turkestan Governorate-General, and unification of 
the groups was not an issue. As Adrienne Edgar has pointed out, the 
new orientation of the Jadids had little appeal and limited impact 
among the Turkmen population.lo4 Indeed, it has been a major point 
in this chapter that the Jadids largely represented populations that 
served as a contrast for the identification of the Turkmen. The Turk- 
estan of the Jadids was not a natural focus for Turkmen identity. For 
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the Turkmen, the tribal community remained the predominant frame 
of identity. 

As we shall see in the following chapter, the last years of the Tsarist 
period saw the occurrence of a number of conflicts in Khorezm that 
have generally been referred to as Turkmen-Uzbek conflicts. However, 
these conflicts did not involve ideas of a wider Turkmen community. 
The differences between the Turkrnen and the Kazak cases can be ex- 
plained by the differences in their colonial experiences. No secular 
intelligentsia had developed among the Turkmen, and in the territories 
occupied primarily by Turkmen, the influx of foreign settlers had been 
much more limited as they were not as well suited for agriculture. This 
does not imply, however, that a sense of Turkrnenness was necessarily 
absent. Rather, the political situation had not yet made Turkmen into 
a very relevant political identity. 

The Soviet Revolution, however, changed this fundamentally. First, 
attempts were made at establishing a Turkmen government in the 
upheavals of 1917. Edgar maintains that a tiny nationalist movement 
emerged, centered on officers who were sympathetic to Jadid ideas. In 
addition to educational reform, the aspiring leaders favored the unifi- 
cation of all Turkmen tribes under the leadership of the urban intelli- 
gentsia.''' Like other challenges to Bolshevik power, however, the 
Turkrnen aspirations for autonomy were put down by force. Similar 
attempts were made during the civil war, when an all-Turkmen con- 
gress was held that declared its support for the overthrow of the Soviet 
government. The result was the formation of a Central Turkmen Com- 
mittee, in which the various lineages were represented, but this turned 
out to be a short-lived experiment. 

A couple of years later, voices began to call for the unification of the 
Turkrnen in a separate political unit, this time within the framework of 
the Soviet state. As we will see in later chapters, this was the result of 
Soviet policies as well as of Bolshevik ideology. 

The writing of national histories often involves a degree of ana- 
chronistic application of contemporary notions of community. In the 
case of the Central Asian post-Soviet republics, this problem appears to 
be particularly acute. As the discussion in Chapter 2 demonstrated, 
only a few decades prior to the national delimitation of Central Asia, 
the identities upon which the delimitation was later based were 
neither clearly defined nor particularly important. For the population 
at large, more limited identities were far more important, and a reorgan- 
ization of the multiethnic Central Asian political entities according to 
identities such as Uzbek or Turkmen was unthinkable at the time. The 
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culture of nationalism had hardly any position in nineteenth-century 
Central Asia. 

The Tsarist period, however, resulted in important changes in this 
field. While there was little change among the general population, 
new orientations developed among certain elites. This was particularly 
the case with the Jadids, whose thoughts were heavily influenced by 
the culture of nationalism. At the same time, their ideas were pro- 
foundly marked by historical, social, economical, and cultural div- 
isions in Central Asia. Old terms were given new content, and 
"Uzbek" gradually appeared as an identity that served to distinguish 
the sedentary agriculturalists and the urban population from the sur- 
rounding tribal conglomerates with their traditionally nomadic or 
semi-nomadic lifestyles. In the following chapters I will argue that this 
incipient crystallization continued in the early Soviet period, and that 
it played a vital role in connection with the delimitation. In the period 
prior to the delimitation, these distinctions characterized the activity 
of Central Asian communists. Political conflicts developed that 
followed this particular pattern. Uzbek versus Turkrnen and Kazak 
became an important dimension well before the national delimitation. 
In the name of the Turkmen and the Kazak people, Central Asian 
communists began to assert themselves and complained that the 
Uzbeks prevented them from realizing their national rights. A kind of 
minority nationalism developed, which, however new in the region, 
followed historical divisions. 
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In the two preceding chapters I approached the delimitation of Central 
Asia from the perspective of identity. In this and the following 
chapters, the focus is on the delimitation process itself, and in this 
chapter I analyze the delimitation from the point of view of the 
central Soviet authorities. Why did the Soviet regime adopt a strategy 
that made ethnicity or nationality the main principle of territorial 
political organization in Central Asia? Was it, as the divide and 
rule thesis argues, a strategy primarily aimed at securing political 
power and control for the center over the non-Russian peripheries, 
or was it, perhaps, part of a wider strategy of societal clza~~ge? 
What role, if any, did the official ideology of national rights play in 
the formulation of this strategy? Or was this great reorganization pri- 
marily a practical measure, aimed at improving and facilitating adminis- 
tration? 

In order to answer these questions, I explore Soviet perceptions of 
Central Asia. The national delimitation was a response to a particular 
situation, and I believe that we can better understand the chosen solu- 
tion if we have a clear understanding of (the perceived) situation into 
which it was introduced. For example, the divide and rule theory logic- 
ally presupposes that the Soviet regime feared an anti-soviet unifica- 
tion of Central Asian social forces. I will argue in this chapter that 
there is little evidence to support such an interpretation. In addition 
to discussing the Soviet regime's perception of the situation in Central 
Asia, I will analyze how Soviet authorities conceived of "nation" and 
"nationality" in general and as a principle of territorial political organ- 
ization in Central Asia in particular. All these questions have irnplica- 
tions for our understanding of the Soviet regime as a whole in this 
period, and I will argue that the image of the Soviet regime that 
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emerges against the background of these discussions differs in import- 
ant respects from that of the Stalin era. 

There is one problem involved in this approach. Ideally, this type of 
investigation would be based on the perceptions of those who ulti- 
mately made the political decisions. In this case the decision maker 
was the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party, perhaps 
with Stalin in a key position. However, as far as I am aware, there is no 
material available for this level. Central Committee archives contain 
only resolutions. Nevertheless, this does not force us to leave these 
important questions unanswered. Neither Stalin nor the other key 
members of the Central Committee actually worked in Central Asia 
themselves. Instead, as discussed in the introduction, the Central 
Committee organized an institution that was to represent it in the 
region, the Central Asian Bureau. In addition to being an important 
agent as regards policy implementation in Central Asia, the Bureau 
also served as the eyes of the central government in the region. It 
reported regularly to the Central Committee on the political, military 
and economic situation in Central Asia. Consequently, the conception 
that Central Committee members had of the situation in Central Asia 
to a great extent depended on the interpretations and presentations 
offered by the Central Asian Bureau. For that reason, the Central Asian 
Bureau influenced Central Committee decisions decisively. 

On the basis of this relationship between the Central Asian Bureau 
and the Central Committee, throughout this chapter I refer to 
members of the former as "representatives of the central Soviet author- 
ities". I will analyze how these representatives regarded the situation 
in Central Asia before the national delimitation and discuss the char- 
acter of the delimitation project as it appears in their discourse. How- 
ever, some additional comments must be made as regards the category 
"representatives of the Central Soviet authorities". On the one hand, it 
is not limited to the Central Asian Bureau members, and on the other, 
it does not include all of them. Indigenous Central Asians who were 
members of the Central Asian Bureau were not "representatives of the 
central Soviet regime" as I define them here. Rather, I focus on the 
leadership of the Central Asian Bureau, which did not include indigen- 
ous Central Asians. 

Those who held positions such as plenipotentiary of the USSR in 
Bukhara or Khorezm were formally representatives of the central Soviet 
authorities. These were all Russians and Europeans. Other Europeans 
involved in the administration of Turkestan considered themselves 
representatives although they were not necessarily that in a formal 
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sense. In effect, the distinction is between the indigenous on the one 
side and the non-indigenous, mostly Russians and other Europeans, on 
the other. Even though there was no formal difference between indi- 
genous and non-indigenous members of the local communist organ- 
ization, in contrast to the indigenous communists, Russians and other 
Europeans sent to Central Asia to occupy the different positions saw 
themselves and were seen as representatives of the central authorities. 
It is the perception of these formal as well as informal representatives 
of the central Soviet authorities that is examined in this chapter. 

An omnipotent regime? 

In the divide and rule theory, the notion of an "omnipotent regime" 
and a "victimized population" has been central.' Obviously, the degree 
of power, real as well as perceived, would have great influence on 
policy making. It is therefore useful to begin this chapter with a discus- 
sion of the way in which Soviet authorities perceived the political 
situation in Central Asia in the first part of the 1920s. 

There is much evidence that the power and influence of the Soviet 
regime and the Communist Party was quite limited in Bukhara, and 
particularly so in Khorezm. This contrasts with what has been the 
traditional understanding of relations between "Moscow" on the one 
side and Bukhara and Khiva on the other. In early 1922, the Commun- 
ist Parties of Bukhara and Khorezm were merged with the Russian 
Communist Party (RCP), becoming branches of that party. From then 
on, according to the official Soviet version, the activities of the two 
parties were guided and directed on a day-to-day basis by the Central 
Committee of the RCP and its Central Asian Bureau (CAB).' Through 
the Central Asian Bureau, the Central Committee launched a program 
meant to bring the communist parties of the two republics more in 
line with the RCP. A number of resolutions were made in the spring of 
1922, such as "On the reorganization of the Bukharan Party" and "On 
the improvement of the composition of the Bukharan Corres- 
ponding resolutions were made concerning the Khorezm republic. The 
cornerstone in the strategy of the RCP/CAB to "improve the condi- 
tions" in the two parties, by now only party branches, was a massive 
purge that was carried out in both republics during 1922 and early 
1923. As a result of the purges, membership in the two party branches 
was drastically reduced. In Bukhara, membership went down from 
approximately 16,000 to 1,000, while in Khorezm, the purges reduced 
the membership to a few h ~ n d r e d . ~  To what extent did the purges and 
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the other actions taken by the RCPICAB to strengthen its position in 
the two republics produce the desired results? In his detailed study of 
Bukhara and KhorezmIKhiva, Seymour Becker claimed that: 

By the fall of 1923 both Bukhara and Khiva had been transformed 
from subordinate allies into docile satellites, whose leaders were 
merely the instruments for executing policies formulated in 
MOSCOW.' 

When reading documents from as late as early 1924, however, the 
picture appears much more ambiguous. In the archives of the Central 
Asian Bureau, there are a great number of documents that involve 
various assessments of the situation in Bukhara and Khorezm, as well 
as in the Turkestan republic, discussing the influence of the Commun- 
ist Party and the Soviet organs. Some documents are discussions 
within the Central Asian Bureau, while others are reports from the 
Central Asian Bureau to the Central Committee in Moscow. Most of 
these texts express an evaluation of Communist and Soviet power that 
is much more restricted than what Becker suggested. In a session of the 
Central Asian Bureau on  April 13, 1924, the vice chairman of the Cen- 
tral Asian Bureau, Otto Karklin, having returned from a mission to 
Khorezm seemingly surprised by the state of affairs, stated: 

Traveling in this little land, I saw nothing even slightly resembling 
our new system. All over one feels the presence of the remote 
Middle Ages. That is very sad. I could give plenty of examples: In 
Khojeilin the commander of the garrison ordered the execution of a 
person, removed the head from the body, placed it on a stake which 
was placed for three days before the eyes of the population in the 
center of the town. Another example: We asked how many people 
are held in prison. They answered 30 persons. But when we estab- 
lished a commission, we found that there were at least 300 persons, 
of which at least 200 do not even know on what charges they are 
there. We created a commission, through the Executive Bureau, and 
only during the period of our stay in Khorezm, 200 people were 
released in cases where no charges had been made . . . We managed 
to correct some of the gravest errors of the local authorities.' 

Indeed, the revolt led by Junaid Khan that took place in Khorezm in 
January 1924 was a proof that the hold of the Communist Party and 
the Soviet organs in Khorezm was limited. Moreover, deliberations by 



the leadership of the Central Asian Bureau following the January revolt 
seem to indicate that the relationship between the Khorezm Party 
branch and the RCP was more complex than Becker's "instruments for 
executing policies formulated in Moscow" would suggest. At least, the 
leadership of the Central Asian Bureau appears to have been dissatis- 
fied with local workers in Khorezm. In a letter to Rudzutak and Stalin 
in late February 1924, Karklin wrote: 

Local [party and state] workers [rabofiiikfl assure that the population 
went against the Soviet power only because of the power of Junaid. 
I think that is not entirely correct. Rather, the latest Soviet kumltai 
[congress] misjudged its strength. There was great dissatisfaction 
with tax collection etc. Junaid made use of both his power and our 
shortcomings.' 

In a later letter from April that same year, Karklin stressed the need to 
intensify the economic support for the population in Khorezm that 
suffered the most from Basmachi activities. One problem was that re- 
sources for such purposes were scarce, but "the worst part is that at some 
places there is no power, or the power is so weak that it cannot mean- 
ingfully use even such limited resources, that do exist in ~horezm".' 

In yet another April letter to Stalin, Karklin complains that "it must 
be decisively declared that many party workers who have been in 
Khorezm and some of which are still in Khorezm, have followed a 
wrong line".9 Certainly, Moscow, taken to mean the Central Commit- 
tee of the RCP, was at this time still struggling not only for power over 
the Khorezm republic as a whole, but for control with the party and 
the Soviet organs in the republic as well. Not that the Khorezm party 
and state organizations were pursuing a determined anti-soviet policy 
in any sense, but the hold of "Moscow" over their representatives in 
Khorezm was far from absolute. To remedy the situation, the Central 
Asian Bureau took a number of actions. In order to fully apprehend the 
situation in Khorezm, the Central Asian Bureau dispatched several 
conlmissions to the republic. Further, personnel were transferred to 
Khorezm in order to "help local party-workers and improve our [the 

l ,  10 Central Asian Bureau's] connections [with Khorezm] . 
On the basis of the same kinds of sources, it can be established that 

"Moscow", or the Central Asian Bureau, felt that they had a much 
better hold on party and state organizations in Bukhara. The Bukharan 
Party and government were much more in line with the RCP. In a 
letter to the Central Committee of the RCP in January 1924, Karklin 
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contrasts the complaints concerning Khorezm with the following posi- 
tive and optimistic assessment of the situation in Bukhara: "In 
Bukhara, the situation is presently good. We went there to attend the 
party conference, which took place in a rare consensus. Altogether, the 
Bukharan republic pursues a correct line."" 

Yet, the satisfaction of the central Soviet authorities with the situ- 
ation in Bukhara must not be exaggerated. In February 1924, having 
quite recently come to Bukhara as the secretary of the Bukharan Com- 
munist Party, Izaak Zelenskii, secretary of the Central Asian Bureau 
1924-31, gave a much less positive evaluation of the situation. In a 
letter to the Central Asian Bureau and the Central Committee of the 
RCP he provided the following description: 

I arrived in Bukhara two months ago. The party work in BNSR is 
extremely weak, and there is no educational work what so ever. 
Sadly, the same applies to Soviet work, and the absence of power in 
certain places makes the situation even worse. (Measures from the 
government to improve the situation for the peasants have not 
given results so far.) The apparatus of local and central organs 
remains incompetent to the take on systematic work and is cut off 
from the masses . . . The dekhkans are suffering from the Basmachi 
and their situation is poor. Formerly rich regions are turned into 
graveyards. Agriculture has a great and urgent need for support, but 
the government is not in a position to provide this. Taxes are col- 
lected unsystematically and almost without regard to class aspects. 
One main task is to increase the authority of the highest organ of 
power, the Bukharan CEC. There is also great need for party and 
soviet workers. There are few local party and soviet workers, the rest 
come from Russia, including Russians, Tatars and uzbeks.12 

On the basis of this background, the idea of an omnipotent Moscow 
vis-a-vis Bukhara in 1924 must be considerably qualified. It can per- 
haps be objected that the Bukharan party might have done little, but 
what was in fact done was not necessarily the activity of "docile satel- 
lites, whose leaders were merely the instruments for executing policies 

l' 13 formulated in Moscow . There is much to indicate that "Moscow's" 
hold was far from absolute, in reality as well as in Moscow's own per- 
ception. One example is the dissatisfaction with taxation practice as 
expressed in the letter referred to above. Other examples are the fre- 
quent complaints from the leaders of the Central Asian Bureau as well 
as from Russian secretaries of the local party organizations that local 
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party branches were deeply influenced by "old disagreements" and 
conflicts between the local workers.14 I will return to this issue later in 
this chapter. For now, suffice it to say that an adequate understanding 
of Central Asia in 1923-24 should not be based on an image of an 
omnipotent Moscow. 

The Basmachi uprising 

The discourse of the Soviet authorities in Central Asia in 1923 and 
1924 was not that of an omnipotent regime. Instead, the Soviet regime 
perceived several threats and limitations to Soviet rule in Central Asia. 
In the following, I will discuss the challenges and obstacles the Soviet 
regime identified in Central Asia, and discuss to what extent the estab- 
lishment of national political entities can be seen as an attempted 
solution to these problems. 

A major challenge to the establishment of Soviet power in the years 
after the revolution was the so-called Basmachi uprising (basmachi, 
originally meaning "brigand", was a derogatory term introduced by 
the Soviet authorities and later adopted by the resistors themselves). In 
the following, I will analyze Soviet perceptions of this phenomenon, 
and their influence on policy. In accordance with the general pattern, 
Western and Soviet interpretations of the Basmachi differed funda- 
mentally. In Soviet historiography, the Basmachi was interpreted pri- 
marily in terms of class. It was first and foremost a reactionary and 
counter-revolutionary phenomenon, the reaction of the "enemies of 
socialism" to the new regime, which represented the interests of the 
proletariat and the peasants.'' In characteristic Soviet logic, the Basma- 
chi were even a necessary an inevitable result of the political changes 
in Central Asia. The socialist revolution would inevitably lead to a 
reaction by the class enemy, and in the official Soviet interpretation of 
Central Asia in the 1920s, the Basmachi was the manifestation of this 
expected reaction. This interpretation must be seen in relation to the 
position that the concept of class was given in Soviet officialdom after 
the revolution. As Sheila Fitzpatrick has pointed out, the Bolsheviks' 
political use of the idea of class corrupted it as a sociological category. 
In the Bolsheviks' usage, class soon lost any connection to economic 
realities, and came to be defined by degree of loyalty to the Commun- 
ist regime: "Proletarian soon became a term denoting political loyalty 
and ideological correctness rather than social position."16 

Most Western scholars viewed the Basmachi in a very different and 
generally quite positive light. In this view, the Basmachi represented a 
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struggle for national liberation from foreign, i.e. Russian, rule. A typ- 
ical representative of this position is Baymirza Hayit, according to 
whom the Basmachi was a concerted effort by fighters for national 
freedom." Edward Allworth represents more or less the same position, 
although in a less morally charged tone.'' While Allworth recognizes 
the available evidence to be scarce, Hayit found the evidence for his 
position in Soviet denouncement of the phenomenon. He refers, for 
example, to a statement by Stalin saying that the Basmachi movement 
had the aim of separating the Central Asian republics from the Soviet 
state.lg However, one should not take Stalin's statements in such con- 
texts at face value even if they happen to support one's own position. 
In the Soviet perspective within which Stalin's utterance was made, the 
opposition to various kinds of so-called nationalist deviations had 
been firmly established; such accusations were directed towards Euro- 
peans and Central Asians alike. Moreover, with Russia and its Com- 
munist Party representing the revolution and all that was progressive, 
separation from Russia was by definition counter-revolutionary. 
Within such a framework, the Basmachi could be denounced both in 
principle and on an ideological basis. It would undoubtedly have been 
much more problematic to present the Basmachi as a reaction to the 
miserable conditions offered by the Soviet regime. 

In both Hayit's and Allworth's views, there is a link between the 
Basmachi and the policy of the national delimitation. The Basmachi 
represented the struggle for a unified Turkestan or Central Asia that 
holds such a crucial position in the divide and rule thesis." More 
recent research, however, has argued that there is not evidence avail- 
able to sustain the image of the Basmachi as a unified movement for 
national liberation. Rejecting the traditional Soviet and Western inter- 
pretations, Adeeb Khalid argues: "Instead, the revolt was a response to 
the economic and social crises produced by the famine and the 
resulting bacchanalia of robbery, requisitioning and confiscation on 
the part of Soviet authoritie~."~' Further, Khalid argues that the move- 
ment was "embedded in local solidarities which remained alien to the 
more abstract visions of national struggle held by those who sought to 

,, 22 co-opt it to their goals . 
In the following, I will discuss how the Soviet authorities viewed the 

Basmachi at the time. Did they see it as a predictable class-based resist- 
ance, a unified movement for national liberation, or perhaps a more or 
less spontaneous response to a social and economic crisis? 

Let us first look briefly at the Basmachi from a "quantitative" per- 
spective. To what extent did Basmachi activity cause problems for 
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Soviet authorities in the years preceding the national delimitation? 
Archival material involving assessments of the Basmachi is quite abun- 
dant. Local organs, such as the local Central Committees and the 
Revolutionary Military Council of the Turkestan Front, reported to the 
Central Asian Bureau, which repeatedly debated these questions, and 
in its turn reported to the Central Committee in Moscow. The quantity 
of such material alone clearly testifies that the regime saw the Basma- 
chi as a considerable threat. However, by the second part of 1923, the 
general tone indicates that the Basmachi was losing strength, although 
there were some important exceptions. The most important one was 
eastern Bukhara, where the Basmachi remained strong for some time. 
However, the general picture was that the threat from the Basmachi 
was by this time gradually reduced, and in June 1924, on the basis of a 
report from the Revolutionary Military Council of the Turkestan Front, 
the Central Asian Bureau made the following conclusions. First, the 
Basmachi was weakening in western Bukhara, and attitudes in this 
region were developing in favor of the Soviet power. To a somewhat 
lesser extent, the same was true of the central regions of Bukhara as 
well as Khorezm. Second, in the Turkestan ASSR, the Basmachi prob- 
lem was settled in Ferghana, while there were some rather minor 
occurrences in Samarkand oblast. In the Turkmen oblast there was 
some limited Basmachi activity.23 

It appears that the Soviet regime's view of the Basmachi was quite 
different from what the "national-liberation thesis" would suggest. In 
the many reports discussing the Basmachi, there are very few refer- 
ences to pan-Islamism, pan-Turkism, or ideas of a Great Turkestan or a 
unified Central Asia. There is little to suggest that the Soviet regime 
believed that the Basmachi uprisings were the response of a unified 
Turkestan. To a great extent, the contemporary analysis of the Basma- 
chi corresponds to those of later Soviet historiography. In the different 
assessments of the Basmachi, economy, if not class, emerges as an 
important category. This is not to say that national dimensions or the 
aspect of national liberation were altogether absent. A report on the 
situation in eastern Bukhara discussed in the Central Asian Bureau 
early 1924, stated that: "Not long ago, the Basmachi was a broad social 
movement that under religious, national, and political slogans united 
all classes of the Eastern Bukharan ~ o c i e t ~ . " ~ ~ i m i l a r l ~ ,  in a private 
letter to Karklin in February 1924, Boiarshinov, who had then recently 
been sent to Khorezm as the representative of the Central Asian 
~ureau,~%elates in a report concerning the January uprising that the 
uprising had taken place under slogans such as: "Down with the Soviet 
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power and the Bolsheviks", "Down with the Russians who have made 
revolution in Khorezm", as well as "Muslims unite", seemingly an 
expression of pan-Islamic  sentiment^.^^ 

Nevertheless, in spite of the appearance of national slogans, they did 
not represent the essence of the phenomenon. At least, that was the 
interpretations of the Soviet authorities. However pragmatic and 
power-oriented the Soviet regime was, elements of Marxian thinking 
are here clearly present. National and religious aspects were merely 
guises for the true, economic nature of the Basmachi phenomenon. 
Basmachi leaders, the landowners, and the clergy, made use of the 
slogans in order to attract the lower classes to their anti-soviet 
struggle. Even though the mentioned report acknowledged the 
presence of national and religious slogans, in the final analysis the 
interpretation of the Basmachi was based on concepts such as "bour- 
geoisie", "class", "reactionary" and "counterre~olution~' .~~ This was a 
genuine conviction and not something that was declared for propa- 
ganda purposes. The Thesis on Soviet work in Eastern Bukhara, adopted 
by the Central Asian Bureau in the first half of 1924, concludes that 
the Basmachi in eastern Bukhara consisted of two groups. First, there 
were the "feudal exploiting elements", the landowners, and the clergy, 
and second, there were the peasants, the exploited, who were being 
manipulated by the first groups. In this view, the Basmachi in eastern 
Bukhara was chiefly a phenomenon aimed at preserving or restoring 
the feudal order of society. Consequently, it mobilized against Soviet 
power, as this represented the manifestation of the interests of the 
toilers.'' 

When investigating Soviet perceptions of the Basmachi, one must 
take into consideration not only explicit interpretations, but also dis- 
cussions of how the Basmachi could be suppressed and what was in 
fact done. As it is well known, the struggles of the Soviet regime 
against the Basmachi involved intensive fighting and bloody battles.29 
However, the military activities were paralleled by a political strategy 
aimed at weakening legitimacy of the Basmachi. This brings us to the 
core of the Bolshevik understanding of the Basmachi: what gave it 
legitimacy, and how could this legitimacy most effectively be des- 
troyed? In a sense, the strategy adopted was based on the principle of 
divide and rule, but in a very different way from what the "trad- 
itional" divide and rule thesis suggests. The Soviet regime intended to 
weaken the Basmachi by disuniting various elements of the popula- 
tion, but economy, not "nationality" - however defined - was the 
main category in these efforts. 
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In a plan for the struggle against the Basmachi in F~stern Bukhara 
adopted in February 1924, the Central Asian Bureau emphasized three 
measures that were absolutely necessary for success. First, the exploit- 
ing classes, that is, the landowners and the clergy, had to be "neutral- 
ized", and deprived of their possibility to exploit the poor. Second, the 
proletarian elements, the peasants and the poor, had to be attracted to 
Soviet power to a greater degree than what had so far been the case. 
Third, the Central Asian Bureau established that it was necessary to 
rely on and make use of the merchant class as a progressive element in 
eastern Bukhara, to convince them that Soviet power benefited their 
economic interests. "Only by following this main direction can we 
take popular support away from the Basmachi and isolate the move- 
ment", concluded the Central Asian ~ u r e a u . ~ '  

In June 1924, the Central Basmachi Conference (tsentral'noe basma- 
chestvo soveshchanie) discussed means for eliminating the Basmachi. 
Among various measures to be taken in central and western Bukhara, 
the conference suggested that the Bukharan CEC should direct the 
volost executive committees of Bukhara to compile a list of the poorer 
individuals among former Basmachi activists who had now surren- 
dered to Soviet power. The purpose of these lists was neither surveil- 
lance nor control. Instead, they were meant to enable the Bukharan 
government to provide material assistance to poor ex-Basmachi activ- 
i s t ~ . ~ ~  At least a couple conclusions can be drawn from the choice of 
this tactic. First, it demonstrates that the Soviet regime employed dif- 
ferent weapons in the struggle against the Basmachi. Clearly, the sup- 
port of former Basmachi activists was aimed at making Soviet power 
more attractive to the remaining activists, as well as, probably, to 
non-Basmachis. Second, it suggests that economy was an important 
dimension of the Basmachi phenomenon, or at least in Soviet percep- 
tions of it. If the Basmachi movement had primarily been a struggle 
for national liberation, economic support would not be effective in 
quelling it. It seems reasonable to argue that this strategy was based on 
a perception of the Basmachi not too different from the one given by 
Khalid, that the Basmachi "was a response to economic and social 

I ,  32 crises . 
This is not meant to downplay the Soviet regime's use of violence in 

the struggle against the Basmachi. On the contrary, violence remained 
essential in the anti-Basmachi struggle. Characteristically, having 
decided what had to be done in Bukhara in early 1924, the Central 
Basmachi Conference stated: "In the coming period it is necessary to 
concentrate all our attention on the liquidation of the following 
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shayks: Mulla Abdukagara, Agzam Khoji, Tashmydamu, Turdy Taksabo 
and Kilich ~ e r g e n . " ~ ~  However, it was not only the Basmachi activists 
who were subjected to Soviet aggression in this period, and the use of 
violence itself does not reveal much about Soviet perceptions of the 
Basmachi. 

Later, the Central Basmachi Conference was criticized for not put- 
ting sufficient emphasis on the need to support the surrendered jigits, 
or soldier. In a report on the situation in Bukhara, Filippovskii, com- 
mander of the western Bukharan group of the Turkestan Front, saw 
"the absence of material support for the surrendered jigits" as one of 
the main reasons for the revitalization of the Basmachi in western and 
central Bukhara, where the Basmachi had been much weakened during 
the summer.34 Here, the Basmachi was viewed in an economic- 
structural perspective. The commander argued: "The surrendered jigits 
remain with their former kurbashi [the Basmachi leaders] because they 
are dependent on them. They have little possibility for going over to 
peaceful work." On that background, he suggested that the jigits be 
granted material support, and in particular those jigits who had stayed 
with their k~rbash i .~ '  Even though this support did not materialize to 
the extent recommended, the discussion itself throws interesting light 
on Soviet thinking about the Basmachi. In fact, the Soviet struggle 
against the Basmachi reflects a regime that in important respects was 
different from the succeeding regime of the 1930s. As pointed out by 
J. Arch Getty in his analysis of the Stalin era and the Terror, that period 
was characterized by a fundamental sense of insecurity on the part of 
the regime. Stalin and other Soviet leaders were convinced that polit- 
ical support was beyond their reach, and concluded that effective con- 
trol could only be achieved through coercion, violence and terror.36 
Conversely, the struggle against the Basmachi, violence and coercion 
notwithstanding, was carried out by a regime that believed it could 
win support for their political solutions. 

When Soviet strategy towards the Basmachi was not one-dimen- 
sional, this reflects the fact that the Soviet regime attributed the term 
"Basmachi" to different phenomena. In contemporary Soviet discourse 
on the Basmachi, there was a distinction between ecor~ovnic and political 
Basmachi. The following words from a report on the political and mili- 
tary situation in Central Asia in the first part of 1924 are characteristic: 
"In Samarkand oblast the Basmachi is insignificant in scale, and has a 
robbery [yrabitel'skiq rather than a political ~haracter."~' The same 
report refers to the Turkmen oblast of TASSR in terms of "robbery Ras- 
machi" (grabitel'skoe basmad~estvo) .  While the former is restricted to 
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plundering and robbery, "the Basmachi with a political character" re- 
ferred to activities based on an explicit anti-Soviet agenda. 

How did the Soviet regime conceive of these two different kinds of 
Basmachi activity? According to scholars such as Hayit and Allworth, 
the application of the term "Basmachi" (basmachesfvo in Russian) on 
the part of the Soviet regime was a deliberate strategy to weaken the 
legitimacy of a political movement.3R I do not wish to discuss the 
background for the introduction of the term in the first place, but 
rather comment on how it was actually used in Soviet discourse. Even 
though a distinction was made between economic and political Basma- 
chi, in the view of the Soviet regime this distinction was not perceived 
to be clear-cut. Furthermore, evidence suggests that this distinction 
was not always important to Soviet authorities. Rat her, the situation 
was that Soviet rule confronted serious claims to authority, and if 
the population accepted these claims, this would represent a grave 
threat to the establishment of Soviet rule in Central Asia. Moreover, 
the idea of "grabitel'skoe basrnachestvo" must be qualified. What is 
robbery to some may be fully justified for others. And what was termed 
"grabitel'skoe basrnachestvo" was not restricted to raids and plundering, 
even if such activities took place. From the perspective of those in- 
volved, much of this activity appeared to be legitimate tax collection. 
For example, a report on the Basmachi in Zeravshan in early 1924 
states: 

There are some kurbashi that have not surrendered (Jura-Amin, Kha- 
bib Avganets, Nur-Mamed Sfenid) . . . The kurbashi ignore the Soviet 
organs and take on various administrative functions, and collect 
taxes etc. This reduces the authority of the government before the 
p o p ~ l a t i o n . ~ ~  

Therefore, whether or not the kurbashi involved had an explicit anti- 
Soviet agenda was not necessarily decisive, as whatever its aim, this 
kind of activity too obviously represented an obstacle to the consoli- 
dation of Soviet authority. 

According to the "national liberationu-thesis, the Soviet regime con- 
fronted a largely uniform movement fighting for national liberation. 
While recognizing this situation, Soviet leadership sought to draw 
attention away from the fact by misrepresenting the movement as 
bandits. There is no doubt that the competition for authority between 
the Soviet regime and the Basmachi involved a Russian-Muslim dimen- 
sion, and that the Soviet regime recognized this. Nevertheless, the 
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Soviet regime conceived of the authority of the Basmachl, real or 
potential, in much more limited terms. In most Soviet analyses, the 
main focus is clearly on the different kurbashi and on their hold over 
their respective jigit followers, a relationship that was interpreted as an 
expression of the patriarchal-feudal social and economic structures 
prevalent in Central Asia. Consequently, disrupting these ties became 
an important element in the non-violent aspects of the fight against 
the Basmachi. Almost without exception, the various kurbashi and 
their respective followers were discussed and dealt with separately. 
This suggests that the Soviet regime regarded the Basmachi as organ- 
ized along vertical lines based on traditional social organization rather 
than along horizontal lines based on visions of a wider community. 
Facing the Basmachi, the Soviet regime did not see any unified all- 
Central Asian or all-Turkestanian force or potential. Rather, they per- 
ceived fragmented claims of authority on the basis of the traditional 
social structure. This echoes Khalid's previously mentioned observa- 
tion that the Rasmachi was "embedded in local solidarities which 

I ,  40 remained alien to the more abstract visions of national struggle . 
Obviously, this does not mean that the Basmachi did not represent a 
serious threat to the Soviet regime, or that the regime did not consider 
it to be a serious threat. It only means that the character and basis of 
the Basmachi was different from what the "national liberation" thesis 
suggests, and that it would therefore require different solutions. 

Even though the relationship of authority between the individual 
kurbashi and their jigits was important, the Basmachi also claimed to 
represent a more widely based authority. As mentioned above, a Muslim 
dimension was involved, but by at least 1924, the Soviet regime did not 
deem the potential for all-Muslim mobilization as a serious threat. 
More attention was paid to attempts to restore the Bukharan Emirate. 
A report on the Basmachi in eastern Bukhara in mid-1924 stated: 

In eastern Bukhara more than 30 major Basmachi leaders are 
operating, commanding a total of approximately 1800 persons at 
eight machine-guns . . . Separate leaders unite under the command of 
Ibrahim Bek. The Basmachi commanders strive to give it the mark of 
military organization, even using the uniforms etc. from the Emir 
periode4l 

Here, Basmachi attempts to draw on the authority of Bukhara and the 
Emir were not at all unsuccessful. Regarding popular attitudes, the 
report said: 
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[The population saw] the Basmachi as the power, and the com- 
mands of the Emir they see as binding on the population. To say 
that the people wholeheartedly support the Basmachi would be 
wrong, but that they take it into account, fear it, and support it to a 
greater degree than they support the Red Army, is a fact.42 

In dealing with the Basmachi of eastern Bukhara, the Soviet regime 
believed that the Emir, having resettled in Afghanistan, in some way 
played an important role in Bukharan affairs, and in particular in east- 
ern Bukhara. This belief was later confirmed. In a letter from the Turk- 
estan Front in July 1924, Chicherin, the then People's Commissar of 
Foreign Affairs of the USSR, was informed that a liaison between the 
Bukharan Emir and the kurbashi of eastern Bukhara had been arrested. 
Confiscated correspondence brought the first reliable evidence that the 
Emir and his supporters from within Afghanistan played a considerable 
role in the Basmachi of eastern ~ u k h a r a . ~ ~  Also, the author of the 
letter suggested to Chicherin that this discovery might have great 
impact on the future connections of the USSR with Afghanistan. 

Again, the response of the regime was an attack along several fronts. 
Alongside military pressure that continued to be a key feature, the 
necessity of making Soviet authority more strongly felt in the region 
was underlined. The Central Basmachi Conference complained that 
while all participation in Basmachi affairs remained virtually unpun- 
ished: 

[Elvery attempt on the part of the population or some of its repre- 
sentatives to support the Red Army has been punished by the Bas- 
machi. The population knows that the Basmachi can be supported 
unpunished, while support of the Red Army or anti-Basmachi activ- 
ity is dangerous.44 

Therefore, it was deemed necessary to ensure a more rapid implemen- 
tation of convictions: "The Basmachi have such immediate implemen- 
tation, while the Soviet courts suffer from 2-3 months delay. This 
makes people see the power as a weak one, and one that fears to 
implement decisive measures.114s 

My conclusion to this excursion into the Basmachi is that there is 
little to support the view that the Basmachi should primarily be under- 
stood in terms of national liberation. Rather than a unified movement 
for national liberation, the Soviet regime saw in the Basmachi compet- 
ing claims to authority based chiefly on traditional and local loyalties. 
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And in the cases where the Soviet regime identified appeals to a more 
widely-based loyalty, they did not identify any all-Central Asian or all- 
Turkestanian movement. Instead, they saw attempts by those who had 
benefited most from the old order to reinstall the Bukharan Emir. In 
1928, Prince Lobanoff-Rostovskii, a Russian emigrk scholar, argued that 
the national delimitation was merely the Bolsheviks' reply to the Bas- 
machi uprising.46 Considering the Bolshevik view of the Basmachi, 
this can hardly have been the case. Certainly, the Basmachi repre- 
sented a challenge to authority that had to be dealt with, just like all 
other challenges to Soviet power. Moreover, like other competing 
claims to authority, it was met with military force. However, aggression 
was not the only strategy, and economic and social measures were 
employed in order to undermine the basis for the Basmachi from 
within. Conceptions of "nation" and "nationality", on the other 
hand, had no place here. In the end, the "divide and rule" and the 
"national liberation" perspectives were based on the principle that any 
rule by indigenous authority is more legitimate than rule dominated 
by non-indigenous political forces. Therefore, any antagonism between 
Central Asians, irrespective of social background, and the Soviet power, 
as a nationally alien regime, would be a logical result. But that is not 
how the Soviet regime itself viewed the situation. It seems to have 
maintained a genuine belief that it was possible to attract the support 
of the "proletarian" elements in Central Asia. 

This view of the Basmachi was in complete accord with the Soviet 
view of Central Asia as a whole. Rather than a unified anti-soviet Cen- 
tral Asia, the agents of the Soviet power saw a highly fragmented soci- 
ety. In the eyes of the regime, this fragmentation represented an 
obstacle, and unity was in many ways more a goal than a target for the 
Soviet regime in Central Asia. 

Central Asian unity? 

The perception of a fragmented Central Asia involved several levels. 
First, it related to the state level. Prior to the national delimitation, 
Central Asia consisted of the two peoples' republics of Khorezm and 
Bukhara, as well as the Turkestan ASSR. Reading the discussions of the 
interrelations between these entities, it seems clear that the predomin- 
ating view was that the bonds between the different entities were too 
loose. For example, representatives of the central Soviet authorities 
complained that the government in Bukhara was entirely isolated 
from the rest of Central Asia. 
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Second, and this is more central to my argument, the Soviet author- 
ities maintained an idea of ethnic Fapentation. The agents of the 
Soviet regime saw in Central Asia the existence of groups they most 
commonly referred to as natsional'nosti or narodnosti. Throughout the 
Soviet period the practice regarding the classification of ethnic com- 
munities was to some extent characterized by the Marxist view of the 
progressive stages of socioeconomic development. Accordingly, the dif- 
ferent group designations such as plentia, narodt~ost' and natsiia were 
associated with specific levels of socioeconomic d e ~ e l o ~ m e n t . ~ '  In 
Soviet discourse on Central Asia in the 1920s, however, it is obvious 
that no such detailed theoretical differentiation was at work. There was 
nothing particularly Marxist in the Soviet authorities' understanding 
of ethnic groups in the Central Asian population. The --- -- Soviet regime 
regarded _ -. Ceniral Asla and found a hetgrogeneous population. I believe 
Yuri Slezkine is correct that, in the final analysis, even internationalists 
such as the Bolsheviks believed humanity to be divided into a number 

m-,,, '.- T -c--- W--->. - " 

of national communities. 1nstincti;eiy, the S o v i e t r ~ e . s ~ u & t . ~ o  
'this'model to jhe-~entral  Asian populatiae HOW they co~ceived 
_ _ d  _ _  P - -  

o n e  various categories had more to do with how ~ ~ u s  the d ~ -  ------ 
ferent groups we% considered to be than with Marxist ideas of histor- 
ical development. _ __ . 

Soviet authorities found that the relations between the different 
groups were problematic and often led to conflicts. From that perspec- 
tive, international conflicts represented an element of instability in the 
region and would make it difficult to govern Central Asia in an orderly 
fashion. The most commonly employed identities were Turkrnen, 
Uzbek and Kazak (then called ~irgiz~') .  The fact that the different des- 
ignations might well be problematic did not mean that Soviet author- 
ities in fact problematized them at the time. What the Soviet 
authorities saw as the most problematic relation was that between the 
Uzbeks and the Turkmen, which was related to Khorezm, Bukhara and 
Turkestan. It was in Khorezm that the Turkmen-Uzbek dimension was 
seen to have the most serious implications. Tension between different 
population groups in the Khivan khanate was not a new phenomenon. 
In the words of Seymour Becker, "the problem of the chronic insubor- 
dination of the [Khivan] khan's Turkoman subjects had never been 

I ,  49 permanently solved . In the period 1880-1905, there had been 
repeated minor disturbances among the Turkrnen of Khiva, usually 
over water rights and questions of taxation. While the period 
that followed was relatively quiet in this respect, the last five years 
before the revolution were marked by a number of rebellions among 
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the Khivan Turkmen. The first one began in 1912, the second in 1914, 
and the last one in 1916. According to Becker, to the background for 
the conflicts, that of "the ancient dispute of water for irrigation and 
the traditional cultural antagonism between Turkomans and Uzbegs", 
was added attempts at tax reform that implied a huge increase in the 
tax burden of the Khivan Turkmen. Turkmen tribal leaders now played 
on the discontent of the masses, and open rebellion was the result. 
What Becker refers to as traditional cultural antagonism is related to 
the important distinction between the nomadic and the sedentary 
populations. As discussed above, this dichotomy also implies divisions 
and differences in a number of other areas such as religion (weakly 
islamicized versus strongly islamicized) and social structure (strength 
of lineages versus weakness of lineages). Even though the conflicts 
originally centered on economic questions of irrigation and taxation, 
the conflict patterns largely corresponded to the mentioned dichot- 
omy, and this was what made it a Turkrnen-Uzbek conflict. 

In 1915, Russia had abandoned its non-intervention policy towards 
the khanates, and with the intention of achieving the greatest possible 
level of stability began to mediate in the Turkmen-Uzbek conflict in 
Khiva. In 1915, Russia pursued a pro-Turkmen policy, which among 
other things found its expression in seeing the most aggressively 
anti-Turkmen members of the Khivan government exiled." Later, the 
pro-Turkmen policy was abandoned in the wake of the February 
1916 uprising, in which Junaid declared himself Khan of Khiva. 

At the time Soviet power was established in Central Asia, this con- 
flict remained unsettled and still represented a potential source of 
conflict in the region. In the discussions of the Central Asian Bureau 
and in its correspondence with the Central Committee, the so-called 
national question in Khorezm was given great priority. The Turkmen- 
Uzbek question was no doubt regarded as a destabilizing factor in 
Khorezm. Karklin, on his return from a stay in Khorezm on behalf of 
the Central Asian Bureau in early 1924, reported on the national ques- 
tion in Khorezm: 

The national relations represent a very serious problem in Khorezm. 
I have never seen antagonism taking on such a severe form as here. 
If for instance an Uzbek appears on a horse in Tashauz, no doubt his 
horse will be taken and the Uzbek attacked. And if a Turkmen 
woman appears in Khojeilin, she will most certainly be attacked in 
all ways, only because she is a Turkmen among Kirgiz [Kazaks]. The 
same attitude to the Turkmen is found among the uzbek." 
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In Karklin's view, the Turkmen-Uzbek conflict in Khorezm had two 
main dimensions. First, there was the economic dimension, connected 
to the question of land and water. This was identified as the origin of 
the conflict: 

The old and great dispute among the Turkmen and Uzbeks is 
the land-water question. The Uzbeks control the upper of the aryks 
[irrigation ditches or channels], and the land that they occupy 
and use is beyond comparison the best one. The Turkmen on the 
other side are more or less deprived of any fair exploitation of 
water." 

However, in the eyes of the Soviet authorities, the Turkmen-Uzbek 
problem in Khorezm was not restricted to the economic sphere. In 
Central Asian Bureau discussions and in its correspondence with the 
Central Committee, the questions of Turkmen-Uzbek relations were 
extended to politics and government. In one of his reports to the 
Central Committee on the situation in Khorezm in the first part of 
1924, Karklin concluded that there was a great deal of dissatisfaction 
in Khorezm, and that one important reason for this was the imbal- 
anced representation in state and party institutions: 

From a proportional perspective, the situation of the Turkmen 
is dismal as they are severely underrepresented. Look at the party 
for instance. Of 600 members, only three are Turkmen. The same 
is true for the Komsomol, where even Russians are more numerous. 
And it is exactly the same in the central organs of power. It is true 
as the Turkmen say, that this is a strictly Uzbek government.53 

Even though this Turkmen-Uzbek conflict was perceived as historical, 
it is very interesting to note that, in regards to Khorezm, the represen- 
tatives of the Soviet regime commented that the interpretation of the 
conflict by those involved was undergoing a change. It has been main- 
tained that the Soviet approach to groups and identities was objectiv- 
i ~ t . ' ~  However, discussions also demonstrated recognition of identity 
as something dynamic and flexible. Having returned from a mission to 
Khorezm, where he had been sent in the wake of the events of January 
1924, Broido reported to the Central Asian Bureau: 

In the question about rights to water supply and irrigation, a new 
phenomenon has appeared, a kind of nationalism. Conflicts around 
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water supply are increasingly being interpreted in national terms, 
i.e. as Turkmen versus ~zbek." 

Was Broido correct in this observation? Did national identities take on 
increased importance for (parts of) the population in this period? Obvi- 
ously, Broido's statements alone are not sufficient evidence that such a 
development was taking place. Indeed, I argued earlier that both scholars 
and the state administration during Tsarism in many cases misinter- 
preted identity realities. In the following chapter, I will return to this 
question in greater detail. In this chapter, however, it is the central Soviet 
authorities' interpretation of Central Asian society that is in focus, and 
from this perspective Broido's interpretations are highly interesting. 

The increasing emphasis on the Turkmen identity did not imply a 
fundamentally new level of cohesion among the population identified 
as Turkmen, as Broido continued: "Still, this is not an all-Turkmen 
nationalism, as this principle is non-existent or at least not developed 
among the Turkmen. If you ask a Khorezm Turkmen who he or she is, 
the answer will never be a Turkmen." But a lack of internal cohesion 
among those who were referred to as Turkmen does not necessarily 
prevent the same individuals from feeling that their "Turkmenness" 
was the reason why they were exposed to injustice. According to 
Broido, that was what the Turkmen felt. Moreover, this was not the 
opinion of Broido alone, neither was the increased focus on wider 
identities restricted to the Turkmen of Khorezm. 

Discussions between the Central Asian Bureau and the Central Com- 
mittees of the Communist Parties of Bukhara and Turkestan in June 
1923 demonstrate the strength of the boundaries between the Central 
Asian political entities (that is Bukhara, Khorezm and Turkestan) as 
well as the limits of national identities, such as "Turkmen". It was not 
only in Khorezm that the Soviet authorities found ethnic or national 
relations to be problematic. In these deliberations, Pozdnyshev, secre- 
tary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Bukhara, 
declared that the Turkmen question in Bukhara was a great problem 
that had to be settled: 

They are not represented in the higher organs of power, and par- 
tially, they have also been without a voice in the Council of Minis- 
ters. At present all that exists is the Turkmen  ranch" and the 
Turkmen Minister of agriculture. But it must be said that the Turk- 
men Branch is nothing but a bureaucratic part within the Bukharan 
Central Committee with little significance or influence." 
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While there was thought to be few candidates among the Turkmen of 
Bukhara, the Central Asian Bureau suggested transferring to Bukhara a 
Turkmen with a high position in Turkestan, Atabaev. However, this led 
to great discussion, and the bone of contention was whether the popu- 
lation of Bukhara would accept Atabaev, as one from I'urkestan. Kark- 
lin put it in the following way: "Will the Bukharan population accept 
that the vice chairman of the Council of Ministers is not a Bukharan, 
but someone from the o~tside?"~"his discussion clearly underscores 
the limits of Central Asian unity, while it simultaneously suggests that 
one may hardly refer to any all-Turkmen nationalism in Central Asia at 
that time. 

At the same time, this debate introduces a perspective that holds 
relevance for the understanding of the national delimitation. Why was 
it a problem that Turkmen were underrepresented? On the one side, 
underrepresentation and lack of influence might lead to dissatisfaction 
and instability. However, there is also another aspect, namely the ques- 
tion of integration into the Soviet sphere. The Central Asian Bureau 
gave the following grounds for the need to attract Turkrnen into the 
Bukharan organs and institutions of power: "It must openly be said 
that the Turkrnen communities here represent a hotbed of counter- 
revolution. Turkmen population are increasingly alienated from the 
general leadership, and thus disappear from our view."s9 Seen in this 
perspective, it is difficult to interpret the national delimitation as an 
instrument for the division of an originally united societal elite. 
Rather, national mobilization on the part of the Soviet regime might 
well be seen as an attempt to avoid a situation in which entire groups 
remained outside the Soviet orbit. In contrast to Tsarist Russia's policy 
of segregation, Soviet thinking on this point represented ambitions of 
integration. 

A great worry for the Soviet regime was the conflicts in the border 
areas between the Turkmen parts of Turkestan ASSR and the Kazak 
ASSR. In the eighteenth century, Kazaks had been moving westward 
into Mangyshlak. Here they had confronted Yomut Turkmen, and a 
struggle over territory had developed between the two groups. In the 
1890s, the conflict had escalated, and in connection with the emer- 
gence of Junaid Khan in 1916-18 it had intensified further. In the 
early 1920s, it represented an obstacle to the establishment of Soviet 
(or for that matter, any other) order in the region. As a result, in Sep- 
tember 1923, the Presidium of the All-Russian CEC appointed a com- 
mission to find a solution to the conflict. The commission concluded 
that the conflict was originally a tribal one between the Kazak Adaev 
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tribe on the one side and the Yomut Turkmen on the other. Signifi- 
cantly, however, the commission also concluded that the conflict was 
increasingly assuming a national character, as opposed to what had 
been the case in the past. According to the commission, the members of 
the two conflicting groups increasingly began to interpret the conflict 
in terms of "national hostility" between Turkmen and ~azaks .~ '  That 
the Soviet regime understood this conflict in terms of national senti- 
ments is also demonstrated by the actions suggested to remedy the situ- 
ation. According to the committee, in order to reduce tensions in the 
area, it would be necessary to "regulate conditions for national minor- 
ities in the Krasnovodsk and the Adaevsk uezds". This indicates that the 
Soviet regime acted on the basis of an understanding that national sen- 
timents were developing in Central Asia in this period, and that the 
same sentiments represented a source of conflict and instability. More- 
over, at least in part, the solutions should involve a national dimension. 

While the Turkmen-Uzbek dimension was most critical in Khorezm, 
in 1923 and 1924, in Bukhara and in the Turkestan ASSR, Uzbek-Kazak 
conflicts developed as well. The conflicts took place in the party and 
state institutions of the two republics. In early 1924, the plenipoten- 
tiary of the USSR in Bukhara, Znamenskii, reported to the Central 
Asian Bureau on the "national relations" in the republic: "Our Turk- 
men and Kirgiz [Kazak] workers in some cases accuse the Uzbeks of 
great power cha~vinisrn."~' Later, when the delimitation had begun, 
the notion of national antagonism always had an important place in 
the Soviet regime's arguments for the project. The division of Central 
Asia into different national republics would "bring an end to the con- 
flicts between the various nationalities that are troubling the 

, r  62 region . In my opinion, the preoccupation with national conflicts 
should be taken seriously. 'The Soviet regime saw national antagonism 
as a reality in Central Asia, and believed that it represented a challenge 
to Soviet stability in the region. Moreover, there appears to have been 
a conviction that political and administrative changes could improve 
national relations. It is in this perspective we have to understand the 
establishment of the different national autonomies and entities within 
the various republics that took place prior to the national delimitation. 

In Bukhara in September 1923, the Bukharan government decided to 
gather the Turkmen regions of Bukhara into a separate Turkmen oblast, 
and, further, to establish a Kazak oblast. In May the following year, 
similar measures were taken in Khorezm, when separate Turkmen and 
Kazak-Karakalpak autonomous oblasts were set up. According to the 
Soviet historiography, these measures were natural steps in the gradual 
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realization of the Leninist nationality policy of self-determination of 
nationalities. There is, however, little to indicate that these adminis- 
trative changes were primarily conceived of in such terms by the 
Soviet regime. Rather, they were a part of a much more pragmatic 
approach. The decision in Khorezm, for instance, came about as a 
result of discussions between the leadership of the Central Asian 
Bureau and the "Khorezm comrades". In early April 1924, having first 
outlined the gravity of the national question in Khorezm, Karklin 
declared to the Central Asian Bureau: "We discussed it, and decided to 
establish autonomous oblasts for the Kirgiz [Kazaks] and the Turk- 
men."63 In a letter to the General Secretary concerning the same ques- 
tion, Karklin stated: "With the purpose of putting in order the 
relations between the nationalities we decided to establish within 
Khorezm a Turkmen and a Kirgiz [Kazakl-Karakalpak autonomous 
o b ~ a s t . " ~ ~  Concerning the situation in Bukhara in early 1924, USSR's 
plenipotentiary in the republic reported that the national relations 
had become less tense since the establishment of the national oblasts, 
and this was particularly the case with the ~urkrnen.~"he examples 
provided here clearly link the introduction of national entities with 
the Soviet regime's perceptions of national antagonism. 

In the next chapter, I will change the perspective offered here, and 
instead analyze the national delimitation from the side of the Central 
Asian political actors. What were their ambitions, and to what extent 
did they conform to national programs? At this point 1 will only con- 
clude that perceptions of national relations prevalent among the repre- 
sentatives of the Soviet regime influenced the choice of strategy. The 
Soviet regime saw a Central Asia divided along several lines, the most 
important of which were national. However, nationality was not the 
only division, and the delimitation was not a response to national 
antagonism alone. Soviet authorities were well aware that the national 
groups to which they referred were themselves subject to important 
divisions. The national delimitation was also meant to be a solution to 
the problem of intra-ethnic divisions. 

Intra-ethnic divisions 

As discussed in the second chapter, descent groups and lineages were 
traditionally among the predominant foci of identity of Central Asians, 
especially for the traditionally nomadic groups. Even though the repre- 
sentatives of the Soviet regime identified a developing nationalism 
among elements of the Central Asian population, they fully recognized 
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the persistence of intra-ethnic bonds. These bonds made up patriarchal 
groups, most commonly referred to as rody, and translated into English as 
"clans". In the patriarchal social structure, the head of the respective 
groups (the vozhd) enjoyed great authority, and the Soviet regime per- 
ceived this authority as a threat to the establishment of Soviet power. 
The Soviet regime found that the Basmachi was strongest where this 
social structure was the most pronounced, such as among the Turkmen 
and in Eastern ~ u k h a r a . ~ ~  I would argue that the establishment of 
national republics in Central Asia in the 1920s cannot be understood 
unless Soviet perception of these intra-ethnic bonds is taken into consid- 
eration. 

In the beginning of 1924, there was considerable debate in the Cen- 
tral Asian Bureau in regard to the vozhds, with most attention paid to 
the Turkmen ones. There was a consensus that the Turkmen vozhds 
enjoyed considerable authority among their respective followers. 
Having first discussed the Turkmen-Uzbek question in Khorezm, Kark- 
lin, before the Central Asian Bureau, went on: 

Also there is the question of tribal hostility among the Turkrnen 
themselves . . . This is an old and important phenomenon, having 
great influence on events. For instance, in 1920, such antagonism 
led to the killing of Mamamedov and with him lots of Turkmen. Yet 
little has changed since then.67 

While there was no discussion that this "old and important phenom- 
enon" represented a great obstacle to Soviet power, there was disagree- 
ment as to how it should be dealt with. In general, the authority of the 
vozhds seems to have been perceived of as so strong, and the resources 
at the disposal for the Soviet side as so limited, that a full-scale attack 
might prove counter-productive. An instruction from the Central 
Asian Bureau to the Khorezm Communist Party (KhCP) on how to 
deal with the vozhds stated that a very careful approach was required. 
The primary goal should be to 

win the sympathy of peasant masses, and the confidence to Soviet 
power and the Communist Party in the clans [v roclakh], by pointing 
to the reality of the conflicting interests between vozhds and the 
masses.68 

Again we see Soviet regime attempts to win support among significant 
sectors of the population for its political positions. This is not to say 
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that force was not a factor. The instruction also tells the KhCP "[to] 
strike brutally against vozhds who have turned their arms against us", 
and that in such cases great efforts should be taken to make the popu- 
lation realize the severity of the punishment. As in the assault on the 
Basmachi, the strategy was a carrot-and-stick approach. 

In early 1924, the Central Asian Bureau adopted a new strategy 
towards the vozhds and their authority. While I argue that the national 
delimitation was not primarily a divide and rule approach, such a 
strategy had been employed towards the vozhds until early 1924. 
Following the January uprising in Khorezm, Karklin declared that to 
divide the various Turkmen clans into friendly and hostile groups, 
something that had "been characterizing our strategy until now" 
could no longer be considered satisfactory.69 "This is not right, as the 
rod of Yakshi-Gel'dy, Niyaz-Vakshi and Guliam-Ali are neither worse 
nor better one than the other." In order to win the support of the 
various groups, Karklin stated: "We must establish equal relations 
towards all. When giving positions for example to the Turkmen, we 
must see to that there is a balance between the different tribes."" 

Instead of pitting the different clans against each other, the Central 
Asian Bureau now chose a strategy that was nearly the opposite. Realiz- 
ing that it would be necessary to attract those whom the divide and 
rule line had alienated from Soviet power,'' the main question now 
became how to unite them. Broido, whose mission to Khorezm in 
early 1924 had laid the premises for the abandonment of the divide 
and rule strategy towards the vozhds, declared that the Soviet author- 
ities should now carry on the attempts of Junaid to unite the Turkmen: 

Ideologically, Junaid is now liquidated, but the task that Junaid 
undertook, to unite all Turkrnen rody, remains. And this is a work 
that we must continue. One might say that we must become 
"nationalists". That is our major challenge, and this must be the 
major pillar in our governance of Khorezm. To us, Junaid does 
not exist anymore, he has fulfilled his historical mission . . . The 
Communist Party must play the role of the bourgeoisie, and 
organize national 

Clearly, the main purpose of this strategy was not to pit the Turkrnen 
against any other Central Asian group. On the contrary, the goal was 
unification of the various groups perceived to make up the Turkmen 
nationality. In my opinion, this must be understood against a dual 
background. First, the idea to "become nationalists" and to unify the 
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fragmented Turkmen nation was a truly pragmatic measure. There can 
be no doubt that it was aimed at removing the basis for the traditional 
vozhd authority, which throughout Central Asia was perceived of as an 
important obstacle to the establishment of Soviet power. The popular 
masses of Central Asia felt strong bonds of loyalty to and solidarity 
with the vozhds, and unless this social structure was dismantled, it 
would represent a permanent challenge to Soviet authority. If not a 
matter of public policy, this concern was nevertheless recognized as 
one of the motives behind the national delimitation, as in the 
following presentation of the project given by Zelenskii: 

The remnants of clan-based, tribal, and feudal relations are all 
reasons for the weakness, and in places, even lack of Soviet power 
and Soviet organs . . . The national delimitation has taken up the 
task of eliminating clan-based, tribal, and feudal forms of power, 
and consolidating in one state heterogeneous tribes, and educating 
the masses in this spirit . . . A determined policy to subordinate the 
tribal tendencies to the organs of Soviet power, has in wide dekhkan 
masses . . . created a picture of a solid and authoritative Soviet 
power. 73 

In this perspective, too, the national delimitation was a pragmatic 
measure related to the question of political power. However, this was a 
strategy of unification rather than of artificial divisions. In an article 
from 1995, Steven Sabol claims that the national delimitation "in par- 
ticularly hostile regions, such as Ferghana . . . seemed to be the best 
way to separate the main tribal ~ n i t s " . ' ~  There is little doubt that the 
Soviet regime perceived of the Turkmen regions of Khorezm and Turk- 
estan ASSR as "particularly hostile". As seen, Soviet power had pursued 
a strategy that aimed at, if not separating, then at least pitting the 
"main tribal groups" against each other. Prior to the national delimi- 
tation, however, this strategy was abandoned and replaced with a strat- 
egy aiming at their unification. As a consequence, H. B. Paksoy's claim 
that "Moscow wished to . . . foster the smallest possible identitie~"'~ 
must be considered inadequate. 

Even though the power dimension was strongly present in the 
struggle against the patriarchal-feudal remnants, or the "tribal way of 
life", power was not the only aspect. This was also a struggle for what I 
would call modernization, largely in the economic sense of the term. 
This is evident from discussions regarding the political and adminis- 
trative set-up organization (raionirovanie) of the Turkmen and Uzbek 
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SSRs following the delimitation. In a quite comprehensive presenta- 
tion, the commission for the raionirovanie of the two republics pro- 
vided an analysis of the situation as it had been prior to the 
delimitation, and of what the commission had attempted to achieve 
in the rai~nirovanie.'~ Although there had been some administrative 
changes in Bukhara and Khorezm since the revolution, in the view of 
the Soviet regime, the administrative organization in both regions was 
unfortunate. Concerning the Turkmen, the persistent importance of 
clan-tribal bonds was considered a major obstacle to the economic 
development of the region: 

Water is clearly the most important factor for the settlement struc- 
ture among Turkmen, and in Turkmen economy in general. The 
second most import factors for settlement and economy are the 
tribe and the clan. But while common interests in water utilization 
in many cases play a unifying role, the clan-tribal complexity just as 
often plays a fragmenting role, resulting in discontinuity and, 
shortly, in an inefficient exploitation of existing resources. It fre- 
quently happens that groups join in a cumbersome way, not on the 
basis of economic efficiency or advisability, but on the basis of tribal 
lines." 

This was particularly characteristic of Khorezm and Bukhara. For the 
new raionirovanie, a main goal was to overcome these perceived short- 
comings, and the main focus was to set up an organization that was 
administratively and economically efficient. As far as possible, 
according to the commission, that kind of efficiency was the basis for 
the adopted solutions. Common utilization of water was a major 
principle, as was economic community in other sectors such as pastor- 
alism, agriculture and craft. As an example, the cessation of strip 
farming was one objective. However, the commission acknowledged 
that it had not been possible to go as far as one might have wished. In 
some places it had been necessary to take the clan-tribal relations into 
consideration, and to give them priority over economic and adminis- 
trative efficiency. This was particularly the case in Tashauz region, 
where these bonds were very strong. Moreover, it was on the lower 
administrative levels that these concessions were allowed. 

Concerning the raionirovanie of the Uzbek SSR, the commission stated: 

Only in Bukhara and Khorezm there are over 150 different tribal 
designations. These are often hostile to each other, partly as a result 
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of instability of the Soviet regime at lower levels. This complexity of 
national composition and tribal relations in many cases made it 
impossible to establish the forms of organizations that would be 
desirable from an economic point of view.78 

As in the raionirovanie of the Turkmen SSR, here, too, the commission 
presented economic expediency as the primary concern. In the Uzbek 
case, too, "clan relations" had been allowed to influence the adminis- 
trative organization of the republic on the lower administrative levels. 
The commission on the raionirovanie of the two republics concluded 
that the establishment of the national republics of Central Asia already 
demonstrated some very promising results. First, Soviet authority was 
"coming closer" to the people; second, administration and governance 
had been simplified; and third, the new organization had proved 
effective in the struggle against clan principles. 

This is valuable information for understanding the national delimi- 
tation, even though the work of this commission was carried out at a 
point at which the national delimitation was already a fact. The mater- 
ial from the raionirovanie commission supports my general argument 
that, from the perspective of the central Soviet authorities, the main 
problem was heterogeneity and fragmentation rather than a mono- 
lithic Central Asian unity. What the Soviet authorities called clan- 
tribal divisions represented an important aspect of the fragmentation, 
and this was seen as an impediment to Soviet power and authority as 
well as to economic rationality and modernization. 

So far, we have seen that, in the eyes of the Soviet regime and 
for various reasons, conflicts and antagonism based on national or 
intranational differences represented a problem. In many cases, how- 
ever, Soviet authorities detected conflicts and antagonism among 
Central Asians without being able to identify the sources of the con- 
flicts. Correspondence between the Central Asian Bureau and the 
Central Committee is replete with such examples, and represents a 
fruitful source as to how representatives of the central Soviet regime 
perceived of Central Asians who were involved in the Soviet political 
organs. 

It seems clear that the representatives of the Soviet regime in 1923 
and 1924 identified the Central Asian communists with group con- 
flicts. This related to both Khorezm and Bukhara, as well as to the 
Turkestan ASSR. In July 1923, group conflicts in Bukhara were on the 
Central Asian Bureau agenda, and the following resolution was 
adopted: 
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The monopolization of power in Bukhara by one or another group 
(the groups of Mukhitdinov or Fayzullah Khojaev) must be con- 
sidered unacceptable. To implement the resolution we must call on 
the Central Committee of the Bukharan Communist Party and also 
the responsible communists of Bukhara to counteract any further 
strengthening of this or that group. In the further Soviet construc- 
tion we must seek to attract people of great initiative and honor, 
and who are not tied to any group.7' 

From the beginning of 1924, these internal conflicts in Bukhara greatly 
preoccupied the Central Asian Bureau. The result was an extensive 
correspondence with the Secretary General of the RCP (Stalin), the 
plenipotentiary of the USSR in Bukhara, and the party organs of 
Bukhara. In these conflicts, Fayzullah Khojaev played the key part, 
with Mukhitdinov as his main competitor. It appears that the representa- 
tives of the Soviet regime considered these conflicts largely the result 
of personal antagonism and not as a struggle over ideas or conflicting 
political positions. The following excerpt of a letter from Znamenskii, 
USSR's plenipotentiary in Bukhara in February 1924 is quite typical: 

All the workers of Bukhara are by now clearly won for the RCP. They 
are sufficiently farsighted not to distance themselves from the party. 
But this does not settle the conflicts about which we are talking 
here. It does not solve conflicts that emerge when someone is being 
passed over, and it does not solve all the intrigues etc. at which they 
are all great masters. I would like to see Bukhara embark on a policy 
having a clear class basis, but that will hardly happen as long as 
Bukharan politics largely consist of struggles between the various 
groups. Content is here in the background.'' 

In another letter to the Central Asian Bureau from November 1924, 
Znamenskii gives the following characterization of Central Asians: 

Our Eastern comrades have a peculiar character. In the political life, 
intrigues are constantly being spun, and their personal lives are 
characterized by some oddities, which to us appear as unnatural, 
but which are here simply a part of everyday life. Unfortunately, 
against such diseases, we have not yet any effective remedy." 

These examples typify the way in which Russian (and other European) 
communists saw their "Eastern comrades". Their political ability was 
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highly limited; they were irrational and prone to intrigues, and generally 
incapable of seeing "the big picture". This is the kind of European men- 
tality that Edward Said criticized in his ~ r i e n t a l i s r n . ~ ~  Even though revo- 
lutionary socialists saw themselves as representing an a1 ternative to 
Western exploitation of the East, they too were children of their time. 
Their thinking was deeply ingrained with the kind of East-West dichot- 
omy at the heart of Said's "Orientalism". In typical orientalist spirit, 
European communists often provided very negative characterizations of 
the various Central Asian communists. Fayzullah Khojaev, for instance, 
was the subject of many such comments, and the attitude towards him 
on  the part of Russians and other Europeans in the Central Asian party 
and state institutions was far from enthusiastic. He was seen as capricious 
and difficult to  work with, and there are plenty of examples of both 
Znamenskii and Pozdnyshev, the secretary of the Central Committee of 
the Bukharan Communist Party (BCP), expressing great dissatisfaction 
with Fayzullah. In a letter from Pozdnyshev to the Central Asian Bureau 
regarding these Bukharan conflicts, the secretary complained that Fay- 
zullah's behavior was complicating the situation further. "[He] not only 
fails to improve his tensed relation to Mukhitdinov, instead he is making 
the relation more critical as soon as he has a chance."83 He was, 
according to Pozdnyshev, too insistent on  having his way. The response 
from the Central Asian Bureau was unequivocal. Karklin answered that it 
was not strange that Fayzullah dared to be insistent, as he was clearly 
aware of Moscow's and the Central Asian Bureau's attitude towards him: 
"It is highly important to win him entirely for our party, even if someone 
(like Mukhitdinov) is insulted. I believe we will have to be indulgent as to 
his outbursts. At any rate: do not make him nervous."84 

This exchange indicates that there was a special relationship 
between Fayzullah Khojaev and the central authorities in Moscow. 
Donald Carlisle has suggested that this close relationship is a key to 
understanding the delimitation: Fayzullah's loyalty to central Soviet 
authorities was rewarded during the national delimitation when the 
republic of Uzbekistan was deemed a "Greater Bukhara" with Fayzul- 
lah as its helmsman.85 I am not aware of any evidence that can sup- 
port or refute this idea. However, I believe Carlisle's argument puts too 
much emphasis on a single political actor. Even if there might have 
been a particular agreement between Fayzullah Khojaev and the cen- 
tral Soviet authorities, I believe it is still necessary to see the national 
delimitation against a much broader background. It was a strategy 
designed to serve a wide range of purposes, and not only to secure 
political support from a limited group of people in Central Asia. 
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Conflicts were also found in the Turkestan Communist Party in the 
beginning of 1924. The so-called "leftists", with Ishan-Khojaev as the 
most important figure, accused, among others, Khldir-Aliev and 
Rakhimbaev for not being genuine communists. Even though the fact 
that one side in the conflict was referred to as "leftist" suggests that 
political differences were involved, here, too, representatives of the 
Soviet regime failed to identify any main principle as the basis of 
the disagreement. Again, the orientalist spirit is evident. Having heard 
a description of the conflicts in the Central Asian Bureau, Liubimova, 
the leader of the Zhenotdel, the women's section, noted that she had 
been left with the impression that the conflicts were a result of per- 
sonal antagonism, and that it was not a struggle over principles.86 
Zelenskii presented a similar picture of the situation, stressing the 
necessity to terminate group conflicts, as they had a detrimental effect 
on party and Soviet work. They represented complications and 
weakened the authority of Soviet and Communist power. An interest- 
ing aspect in Zelenskii's observation is that he saw a clear correspond- 
ence between struggles within and without the party: 

The struggles are not restricted to the party. Around each party- 
member, there will be a number of non-party intelligentsia, semi- 
intelligentsia and tradesmen. And all these, knowing what is going 
on within the party, if not overtly then covertly, take part in the 
struggles within the party. There is little doubt that these non-party 
members are exercising great influence on some of the comrades. 
This is the situation, and we must do something to improve it. The 
best thing would be to take away the entire leadership. But our 
misfortune is that they are all raised in the same way. Instead of 
party work, they engage in group struggles and on the whole con- 
sider party work to be group struggle.87 

The opinion that the Central Asians were disposed to "intrigues" and 
"personal conflicts" seems to have been shared by the majority of 
Europeans involved in Soviet work in the region. Evidence of this atti- 
tude abounds, for instance, in correspondence between the Central 
Asian Bureau and the Central Committee of the RCP. While it is fully 
conceivable that the Europeans might produce such an interpretation 
as an instrument of power in relation to the Central Asians, there is no 
doubt that this was a genuine conviction on the part of the European 
communists. From the point of view of the central Soviet authorities, 
the perceived intrigues represented a problem. In their eyes, even 
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Central Asians who were principally loyal to Soviet power were pre- 
vented from constructive political activity because of their constant 
engagement in intrigues and personal conflicts. As a result, govern- 
ment, administration and policy implementation was impeded. From 
this perspective, too, the establishment of national republics might be a 
constructive solution. It was the hope of the Soviet authorities that the 
introduction of a national framework would promote cohesion and pre- 
vent quarrels among people who ultimately shared the same goals. 

What was the national delimitation about, from the perspective of 
the Soviet regime? Was it a tactic for gaining power, a practical meas- 
ure, the implementation of national rights, or a strategy for societal 
change? Even though it is impossible to distinguish the different 
aspects completely from each other, l would argue that the establish- 
ment of national republics in Central Asia was to a great extent a 
practical measure. First, it was a strategy that the regime hoped would 
bring an end to the considerable fragmentation that they felt charac- 
terized the entire region. According to interpretations of Central Asia 
offered by representatives of the central Soviet authorities, the popula- 
tion was fragmented along national as well as sub-national lines. This 
was a problem, and national republics might provide a solution. 

According to Terry Martin, Soviet promotion of national entities, of 
which the delimitation is a prominent example, was to some extent 
the result of a dogmatic belief in the "nation" as a historically inevit- 
able phenomenon. Similarly, Adrienne Edgar has claimed that in the 
eyes of Soviet policy makers, "a people had to become a nation before 
it could move on to the more advanced socialist and internationalist 

I I  88 stages of human existence . These statements, in my opinion, exag- 
gerate the dogmatic dimension. In the discourse that I have analyzed 
here, this kind of rigid thinking fails to accurately characterize the 
Soviet approach to the national question. Rather, the Soviet Union's 
main concern was how nations and national political entities could be 
useful in the given situation. In my opinion, the Soviet approach to 
nationality was much more about practical state construction than 
about implementation of theories of historical stages of human exist- 
ence. I would therefore rather agree with Jeremy Smith's conclusion 
that, for the Bolsheviks, nationality and national identity increasingly 
represented a solution to a problem rather than a problem." The con- 
siderations made in connection with the establishment of national 
republics were to a great extent based on finding solutions that would 
facilitate the administration and governance of the region and the 
implementation of Soviet policy. 
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In this sense, the delimitation was also about societal change. But 
here too, the approach was founded on pragmatism and practical con- 
siderations rather than on dogmatic visions of "a people's" road to 
socialism. Soviet authorities focused on economic rationality and 
arrangements that allowed for more efficient exploitation of resources, 
and in this the Soviet regime was hardly unique. Soviet authorities 
believed that replacing existing political units with smaller ones 
would, nevertheless, result in larger economical entities. The idea was 
that a republic-wide economic perspective could obliterate smaller 
entities, for example tribes, as economic units. The idea of breaking 
down tribal organization was, of course, not only related to economy. 
As the traditional social structure in Central Asia to a great extent 
represented a potential base of rival authority to the Soviet regime, the 
national delimitation was from this perspective also about securing 
Soviet power. However, the delimitation was not first and foremost a 
"power game". The Soviet regime that has emerged in this analysis is 
one that, at least to some extent, was marked by a genuine belief that 
it was possible to win real political support among certain groups of 
the population. This demonstrates an important qualitative difference 
from the regime that was to put its tragic mark on the decade that 
followed. 

In particular, there appears to be very little evidence to support the 
divide and rule interpretation of the national delimitation. I fully 
share Yuri Slezkine's point of view that implementing a strategy 
devised to break up a potential political entity was not a part of the self- 
understanding of the Soviet communists during the delimitati~n.~' On 
the other hand, Slezkine focuses too much on the ideology of national 
rights and self-determination. To a certain extent, the Soviet commun- 
ists in Central Asia did see themselves as implementing such an ideol- 
ogy. For example, when the representatives of the central Soviet 
authorities discussed the underrepresentation of Turkmen in Bukhara 
or Khorezm, their discourse reflected an attitude that took the ques- 
tion of national rights seriously. I t  was certainly a question of political 
consequences, but it was also a matter of justice. Nevertheless, these 
considerations were generally subordinate to the interests of the Soviet 
state. For the adoption of the strategy of the delimitation as a whole, 
therefore, practical considerations were more telling than ideological 
ones. 

The national delimitation involved centralization and decentraliza- 
tion at the same time. It was decentralization in so far as Turkestan, 
until then a part of the RSFSR, now was separated from this entity. 
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However, this was a very limited decentralization, as the Communist 
Party remained highly centralized. The centralization aspect was of 
much more consequence for Soviet authorities. It is useful to consider 
Francine Hirsch's concept of "double assimilation". According to this 
concept, the population was to be assimilated to the respective nation- 
alities within the more fundamental loyalty to the Soviet state. However, 
"double assimilation" is not an appropriate concept. "Assimilation" is 
meaningful when referring to the union republics. On this level, 
assimilation was an essential part of the project. In the Turkmen case, 
for instance, Soviet authorities hoped that various small and frag- 
mented groups would coalesce around the concept of a Turkmen 
nationality. For the Soviet Union as a whole, however, "assimilation" 
is more problematic. Striving to develop loyalty and allegiance to a 
state is not necessarily synonymous with assimilation. This can very 
well be done within a context of diversity, which at least to some 
extent is what happened in the Soviet case. There was no attack on 
national differences per se. 



Nation and Politics 

I argued in the preceding chapter that Soviet authorities, prior to the 
delimitation, identified a number of national conflicts in Central Asia. 
In this chapter I change the approach and address the reality behind 
this perception. What was the role of national identity in the political 
activity of Central Asian communists in the early 1920s? 

According to the Soviet version, the national delimitation was the 
result of the demands of the Central Asian population, even the real- 
ization of the age-old dreams of national statehood. Edward Allworth, 
on the other hand, expresses a widely held opinion among Western 
scholars when arguing that these alleged local aspirations had been 
fabricated by Moscow so as to present the delimitation as a response to 
local initiatives. In my opinion, both of these versions are much too 
categorical. I will argue instead that among the Central Asians 
included in the Soviet orbit, there was a development in group identities 
that foreshadowed the establishment of national entities in the region. 
National identities, such as "Uzbek", "Kazak" and "Turkmen", grew 
increasingly important. As opposed to both broader and more nar- 
rowly defined identities, they were subject to a marked politicization 
in the first half of the 1920s. There was a "nationalization of the polit- 
ical discourse" of the Central Asian communists in these years, and 
that process is the subject of the present chapter. 

When the delimitation was carried out in 1924, it was not as foreign 
to Central Asian political actors as supporters of the divide and rule 
thesis argue. Furthermore, it is not sufficient to see Central Asians' 
support for the establishment of national entities simply as a result of 
co-optation. John Schoeberlein has argued that "it is clear that in the 
creation of national republics, a portion of the Central Asian leader- 
ship was co-opted to the Bolshevik cause as they saw opportunities to 
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promote themselves in the power structures associated with these new 
national units".' This may very well be correct, although it is difficult 
to find evidence that would support or refute it. In any case, I argue 
that the Central Asians' focus on and support of nationally-based 
entities was not primarily the product of the delimitation project and 
the political opportunities it created. 

However, this is not to say that the establishment of Soviet rule in 
Central Asia was not a decisive factor in this "nationalization of polit- 
ical discourse". It clearly was. When Central Asian communists in the 
period prior to the delimitation increasingly made use of national 
identities in their political discourse, it was primarily because of events 
and policies in the post-revolutionary period. I will therefore briefly 
discuss how political, administrative, institutional, and other changes 
can influence the role and importance of "the nation" as a political 
category. 

In Chapter 3, I argued that the culture of nationalism to some extent 
took root among certain groups of the Central Asian population in the 
last years of the Tsarist period. This was the result of political as well as 
cultural changes that followed the establishment of Russian rule. Here, 
this phenomenon was seen within a perspective of development, char- 
acterized by a wave of modernization that made itself felt throughout 
large parts of the Muslim world. As Rogers Brubaker has pointed out, 
the literature on nationhood and nationalism is characterized by a 
developmental perspective. The predominant tendency has been to 
focus on gradual emergence of nations and na t iona l i~m.~  As an alter- 
native approach, Brubaker has argued that one must instead focus on 
nation not as a collectivity, but as a practical category, not as an entity, 
but as a contingent event.3 Instead of the usual question "what is a 
nation?", one should, according to Brubaker, ask how nationhood as a 
political and cultural form is institutionalized in and among states. 
How does nation work as a practical category, and how and under 
which conditions is this category used by or against states? From this 
point of view, nationalism is produced, or induced, by political fields 
of particular kinds. 

Brubaker distinguishes between two different types of nationalism. 
On the one hand, there is the kind of nationalism that results in political 
divisions based on nationality, while on the other hand is the kind of 
nationalism that these divisions, in their turn, produce. This latter is 
Brubaker's concern. Brubaker's theoretical approach is closely linked to 
post-Soviet reality. The general argument is that post-Soviet nationalism 
is the result of the Soviet nationalities policy with its institutionalization 
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of ethnicity, nationality and nationhood. This created a political arena 
supremely conducive to nationalism; it involved, in Brubaker's termin- 
ology, a "nationalization of political space". Obviously, the delimitation 
was an important element in the institutionalization of ethnicity and 
nationality, and in Brubaker's perspective it becomes key to understand- 
ing post-Soviet political developments in Central ~ s i a . "  

Brubaker's perspective has become quite influential in post-Soviet 
studies. In my reading, however, it may also fruitfully be applied to 
both Central Asia in the 1920s and the process that I have called the 
nationalization of political discourse. 

National identities institutionalized 

In Central Asia, the national delimitation itself is obviously the most 
prominent expression of the institutionalization of national identity. 
However, well before the delimitation a number of similar measures 
had been taken, although smaller in scale. From the beginning of the 
Soviet period, nationality was awarded political and institutional sig- 
nificance in a way very different from what had been the case in pre- 
revolutionary Central Asia. First, national divisions were reflected in 
the organization of the state apparatus. Second, as outlined in the 
previous chapter, administrative and territorial organization increas- 
ingly came to be based on the same divisions. 

The introduction of national identities such as Uzbek, Kazak and 
Turkrnen into Central Asian political life took place very soon after the 
establishment of Soviet power. As inheritors of an empire with a 
greatly heterogeneous population, the Bolsheviks from the beginning 
paid considerable attention to the "national question", and in the 
central government, a separate ministry, the Narkomnats, was estab- 
lished to deal with this question. This governmental structure was 
duplicated in Turkestan, when, following the Fifth Congress of the 
Soviets of Turkestan in April 1918, a separate Commissariat for Nation- 
ality Affairs was established in the Turkestan republic (T~rrkornnats). 
According to the contemporary official version, the Turkowinats was 
meant to be the "representative and defender of the interests of the 
toilers of all nationalities that inhabit the territory of the Turkestan 
republic".' A resolution passed by the First Regional Congress of the 
Communist Party of Turkestan, which met in June 1918, emphasized 
that it was necessary to establish the organs of the Turkomnats 
throughout the republic. Moreover, the resolution stated that the 
organs of the Turkomnats should be utilized for propagating the ideas 
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of the Soviet regime among the indigenous population, for creating 
native cadres of propagandists and Red Army recruits, and for organiz- 
ing the publication of communist literature in local languagesa6 

The initial territorial or geographical approach of the Turkomnats 
was soon replaced with one that focused on ethnicity or nationality. 
Already in September 1918, a committee composed of representatives 
of the various indigenous nationalities was created within the Turkom- 
nats. In February 1919, a Statute of the Commissariat for Nationality 
Affairs of the Turkestan Republic was published. Although the statute 
in itself may not have been particularly important, I believe that it is 
indicative of the increased emphasis on nationality that took place 
soon after the revolution, and it might therefore be worthwhile exam- 
ining it in more detail. Based on the instructions of the Narkomnats of 
the RSFSR, the statute charged the Turkomnats with the following 
responsibilities: 

1. popularizing, through the medium of the mother tongues of the 
indigenous nationalities, the ideas and the ideals of the Soviet 
regime among them; 

2. implementing the decrees of the Narkomnats of the RSFSR; 
3. implementing the decrees of the Turkestan Central Executive Com- 

mittee, the Sovnarkom and the Congress of Soviets of the Turkestan 
Republic; 

4. taking all measures for raising the cultural level and class conscious- 
ness of the nationalities inhabiting the territory of the Turkestan 
Republic; 

5. organizing the fight against the counter-revolutionaries in all 
spheres, and 

6 .  gathering statistical information on the number, composition, and 
economic condition of the nationalities; the number of children of 
school- and pre-school-age; movements of population; increases 
and decreases of population; literacy; and so on.' 

Shortly after the promulgation of this statute, the Turkomnats was 
reorganized according to nationality or ethnicity, and in March of 
1919, separate national divisions of Uzbeks, Tajiks, Turkmen, Kazaks, 
Tatars, Ukrainians and Armenians were established within the Turkom- 
nats. This suggests that for the Soviet regime, national identities such 
as Uzbek, Kazak, Turkmen and Tajik were important from the begin- 
ning, with nationality soon incorporated as an organizing principle. 
In my opinion, there is a strong element of continuity between this 
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reorganization and the later national delimitation. This continuity has 
largely been disregarded by those who have seen the delimitation as a 
plan developed by one individual, Stalin, immediately prior to its 
implementation in 1924-25. 

According to the Soviet accounts, when the Soviet regime put such 
emphasis on ethnicity and nationality, and made institutional and 
organizational changes in accordance with national divisions, it was as 
an element in the gradual implementation of the Leninist nationality 
policy with its promise of self-determination. Typically, in these 
accounts the question of self-determination is treated rather simplistic- 
ally. While the power aspect of self-determination is largely ignored, 
the concept of self-determination is more or less equated with the 
existence of political entities carrying the name of a particular group. 
In my reading of the events, however, pragmatic aspects are at least as 
important as theoretical and ideological ones. The first task in the 
above-mentioned instruction to the Turkomnats from the Narkomnats 
of the RSFSR was to propagate Soviet ideas and ideals in the mother 
tongues of the respective nationalities. This is a very important point. 
Even though at the time the statute was enacted the civil war still 
raged, the defenders of the revolution thought that Soviet rule could 
not be established in Central Asia if the entire population was antag- 
onistic to the communists. As a result, it was necessary to win a meas- 
ure of support among the indigenous population. While the civil war 
was fought with guns and rifles, language was the main instrument in 
the parallel war of propaganda and information directed at the indi- 
genous masses. 

As I will develop further in a later chapter, from the perspective of 
the Soviet authorities, the indigenous population of the Turkestan 
ASSR was composed of three main ethnic groups or nationalities: 
Uzbeks, Kazaks and ~ u r k m e n . ~  In conformance with this understand- 
ing, these three identities became essential in the Soviet administra- 
tion and organization of the region. This was in agreement with the 
Turkestan Central Executive Committee's decision in 1918 to make 
Uzbek and Kazak official languages of the Turkestan Republic, besides 
~ u s s i a n . ~  Shortly after, Turkmen was included among the languages of 
equal status. John Schoeberlein has pointed out the contrast between 
this idea of three main groups and the long list of Central Asian popu- 
lation groups developed shortly prior to the revolution: "What had 
been counted in dozens was now reduced to three.'"' 

What was the reason for this emphasis on a few comprehensive 
identities? In my opinion, this focus was neither primarily the 
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implementation of an ideology of self-determination nor a first step in 
a carefully planned strategy for the fostering of national competition 
and hostilities. I see the national reorganization of the Turkomnats 
first and foremost as a pragmatic measure meant to facilitate the pro- 
pagation of Soviet ideas among the indigenous population. If the 
native population of the region were to adopt the message of the Soviet 
power, it was crucial that they be approached by people perceived of as 
"their own" both linguistically and culturally, and not, at least not 
exclusively, by outsiders and foreigners. In this situation, a fairly 
limited number of nationalities and institutions would be much more 
convenient than "dozens", all the more so considering the great 
degree of central control preferred by the Soviet regime. 

In June 1922, the Turkomnats was abolished, but not the national 
divisions. Instead, these were integrated into the Turkestan CEC, 
which was from then on organized into different national branches. A 
Kazak national branch had already been established in March 1921. 
The national branches were supposed to present to the Turkestan CEC 
the needs and requirements of the nationalities concerned and to 
exhort the CEC to adopt the necessary measures. The Kazak branch, 
for example, was supposed to be "shaping the policies of the Turkestan 
government in a manner conducive of the well-being of the Kazak- 

I ,  11 inhabited areas of the republic . 
At the same time, similar measures were enacted in Khorezm, where 

a Turkmen branch of the Khorezm CEC was set up in 1921. It was 
given the task to make a special study of the social, economic and 
cultural needs and requirements of the population in the Turkmen 
areas.12 In 1922, a Kazak-Karakalpak branch of the Khorezm CEC was 
established as well. Moreover, as discussed in the previous chapter, in 
1924 separate Turkmen and Kazak-Karakalpak oblasts were organized. 
In the Turkestan republic, the territorial-administrative changes along 
national lines began earlier. In 1921, the Transcaspian oblast became 
the Turkmen oblast. Even though this was primarily a change of 
names, it was potentially important in that it suggested that ethnicity, 
and not geography, was the main principle of territorial political 
organization. In April 1922, the Turkestan CEC established a separate 
Kyrgyz oblast by separating the Kyrgyz majority areas of Semirechie 
and Syr-Darya oblusts into the gomaia (mountain) oblast." In Bukhara, 
the same development took place. A Turkmen national branch was 
organized in 1921, and by the end of 1923 a Turkmen oblast was estab- 
lished with its center in Charjou. However, the Bukharan government 
rejected the idea of a Kazak national branch of the Bukharan CEC. 
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Through these various political and administrative changes, national 
identities were institutionalized in Central Asia in the early 1920s. In 
Brubaker's terminology, these developments opened up a political field 
conducive to  nationalism, as the rationale for the political, adminis- 
trative and territorial entities increasingly was linked to national div- 
isions. This is in my opinion crucial for the understanding of the 
nationalization of political discourse in Central Asia in this period. 
However, the implication is not that these developments alone led to 
the focus on national identities. At least to some extent, the changes 
were themselves influenced by and reinforced existing tendencies. 

The nationalization of political discourse 

According to what might be called the co-optation view, Central Asians 
sympathized with the national delimitation primarily in so far as they 
believed it to be profitable for their own personal careers. From this 
perspective, as far as the Central Asians are concerned, the link 
between politics and national identities was a strictly pragmatic one. 
However, this interpretation is unsatisfactory, as notions of nationality 
were not restricted to pragmatism and personal gain. Rather, such 
notions came to occupy an important position in the political think- 
ing of many Central Asian communists, irrespective of their attitude 
towards the national delimitation. 

The first example comes from the Turkmen of Bukhara. From 1921 
on, the Bukharan CEC had a Turkrnen branch. Within this branch, 
there was considerable dissatisfaction with the state of affairs in the 
Bukharan republic at the time, and in May 1923, the Turkmen branch 
sent a letter of complaint to Aitakov, then a member of the CEC of 
Turkestan ASSR: 

Most of the population along the Amu-Darya in the Bukharan dis- 
tricts of Kerki, Charjou and Termez are Turkmen. These Turkmen 
have for centuries been subject to the oppression of the Emir. After 
the revolution, these people have themselves seized power. But the 
other nationalities in the republic (Uzbeks and Tajiks) have not 
been willing to make arrangements for Turkmen development. 
They have not only failed to provide the necessary conditions; they 
have even deliberately tried to prevent such a development. At pre- 
sent, Bukhara is plagued by the most terrible of all diseases, national 
strife. Clearly, Uzbeks and Tajiks willfully exclude Turkmen 
from both political enlightenment and social and economic work. 
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Turkmen youth who sincerely and honestly want to take part 
in Soviet construction or to study, and who for this purpose 
contact the appropriate institution, are, unlike others, simply 
ignored. Uzbeks and Tajiks cultivate these divisions, and are 
exclusively occupied with themselves and their own good and pro- 
gress. No matter what we in the Turkmen branch do, nothing 
happens. l4 

The dissatisfaction of the Turkmen branch of the Bukharan CEC was 
presented in impassioned language in an address to the fourth all- 
Bukharan conference in September 1923. These were the main con- 
cerns of the Turkmen branch: first, they urged that schools must be 
opened to the Turkmen population. In spite of numerous appeals from 
the Turkrnen branch to the Nazirat (Commissariat) of Enlightenment, 
little or no response had materialized. Second, the Turkmen branch 
argued that, concerning access to land and water resources, Turkrnen 
must be given rights equal to those of the rest of the population in the 
republic. In its address, the Turkmen branch pointed to the previous 
all-Bukharan conference, which had adopted a decision that in regions 
with Turkmen majorities, both the Executive Committee and other 
state institutions are to be led by Turkmen. However, this decision had 
not been implemented. According to Anna-Gil'dy, who delivered the 
address on the behalf of the Turkmen branch, former vice chairman of 
the Bukharan Council of Ministers Atta-Khojaev had, in a conversation 
between them, "had the courage to say that this decision nowhere will 
be put into work". "Clearly," concluded Anna-Gil'dy, "this is against 
the politics of the Communist Party and the Soviet Power in the 
national question."'5 

The situation in Khorezm was in many ways similar. In the name of 
the Turkmen nationality, Turkmen communists argued that it was now 
necessary to break with Tsarist policy, which pitted Uzbeks against 
Turkmen. Turkmen communists of Khorezm demanded that allotment 
of land and water must be carried out on equal terms, and they com- 
plained that discrimination followed national lines. Moreover, they 
emphasized that new schools, and so on, must be opened for the Turk- 
men population in Khorezm. Finally, they argued that it was essential 
to change the composition of government and party organs, from 
which the Turkmen were largely excluded. These Turkmen commun- 
ists argued that it was necessary to organize the Turkmen population 
in a separate oblast in order to adapt government to local conditions 
to a greater degree than had hitherto been the case.'' 
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The nationalization of political discourse was not restricted to 
Bukhara and Khorezm. In the Turkestan ASSR, prior to the national 
delimitation, national distinctions clearly held great importance for 
Central Asian communists, and in the Turkestan republic, in 1923 and 
1924, conflicts developed that had an Uzbek-Kazak as well as an 
Uzbek-Turkmen dimension. The conflicts took place in party and state 
institutions of the republic, and in this situation some Central Asians 
presented suggestions to the central authorities that were largely the 
same as what was later accomplished in the delimitation. 

In December 1923, the Central Asian Bureau received a letter signed 
by 30 "responsible Kirgiz [Kazak] workers" of the TASSR. The most 
prominent of these were Ryskulov (chairman of the Turkestan Sovnar- 
kom), Khojanov (People's Commissar for Agriculture), Asfendiarov 
(People's Commissar for Health), Sergaziev (People's Commissar for 
Enlightenment) and Aralbaev (People's Commissar for Internal 
~ffairs)." Considering the high positions of the signatories, the letter 
must be considered representative of the Kazaks involved in the Soviet 
sphere in the TASSR. The essence of the letter is a complaint over Uzbek 
dominance over other groups within the TASSR, and the authors linked 
Uzbek dominance to the socioeconomic realities of Turkestan. 

The letter maintains that Turkestan had two fundamental characteris- 
tics. First, there was the historic significance of the cities in this region, 
and second, there was the coincidence of national boundaries with par- 
ticular forms of production as well as with other aspects of economic 
life. Prior to the Russian conquest, Turkestani towns were centers of the 
political, religious and economic influence of the ruling nation (nntsiia) 
over the surrounding economically backward nations, almost exclu- 
sively rural peoples. Because of this, the rule of the city over country- 
side, by extension, implied the rule of one nation over others. As a 
consequence, "national antagonism has long existed between the dif- 
ferent original nationalities of Turkestan". The letter also maintained 
that this was the reason why there was no Muslim unity against Russian 
dominance and exploitation in the Tsarist period, as the differences 
between the various groups were too great. For the oppressed and ex- 
ploited population, the townsmen's appeal to Islam was ineffective. And 
the Kazaks were the most oppressed of these nations. 

A key point in the letter is that while the national question had been 
placed somewhat in the background immediately after the revolution, 
the introduction of the NEP had made the relation between country- 
side and town, and as a consequence national relations, more pressing. 
The NEP regime was particularly hard on the Kazak and Turkmen 
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populations, both of which were economically underdeveloped. As a 
result, they became increasingly subject to the dominance of the urban 
ruling class, which happened to be Uzbek. The authors of the letter 
complained that far too little had been done to assist the rural popula- 
tion, and that 

what has been done, and the results that have been achieved in 
irrigation and cotton-farming, has largely benefited one nationality, 
or rather, the top layers among this nationality, primarily located in 
towns of ~u rkes t an . ' ~  

The letter provides a number of examples of Uzbek dominance. Per- 
haps the most interesting example refers to "ulama members involved 
in Soviet enlightenment preach[ing] Islam to the Kirgiz [Kazaks] in the 
name of Soviet power, which according to them has recognized the 
Shariat as their law". Furthermore, they complained that power organs, 
for instance, were almost entirely composed of town-dwellers: "Instead 
of Kirgiz [Kazaks], urban Uzbeks are often appointed. This is common 
practice in Syr-Darya." All this, according to the letter, created fertile 
soil for national antagonism. The main point in the letter was to 
change the national composition of state and party organs in the Turk- 
estan ASSR, introducing more Kazaks and Turkmen who would replace 
Uzbeks. Moreover, there was a focus on "national rights" such as lan- 
guage, and the authors demanded a "determined nationalization of 
state organs and the consequent use of local languages in administra- 
tion, based on the language of the majority of the rural masses, and 
not the urban minority". 

This is a very interesting perspective. A first important aspect is that 
these Kazaks included Turkmen in their reshuffling project as well. 
Supporters of the divide and rule thesis have often argued that the 
introduction of national divisions led to competition between various 
groups for as big a share (of political, economic or other resources) as 
possible for themselves. Why then do the Kazak "responsible workers" 
argue that the Turkrnen must have increased representation as well? 
The answer is to be found in the traditional socioeconomic divisions 
of the region, and the fact that national identities, however novel in 
Central Asian politics, to a great extent elaborated upon these histor- 
ical differences. I will return to this perspective in much greater detail 
in the next chapter. 

Second, this letter of complaint is evidence of what I have called 
"the nationalization of political discourse" among Central Asian com- 
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munists at the time prior to the national delimitation of 1924. Obvi- 
ously, it is much more problematic to use this as evidence of actual 
power relations between various groups. Indeed, concerning the "ob- 
jectivity" of the claims made in the letter, one of the signatories, Serga- 
ziev, sent what was in many ways a disclaimer to the Central 
Committee of the RCP. In this address, attesting that the national 
question was imperative in Turkestan, Sergaziev declared that it was 
not true that Uzbeks en masse were offensive towards the Kazaks, and 
that he found it "absolutely necessary to bring to an end the attempts 
of this or that nation to predominate. Based on the new census, one 
will be able to judge objectively on the size of the different groups."1g 
Even though one might question the identification of "Kazaks" and 
"Uzbeks" as groups, it remains a fact that struggles were taking place 
in the name of "the Kazaks" and "the Uzbeks" respectively. In Serga- 
ziev's view, the situation was extremely critical, requiring radical 
action, and what he suggested in 1923 was in principle the same as 
what was accomplished in the national delimitation: 

One might want to solve this question immediately, and I suggest 
that the best way to do this would be to divide Turkestan into two 
republics, an Uzbek one and a Kirgiz [Kazak] one. I suggest that this 
be done immediately, as the Kirgiz[Kazak]-Uzbek question that has 
been raised in the circles of the responsible workers might otherwise 
diffuse among the popular masses with grave consequences not 
even short of bloodshed or rna~sacre.~' 

A much less dramatic expression of the nationalization of discourse 
among Central Asian communists was provided by Aralbaev, elaborat- 
ing the difficulties experienced by the Kyrgyz. In accordance with the 
strategy for the institutionalization of national identities, the Inpros 
(Institute for Enlightenment) had been organized along national lines. 
In the city of Tashkent, for example, there was an Uzbek as well as a 
Kazak Inpros. In order to demonstrate the miserable situation of the 
Kyrgyz nationality, Aralbaev relates the following episode: 

A young Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] from Ferghana arrived at Tashkent to 
attend the Inpros. First, he went to the Kirgiz [Kazak] Inpros, but as 
he spoke Uzbek, they told him to go to the Uzbek Inpros. At the 
Uzbek Inpros they looked at him and told him he looked like a Kara- 
Kirgiz [Kyrgyz], and that he should go to the Kirgiz [Kazak] Inpros. In 
the end he was accepted nowhere, and returned to ~erghana." 
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This brief narrative is informative in several ways. First, I see it as 
evidence that national distinctions were taking on greater importance. 
Second, it seems to indicate that this was a process that was develop- 
ing unevenly in different segments of the population. The young man 
from Ferghana seemed to have been much less occupied with the 
national labels of "Uzbek" and "Kirgiz" than those who received him 
in the respective branches of the Inpros. It appears that the young man 
did not exclude (or perhaps not even prefer) either of the two national 
branches. Third, the story is an example of what might be called the 
ethnic complexity of Central Asia and of the difficulties involved in 
applying the concept of nationality in the region. The young man in 
the story was an "Uzbek-speaking Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz]". In the next 
chapter I will discuss this question more comprehensively. Here, the 
point is to demonstrate that national identity increased in importance 
in Central Asia in the first half of the 1920s. Below I will discuss the 
extent to which the nationalization of political discourse led to aspir- 
ations among Central Asian communists for political entities based on 
nationality. 

That national designations such as "Turkmen" in fact became in- 
creasingly important in this period is not only seen in these and simi- 
lar demands for autonomy, and so on. Another expression of the same 
phenomenon is the establishment of cultural associations organized 
along national lines. A case in point is the Turkmen Cultural Society, 
established in the Turkestan Republic in late 1 9 2 2 . ~ ~  

The Soviet claim that the reorganization of Central Asia was the 
realization of the will of the Central Asian people was based on refer- 
ences to various "national demands" put forward before the delimita- 
tion by Central Asian communist organizations. In his oft-cited work 
from 1959, Gordienko presented the following as the most important 
precursors to the delimitation. In January 1921, about 600 delegates of 
the Kazak Regional Conference in Aulie-Ata raised the question of 
joining the Kazak population of Syr-Darya and Semirechie oblasts in 
Turkestan with the Kazak ASSR.'~ Kazaks presented similar requests to 
the Central Committee of the RCP as well as to the Soviet state organs 
in 1922 and 1923. 

According to Gordienko, particularly strong aspirations to establish 
homogeneous national republics (edir~onatsional'nye respubliki) 
developed during 1921-23 among the Turkmen of all the three repub- 
lics of Bukhara, Khorezm and Turkestan. In 1922 and 2923, the All- 
Turkmen conferences of the Khorezm republics repeatedly stressed the 
need to include in the republican government representatives of 
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the Turkmen, and to reorganize the areas with Turkmen population 
into an independent (sarnostoiatel'naia) oblast. Further, they empha- 
sized the necessity of joining with the Turkmen of the Turkestan 
republic. As a result, the third All-Khorezmian conference of Soviets in 
July 1922 included Turkmen representatives in the Khorezm govern- 
ment. Finally, in April 1924, a Turkmen oblast was established. Turk- 
men national demands were not restricted to Khorezm. In September 
1923, the fourth conference of Bukharan Turkrnen requested that the 
Bukharan republican government organize the territories with Turk- 
men population into a separate administrative oblast. This request was 
satisfied by the fourth All-Bukharan conference of Soviets in October 
1923, where the "Turkmen population of Charjou and Karshin oblasts 
were organized into separate administrative oblasts governed by the 
oblast Turkmen executive committee, recruited among the Turkmen 
themselve~" .~~  

Having discussed the demands for a Turkmen republic, in late Decem- 
ber 1923, the Executive Bureau of the Turkmen oblast committee of 
the Communist Party concluded the following: "Concerning the 
existing aspirations among the Turkmen population to separate the 
Turkmen people into an independent entity, the Executive Bureau 
finds it necessary to discuss the q~estion."~'  The outcome of the dis- 
cussion was that the Turkmen oblast committee presented to the Cen- 
tral Committee of the RCP and the Central Asian Bureau a request that 
Turkmen regions of Bukhara be consolidated and established as an 
independent national republic as a part of the USSR. 

Furthermore, Gordienko argues that "the toilers of the Uzbek oblasts 
repeatedly declared before the central organs of power" their wish to 
unite with their CO-tribals (soplemenniki) and establish an Uzbek repub- 
lic. Finally, in 1924, at the twelfth conference of the Soviets of Turk- 
estan ASSR, a number of delegates from the national oblasts pointed to 
the necessity of carrying out a reorganization of Central Asia according 
to the national principle. On the basis of these examples Gordienko 
concludes that "it is evident that the Kazaks, Turkmen, Kirgiz [Kazaks] 
and Uzbeks in 1921-1924 expressed their aspirations to unite with 

1 1  26 their CO-tribals and to establish national statehood . 
There is no doubt that these various addresses were in fact made. 

The question is how to interpret them. Were they genuine demands 
and expressions of a growing desire among Central Asian communists 
to establish nationally-based political entities? Or were they more or 
less fabrications made by the central Soviet authorities? An analysis of 
how the Central Asian Bureau dealt with these demands can provide 
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clarification. Reports from the Central Asian Bureau to the Central 
Committee in late 1923 and early 1924 clearly indicate that the differ- 
ent initiatives were seen as genuine national demands. In a report to 
the Central Committee of the RCP in early January 1924, Karklin testi- 
fied as to the strength of the demands on the part of Turkrnen com- 
munists as well as non-communists: 

As far as I have been acquainted with Turkmen affairs, a strong 
tendency is developing among the Turkmen workers, members as 
well as non-members of the party, in favor of the separation of the 
Turkmen of Turkestan and Bukhara into an autonomous republic, 
with immediate relations to the RSFSR. They bitterly complain that 
they are being treated unfairly, that they are being paid little atten- 
tion, and get too small a share in all matters. Comrade Atabaev 
insists that the question of the autonomy of the Turkmen must be 
raised in the Central Asian ~ u r e a u . ~ '  

An early demand for Turkmen political autonomy was expressed by 
Central Asian communists in 1923 in connection with the commission 
established by the All-Russian CEC to find a solution to the conflicts 
between Kazaks and ~ u r k m e n . ~ ~  What is of interest to us here is the 
position held by the Turkmen members who dissented from the opin- 
ion of the majority of the commission. In their minority proposal they 
argued that: 

The Turkmen can only be pacified through political and adminis- 
trative actions. Politically, the Turkmen must be separated into their 
own region [okrug] enjoying wide rights to self-determination. The 
Turkmen must be allowed to participate in the governance of Khor- 
ezm on equal footing.29 

The response of Karklin and the Central Asian Bureau is interesting. 
Karklin continued his report to the Central Committee in the 
following way: 

I have categorically rejected their suggestions, finding this question 
presently premature. Perhaps within a year, or two, the question of 
Turkmen autonomy may be raised, but at present, definitely not . . . 
The appointment of Aitakov as chairman of the Turkestan Executive 
Committee to some extent satisfied the Turkmen. They also suggest 
that one Turkmen, either Aitakov or ~tabaev," be adopted as a 
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member of the CAB, and I have told them that 1 will Inform the 
Central Committee about their s~ggestion.~'  

This note from the Central Asian Bureau to the Central Committee 
indicates that there were strong aspirations for an autonomous Turk- 
men political entity prior to the national delimitation, and that the 
arguments were based on alleged discrimination on the basis of 
nationality. This testimony becomes all the more reliable as the author 
clearly disapproves of the demands made. This brings us to another 
intriguing aspect of the letter, namely the fact that Karklin categoric- 
ally opposes the Turkmen demands of autonomy. 

What does this tell us about the manner in which the question of 
national entities was conceptualized? In the eyes of the leadership of 
the CAB, the possible establishment of an autonomous national repub- 
lic clearly implied a concession to the nationality in question. Karklin 
did not deny that a Turkmen autonomous republic might be estab- 
lished in the future, but maintained that, in early January 1924, the 
time was not yet right. Karklin appears to have thought that a political 
reorganization of Central Asia according to nationality would have to 
be made at some point. This does not fit very well with the divide and 
rule thesis. Rather, it suggests that the leadership of an organization as 
important as the Central Asian Bureau conceptualized the question of 
the establishment of national republics in terms of national rights. 
Indeed, on the basis of the Central Asian Bureau's interpretation of the 
situation, one might very well argue that if the intention were to 
divide and rule, maintaining the status quo might have been more 
conducive. Failure to respond to the demands might very well have 
fueled the dissatisfaction of the Turkrnen communists. Indeed, 
according to the CAB, making the Turkmen Aitakov chairman of the 
Turkestan CEC had, at least to some extent, satisfied and calmed the 
Turkmen. 

These kinds of national demands were primarily made in the 
name of Turkmen and Kazaks. First, there were Kazak demands that 
called for a unification of the Kazak population of Turkestan ASSR 
with the KASSR, or "Greater Kirgziia" as it was then often called. 
Second, there was the idea that the Kazak population of Turkestan 
ought to be organized into a separate political entity. To some extent 
Kyrgyz identity was involved too, while national demands in the name 
of Uzbeks or Tajiks appear to have been more or less absent in 
the period prior to the national delimitation. This requires some 
explanation. 
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At the twelfth party congress in 1923, Stalin discussed the question 
of national chauvinism and discrimination. He argued that while 
having been under relative control for some time, interrelations 
between the nationalities of the Soviet state had deteriorated as a 
result of the N E P . ~ ~  While the much-discussed national question had 
been dominated by considerations of the relationship between Rus- 
sians and non-Russians, Stalin here extended the perspective so that it 
included interrelations between different non-Russian groups as well. 
Stalin argued that three-quarters of the national question should be 
dedicated to the interrelations between the Russians and non-Russians, 
while one-quarter should be reserved for the question of the relations 
between the different non-Russian n a t i ~ n a l i t i e s . ~ ~  

According to Stalin, the introduction of the NEP stimulated "not 
only Russian chauvinism, but it stimulated local chauvinism too, espe- 
cially in the republics with several na t i~na l i t i es" .~~  While stressing 
that this local chauvinism "obviously does not represent such a grave 
danger as the Great-Russian chauvinism", Stalin maintained that it 
nevertheless was an impediment to "Soviet construction" in the respec- 
tive regions and republics. He mentioned Georgia, Azerbaijan and 
Bukhara as the most important cases, and pointed to the situation in 
Khorezm and in the Turkestan republic as well. In Stalin's view, there 
were three nationalities in Bukhara: Uzbeks, Turkmen and Kazaks. He 
argued that the main national group, the Uzbeks, considered the two 
latter groups inferior. As a result, they were subject to discrimination 
on the basis of their nationality. In Khorezm, the same Uzbek chauvin- 
ism allegedly led to unfair treatment of the minority nationality of the 
republic, the ~ u r k m e n . ~ '  Stalin's attack on local chauvinism at the 
twelfth party congress in 1923 has been seen as an attempt to draw 
attention away from the real problem, the relationship between Rus- 
sians and non-Russians. It has also been viewed as preparation for later 
attacks on non-Russian communists, who from then on could legitim- 
ately be removed from positions under the charge of chauvinism. 
However, without going into any analysis of Stalin's motivation at this 
point, it remains a fact that what he expressed corresponded to the 
experience of many Central Asian communists. Moreover, this discrim- 
ination was not restricted to Bukhara and Khorezm. In January 1924, 
the plenipotentiary of the KASSR in Turkestan ASSR reported to the 
Executive' Committee of KASSR that even the administration of the 
Turkestan republic was based on "the oppression of certain national 
groups by others", referring to the Uzbek-Kazak and Uzbek-Turkmen 
 relation^."^ 
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In 
and 
help 

my opinion, what developed was a kind of minon'?, nationalism, 
I believe that Rogers Brubaker's perspective on nationalism can 
us understand the way in which Central Asian communists used 

the national designations politically prior to the delimitation. Brubaker 
has distinguished between three kinds of nationalisms, bound together 
in a single relational nexus. First, there is the "nationalizing" national- 
ism of the newly independent (or newly reconfigured) state. In such 
states, there is a sharp distinction between the core nationality and the 
citizenry on the whole. The nationalizing state serves the interests of 
the former, which is seen as the legitimate "owner" of the state. Second, 
and directly challenging the "nationalizing" nationalism, there is the 
"transborder nationalism" of what Brubaker calls "external national 
homelands". This category relates to the activity of a state acting on its 
perceived right and obligation to protect the interests of members of its 
core nationality who happen to live outside the state's borders. Third, 
there is the nationalism of the national minorities, groups that make 
claims on the grounds of their nationality: "Indeed it is such claims that 
make them a national minority."" The position of such groups is intim- 
ately related to the activity of the nationalizing state within which the 
group sees itself and is seen to constitute a minority. 

Did those who used national divisions for political purposes live in a 
situation characterized by "nationalizing states"? This is a difficult 
question, but the important point is whether or not the actors felt that 
this was the case. I believe that the discussion above demonstrates that 
the individuals who identified as Turkmen and Kazaks felt that they 
were being discriminated against on the basis of their Turkmenness 
and Kazakness, respectively. In Khorezm and Bukhara, Turkmen felt 
that they did not receive their fair share of economic and political 
resources. As we have seen in the case of Bukhara, Turkrnen commun- 
ists argued that the predominant nationalities, Uzbeks and Tajiks, were 
concerned only with themselves, and paid little attention to the Turk- 
men population. This is the image - true or false - of a nationalizing 
state seen through the eyes of a self-conscious minority. From the per- 
spective of this minority, the states (Bukhara and Khorezm) were dom- 
inated by people who promoted the interests of their own groups 
(Uzbeks and Tajiks), to the detriment of others (the Turkmen). To 
remedy the situation, the minority suggested solutions of the kind 
that minorities often do, including autonomy as well as separation. 
Similarly, also among those who identified as Kazaks in Bukhara and 
Turkestan, there was a sense that the state primarily accommodated 
one group (Uzbek) to the detriment of another (Kazak). 
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What did it mean that Turkmen and Kazaks felt that they did not 
receive their "fair share"? On this point, it is necessary to emphasize the 
impact of the Bolshevik ideology of equality. Bolshevik rhetoric towards 
the nationalities was based upon slogans and ideals of national equality. 
The main message was that, in the new society, non-Russians would no 
longer be subject to Russian supremacy. Certainly, this was also how 
non-Russians, including Central Asians, understood the message. How- 
ever, the notion that Bolshevik nationalities policy consisted in support- 
ing the weak against the strong was not restricted to the Russian/ 
non-Russian dimension. Central Asia and its population did not only 
exist as objects to Russia, and some Central Asians applied the dimen- 
sion of national equality to Central Asian society, whether in Bukhara, 
Khorezm or Turkestan. This was an important catalyst for the emer- 
gence of minority nationalism among Turkmen and Kazaks, as it 
provided a basis of legitimacy for minority national demands. 

The emergence of minority nationalism in Central Asia at this time 
was something new. On the other hand, the way in which the various 
"nations" were conceptualized in this process represented deep histor- 
ical continuities. This perspective will be further elucidated in the next 
chapter. The fact that minority nationalism emerged in post-revolu- 
tionary Central Asia at all must primarily be regarded as the result of 
changes taking place in that period. In addition to the Soviet ideology 
of national equality, the changing role of language and the policy of 
indigenization were among the most important factors. 

Language, indigenization and politicization of nationality 

In the literature on nations and nationalism, language is often allotted 
a central place. Benedict Anderson, for example, found linguistic 
changes to be among the key factors in the development of the nation 
as an "imagined community". His idea was that the decline of the 
usage of the old universal languages and the standardization of certain 
versions of each vernacular language led to the emergence of larger 
groups with shared identity on the basis of common language." How- 
ever, it is not only in that long, historical perspective that increased 
use of vernacular languages may be important. In Central Asia in the 
2920s, changes in linguistic practice contributed much to the politi- 
cization of nationality. Language became one dimension upon which 
Central Asians experienced national injustice. 

At the time of the revolution, literacy was extremely limited in Cen- 
tral Asia. This was seen as one important aspect of Central Asian back- 
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wardness. The Tsarist regime had made some rather limited efforts to 
improve education, but literacy remained low. In the Soviet project, 
however, literacy and education were given great emphasis. Increasing 
literacy was essential to the Soviet project of modernization and devel- 
opment, and it was equally important for propaganda purposes. Intro- 
ducing Soviet style education in Central Asia could, of course, not be 
done without friction. For strategic purposes, the Soviet authorities 
found it convenient to build upon the reformed schools of the Jadids, 
who in their opinion had worked for "the establishment of schools 
similar to the European type, i.e. the introduction of worldly subjects 
into the confessional school"." Considering the resistance the Jadid 
project had met among the Central Asian population a few years 
earlier, it is not surprising that the Soviet authorities had to exercise 
considerable creativity. In a discussion in the Central Asian Bureau in 
April 1924, Broido, having recently returned from Khorezm, declared: 

To those who are familiar with the situation in Turkestan, in 
Khorezm it is a hundred times worse. Except for the mullahs, hardly 
anyone is literate, and that applies to the class following the Com- 
munist Party, looked upon as an avant-garde . . . A congress of the 
clergy was established, at which the question of education was raised. 
We found in the Koran a place saying that it is necessary to teach the 
children and the people in accordance with the contemporary situ- 
ation. We used this to win support for our views that it is necessary to 
teach geography, practical sciences etc. in the madrasa [traditional 
centers of Islamic learning, less formal than schools], because the 
peasantry needs veterinarians, agronomists etc. This was enthusias- 
tically accepted by the congress. Later we must fight for the inclusion 
of other sciences in madrasa education, but this is a beginning.40 

In the Soviet project, literacy was to be achieved not in Russian but in 
indigenous languages. In January 1923, the Executive Bureau of the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party of Turkestan (CPT) passed 
a resolution including the following passage: 

Considering that the cultural development of the popular masses of 
the indigenous population must be accomplished in line with the 
national culture, Russian language is to be used only in middle and 
higher education, and even then only on the condition that there is 
no possibility for education in the local language. In the first three 
years, teaching must take place in the indigenous language." 
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In William Fierman's view, the focus on indigenous languages must be 
understood in relation to the following concepts: penetration, partici- 
pation, legitimacy, and identity production. First, the use of native 
languages was necessary in order to reach out to the indigenous popu- 
lation. Second, native languages would have to be employed if a cer- 
tain level of local participation in Soviet party and state organs was to 
be achieved. Participation was in its turn intimately related to the 
principle of legitimacy. In my opinion, however, Fierman's fourth 
principle, identity production, was more the result of language policy 
than its m ~ t i v a t i o n . ~ ~  

To a great extent, the Russianlnon-Russian dichotomy dominated 
the language question. As the quote given above suggests, in 1923, the 
language question represented an important arena in which Central 
Asian communists asserted themselves vis-a-vis central Soviet author- 
ities. In July 1923, the plenum of the Central Committee of the CPT 
discussed the implications of the twelfth party congress for Turkestan, 
and the language question took center stage. Language was a vital 
symbol for relations between central Soviet authorities and Central 
Asian communists. The Central Asians claimed it was necessary to use 
indigenous language, not Russian, in administration, and they argued 
that effective measures had to be taken in order to implement the 
decisions already made regarding increased use of local languages in 
that field. Turar ~ y s k u l o v , ~ ~  the then chairman of the Turkestan CEC, 
concluded that this would be difficult due to inertia on the part of the 
Great Russians. As a result, he argued, failure to comply with require- 
ments on use of indigenous language should be met with punitive 
measures. The punitive aspect was particularly important in Turkestan, 
where violations were legion.44 

The language question was obviously of chief importance for all 
Central Asian communists. lslamov (who replaced Ryskulov as chair- 
man of the Turkestan Council of People's Commissars in January 
1924), for instance, insisted that local languages be introduced into 
the administration immediately. He criticized the tendency to give 
greater weight to texts written in Russian than texts produced in local 
languages." One of the indigenous communists said, "if the majority 
of the members of the presidium of the Turkestan CEC are Muslims, 
then one should speak a 'Muslim language"'.46 It seems fully justifi- 
able, therefore, to say that, for the Central Asian communists, the 
question of language became strongly politicized, and that they saw 
language as a dimension through which they could assert their inter- 
ests in relation to the Russian-dominated central Soviet authorities. 
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What was the attitude of the Russians to these questions? Did they 
fully realize the political implications that the use of this or that lan- 
guage had? The following statement by a Russian communist at the 
same plenary session leaves us in doubt: 

Karimov says that if the majority of the members of the presidium 
of Turkestan CEC are Muslims, then one should speak Muslim lan- 
guage. Still, that is not the point. But if we go to the countryside, 
gathering thousands of peasants, speaking to them in Russian 
would be a serious mistake, because the interpreter may distort the 
message. Here in the Turkestan CEC members know Russian. And 
whether or not we speak local or Russian language is a detail to 
which we should not pay too much attention. I do not think that 
the Russian language is so bad that it must be gotten rid of. For a 
long time [the population of Turkestan] will have to study by means 
of European textbooks etc.47 

Against this background, it seems reasonable to support Yuri Slezkine's 
argument that the Bolsheviks were quite unaware of the important 
symbolic dimension of language, and that the Bolsheviks perceived of 

I ,  48 language as a "transparent medium . 
These discussions focused entirely on the Russian (European)/ 

Central Asian dichotomy. In this perspective, Central Asians repre- 
sented a uniform position vis-a-vis the Russians. However, this should 
not be seen as evidence of a genuine Central Asian unity that was later 
ended by "Moscow". It is instead an example of the situational dimen- 
sion of group formation. When Central Asian communists in this 
situation spoke with a single voice, this was not necessarily because 
they represented a fixed group. Rather, the reason was that, in the 
question of indigenization, they all confronted the same "other", 
namely Russia and the Russian language. Indigenization involved the 
two main categories "Russian" and "native", and in this context it was 
possible to refer to "Muslim language", which was done by Russians 
and Central Asians alike. As discussed earlier, however, there was no 
such thing as a "Muslim language". And when indigenization was to 
be implemented, this opened for different kinds of divisions. Now the 
question was to decide which local language to use in the different 
situations. There was no longer a "Russian" against which all the Cen- 
tral Asian communists could identify. The language question remained 
politicized, but divisions internal to Central Asia now came to the 
foreground. 
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Speaking in the name of their various national groups, Central Asian 
communists began to claim that their languages were underrepre- 
sented in education, and that the number of publications, textbooks 
or newspapers in "their" language was insufficient. In September 1923, 
for example, the Turkmen branch of the Bukharan CEC demanded 
that schools be opened for the Turkmen population of the Bukharan 
Popular Republic. To meet these demands, the all-Bukharan conference 
decided that "in order to initiate a program of education among the 
Turkmen, ten nomadic schools [kochevye shkoly] are to be established 
along with about 500 places in the schools and boarding schools in 
Kerki and Charjou, and in the teachers training college in ~ h a r j o u " . ~ ~  
Similar demands were made in the name of the ~azaks." 

It is interesting to note that Central Asians now made use of the 
rhetoric of "backwardness". As discussed earlier, backwardrless was 
seen as characteristic of Central Asia as a whole. Again, however, Cen- 
tral Asia did not represent a unit, and some groups were seen and saw 
themselves as more backward than others. Thus, in the name of 
Kazaks, Kyrgyz and Turkmen, Central Asian communists "played the 
backward-card", insisting that their particular group was worse off 
than the  other^.^' Arguing for the need to improve the situation of the 
Kyrgyz population of the Ferghana valley, Aralbaev stated that 
regarding schooling, education, and publishing activity, the situation 
was dismal: 

In Ferghana there are 64 schools, 20 children's homes and two tech- 
nical schools. The total number of students and pupils in these 
institutions are approximately 11,800. I will be surprised if as many 
as 200 of these are Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz]. I'll be equally surprised if as 
many as five of the schools are for the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz]. The 
problem is that in the state budget [of the Turkestan Republic] there 
is not one single school for the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz]. Instead, the 
Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] have been opening schools themselves, hoping 
that the government of the Turkestan Republic would respond by 
providing material support. But this has not happened. As a result, 
the schools have been closed.s2 

Similarly, Central Asian communists promoted their respective groups 
as regards the production of printed material. Employing the rhetoric of 
backwardness, the representatives of the various groups argued for the 
necessity of increased publishing activity in their language. According 
to Aralbaev, the needs of the Kyrgyz were disregarded in this field too: 
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If we look at the newspapers that are published in the language of 
the indigenous population in the Ferghana oblast, there is not a 
word to be found in Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz]. Similarly, not even a 
single booklet is published in that language. All this bears witness 
to the considerable cultural backwardness of the Kara-Kirgiz 
[Kyrgyz] . 53 

Similar complaints were made in the name of Turkmen, first and fore- 
most in regard to the situation in Khorezm and ~ u k h a r a , ' ~  but also in 
regard to the Turkestan republi~. '~ The politicization of the language 
question became most pronounced during the national delimitation. 
However, this was not the result of the delimitation alone. Just as 
much, it was the result of the new role for written language in Central 
Asian society. This development emphasized divisions that, until then, 
had not been particularly problematic. Language was a crucial factor in 
the nationalization of political discourse, and there was nothing artifi- 
cial in this development. 

Based on this incipient minority nationalism, Central Asian com- 
munists made political demands that clearly resembled what was later 
accomplished in the delimitation. However, it was not necessarily the 
case that those who represented a nationalist outlook supported the 
idea of the delimitation, while those who were against it were anti- 
nationalists. 

Those Central Asian communists who favored the establishment of 
national republics in the region very strongly emphasized the problem 
of national antagonism in Central Asia. They drew attention to the 
situation in the Turkestan republic, and to the great number of "scan- 
dals" that had taken place there in connection with elections and 
conferences. All the Central Asian communists of Turkestan who took 
part in the discussions of the delimitation project agreed that political 
activity in the Turkestan ASSR had been characterized by destructive 
conflicts among the Central Asians. But there was no agreement as to 
the nature of the conflicts. Those who favored the national delim- 
itation, like, for example, Rakhimbaev, argued that all these conflicts 
in the final analysis stemmed from national differences, and that a 
national reorganization therefore was required. When the Central 
Asian Bureau discussed the delimitation question in mid-April 1924, 
Rakhimbaev stated: 

We must consider what has been going on in Central Asian since 
1920. If we do that, it becomes clear that since then, in all meetings, 
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conferences etc., we have been exchanging sarcasms over disagree- 
ments that have largely been based on differences in national it^.'^ 

Concerning the Bukharan republic, Fayzullah ~hojaev" focused on 
Uzbek-Turkmen relations when explaining why the Bukharan Central 
Committee was in favor of the delimitation project: 

The Central Committee of the Bukharan Communist Party considers 
the national delimitation a necessary step. This is primarily because 
the Turkmen question since the beginning of the Revolution in 
Bukhara has caused problems, and that which has been done has not 
satisfied the Turkmen. Unification of districts containing Turkmen 
population, establishment of national revolutionary committees etc. 
demonstrate that the Turkrnen question is on our agenda. If you ask 
the Turkmen of Bukhara, they are still dissatisfied. Turkmen tribes of 
Bukhara strive for unification with Turkmen tribes outside Bukhara, 
and therefore the Turkmen must be separated from Bukhara. It is 
impossible to say that there is no Turkmen question in Bukhara, or 
that there is no national question in our republic.'' 

It is, of course, fully possible to assume that these arguments merely 
served as pretexts for Rakhimbaev and Fayzullah Khojaev, and that 
they supported the project for other reasons. From a co-optation per- 
spective, for example, one might argue that this was something they 
said to win support for a project that they supported on strictly per- 
sonal grounds and not on the basis of political or ideological convic- 
tion. Similar ideas were in fact expressed at the time, first and foremost 
by Khojanov, the Commissar of Agriculture and the most prominent 
Turkestan Kazak in the delimitation  discussion^.^^ 

If we closely examine the above quotes of Rakhimbaev and Fayzul- 
lah Khojaev, we can identify a voice against which they are arguing. 
This voice can be attributed to different persons, but it is very similar 
to that of Khojanov, who was then the Central Asian communist most 
hostile to the delimitation. In some ways, Khojanov's position resem- 
bled what has been referred to as pan-Turkic or pan-Turanian ideas,'() 
in that he argued for the indivisibility of Central Asia. Instead of 
national republics, Khojanov insisted on a Central Asian federation, 
with which the Kazak ASSR was to be j ~ i n e d . ~ '  Arguing against the 
delimitation plans, Khojanov attacked what was routinely presented as 
the rational for the reorganization, that is, the problem of national 
conflicts. Khojanov rejected the idea that the conflicts that had taken 
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place among the Turkestan communists stemmed from national differ- 
ences, and he explicitly claimed that those who made this argument 
had an unspoken agenda. In the Central Asian Bureau in May 1924, 
Khojanov stated that "all these expressions of fear of national conflicts 

11 62 have another basis . Concerning the previously mentioned "scan- 
dals", he referred to them as "the scandals that all here are so afraid 
of, or pretend that they are so afraid of".63 

There was a great deal of discussion among the Turkestan commun- 
ists regarding the nature of the different conflicts in the republic. 
While the supporters of the national delimitation argued that the con- 
flicts exhibited a national character, others, such as Khojanov, claimed 
that the conflicts had little to do with nationality, and that they were 
largely the results of economic problems. However, the fact that Kho- 
janov and other Turkestan Kazaks rejected the delimitation and 
favored federation does not mean that they represented a fundamen- 
tally anti-nationalist outlook, as has been claimed.64 When we look at 
the discourse of Khojanov and those who sympathized with him, the 
picture becomes much more ambiguous. If Khojanov's conclusions 
have been interpreted as anti-nationalist in the sense that they played 
down the significance of divisions between "Uzbek", "Kazak" and 
other groups, they were presented in a discourse that was clearly 
nationalist. In fact, it was in many cases much more so than that of 
the supporters of the delimitation. Very far from being a pan-Turk or a 
pan-Turkestanian, Khoj anov represented a fierce Kazak nationalist out- 
look with an anti-Uzbek character. 

In the address from "30 responsible Kazak workers" to the Central 
Asian Bureau cited earlier, we have already seen one example of this 
anti-Uzbek Kazak nationalism. The address gave witness to a way of 
thinking based on a dichotomization between Uzbek and Kazak, and 
claimed that the latter was subject to the dominance of the former. 
This Kazak-Uzbek dichotomy was always present in Khojanov's persist- 
ent struggle against the delimitation, and it had an economic as well 
as a social and cultural dimension. Given the position of the concept 
of "exploitation" in Marxist theory and Soviet rhetoric, it is not sur- 
prising that intense discussion erupted when the Kazaks, and in par- 
ticular Khojanov, argued that they were being exploited by the Uzbeks. 
Khojanov even suggested that the relation between Kazaks and Uzbeks 
was that of colonized and colonizer: 

So far, the national question has been understood only in the con- 
text of European on the one side and local nationalities on the 
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other. Work has been going on exclusively within this dimension. 
But everybody knows that capital is heartless and that the colonizer 
can come from the East as well as from the 

Moreover, Khojanov's Uzbek-Kazak dichotomy encompassed a cultural 
dimension involving religion, everyday life (byt), and values. One of 
Khojanov's conclusions was that the Kazak culture more closely resem- 
bled "Western culture than the more Eastern Uzbeks", which, not 
least, meant that they had a more secular culture than the more reli- 
gious ~ z b e k s . ~ ~  Moreover, still according to Khojanov, the Kazaks did 
not "have the slave-like Eastern discipline typical of the ~ z b e k s " . ~ '  In 
spite of these rather harsh categorizations, Khojanov declared: "When 
I appear here [the plenum of the Central Committee, CPT] it is not as a 
Kirgiz [Kazak]. It is as a member of the Central Committee and as a 
speaker. My Kirgiz [Kazak] origin I put aside at this occasion, it has 
nothing to do with this d i s c ~ s s i o n . " ~ ~  

In Khojanov's view of the Uzbek-Kazak divide, a triple dichotomy was 
always present: oppressor and exploiter as opposed to oppressed and 
exploited, religious rigidity and perhaps fanaticism as opposed to secu- 
larism, and finally, Western as opposed to Eastern or Oriental. It is 
tempting to  see these Kazak claims as attempts to win the support of the 
Central Soviet power, as all the qualities Khojanov in this way attributed 
to the Kazaks were greatly valued in the world-view of the revolutionary 
regime. If that was the intention, however, it failed, as Khojanov's 
opposition to the national delimitation turned out to be futile. 

On this basis, one must conclude that among the Communists of 
Central Asia there was a development in which national identities 
such as Kazak, Uzbek and Turkmen became more important. It is 
important that even those communists, who often bitterly fought 
against the delimitation, did so within an increasingly nationalist 
framework. The following statement made by Khojanov in an article 
in the Kazak newspaper Ak-Zhol in June 1924 is a case in point: 

At the twelfth party congress, in the resolutions on the national ques- 
tion, it was established that the Uzbek nationality behaves chauvinis- 
tically towards the Kirgiz [Kazak], Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] and the 
Turkrnen. Therefore actions must be taken, largely the same ones that 
have been taken against the chauvinism on the part of ~ u s s i a n s . ~ ~  

Khojanov and those who shared his opinion passionately rejected the 
delimitation project, but this was done in a way that strengthened 



the central Soviet authorities' belief that national relations in Central 
Asia were problematic. 

One question must be answered: if the Turkestan Kazaks also 
increasingly interpreted reality in terms of national divisions and felt 
that they were treated unfairly because of their Kazakness, why 
did they then oppose the idea of political reorganization based on 
nationality? The main reason appears to have been that the Turkestan 
Kazaks feared being marginalized. The Turkestan Kazaks felt little affin- 
ity with a Kazak political entity centered in Orenburg. Indeed, Khoja- 
nov suggested that Orenburg be transferred to siberia." Turkestan 
Kazaks' primary attachment was to Turkestan, and they felt that being 
included into a Kazak republic with its capital in Orenburg might isol- 
ate them from Turkestan and Central Asia in general. Moreover, they 
feared that they would be increasingly marginalized in an Uzbek 
republic. 

Economic aspects were important in the arguments of Khojanov and 
other Turkestan Kazaks. They argued that a division of Central Asia 
would be economically detrimental to most of the Central Asian popu- 
lation, as the region would be better off as one economic entity. With 
the exception of the Uzbek republic, the consequence of a division 
would be the establishment of entities that were not economically 
viable. In their view, this would result in only illusory inde~endence.~'  
The Uzbeks, represented by Fayzullah Khojaev, replied that economic 
viability was not a decisive criterion, as the entire region would remain 
within the same Soviet state. Obviously, this does not necessarily mean 
that the two had different opinions as to the significance of economic 
viability for "their" respective entities. For the Turkmen communists, 
however, economic viability was not essential. They fully recognized 
that the Turkmen republic would be economically dependent, but this 
did not hinder them from being positive to the idea. This suggests that 
Central Asian communists held quite different views of the idea of 
organizing nationally-based entities. While the Turkestan Kazaks pas- 
sionately argued for a Central Asian federation, the Turkmen commun- 
ists preferred direct subordination to ~ o s c o w . ~ ~  

In a discussion about the possible establishment of nationally-based 
political entities at a plenary session of the Central Committee of the 
CPT in March 1924, a Turkmen representative said: 

All conflicts and quarrels that are taking place in the region can be 
traced back to the national question, and are based exclusively 
on this. It is sufficient to look at the publishing of newspapers, at 
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education and at schools. In all areas there are conflicts between 
Uzbeks and Turkmen, and because of the conflicts no progress is 
made.73 

As I have argued in this chapter, I believe that what this Turkmen 
speaker said reflected the outlook of many Central Asian communists 
in 1924. Significantly, it was not only those who favored national pol- 
itical entities who spoke of "the national question" in such terms. 
Even those who showed little enthusiasm for the delimitation or who 
expressed outright opposition against it appear to have shared these 
general views. This was the case for example with Paskutsky, later to 
become a member of the Turkmen National Bureau, who argued 
against the establishment of national republics, and at the same time 
referred to the "damned questions that arise everywhere all the time 
about language and schools, etc.".74 

If national identities became more important in this period, this 
development did not necessarily apply to the Central Asian population 
as a whole. There was a considerable difference between those who 
were included in the Soviet sphere and the general population. This 
becomes very clear in the case of the Turkmen. Turkmen communists 
who expressed their grievances over the situation of the Turkmen 
population in Khorezm, Bukhara, and to some extent also in Turk- 
estan, and who argued for the establishment of a Turkmen political 
entity, admitted, although reluctantly, that the general population did 
not necessarily think in the same way. For them, local perspectives and 
loyalties were more important.75 It was first and foremost among Cen- 
tral Asian communists that nationality took on increasing significance. 
As a result, it is difficult to accept the Soviet view that the delimitation 
was the implementation of popular will. 

The politicization of nationality among Central Asian communists 
was to a great extent the result of political changes since the revolu- 
tion. When nationality was institutionalized in diverse ways from the 
beginning of the 1920s national divisions became increasingly relevant 
for Central Asian communists. They began to focus on the interests 
and well being of their respective nationalities, which indeed, was part 
of the rationale behind the introduction of national branches and 
divisions. Furthermore, as we have seen, language was also instrumen- 
tal in this process. For Central Asian communists as a group, it was an 
important goal to reduce the use of Russian and to nativize politics 
and administration as much as possible. On the Central Asian level, 
however, a similar struggle ensued between different groups of Central 
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Asians emphasizing the rights of "their" languages, and this struale 
was intimately related to the ideological dimension of the Bolshevik 
project. The pronounced Bolshevik support for the weak against the 
strong was by some interpreted as legitimizing support for Muslims or 
Central Asians as against the dominant Russians. It was in a similar 
perspective that Sultan Galiev elaborated his theory of the rule of the 
periphery over the metropolis. Others, however, interpreted Bolshev- 
ism as grounds for support for the Turkmen and Kazaks vis-a-vis the 
Uzbeks. Turkmen and Kazak communists during 1923 and 1924 repeat- 
edly argued that the dominance of Uzbeks in Central Asia was incom- 
patible with the Bolshevik ideology of support for the weak. 

This ideological dimension was clearly an important element in the 
development of minority nationalisms among Central Asian commun- 
ists. Increasingly, Central Asian communists made political demands 
in the name of Turkmen, Kazaks, and to a much more limited degree, 
Kyrgyz. In Khorezm, Bukhara, and the Turkestan republic, Turkmen 
and Kazaks felt marginalized by the dominating group, increasingly 
identified as Uzbeks. The result was a number of national demands, in 
the name of Turkmen and Kazaks, that the situation of their groups be 
improved in the respective republics. These demands included the dis- 
solution of existing political entities and the establishment of new 
ones based on nationality. According to the arguments of the Turkmen 
and Kazaks, the Uzbeks dominated the different multinational political 
entities. They exclusively promoted the interests of members of their 
own group, while ignoring the interests of others. They behaved as 
"nationalizing states" in the eyes of Turkmen and Kazak communists. 

Edward Allworth has argued that a main objective of the national 
delimitation was to isolate the Uzbeks from the other Central Asians, 
because the Uzbeks "exerted a pull of ethnic assimilation on the others 
that expanded the Uzbek population and enhanced their reach in 

1, 76 nearly every field . However, it was not only the Soviet authorities 
that reacted to this phenomenon. Inspired by Soviet ideology, those 
who were subjected to this "Uzbek pull" reacted by developing what 
Lenin had called "defensive nationalism". 

This use of the national identities 1920s was something quite novel, 
and it was to a great extent the result of the policies and ideology of 
the newly established Soviet power. On the other hand, there was 
considerable continuity in the way in which the national identities 
were conceptualized, and the pattern that emerged in the early 1920s 
to a great extent reflected traditional and historical divisions in the 
Central Asian population. This is the subject of the next chapter. 



Continuity and Change 
in Group Identities 

The previous chapters have explored the background for why a policy 
such as the national delimitation was adopted. This and the following 
chapters investigate the developments that ensued after it had already 
been recognized that a political-administrative reorganization was to 
be accomplished. On the basis of the discussions in the first chapters, 
one might say that it was far from self-evident what Central Asia 
would look like if organized according to nationality. In this chapter, I 
examine the extent to which the newly-established entities corres- 
ponded to traditional patterns of identity, while in the following chap- 
ters I will explore the reasons for which the map of reorganized 
Central Asia came to look as it did. In Chapter 7, I discuss whether 
the delimitation was a dynamic process rather than the implementa- 
tion of a ready-made plan, and, further, investigate whether the de- 
limitation discussion itself triggered a development that decisively 
influenced the way in which the delimitation was accomplished. 
Chapter 8 presents an analysis of the border-making process of the 
delimitation. 

The focus of this chapter is the role Central Asian communists 
assumed in the delimitation process, with an emphasis on their signifi- 
cance in the elaboration of traditional identities. The discussions are 
primarily taken from the various sessions of the Central Asian Bureau 
and the Territorial Committee, which was organized by the Central 
Asian Bureau as a forum for deliberations on the future make-up of 
Central ~ s i a . '  These were real discussions in the sense that the Central 
Asian communists involved believed that they would influence the 
delimitation, and, in the chapter on border making, I will argue that 
they did so considerably. In this chapter, I use these discussions to 
analyze the way in which Central Asian communists conceived of the 
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groups and communities involved. What did it mean to be Uzbek, 
Turkmen, Kazak or Tajik? 

In many ways, the delimitation was a process by which various Cen- 
tral Asian groups such as the Turkrnen and the Kazaks were separated 
from the Uzbeks. In that sense, the Uzbeks are literally at the center of 
the delimitation, which is reflected in the present chapter. 

Nomads and settled; nations and sub-groups 

In order to accomplish a reorganization of the region based on nation- 
ality, it was necessary to have an understanding of the national affili- 
ation of the peoples affected. Who were Uzbeks, Turkmen, Kazaks, 
Kyrgyz or Tajiks? Differentiating between these groups was no simple 
task, as these designations were not among the most prominent in 
people's identification, and the boundaries between them ambiguous. 
Moreover, there were no passports in which a person's nationality was 
recorded. Accordingly, one important task for the Territorial Commit- 
tee was to determine the national affiliation of the different popula- 
tion groups in Central Asia. This was the subject of a number of heated 
discussions, in which Central Asian communists were eager partici- 
pants. The fact that the discussions were heated and impassioned, 
reflected the participants' perceptions that much was at stake. 

The discussions reveal that the Turkmen identity was the least 
controversial; there was very little discussion as to who were to be con- 
sidered Turkmen. Only in the case of Bukhara did controversy develop 
over the issue of ethnic boundaries between "Turkmen" and "Uzbek". 
The controversy was related to the Farab area on the Right Bank of 
Amu-Darya in what was still Bukhara. In the Territorial Committee, 
both the Uzbek and the Turkmen subcommittees claimed the popula- 
tion of Farab. According to the Uzbek committee, this population 
should be considered Uzbek, while the Turkmen committee insisted 
that the Farab population were their CO-nationals, and not ~zbek. '  As 
a result, the Territorial Committee decided to organize investigations 
into the national identity of the Farab population in order to establish 
whether they were Uzbeks or ~ u r k m e n . ~  As I will develop in greater 
detail in Chapter 8, it was not necessarily the case that borders were 
designed to coincide with such divisions. National affiliation was one 
among several criteria, and the intense discussions among the Central 
Asian communists suggest that they believed it was an essential one. 

While it appears not to have been particularly difficult to distinguish 
between Turkrnen on the one side and Uzbeks (or other national 
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groups for that matter) on the other, distinguishing between Uzbeks 
and Kazaks was much more problematic. It led to a very different level 
of controversy and conflict, and the work of the Territorial Committee 
came to be marked by an increasingly hostile atmosphere between 
Uzbek and Kazak representatives. Certainly, this was a political struggle 
over interests and resources between those involved. However, this was 
also a process of identification, and the discussions are indicative of 
how Uzbeks and Kazaks conceived of Uzbekness and Kazakness, re- 
spectively. Kazaks and Uzbeks discussed various population groups 
known by other names in order to establish to which nationality the 
groups belonged. The arguments that the Uzbeks and Kazaks used 
reveal what they perceived to be the main characteristics of the nation- 
ality they represented in the Territorial Committee. 

In much of the writing on Soviet nationalities policy, great attention 
is often paid to Stalin's well known definition of nationality, produced 
in 1913 .~  In connection with the delimitation, however, hardly any 
mention appears to have been made of that definition. This is in line 
with Francine Hirsch's argument that "[ulp until 1924, ethnographers 
had used a laundry list of traits to differentiate between peoples, includ- 
ing language, religion, race, culture, byt [everyday life], and occupa- 
tion".' According to Hirsch, it was only after 1924 that discussions of 
classification and representation of nationality began in earnest, 
directed towards a more systematic and coherent approach. The discus- 
sions of the national delimitation are in this sense firmly rooted in the 
"old regime".6 Laundry lists were exactly what the Central Asian com- 
munists produced in the discussions. A number of aspects were drawn 
in, such as economy, way of life, language, genealogy, culture, and in 
some cases even religion. There seems to have been no coherent 
approach as to the inclusion or importance of categories, or even any 
real discussion of what a national community was supposed to be. Per- 
haps exactly for that reason, it is possible to discern what those involved 
saw as the key aspects of the various identities. In the Uzbek-Kazak case, 
there is no doubt that socioeconomic criteria were most emphatically 
and frequently emphasized, and this applied to both parties: "Uzbek" 
was settled and "Kazak" was nomad. Now, this historically important 
distinction between settled and nomads in Central Asia became a major 
dimension in the distinction between "Uzbek" and "Kazak". This is 
evident from the discussions of the various "sub-groups", many of 
which were claimed by both the Uzbek and the Kazak side. 

Examples of such groups were the Kurama, the Turki, the Kashgar- 
lyk, the Kipchak, and to some extent the Sarts. Of these groups, 
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Kurama was particularly important because of its size, and the ques- 
tion of the Kurama led to intense discussion in the Territorial Commit- 
tee between the Uzbek and Kazak sides. The Turki and the Kipchak, 
on the other hand, had - according to the Uzbek group in the Territor- 
ial Committee - "no important role in the delimitation as they [were] 
too few".' In their arguments that the Kurama should be considered 
Uzbeks, the Uzbek side drew attention to socioeconomic criteria. The 
following argument is typical of how the Uzbek communists tried to 
convince the members of the Territorial Committee: 

Concerning the closeness of the Kurama to the Uzbeks there has 
been some doubt. However, there is no reason for such doubt. 
Like Uzbeks, the Kurama are agriculturalists. As is the case with 
Uzbeks, nomadism is not found among the Kurama. They have 
exactly the same economic structures and habitation patterns as 
~zbeks.' 

In the many discussions over the Kurama in the Territorial Committee, 
the Uzbek side constantly reiterated this argument: as the Kurama 
were sedentary agriculturalists and not nomads they were most closely 
related to the Uzbeks and not the ~ a z a k s . ~  This line of thought was 
not restricted to the question of the nationality of the Kurama. In all 
cases concerning the boundaries between Uzbek and Kazak, the dis- 
course was permeated by this distinction. It was clearly more import- 
ant than both language and genealogy, even though these were 
employed as well; the Uzbek side stressed that studies of the language 
as well as the genealogy of the Kurama also concluded that they 
were ~zbeks ."  However, the community that the Uzbek side now 
projected was more than a strictly linguistic community; it was first 
and foremost based on notions of a shared way of life. As we shall see 
later in this chapter, however, the settled-nomad distinction was not 
the only dimension of "Uzbek". In other contexts, other aspects 
became more important. But as far as the Uzbek-Kazak boundary is 
concerned, the settled-nomad distinction was the most important 
one. 

The same settled-nomad divide played an important role in the con- 
ceptualization of boundaries between Uzbek and Kyrgyz as well. More- 
over, it is important to realize that similar distinctions were made on 
both sides of the settled-nomad divide. During the discussions in the 
Territorial Committee concerning the Turki of the Andijan district, the 
Kyrgyz subcommittee argued in the following way: 
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Now concerning the Turki. As far as we have understood, the 
Uzbeks see the Turki as Uzbeks or as related to the Uzbeks. In reality, 
however, they are nomads, and must therefore belong to the Kara- 
Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] people. * l  

As mentioned, cultural as well as other aspects had historically been 
associated with the settled-nomad division. The existence and import- 
ance of tribal lineages, political organization, notions of authority, as 
well as the role of religion in society were all elements in this dichot- 
omy. During deliberations on  the delimitation, these dimensions were 
also brought in, giving content to the Uzbek and Kazak identities. The 
following excerpt from an  address to the Central Asian Bureau from 
"activist Uzbek workers" from the Turkestan, Chimkent and Aulie-Ata 
uezds conveys thoughts that were characteristic of the delimitation 
process: 

Historically, the lives of Uzbeks and Kirgiz [Kazaks] have developed 
along completely different lines. The Kirgiz [Kazaks] lived as 
nomads with no possibility for uniting in a settled community. 
They lived in tribal groups obeying the patriarch who ruled 
according to his will, and who had no intent to establish any kind 
of order for culture, trade or crafts. At the same time, the settled 
Uzbek, cherishing cultivable land, gathered in such areas and soon 
developed political organization at a high level. Great progress was 
made in the fields of trade and crafts as well as in the sciences. As 
a result, the settled Uzbek and the nomad Kirgiz [Kazak] have 
developed a way of life and culture that are completely alien to 
each other. l2 

The address continues to develop this point in greater detail: 

As a result of the different conditions of the Uzbeks and the Kirgiz 
[Kazaks], their economic lives became very different. While the 
Uzbeks base their economic welfare firmly on the cultivation of 
land, the Kirgiz [Kazak] is essentially occupied with the growth of 
his herd. This is why he is totally disinterested in cultivable land, an 
expressive example of which is the outcome of the land reform in 
Chimkent uezd in 1920. Land that had been cultivated by Russian 
inhabitants was redistributed among Kirgiz [Kazaks], and within 2-3 
years the land lay in complete decay.13 
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From the point of view of the Kazaks, the situation was of course 
interpreted very differently. Indeed, the view of the Kazaks represents 
in many ways a mirror image of that of the Uzbek side. The lack of 
order and organization pointed to by the Uzbeks, were turned into a 
love of freedom that was contrasted to the "slave-like discipline typical 
of the Uzbeks", mentioned in the previous chapter.I4 The religious 
dimension was emphasized as well, and the Kazak with his love of 
freedom and independence was juxtaposed against the religiously con- 
servative Uzbek. ' s 

According to Edward Allworth, "Uzbeks exerted a pull of ethnic 
assimilation" on other groups in Central ~ s i a . ' ~  In the delimitation dis- 
cussions, the Uzbek side used notions of ongoing assimilation in their 
arguments that the various groups ought to be considered Uzbeks. They 
claimed that the Uzbeks represented a point of gravity in Central Asia 
and that other groups eventually would be assimilated. This had, they 
claimed, already happened with "Sart", and probably the same would 
soon happen with "~urama"." They argued that the Kurama were in 
the middle of an assimilation process, and that a great number of the 
Kurama had "already turned into ~ z b e k s " . ' ~  This approach was based 
on a perception of changing identities. The Kazak side, on the other 
hand, rejected the idea of assimilation. Instead, much like the oriental- 
ists discussed earlier, they paid little attention to self-designation and 
tried to prove "who the Kurama really were". For instance, they often 
highlighted the facts that the Kurarna had Kazak origins and that "Kur- 
ama" was a Kazak word, and they emphasized the intimate historical 
ties between the Kurama and the ~ a z a k s . ' ~  The conclusion was that 
whatever the Kurama might mean of their identity at the time, they are 
historically, and therefore objectively, the kin of the Kazaks. According 

1 ,  20 to Khojanov, the Kurama were "sartified and settled Kirgiz [Kazaks] . 
The idea of "sartified and settled Kazaks" aptly demonstrates the im- 
portance of the settled-nomad dimension in Central Asian group iden- 
tities, indicating that a settled Kazak was something of a peculiarity. 

So far, I have discussed the question of sub-groups from the perspec- 
tive of those who laid their claims on the different groups. But what 
was the perspective of those who were being claimed? How did these 
groups react to this struggle over their identity and nationality? As I 
will return to in the next section, there seems to have been no "Sart 
voices" speaking for the integrity of the Sarts as a group, or for the 
distinction between Sarts and Uzbeks. Indeed, to the extent that voices 
arguing for such a distinction were heard in the discussion, they 
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belonged to a "third party", notably Kazaks. With the Kurama it was 
different, as two larger groups claimed it simultaneously. Still, I have 
found no Kurama voices opposing the claimants. Moreover, no such 
voices appear to have been reflected in the discourse of the larger 
groups, which I believe would have been the case if they had been 
strongly present. 

At any rate, this was the case with the Kashgarlyk (or Uigurs, which 
was the group's self-designation). As with the Kurama, both the Uzbek 
and the Kazak claimed that the KashgarlykIUigurs belonged to their 

The Uzbek side here, too, focused on economy as well as self- 
designation, and the following excerpt is indicative of the level of 
confusion that often characterized the discussions on identities in 
Central Asia in the mid-1920s: 

Why have we considered them [the Kashgarlyk] to be Uzbeks? They 
are today closely related to Uzbek regions. They are Turks and Kip- 
chaks, but in their economic life they are closer to the Uzbeks. And 
they say themselves that they are Uzbeks. However, we do not have 
any particular material that would substantiate this position. The 
Kashgarlyk are originally Chinese Sarts and Uzbeks too.22 

In this case, however, Uzbek and Kazak claims were not left unchal- 
lenged. The Central Asian Bureau received a number of addresses from 
Kashgar Soviet or Party workers on  various levels, in which they 
expressed their dissatisfaction with becoming the pawns in the com- 
petition between other groups.23 In an address from August 8, 1924, 
"representatives of the Kashgar Communists of Ferghana" expressed 
their dissatisfaction in the following way: "The question of the 
national delimitation has begun to worry us. The committees that 
have been appointed, the Uzbek and the Kirgiz [Kazak], both want to 
include us on their lists. For us, however, this is not correct."24 At 
approximately the same time, Kashgar communists of the city of Andi- 
jan convened a meeting to discuss the same questions. The meeting 
was attended by the Osh organization of Uigur, representatives of the 
Uigur from Andijan, members of the batrak (farm-laborer) organization 
of Uigur, as well as the Uigur Regional ~ureau.~"n the agenda was 
the question of the delimitation and its relation to the Uigur in the 
settled parts of Ferghana. 

The resolutions made had two main points. First, the Uigurs were to 
be considered a separate nationality and not the sub-group of any 
other. This is one of the few cases where Stalin's definition of a nation 
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is reproduced, and the Uigurs used it to argue for their status as a 
separate nationality. According to this thinlung, the Uigur had a 
unique language, as well as a particular psychology and way of life, 
which distinguished them from the other groups and made them a 
separate nationality. A second point is that the Uigurs had been the 
subject of neglect, first during the Tsarist period and then later in the 
post-revolutionary years as well. While, the Uigurs complained, much 
had been done for nationalities such as Uzbeks, Kazaks, Russians and 
Tajiks, and even for national minorities such as Jews, Armenians, 
Tatars and others, for the Uigur poor nothing had been done. This is 
another interesting example of the effect of the institutionalization of 
nationality. The Uigur identity became more relevant as the feeling 
developed that this particular group had been neglected, which had 
led to their current bleak conditions. The convention demanded that 
the Uigurs of Ferghana be organized into separate autonomous uezd, as 
that would be the only guarantee for a positive development in 
the future. Not only must the Uigur avoid being considered a sub- 
group of another nationality; the status of a national minority was 
equally undesirable. This status would recognize the group as separate, 
but as a minority within a political-territorial entity that bore the 
name of a different group. Thus, they would be left without any insti- 
tutionalized self-rule. This was also the situation of the Armenians in 
the Central Asian republics, and, for that matter, the Turkrnen of 
Uzbekistan. 

It is interesting to note that there is an element of threat in the 
address to the Central Asian Bureau. The address explicitly says that 
failure to satisfy the demands of the Uigur may provide ammunition 
for the reactionary and counter-revolutionary clergy in their struggle 
against Soviet power. In the chapter on border making, I will discuss to 
what extent such concerns influenced the political reorganization. 
While the Uigurs reacted to the struggle over their nationality by 
advancing their own demands, there was an even more important 
group for which there were no spokespersons at all - the Sarts. 

From Sart to Uzbek: changing identities or new labels? 

In an earlier chapter, we saw how the designation "Sart" puzzled the 
scholars of the Russian Empire. It did not fit with their ideas of a 
national community. In the 1897 census, the number of registered 
Sarts exceeded that of Uzbeks in the three main oblasts of Turkestan. 
For "Uzbek" to become the dominant identity in the Soviet republic of 
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Uzbekistan, therefore, it was necessary that the Uzbek group came to 
include those formerly registered as "Sarts". This is what happened in 
Central Asia in the first half of the 1920s, at least in censuses. The 
number of Uzbeks had risen considerably, while "the Sarts" seemingly 
had disappeared.26 What was behind these figures? Was the change, as 
Soviet scholarship claimed, a natural and logical step in the consoli- 
dation of the Uzbek nationality? Or did this change merely reflect a 
political insistence on the introduction of new labels, which neither 
reflected nor led to new group conceptualizations? According to John 
Schoeberlein, the primary reason for the change was that the appella- 
tion "Sart" was banished from use. This was done under the pretext 
that "Sart" was a pejorative term, while the "real motivation was a 
political decision to establish a small number of 'nationality' categories 
at the expense of any other that could be collapsed into them".27 
Adeeb Khalid represents a third position, arguing that the shift 
reflected changing group identities. According to Khalid, a process had 
begun with the Central Asian Jadids in which "Sart" was being trans- 
lated into "~zbek" .~ '  

The discussions of 1924 between Central Asian communists may 
throw light on  this question, as they provide us with the viewpoints of 
different sides with presumably different interests. On the one side, we 
find the arguments of those who, in the terminology of Schoeberlein, 

t 29 "were clearly nationalists of the 'Ozbek nation . Of course, this 
material must be read with caution as one may reasonably assume that 
the "nationalists" were attempting to "pad" the Uzbek group as much 
as possible. It is more interesting, therefore, to consider the points of 
view of those to whom one may equally reasonably ascribe the exact 
opposite interests. The designation "Sart" differed from the other ones 
discussed above in that it did not refer to a group that was claimed by 
representatives of different nationalities. Moreover, there were no Sart 
voices claiming to represent any Sart people. Nevertheless, the designa- 
tion "Sart" was discussed during the delimitation, also in the context 
of a struggle between the Uzbek and Kazak sides. The Uzbeks claimed 
that Sart and Uzbek were one and the same thing, while the Kazaks 
obviously feared a strong Uzbek political entity and argued that it was 
not correct to mesh the two. 

Ingeborg Baldhauf has claimed that the term "Sart", used by Russian 
ethnographers, historians and specialists was rejected as a misnomer 
by those to whom it was attributed." This coincides with the point of 
view of the Uzbek nationalists during the delimitation, as presented by 
Fayzullah Khojaev in the Central Asian Bureau in April 1924: 
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1 have heard now for the first time that a new nation is developing, 
the Sarts. Asking scholars as to the origin of this term, I was told 
that the word appeared with the Russians, and that it signifies 
"yellow dog". Sarts can therefore not be considered a nation, as it 
allegedly includes Uzbeks, Turkmen, Tajiks and Kirgiz [~azaks].'" 

However, this argument was not typical of the Uzbek side, as they 
tended to argue in terms of changing identities rather than mistaken 
ones. They did not necessarily reject that Sart had been an important 
identity in the past, but they maintained that this was no longer the 
case in 1924. "Sart" and "Uzbek" were then indistinguishable: 

Our job is not to look into history. It is now completely impossible 
to distinguish "Sart" as a separate nationality. Whatever people 
have called themselves in the past, presently they consider them- 
selves to be Uzbeks. Some say that we must let the Sarts be Sarts and 
the Uzbeks be Uzbeks. However, it would be both meaningless and 
impossible to separate Sarts from ~ z b e k s . ' ~  

Of course, a "nationalist of the Uzbek nation" may have had political 
interests in identifying "Sart" with "Uzbek". It is more interesting to 
note that the Kazak side largely confirmed the essence of Uzbeks' argu- 
ments. In their struggle to reduce the potency of the future Uzbek 
political formation, the Kazak side problematized the Uzbek-Sart rela- 
tionship, arguing that Sart was not Uzbek. 

As both Baldhauf and Schoeberlein have pointed out, Soviet author- 
ities took political measures to prevent "Sart" from being used. Bald- 
hauf dates these initiatives to 1924, the year of the national 
delimitation, and Schoeberlein agrees that it was at this time the ten- 
dency to deny the existence of the "Sarts" altogether gathered f ~ r c e . ' ~  
In this light it is interesting to note that the Kazaks, in connection 
with the delimitation, dated the shift from Sart to Uzbek at an earlier 
point, around 1920, when "the urban elements began to take on the 
designation 'Uzbek' This would suggest that the shift preceded ini- 
tiatives to abolish the term. On the other hand, although such initia- 
tives had not yet been directly made, in 1920, in the constitution of 
the newly established Turkestan ASSR, Turkmen, Kazaks and Uzbeks 
were established as the main nationalities of that republic. Further- 
more, censuses were carried out that year with categories that 
attempted to correspond to these main nationalities, although "Sart" 
was listed as a sub-category of "Uzbek" rather than disregarded 
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altogether." It is therefore fully possible that that the shift was influ- 
enced by political developments. 

However, more interesting than the temporal aspect is the character 
of the arguments that the Kazak side used. During the discussion of 
identities, the Kazaks frequently argued that outside forces caused 
people to conceal their true identities and register as Uzbeks out of 
fear or for convenience. According to the Kazak side, this was the case 
with the Kazaks in Bukhara, as well as with several other groups.'6 In a 
letter to the Central Committee, Kazak members of the Bukharan CEC 
complained that "[ulntil this day, Kirgiz [Kazaks] refuse to call them- 
selves by that name due to fear of reprisals".37 In a number of situ- 
ations the Kazak side pointed eagerly to external factors that may have 
led to a change in self-designation, particularly if it increased the 
number of "Uzbeks". The absence of similar allegations concerning 
the shift from "Sart" to "Uzbek" suggests in my opinion that in the 
eyes of the Kazaks, such factors were not particularly important. Here, 
no particular reason was given for the change in self-designation. In- 
stead, based on an objectivist view of identities, the Kazaks contended 
that the identification of "Sart" with "Uzbek" represented an aberra- 
tion of historical realities, and in that sense was artificial. Most import- 
antly, the Kazak side attempted to prove their case by focusing on 
history. In the Territorial Committee, they argued the following: 

There is no such thing as an unambiguous Uzbek nation. Not all 
those who call themselves Uzbeks, are Uzbeks in reality . . . Uzbeks 
are a rural people, while urban elements were called Sarts. Before 
1920, the urban elements were not identified with Uzbeks, but 
approximately at that time the urban people began to use the desig- 
nation Uzbek . . . Consequently, there is no Uzbek nation, that is 
only a name. There are two nationalities, there are Sarts and there 
are ~ z b e k s . ~ ~  

It was not only the urban-rural distinction the Kazaks emphasized in 
their struggle against the amalgamation of "Uzbek" and "Sart". As 
pointed out in Chapter 2, some students of nineteenth-century Cen- 
tral Asia argued that the existence or absence of tribal lineages was 
essential to the Sart-Uzbek d i ~ t i n c t i o n . ~ ~  The Kazaks' arguments in 
1924 reflected this understanding: 

Historically, "Uzbek" has a much more limited meaning than the 
way we use it now. Earlier, those in Samarkand, Bukhara, Khorezm 
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and Amu-Darya who had kept their tribal way of life were con- 
sidered Uzbeks. Others were called Sarts. Now, however, "Uzbek" is 
very widely used.40 

The Kazaks' main point was that whatever the "Sarts" called them- 
selves, they remain Sarts. The Kazaks did not deny that groups of 
people in Central Asia who had earlier been identified as Sarts in more 
recent times had begun to call themselves Uzbek. Indeed, as Khojanov 
once put it: "The Uzbeks are former ~ a r t s . " ~ ~  

For the vast majority of those who by the mid-1920s were categor- 
ized as Uzbeks in Soviet official records, ideas of membership in an 
Uzbek nation had little or no interest. Generally, they had other things 
to worry about than whether they were Uzbeks, Kazaks, Kurama, 
Uigurs or Sarts. However, this does not imply that the concept of an 
Uzbek community was false. Rather, there was considerable continuity 
between traditional formations and the way in which Central Asian 
communists conceived of national identity in connection with the 
delimitation. In the conceptual distinctions between "Uzbek" on 
the one side and "Turkmen", "Kazak" and "Kyrgyz" on the other, the 
identification of "Uzbek" with "sedentary" was essential. While useful 
in these contexts, the "sedentary" quality of "Uzbek was unsuited for 
the distinction between "Uzbek" and another identity, namely "Tajik". 
The relation between "Uzbek" and "Tajik" in the national delimitation 
is one of the most controversial and also one of the most puzzling 
aspects of that process. 

Uzbeks and Tajiks - the absence of Tajik voices 

Even though the rationale of the delimitation was the coincidence of 
ethnic and political territorial boundaries, there were many cases in 
which members of one titular nationality remained outside the repub- 
lic to which their group gave name. Complete correspondence and 
homogeneity would hardly ever be possible in reality, and certainly 
not in the complexity of Central Asia. As regards the delimitation of 
Central Asia, it is a widely shared opinion that it was particularly in 
the Tajik case that political and ethnographic boundaries failed to co- 
incide. At the heart of the matter are the cities of Bukhara and Samar- 
kand. Prior to the delimitation, both cities had a largely Iranian- or 
Tajik-speaking population. In spite of this, the delimitation incorpor- 
ated both into the Uzbek republic. Both Western observers and post- 
Soviet Tajik nationalists have attributed great significance to this fact, 
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as it allegedly deprived the Tajik republic of its natural cultural center. 
From this perspective, the delimitation was particularly unfair to the 
Tajiks and the Tajik republic. My analysis suggests that it is not suffi- 
cient to focus on political decisions, however motivated, made in 
Moscow. Instead I will argue that the Uzbek-Tajik relations primarily 
ought to be understood within a perspective of changing identities. 
This was a process that partly predated the Soviet regime, but it was 
later decisively, if not intentionally, influenced by the implementation 
of Soviet policy in Central Asia. 

It is fair to say that the Tajik case during the national delimitation 
was unique. Chiefly, it differed from those of the other groups in that 
it is virtually impossible to identify any Tajik voice in the deliber- 
ations. There was no person or group who primarily claimed to repre- 
sent a Tajik people and who argued passionately for the necessity of 
accommodating this particular group. The Turkmen republic had their 
spokesmen in Aitakov and Atabaev, while Khojanov and others spoke 
in the name of the Kazaks. Aralbaev and Abdrakhmanov argued on 
behalf of the Kyrgyz, while Dosnazarov made passionate arguments in 
the name of the Karakalpak population of Central Asia. Last but not 
least, the Uzbek republic had a considerable number of spokespersons, 
with Fayzullah Khojaev and Islamov as the most important ones. But 
no  one seemed to speak in the name of a Tajik people on the matter of 
the delimitation. 

When analyzing the documents from this process, one must agree 
with the Tajik historian Masov on one point: it seems as if no Tajik 
group existed.42 "Tajik" had not been mentioned initially among the 
main nationalities of Turkestan, which were seen to be "Uzbek", 
"Turkmen" and "Kazak". As I return to in the next chapter, the con- 
straining of nationalities to these three groups provoked reactions 
from other groups, or at least individuals claiming to represent groups 
that had been disregarded. This was particularly the case with Kyrgyz, 
and to some extent with the Karakalpak. In the name of Tajik, how- 
ever, no  such response seems to have appeared. 

The Tajik identity appeared in the delimitation discussion through 
Fayzullah Khojaev's thesis on the establishment of an Uzbek republic 
in Central Asia. The thesis, which was accepted, suggested that a Tajik 
Autonomous Oblast be established in eastern Bukhara on the basis of 
Matchi, Karategin and  arm.^' Later, however, the Tajik identity was 
more or less absent from the discussions, even though there were no 
changes in the plans to set up a Tajik oblnst. As a result, at a meeting in 
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Turkestan on 
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March 23, 1924, the discussion was restricted to the three "main 
nationalities": Uzbek, Turkrnen and Kazak. This provoked a reaction, 
but typically not from anyone claiming to represent Tajiks. Instead, it 
was Aralbaev who complained that the selected perspectives ignored 
both the Kyrgyz and the ~ajiks." As I will return to in greater detail in 
the next chapter, from then on "Kyrgyz" was included in discussions 
on the delimitation. "Tajik", on the other hand, remained peripheral. 

When the Central Asian Bureau in April 1924 established a commit- 
tee for the organization and implementation of the national delimi- 
tation, national subcommittees were set up as well. While "Kyrgyz" 
had now joined the "three main nationalities", no Tajik subcommittee 
was established. Instead, there was agreement that the Uzbek commit- 
tee was to attract some Tajiks to their work.45 Similarly, no mention 
was made of "Tajik" when the Central Asian Bureau in July organized 
temporary national bureaus for the developing republics and oblasts. 
Now, the Uzbek, Kazak, Turkmen and Kyrgyz temporary national bur- 
eaus appeared.46 Finally, the same pattern repeated itself when the 
Central Asian Bureau created the Territorial Committee and its 
national subcommittees. While a subcommittee was organized for 
each of the four other groups, there was initially no Tajik committee. 
Only after the beginning of the committee's discussions in August was 
a Tajik subcommittee organized. Imamov, Khojibaev and Saidjanov 
were appointed Tajik  representative^.^' 

Another important difference between the Tajik case and the other 
groups involved is the absence of conflicts regarding the establishment 
of the Tajik oblast. An analysis of the records of the national delimi- 
tation reveals that, as one might expect, it was a period rich in con- 
flicts. Most of the conflicts had Uzbeks on the one side and Kazaks, 
Turkmen or Kyrgyz on the other in struggles over various pieces of 
territory or groups of people. The Tajik identity does not appear to 
have been involved in such conflicts. This may not seem too surpris- 
ing, given what has been said about the failure to include the Tajik 
identity altogether. Was the reason simply that Tajiks had been ex- 
cluded from the arena in which these conflicts would appear? I think 
not. Even though the Tajik subcommittee of the Territorial Committee 
was created relatively late, it did take part in the deliberations concern- 
ing the establishment of a Tajik political entity. Whether or not this 
subcommittee had any potential for influencing the result of that pro- 
cess is highly debatable. On the other hand, the Tajik subcommittee 
did have the opportunity to express its opinion. The records of the 
delimitation discussions are plentiful with examples where one part, 
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having realized that its demands would not be met, passionately pro- 
tests against the result. The Tajik subcommittee, on the other hand, 
simply accepted the plans for the Tajik oblast as originally presented in 
Fayzullah Khojaev's thesis. 

This seemingly unconditional acceptance was all the more striking 
considering the character of the projected ~blas t .~ '  The Tajik republic 
became the poorest of the entities established in the delimitation, as 
well as the poorest of the union republics. Khojanov referred to the 
projected Tajik oblast in the following way: 

The cultural centers of the Tajiks remain within the Uzbek republic, 
while the mountainous and inaccessible areas are being made into a 
separate oblast . . . If there is need for such an oblast, then it is diffi- 
cult to understand why the Tajiks did not draw the border a bit 
deeper into Samarkand oblast, which would give the Tajik oblast 
much richer land . . . To me it seems that this question has not been 
sufficiently well prepared, although the comrades Tajiks seem to be 
very happy with the decision . . . What kind of autonomy is this if 
800,000 of 1,200,000 remain outside the o b l ~ s t ? ~ ~  

Imamov, one of the members of the Tajik subcommittee, admitted that 
it was true that the Tajik oblast would be left "largely with mountain 
tops", but stated that they nevertheless had "agreed with the Uzbeks 
on this question".50 It is characteristic that it was a non-Tajik who 
raised the Tajik question. The Tajik subcommittee, on the other hand, 
accepted the project without protest, something which makes the Tajik 
example so distinct. 

The Tajik subcommittee presented a proposal for the future Tajik 
oblast that completely coincided with the original Uzbek position. The 
proposal stated that there was a considerable Tajik population in 
Bukhara, in Samarkand, in the Khojent districts, and in Ferghana. 
However, it was only the Tajik population of eastern Bukhara that 
could be organized into a separate autonomous oblast. Recognizing 
that the great majority of the intellectual and educated parts of the 
Tajik population would be situated outside the Tajik autonomy, the 
authors of the proposal concluded: 

Tajiks outside the oblast (often urban and educated) may represent a 
reserve of workers for the party, the administration and so on. No 
doubt the urban Tajiks will take upon themselves the task of enlight- 
enment among their less educated CO-ethnics in the  mountain^.^' 



Continuity and Change in Group Identities 1 S3 

As regards the consensus between Uzbeks and Tajiks, the Central Asian 
Bureau confirmed the agreement by reporting to the Central Commit- 
tee that "concerning the boundaries of the Tajik oblast full agreement 
has been reached"." According to Khojibaev, this plan would leave 
approximately 800,000 Tajiks outside the new oblast, which, according 
to the same source, represented somewhat more than half of the total 
Tajik population. However, he concluded, it was not possible to organ- 
ize the oblast differentl~.'~ 

From Uzbek to Tajik: the emergence of Tajik 
nationalism 

As the examples demonstrate, there was little Tajik nationalism to be 
found in the position of the Tajik communists. If the delimitation trig- 
gered a competition among the different groups for a "Greater Uzbeki- 
stan", "Greater Kazakstan", and so onIS4 this was certainly not the case 
with the Tajiks. However, only a few years later, this situation was com- 
pletely altered. In order to understand what happened in 1924 
regarding the establishment of the Tajik ASSR and the Uzbek-Tajik 
delimitation, I believe it is necessary to more closely examine what 
took place later. 

Many of those who, in 1924, consented to the Uzbek-Tajik delimi- 
tation, by 1929 represented a quite radical Tajik nationalist position. 
Both lmamovSS and particularly Khojibaev, former members of the 
Tajik Territorial Committee, were now outspoken Tajik nationalists. 
Also, many of those who became ardent Tajik nationalists in the late 
1920s had in 1924 participated on "the Uzbek side". Indeed, this was 
the case with Khojibaev, as I will return to shortly. Along with Khoji- 
baev, perhaps the most pronounced Tajik nationalist in this period was 
Mukhitdinov, a former Young Bukharan and one of Fayzullah Kho- 
jaev's political competitors in Bukhara. 

The same Tajiks who in 1924 had accepted the delimitation without 
uttering a word of protest, now completely rejected the boundaries of 
the Tajik republic. They demanded an extensive redefinition of bound- 
aries, and the following areas were to be brought into the Tajik repub- 
lic: the Khojent district, the city of Samarkand and the city of Old 
Bukhara, as well as the northern parts of the Surkhan-Darya 0b1ast.'~ 
Also, the Tajik nationalists demanded that the Tajik ASSR be separated 
from the Uzbek republic. While this separation was in fact accom- 
plished in 1929, as regards their territorial claims, the Tajiks were 
largely disappointed. With the exception of Khojent, which was trans- 
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ferred to the Tajik republic in 1929, all the disputed areas remained 
within the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic. 

Bearing in mind the Uzbek-Tajik consensus of 1924, how can we 
explain the emergence of a radical nationalist position only a few 
years later? What had been the basis for the agreement in 1924 and 
what later produced the nascent Tajik nationalism? The explanations 
that have been given as to  the establishment of the Tajik ASSR in 1924 
can be divided into three groups. The first is a post-Soviet Tajik nation- 
alist position, which focuses on pan-Turkism and forced Uzbekifica- 
tion. The second, prominent in Sovietology, sees in the Uzbek-Tajik 
delimitation the most obvious evidence of the divide and rule theory. 
Both these approaches have a strictly political focus. The third 
approach, in contrast, is based on a perspective of culture and identity, 
focusing on  the boundaries between Tajik and Uzbek identities. 

One representative for the post-Soviet Tajik position is Rakhim 
Masov. Masov's main proposition is that the national delimitation was 
a depreciation of the Tajik people and that the driving force behind it 
was pan-Turkism. Working within the Soviet communist paradigm, 
Masov supports the idea of the delimitation as a good and necessary 
one. In the troubled political realities of post-revolutionary Central 
Asia, however, this great project was corrupted by the pan-Turkism of 
the Uzbeks. From the very beginning of the Soviet period, the Uzbeks 
had had pan-Turkic goals of political unification on  a Turkic basis. In 
the Muslim Bureau, which Vaidyanath called a "citadel of the pan- 

11  57 Turkic ideology , the revolutionary slogans were nothing but a veil 
for pan-Turkic ideas. According to Masov, the idea of a Greater Uzbeki- 
stan at the expense of the Tajik people and the Tajik republic appeared 
as an  alternative focus when it became clear that the original pan- 
Turkic project was not going to be accomplished. The pan-Turkic 
orientation characterized both the Turkestan republic and Bukhara, 
while it finally left its tragic stamp on the delimitation, which for the 
Tajik people was equivalent to ethnocide. In dramatic contrast to 
Western writers, Masov argues that the Central Asian pan-Turkists were 
so powerful that neither the Turkestan Commission nor the Turkestan 
Bureau nor its successor the Central Asian Bureau could really oppose 
them.58 And in the bitter struggle between pan-Turkists and Russian 
party and soviet workers, the fate of the Tajik people was forgotten. 

The pan-Turkists' suppression of the Tajiks was realized in different 
ways, most importantly through forced assimilation. Both in the Turk- 
estan ASSR and in the Bukharan republic, argues Masov, Tajiks began, 
out of fear, to  register as Uzbeks. Similarly, in order not to lose their 
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positions, the few leading party and soviet workers from the Tajik 
people had changed their national affiliation and joined the pan- 
Turkists. During the delimitation, these Tajiks, clothed as pan-Turkists, 
contributed to the suppression of the Tajik people, not least by their 
acceptance in the Territorial Committee of the Uzbek plans for the 
Tajiks. From Masov's perspective, pressure notwithstanding, this was 
an act of cowardice, as the Tajiks did not protest and thereby give 
voice to the interests of their people. 

However, he suggests that this was not the only reason for the Tajiks' 
behavior in 1924, emphasizing that these Tajiks had grown up among 
Uzbeks, knew the Uzbek language, and liked Uzbek customs and trad- 
i t i o n ~ . ~ ~  As I will demonstrate below, these are important points. 
Nevertheless, Masov's main argument is that Uzbek pan-Turkists forced 
their solutions on the weaker Tajik people. Even though Tajiks might 
occasionally appear in the name of Uzbeks, in the final analysis there 
was no doubt as to who were Tajiks and who were Uzbeks. 

For Western scholars, the idea that any Central Asian group should 
be more powerful than the institutions of the central Soviet regime has 
been inconceivable. Yet the idea that the Tajik people were treated 
unfairly is a recurrent theme in Western literature as well. But here the 
malefactor was the Soviet leadership. According to Olivier Roy, for 
example, the fact that the city of Samarkand, located so close to the 
Tajik border and primarily populated by Tajiks, was included in the 
Uzbek republic was the result of "Machiavellian calculations to render 
any kind of independence impo~s ib l e " .~~  This explanation dismisses 
the idea of local agency altogether, and, like the Tajik nationalist 
approach, it focuses on the various groups in a static perspective. 
Uzbeks were Uzbeks and Tajiks were Tajiks. 

More recently, other scholars have discussed Central Asian identities 
and the boundaries between them. In his dissertation, John Schoeber- 
lein compares Soviet population statistics from the Samarkand district 
with pre-revolutionary statistics, and the differences are striking. While 
the number of Tajiks had been sharply reduced, in real number as well 
as in percentage, the number of Uzbeks has risen dramatically in the 
same period. Discussing the same statistical material, Masov finds the 
explanation in the repression and forced Uzbekification of ~ a j i k s . ~ ~  
Largely rejecting the idea of repression, Schoeberlein finds the explan- 
ation in the fluidity of Tajik-Uzbek boundaries. His main argument is 
that, for the majority of the population, the labels Uzbek and Tajik 
were relatively insignificant. To change one's self-designation and 
register as Uzbek instead of Tajik was not necessarily perceived as 
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something dramatic, and did not mean that the individual was giving 
up something vital. Therefore, one should not assume that a change 
from Tajik to Uzbek would require strong pressure or use of force.62 On 
the other hand, the "insignificance theory" does not exclude the pas- 
sibility that pressure was applied. 

This "fluid boundary perspective" is much more fruitful for the 
understanding of Uzbek-Tajik relations in 1924 than a perspective 
based on suppression and forced assimilation. The positions that the 
later-emerging Tajik nationalists held in 1924 were genuinely theirs, 
and they were the result of patterns of identity rather than of threats 
of force. The period of the delimitation was a time when concepts and 
identities were in flux, not least those of "Uzbek" and "Tajik". When 
later Tajik nationalists in 1924 seemed to have had few objections to 
the Uzbek project, it was because they identified with the Uzbeks. 
When, nevertheless, many of them later became Tajik nationalists, the 
main reason was that political developments had failed to meet their 
expectations. The Uzbek identity had moved in a different direction. 

The "Uzbek" with which Tajik nationalists had identified in 1924 
was closely related to the aspect of Uzbek that distinguished between 
the nomadic and the sedentary population. The settled-nomadic 
dichotomy had a parallel in the urban-rural dichotomy, and during 
the delimitation, "urban" was generally identified with "Uzbek". This 
was particularly pronounced in the Uzbek-Kazak case, where the 
Kazaks identified urban dominance with Uzbek d ~ m i n a n c e . ~ ~  In this 
sense "Uzbek" was not what one would characterize as an ethnic com- 
munity. Rather than visions of, for example, common descent or a 
linguistic community, it represented the sedentary and urban civiliza- 
tion in the Central Asian region. When those who later became Tajiks 
nationalists in 1924 supported the Uzbek project instead of represent- 
ing the interests of "their people" (the Tajik population of eastern 
Bukhara, the projected oblast), it was because they felt a stronger sense 
of identity with this urban civilization than with the Tajiks of the 
mountains. They identified with the sedentary population of Transox- 
ania rather than with other Tajik-speakers in eastern Bukhara. 

During the delimitation, mention was frequently made of "the two 
groups of Tajiks". This refers to the urban Tajik population of Bukhara 
and the Turkestan republic on the one hand, and the "mountain 
Tajiks" on the other. The Tajiks involved in the delimitation all came 
from the group of urban Tajiks, and their discourse reveals that the 
socioeconomic dimension in their identification had priority over any 
sense of community with "their CO-ethnics in the mountains". During 
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a discussion in the Territorial Committee of whether or not the two 
groups of Tajiks were to be united, Khojibaev maintained that the 
urban Tajiks of Bukhara and Turkestan "are both economically and 
otherwise very closely connected with the Uzbeks, and this is the 
reason why they must remain as a part of the Uzbek republic".64 Ima- 
mov approved of Khojibaev's analysis, confirming that the urban 
Tajiks in culture as well as in economy had very much in common 
with Uzbeks. For Imamov, too, this was the main reason why the 
urban Tajiks were to remain in the Uzbek rep~blic.~ '  Moreover, one 
might add that in the many Uzbek-Kazak discussions, a later Tajik 
nationalist such as Khojibaev contributed with great energy and 
seeming enthusiasm on the Uzbek side. He seemed to have had no 
problems identifying with an Uzbek "we" that, in relation to the 
Kazaks, had "settled" and "urban" as important  connotation^.^^ 

It is interesting to note the discrepancy between the arguments that 
these urban Tajiks used in 1924 and the arguments they later claimed 
to have used, speaking from the Tajik nationalist point of view in the 
late 1920s. Given that the radical demands of territorial redistribution 
in the late 1920s were presented largely by the same individuals who 
had accepted the delimitation a few years earlier, it is not surprising that 
the question arose as to why they had approved of the boundaries in 
the first place. Indeed, the representatives of the Uzbek republic, to 
which the Tajik territorial demands were made, used it against them. 
Explaining why they had accepted a Tajik republic restricted to eastern 
Bukhara, the Tajik nationalists referred to the political situation at the 
time. Bukhara was troubled by the Basmachi, and the solutions from 
1924 had been accepted as a temporary solution, as a strategic com- 
promise that was "dictated by objective political conditions", as it was 
put in Soviet par lan~e.~ '  

No doubt these were compelling arguments for Tajik nationalists, as 
they allow for the continuity essential in nationalism. For the Tajik 
nationalists the goal had always been the same - the Tajik nation. 
When it was not realized, it was because of naive Tajiks, sly Uzbeks, 
and broken promises. Held up against the records of the delimitation 
process, however, the arguments seem much less convincing. There are 
few, if any, traces of the alleged provisions. True, Imamov mentioned 
briefly that the question of the unification of the two groups of Tajiks 
"might develop at some point in the f~ture" .~ '  Yet, this was a rather 
vague hint, and did not suggest that this was his goal at the time. And 
even though some mention was made of practical arguments against 
Tajik unification in 1924, it seems obvious that the main reason why 
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the Tajik accepted the delimitation project in 1924 was that it corres- 
ponded with the urban Tajiks' sense of community. 

When the Tajik nationalists of the late 1920s explained why they 
had accepted the delimitation plan in 1924, these practical arguments 
were what they emphasized most strongly. Masov, however, gives pan- 
Turkism and forced Turkification or Uzbekification greater explanatory 
power. To some extent, he does so on the basis of contemporary 
accounts. Justifying their stance in 1924, the late 1920s Tajik national- 
ists made a few references to pan-Turkism. However, they referred to it 
as a "disease" rather than as a political force. Masov has adopted the 
imagery, and maintains that the Tajiks at the time of the delimitation 

, I  69 had been "poisoned by pan-Turkism . This is a peculiar way of 
saying that the Tajiks in 1924 had acted out of free will and not under 
pressure, which is in accordance with my argument. On the other 
hand, there is no  reason to see pan-Turkism as any major factor behind 
the Tajik-Uzbek agreement in 1924. If we look at the position of 
the Tajiks in 1924, we find instead that they did emphasize Tajikness. 
The following is what Imamov said as a representative of the Tajik 
Territorial Committee: 

Of course, neither Tajiks nor Uzbeks deny that Tajiks are carriers of 
an  ancient Iranian culture . . . And language and culture is import- 
ant. It is therefore necessary that the rights of the national minor- 
ities be observed for those Tajiks who remain outside the Tajik 
oblast. 70 

In the same vein, Khojibaev emphasized that no  one had the right to 
force another language upon the Tajiks. Further, he presented a request 
that the city of Samarkand become a temporary cultural center for the 
Tajiks where they could establish schools and other cultural institu- 
tions, as there were few possibilities e l~ewhere .~ '  Evidently, the urban 
Tajiks did recognize a certain cultural affinity with the mountain 
Tajiks, as well as the idea that Tajiks were carriers of an ancient Iranian 
culture, which it was their right to cherish. On the other hand, this did 
not prevent them from, at the same time, considering themselves as 
parts of the urban civilization of Central Asia. When the question of 
boundaries arose in 1924, it was this dimension of their identity that 
informed their position. Regarding this perspective, I agree with Bert 
Fragner that traditional identity patterns of Transoxania played an 
important role in the political development, which he calls "the 

r ,  72 nationalization of Uzbeks and Tajiks . 
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There can be no doubt that there was a striking discrepancy between 
what the Tajik members of the Territorial Committee said in 1929 and 
their position only five years earlier. Commenting on this in 1929, and 
rejecting any reference to pressure of force, an Uzbek communist gave 
the following simple answer: "Both Khojibaev and the others con- 
sidered themselves as Uzbeks at that time."73 They key to the change 
is to be found in the political development in the Uzbek republic since 
delimitation. The process of Turkification fundamentally changed the 
Uzbek-Tajik boundary. For many who had been sufficiently comfort- 
able as Uzbeks, Tajik identity, with its emphasis on Iranian language 
and culture, now became the most pronounced. 

Turkification and separation 

While Turkification had not been a major factor in 1924, 1 believe this 
was what produced Tajik nationalism in the following years. However, 
Turkification was not an entirely new phenomenon. As discussed 
earlier, an increasing emphasis on Turkness made itself felt from the 
revolution on. And although Masov, in my opinion, offers an unten- 
able interpretation of the Uzbek-Tajik relation, he gives some evidence 
that Turkification forces were active prior to the delimitation as 
Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that Turkification intensified mark- 
edly after the delimitation. That is what the Tajik nationalists them- 
selves said in the second half of the 1920s,'~ and the Russian and 
European members of the Central Asian Bureau appear to have shared 
this opinion.76 Also, the Central Asian Bureau noted in 1927 that 
Uzbek-Tajik relations had become more critical. It looks as if the Tajik 
nationalist voice began to make itself heard in 1926, and the Tajik- 
language newspaper Avoz-i-Tajik was a key forum for Tajik protest. In a 
number of articles, some of which were not printed because of their 
radical nationalist content, Tajik spokesmen began to voice the need 
for change. 

At the center of all the Tajik protest in this period was language. 
While the Tajiks in 1924 had declared that no one had the right to 
force another language upon them, according to these protests, this 
was exactly what had happened. In a December 1926 article in Avoz-i- 
Tajik on the situation of Tajik schoolchildren in Bukhara, the com- 
plaint was made that even though many of the children did not 
understand Uzbek language, teaching was carried out in Uzbek only. 
Nor was the Uzbekification drive restricted to language. According to 
the same article, the children were forced to declare themselves to be 
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Uzbeks; the teacher would scare the children, saying that those who 
wished to call themselves Tajiks would be sent off to Dushanbe. The 
article concluded that "if not today then tomorrow the Tajiks of 
Bukhara will cry out and say: 'we are Tajiks and we must learn in that 

1 l ,  77 language . The same points were reiterated in a number of articles 
in Avoz-i-Tajik in 1926 and 1927.'~ 

Again, we are here concerned with a kind of minority nationalism 
that defined itself in opposition to "Uzbek". As in the case of the 
Turkrnen and Kazaks discussed earlier, this development must primar- 
ily be understood on the basis of the Soviet ideology of national equal- 
ity and national minority rights. The Central Asians took this official 
ideology seriously, and it influenced their political orientation. The 
Tajiks compared themselves with other national groups and concluded 
that their group was the most disadvantaged. They found that in no 
other case was the discrepancy between ideology and reality as great as 
in the case of the Tajiks in the Uzbek republic. This is a recurrent point 
in Tajik complaints from this period. A typical article in Avoz-i-Tajik 
asked: "Why is a different standard applied to the Tajiks of Uzbekistan 
than to the other nationalities such as Russians, Armenians and so on? 
Only Tajiks are forced in this way."79 

How are we to understand the increased Turkification in the post- 
delimitation period? While similar tendencies had existed earlier, Tur- 
kification was then kept in check by other tendencies, which made the 
UzbekITurkic-Tajik division less relevant. In an earlier chapter, I main- 
tained that the NEP in Central Asia had strengthened the urban-rural 
boundaries, and that conflicts had developed along these lines. More- 
over, during the national delimitation, similar boundaries played an 
important role. The delimitation was not only a political process in 
which geographical borders were redrawn. It was also a process of 
identification. "Uzbek was perhaps the least clearly defined identity 
before the Soviet period, and in the delimitation process it continued 
to be the most ambiguous one. It seems possible to distinguish 
between three main dimensions of Uzbek. The first is the notion of 
"Uzbek" as settled as opposed to nomad, which played an important 
role in distinguishing Uzbeks from Kazaks, Turkmen and Kyrgyz. The 
second dimension, which is related to the first one, is "Uzbek" as 
urban as opposed to rural. The third dimension is "Uzbek" as Turkic as 
opposed to Iranian. During the delimitation it was the first and second 
dimensions that predominated. The socioeconomic aspects of the 
delimitation were so strong that they outweighed the Turkic dimension 
of "Uzbek". For the later Tajik nationalists, the "Uzbek" to which they 
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felt most affinity, was that which emphasized the continuity of the 
sedentary, urban civilization of Central Asia. 

Nevertheless, following the delimitation, the Tajik perspective 
changed. With the new republican boundaries established, the socio- 
economic dimensions of "Uzbek" no longer had the same relevance. 
Instead, focus shifted to the Turkic dimension, with the result that 
"Turkic-Iranian" now became the major distinction. As a result, 
people who only a few years earlier seemingly preferred to live within 
an Uzbek republic rather than join with their "CO-ethnics in the moun- 
tains", now represented the opposite position. Now, the idea of a com- 
munity of the carriers of an Iranian culture and language grew 
increasingly important. This community included urban Tajiks and 
mountain Tajiks alike. 

If we stick to Rogers Brubaker's terminology, the Uzbek republic 
behaved as a nationalizing state in the eyes of the Tajiks, and this led to 
the development of another minority nationalism in the Soviet Cen- 
tral Asian context. Tajik nationalism was a reaction to a certain polit- 
ical situation and not a natural or historically inevitable struggle for a 
Tajik political community. If it were not for the nationalizing behavior 
of the Uzbek republic, a Tajik nationalism might very well not have 
developed at all, and those who appeared as Tajik nationalists in the 
late 1920s might have continued to feel comfortable within an Uzbek 
framework, as they had done until then. The nationalizing activity 
must be seen as a consequence of the political reconfiguration accom- 
plished by the Soviet regime. With ethnicity thoroughly institutional- 
ized, it was logical that ethnicity became an important dimension in 
the political life of the republics. On the other hand, Turkification was 
also the continuation of a development that predated the Soviet 
regime.80 

It is in accordance with this development that Uzbek nationalists, in 
discussing the dialect base of Uzbek literary language, insisted on rural 
rather than urban dialects. Now, Turkic-Iranian had become a predom- 
inant distinction, and the rural dialects were seen as more pure forms 
of Turkic than the urban dialects, which had been subject to consider- 
able Iranian influence. Such questions are of course always political 
ones. But in this situation, Uzbek-Tajik tension was not the only 
dimension that would influence the choice. In the end, it was the 
central urban group of dialects that was selected. As William Fierman 
has pointed out, this was in harmony with the importance of urban- 
ism in the Soviet project, and it was the dialect that Russian scholars 
knew best.8' 



162 The Establishment of Natior~nl Republics in Soviet Central Asiu 

Others have interpreted the matter differently. Schoeberlein, for 
example, has interpreted Tajik mobilization against the Uzbek republic 
primarily as an expression of personal antagonism. From this perspec- 
tive, what I call Tajik nationalism is an instrument used by, for 
example, Mukhitdinov, in his struggle against Fayzullah Khojaev, who 
became the leading figure in the Uzbek republic." Moreover, it is a 
fact that many of those who identified as Tajiks both remained and 
had careers within the framework of the Uzbek republic. Nevertheless, 
the evidence seems to suggest that Tajik minority nationalism was too 
widespread a phenomenon to be explained exclusively from the per- 
spective of personal antagonism and individual political ambitions. 
Moreover, also Soviet authorities interpreted the Tajik mood in terms 
of n a t i ~ n a l i s m . ~ ~  

In 1929, the CEC of the USSR decided that the Tajik ASSR would be 
separated from the Uzbek republic and organized as a separate Union 
republic (SSR). Was there any connection between this decision and 
the growing Tajik nationalism of the late 1920s? Was the separation a 
response to Tajik nationalist demands? On this point, too, the Soviet 
view was characterized by teleology and by the denial of any conflict 
within the harmonious Soviet family. A Tajik union republic had been 
the goal from the outset, and by 1929, the economic, political, and 
cultural situation allowed for its realization. Western scholars, for their 
part, focused on other aspects. Some have pointed to the practice, as 
far as I know never expressly pronounced, according to which only 
Union republics could have international borders.84 The evidence that 
I have does not allow for more than a tentative answer as to separation 
of the Tajik republic from the Uzbek SSR. The decision appears to have 
been influenced by both developments in Tajik-Uzbek relations as well 
as the situation in Afghanistan. The discussions of 1929 indicate that 
there was considerable sensitivity in the Central Soviet leadership in 
regards to Uzbek-Tajik relations. Uzbek-Tajik tension was seen as a 
problem that had to be resolved.R5 At the same time, it is evident that 
the Soviet leadership saw the events in Afghanistan as a threat to 
Soviet power in the region. Reports analyzing the attitudes of various 
segments of the population in Uzbekistan and in the Tajik ASSR con- 
clude that the situation for Soviet power was precarious. Although this 
applied to both the Uzbek SSR and the Tajik ASSR, the situation was 
regarded as particularly grave in the Tajik case. There was an expressed 
fear that considerable parts of the Tajik population might support 
Bache Sakov's forces against the Soviet ~ n i o n . ' ~  The anti-soviet poten- 
tial was perceived as being both culturally and economically motiv- 
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ated. On the one hand, the reports state that there was much sym- 
pathy among Tajiks for the Afghan reaction to the great cultural trans- 
formation of the 1920s. In addition, unemployment and economic 
problems were also contributing to undermining the authority of 
Soviet power in the Tajik republic. 

It is highly probable that the Soviet leadership felt that it would be 
strategically expedient to make some concessions to the discontented 
Tajik communists and nationalists. Furthermore, separating the Tajik 
republic from Uzbekistan and turning it into a Union republic would 
certainly be a small price to pay. However, Tajik demands were not 
restricted to the separation of the Tajik ASSR from the Uzbek republic. 
As we have seen, they presented a list of significant territorial 
demands. No doubt, these demands would be much more problematic 
to satisfy; concessions to the Tajik republic would cause dissatisfaction 
on the Uzbek side. The transfer of the Khojent region from Uzbekistan 
to Tajikistan was a compromise between these conflicting interests. 

According to the traditional Western image portrayal of the delimi- 
tation, it corresponded poorly to existing patterns of identity. In this 
chapter I have investigated the way in which the Central Asian com- 
munists perceived the national identities upon which the delimitation 
was based. I have found an element of continuity that has been under- 
represented in Western scholarly literature on Central Asia. The 
national communities were conceptualized in a way that to a great 
extent reflected historical divisions. The historically important distinc- 
tion between nomads and settled was essential in the distinction 
between Uzbeks, on the one side, and other Turkic-speaking groups on 
the other. Old realities were interpreted in a new way. The Bolshevik 
ideology of egalitarianism and national rights resulted in the develop- 
ment of minority nationalism. At the same time, however, with the 
territorial, administrative, and political institutionalization of nation- 
ality, the Soviet regime established entities that were perceived as 
"belonging to" particular population groups. Indeed, the discussions 
between Central Asian communists testify that this was largely how 
they understood the existence of national political entities. Even 
though, contrary to official Bolshevik ideology, logically, the Turkrnen 
would have a special position in the Turkrnen republic and so on. In 
this there was a potent contradiction. 

This contradiction dramatically emerged in the Uzbek republic 
shortly after its establishment. While the settled-nomad distinc- 
tion had been important during the delimitation, once the Uzbek 
republic was a reality, an alternative historical distinction became more 
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relevant: that between Turkic and Iranian. The idea of a community of 
the sedentary population of Transoxania was now increasingly 
replaced with a vision of a Turkic Uzbek community. People who had 
identified with "Uzbeks" now increasingly took the position of a dis- 
criminated Tajik national minority, and accused the Uzbek govern- 
ment of behaving like a nationalizing state, to the detriment of the 
Tajiks. From 1926 on, the level of Tajik dissatisfaction appears to have 
escalated significantly, and the separation of the Tajik ASSR from the 
Uzbek republic in 1929 must be understood in the light of intensifying 
Uzbek-Tajik hostility in the second half of the 1920s. 



"We Have Rights Too!" - The 
Dynamics of Division 

We have now seen how both continuity and change characterized the 
Central Asian communists' conceptualization and utilization of 
national identities. In the cases of "Turkmen", "Kazak" and "Uzbek", 
the increasing importance of national identities was not simply a con- 
sequence of the delimitation. Well before the new national republics 
were established, a nationalization of political discourse was already 
taking place that prefigured the institution of new political entities. 
The delimitation contributed to this phenomenon, but did not create 
it. On the other hand, the case of the Tajik identity was different. 
When "Tajik" took on increasing importance in Central Asian political 
life in the latter part of the 1920s, this was primarily the result of a 
policy that followed the national delimitation. In this chapter, I dem- 
onstrate that the national delimitation itself was a dynamic process. 
When the delimitation process first began, it appears to have triggered 
a dynamic, the final result of which was markedly different from how 
Soviet authorities had initially planned. It was this dynamic that led to 
the establishment of Kyrgyz and Karakalpak political entities in con- 
nection with the national delimitation in 1924. 

This point of view is directly opposed to Soviet accounts of this 
process. Soviet scholarship reflected the regime's eagerness to represent 
itself as the competent implementor of certain scientific principles, 
and there was no room for accident or unintended consequences. 
When the political map of Central Asia after the delimitation came to 
look as it did, it was purported to be in accordance with the "grand 
plan" of the Soviet authorities, as well as with the predominant pat- 
terns of identity and the aspirations of the Central Asian population. 

In this chapter, I will argue that the delimitation should not be 
considered an implementation of a "grand plan". On the other hand, 
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the idea that the entities that were established corresponded to the 
aspirations of Central Asians should not be rejected altogether. In the 
cases of the Karakalpak oblast and the Kyrgyz republic, claims by Cen- 
tral Asian communists in the name of the respective groups influenced 
the delimitation decisively. However, such claims are not to be under- 
stood as expressions of ancient dreams of independent nationhood. 
Rather, they resulted from the dynamic that the delimitation project 
itself sparked. When the establishment of political entities based on 
national affiliation appeared on the agenda, previously relatively un- 
important differences assumed heightened political significance. This 
development led to national demands in the name of the Kyrgyz as 
well as of the Karakalpaks, and, ultimately, such demands influenced 
the 1920s redrawing of the Central Asian political map. 

The three "main nationalities" 

When the delimitation project was first introduced in early 1924, no 
mention was made of the Karakalpak or Kyrgyz (or Kara-Kirgiz in the 
contemporary terminology), or as already discussed, the Tajik. When 
the Orgburo of the Central Committee first formally raised the ques- 
tion of these groups in January 1924, its instructions were worded as 
follows: 

During his travels to Turkestan [Rudzutak is to] organize a confer- 
ence of the responsible workers of Bukhara, Khorezm and (if pos- 
sible) Turkestan in order to initiate a preliminary discussion on the 
possibilities for a political organization of Kirgiz [Kazak], Uzbek and 
Turkmen oblasts according to the national principle.1 

This directive reflected central authorities' understanding of Central 
Asian identities, and it was on this basis that the Uzbek, Kazak and 
Turkmen had earlier been declared official languages of the Turkestan 
republic. Like their Tsarist predecessors, the Soviet authorities recog- 
nized the complexity of Central Asia's "ethnic terrain". Nevertheless, 
they obviously believed that three main national groups could be iden- 
tified, and that the great majority of the population affiliated with one 
of these groups: Uzbek, Turkmen or Kazak. The idea of the "three main 
nationalities" is found in public as well as in private discourse in the 
period prior to and during the delimitation. In addition to these main 
groups, the Soviet authorities identified a number of smaller groups, 
such as the Kyrgyz (then called Kara-Kirgiz) and the Tajik. What was 
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the reason that only the three first-mentioned groups originally were 
to "have their own" political entity? As suggested earlier, it had little 
or nothing to do with theoretical considerations of what constituted a 
nation or the level of economic development of the population in 
question. At least, I have come across no such considerations. Rather, 
the perceived size of the group appears to have been the decisive criter- 
ion, and, from this perspective, Turkmen, Kazak and Uzbek appeared 
to be the most important groups. 

As discussed, "Uzbek" was the most problematic of these group des- 
ignations. It appears that the central Soviet authorities' view of the 
group was closely related to the way in which "Uzbek" appeared in 
the discourse of the Central Asian communists, as discussed in the 
previous chapter. On the one hand, "Uzbek" represented the "un- 
marked Turkic population of Central Asia", and on the other, the 
group represented the settled and the urban population groups of 
Transoxania. On this basis, a division of Central Asia into Turkmen, 
Uzbek and Kazak entities appeared meaningful. Soon, however, the 
perspective changed, and other identities were included in the delimi- 
tation project. This led to the establishment of a Kyrgyz and a Karakal- 
pak entity as well. What was the reason for this? Was it the result of a 
desire on the part of the central Soviet authorities to "foster the 
smallest possible identitie~"?~ Or was this change the result of national 
demands made in the name of other groups who initially had been 
excluded from the project? 

The Kyrgyz republic 

Although no mention had been made of it in the first delimitation 
plan in early 1924, on October 14, 1924, the Kara-Kirgiz Autonomous 
Oblast (AO) was established. In May 1925, the name of the oblast was 
changed to the Kyrgyz AO. In February 1926, the Kyrgyz A 0  was 
renamed the Autonomous Republic (ASSR), before it was finally made 
into a Union republic (SSR) in December 1936. 

There was a change in group designations in Soviet terminology at 
the time of the delimitation. Until 1925, "Kirgiz" was largely used with 
the same reference that "Kazak" has later had. Consequently, when 
the forerunner of today's Kazak republic was established as an autono- 
mous republic in 1920, its name was the Kirgiz ASSR. In 1925, its name 
was changed to the Kazak ASSR, which brought official terminology 
more in line with the self-designation of the republic's population. At 
the same time, the designation Kara-Kirgiz was replaced with Kyrgyz, 
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and the name of the political entity changed accordingly. This confus- 
ing and fluctuating usage reflects the close relation between the two 
groups. Indeed, it might be discussed whether, in the context of Cen- 
tral Asia in the 1920s, it is justifiable to refer to (in pre-1925 termin- 
ology) "Kirgiz" and "Kara-Kirgiz" as two groups. As the designation 
suggests, to some extent "Kara-Kirgiz" had been seen as a sub-group of 
the larger group of "Kirgiz". They were "Kirgiz" with a qualification. 
Occasionally, the "other Kirgiz" were qualified as well, resulting in 
terms like "Kirgiz-Kazak" or "Kazak-Kirgiz" as opposed to the "Kara- 
Kirgiz". 

What was it that distinguished the Kyrgyz from the Kazak? 
According to Alexandre Bennigsen, for whom group identity was pri- 
marily a question of objective features, the main distinguishing elem- 
ents were slight dialectal differences and ways of life: "They [the 
Kyrgyz] were seasonal nomads or semi-sedentary mountaineers, as dis- 
tinct from the pure nomads of the Kazakh steppe."3 In accordance 
with the general teleological approach, Soviet scholarship made the 
distinction more fundamental and searched for the historical roots of 
the (in post-1925 terminology) Kazak and Kyrgyz nations respectively. 
From the perspective of Soviet scholarship, the Kyrgyz were a people 
possessing ancient roots, while a number of theories existed as to the 
character of these roots. Were the Kyrgyz the native inhabitants of the 
areas they now occupied, or was the Kyrgyz "ethnogenesis" the result 
of immigration from the areas between the rivers of Enisei and irtysh?' 
Controversies notwithstanding, Soviet accounts universally agreed that 
the Kyrgyz, although far from united throughout history, represented a 
latent unity, and in that sense were destined to become a nation with 
its own political entity. Like modern Western approaches to nation 
formation, Soviet accounts also acknowledged that economic change, 
industrialization, education, and so on, were important elements for 
development of national identity and group formation. However, in 
the Soviet approach, these historical processes did not create the 
nation. Rather, they helped to accelerate history, the ultimate destin- 
ation of which was in this sense predestined. They turned latent 
groups into real ones.' 

However, more interesting than discussions of "ethnogenesis" is the 
question of what role this distinction played in social, political, and 
other relations. When Soviet accounts argue that "the Kyrgyz nation" 
was strengthened in the period following incorporation into the Rus- 
sian Empire, they do so from an objectivist perspective. And when 
students in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan are taught that "the Kyrgyz had 
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dreamt of separate statehood since antiquityUl6 this remains entirely 
undocumented. There is not much evidence that a Kyrgyz conscious- 
ness was becoming more important in the period before the October 
Revolution or the delimitation, and there was no sign that the estab- 
lishment of a Kyrgyz political entity was imminent. The Alash Orda 
movement, typically described as a Kazak nationalist movement, did 
not correspond to the Kazak-Kyrgyz distinction. The Alash also re- 
cruited among what later developed into a Kyrgyz intelligentsia. More- 
over, the behavior of the Central Asian communists in the period 
before the delimitation suggests that the Kyrgyz identity did not repre- 
sent a critical dimension. The Kazak-Kyrgyz relation was, in important 
respects, similar to that between Uzbeks and Tajiks. Like the later Tajik 
nationalists who had previously felt comfortable within an Uzbek 
framework, people who in 1924 made passionate demands in the 
name of the Kyrgyz nation only one year earlier appear to have con- 
sidered themselves part of a Kazak community. 

I earlier argued that, in the first half of the 1920s, Turkmen and 
Kazak minority nationalism developed. Both primarily defined them- 
selves in opposition to "Uzbek", and socioeconomic divisions were the 
most important ones. In this connection, therefore, the Uzbek-Tajik 
(here meaning Turkic-Iranian) division was not very relevant, and, for 
the same reason, neither was the Kazak-Kyrgyz division. As a result, 
the Kazak minority nationalism discussed earlier was represented by 
people who soon were to make political demands in the name of the 
Kyrgyz nation and who actively distanced themselves from Kazaks. 
Khojanov appears to have been fully justified when remarhng in 1924 
that "a few years ago we did not even distinguish between Kirgiz 
[Kazaks] and the Kara-Kirgiz [~~rgyz]". '  However, this does not mean 
that boundaries were not recognized, or that those involved were not 
identified by others as Kyrgyz, as opposed to Kazak, or that they did 
not identify as Kyrgyz themselves. It means that in that particular 
context this distinction was not among those most relevant. There was 
no separate Kyrgyz nationalism in the period prior to the delimitation, 
as the boundaries that this identity expressed had little relevance for 
the division that was then the most important in Central Asian soci- 
ety, that between the two main socioeconomic formations. As we have 
seen earlier, national demands were made in the name of Kazaks and 
Turkrnen before the delimitation process began. To my knowledge, no 
such demands arose in the name of the Kyrgyz. 

Instead, when such demands appeared in 1924, it seems they were 
a direct result of the delimitation itself. In accordance with the 
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instructions given by the Central Committee, Rudzutak raised the de- 
limitation question for discussion in Central Asia in the second half of 
February 1924. In a meeting with representatives of both the Bukharan 
and Turkestan republics, Rakhimbaev presented the idea of political 
reorganization according to nationality. In following with the initial 
ideas, Rakhimbaev's project was based on the notion of the three main 
nationalities. There was to be established an Uzbek and a Turkmen 
republic, while the Kazak population of Turkestan would be incorpor- 
ated into the existing Kazak ASSR. This project met with immediate 
criticism from the Kyrgyz representatives in the involved institutions. 
They rebuked Rakhimbaev for having omitted the Kyrgyz from "his 
project", and maintained that this was typical of the attitude towards 
the Kyrgyz population in general: 

The interests of the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] are getting less attention 
than those of other peoples . . . The Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] are being 
disregarded by the Turkestan government and by the Turkestan CEC 
. . . The Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] differ linguistically and otherwise from 
the Kirgiz [Kazak], and the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] question must be 
raised independently from the Kazak-Kirgiz [Kazak], independent of 
whether or not the Jetisui oblast will be joined with the Kirgiz 
[Kazak] republic . . . The Ferghana Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] have close 
economic bonds and other relations to the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] of 
Semirechie. Therefore, it is absolutely necessary to establish a separ- 
ate entity for the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] . . . No matter what solutions 
are chosen, whether or not it is to be joined with the Kirgiz [Kazak] 
republic, remain in some kind of federation, or join with Moscow 
[become a part of the RSFSR], it is necessary to establish an autono- 
mous Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] republic . . . There are no schools, no text- 
books, and the cultural situation of the people is ignored, even 
though the language differs from that of the Kirgiz [Kazak]. As a 
result, Kirgiz [Kazak] textbooks are not appropriate for us. We must 
have our own.8 

This reaction raises two important questions: why did Kyrgyz national 
demands appear now, and to what extent did they have an influence 
on the course of events? It appears that the political reorganization of 
the region created a fear among some groups of being marginalized as 
minorities. Political resources were increasingly connected to national 
affiliation, and it was chiefly this that transformed relatively insignifi- 
cant divisions into important ones. It is primarily in this perspective 
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that the sudden appearance of Kyrgyz national demands must be 
understood. At any rate, they cannot be considered a manifestation of 
ancient dreams of independent statehood. This interpretation is not 
too different from what supporters of the divide and rule thmry have 
argued. However, 1 do not find the divide and rule paradigm adequate 
for the understanding of the national delimitation as a whole. More- 
over, there is a quite fundamental difference between the minority 
nationalisms discussed earlier and the development of Kyrgyz national 
demands. The first ones emerged as a reaction to what was experienced 
as "nationalizing policies". The Kyrgyz national demands, on the 
other hand, should be understood not primarily in terms of (per- 
ceived) group relations but as an example of the utilization of iden- 
tities that were, at the time, viewed as politically expedient. If it had 
not been for the national delimitation, therefore, Kazak-Kyrgyz rela- 
tions might have developed very differently. Indeed, the Kazak-Kyrgyz 
community that, according to Bennigsen, had been developing since 
the late nineteenth century might have developed further. 

However, when this did not happen, it was not primarily because 
"the Soviet authorities favored a consolidation not of three but of six 
socialist nations", as Bennigsen a r g ~ e d . ~  It was the result of Soviet 
policies, but hardly intentional. Rather, it grew from the dynamism 
that this reorganization triggered. When a Kyrgyz political entity was 
established, it was as a result of the demands that emerged. 

With the emphasis on the "three main nationalities", the Soviet 
authorities were aware of the possibility that political demands might 
be made by other groups. In a letter to the Central Committee includ- 
ing a number of questions concerning the projected delimitation, the 
leader of the Central Asian Bureau asked: "How are we to react if the 
other nationalities (Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] and Tajiks) demand that simi- 
lar autonomous entities be established for them?"1° This query prob- 
ably reflected the fact that the Central Asian Bureau had a more 
developed understanding of Central Asian society than the Central 
Committee. That such demands might appear was obviously seen as a 
potential problem that had to be solved, and not as a desired result of 
an artful plan. As in the case of the Kyrgyz, such demands arose, and 
the way in which they were dealt with can perhaps throw some light 
on relations between different levels in the Soviet party and state hier- 
archy. Having received the different demands and considered them 
quite independently, the head of the Central Asian Bureau reported to 
the Central Committee and recommended a political solution. It 
appears that it was the rule rather than the exception that the Central 
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Committee endorsed such recommendations. In the Kyrgyz case, Kark- 
lin maintained that, on the basis of the direction the delimitation 
discussion among Central Asian communists had taken, he believed it 
would be necessary to establish a separate Kyrgyz political entity." On 
May 11, 1924, the Central Asian Bureau passed a resolution saying that 
a Kyrgyz oblast was to be established within one of the other repub- 
lics.'' It appears that the Central Committee immediately accepted 
this proposition from the Central Asian Bureau. 

At least to some extent, this suggests a different direction of influ- 
ence than the commonly held opinion that the national delimitation 
was, in every detail, conducted from Moscow. The Kyrgyz example 
demonstrates that there was some influence from the opposite direc- 
tion too, and that this influence had important consequences for the 
new political make-up of Central Asia. However, this point must not 
be exaggerated, as the influence allowed was highly limited, and kept 
within strict boundaries set by the central Soviet authorities. Moreover, 
as pointed out, the impulse upon which this kind of local influence 
was based had essentially been a product of Soviet policies, even 
though not necessarily intentional. 

The Karakalpak Autonomous Oblast 

Another group identity not originally part of the delimitation plan, 
but later included, was the Karakalpak. While no mention had been 
made of such an entity when the delimitation project was first intro- 
duced in the beginning of 1924, later that year a Karakalpak Autono- 
mous Oblast was created and made a part of the Kazak republic.13 

In Soviet historiography, the establishment of a Karakalpak political 
entity is presented in the same context of historical necessity, ancient 
and primordial identity, and "age-old dreams of national statehood". 
This too was the result of the "grand plan" of the Soviet regime, based 
on a strictly scientific approach. In lstoriia Karakalpakskoi ASSR, pub- 
lished in 1974, the establishment of the Karakalpak A 0  is presented in 
the following way: "It was only with the establishment of Soviet power 
. . . that the Karakalpak achieved their national statehood. Thus the 
centuries old dream of the unification of Karakalpak land became real- 
ity."14 Such is the essence in all Soviet accounts on the establishment 
of the Karakalpak political entity. Here too, however, the accounts fail 
to provide evidence for the interpretation. In this approach, the ques- 
tion of Karakalpak identity is conceived of primarily in objective 
terms. In a work published in 1971 on "Karakalpak history from 
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ancient times to the present", the authors conceive of Karakalpak his- 
tory through a perspective of race. The book includes a long list of 
groups that, through their intermingling, are supposed to have con- 
tributed to the "ethnogenesis" of the Karakalpak nation or people. 
According to the authors, this process lasted from approximately 700 
BC until the sixteenth century when the Karakalpak nationality was 
fully consolidated and distinguished from the other nationalities that 
had been formed in the Desht-i-Kipchak steppe.'' 

In this racial Karakalpak history, little is said about the subjective 
dimension of Karakalpak identity. Hardly any evidence is provided 
that Karakalpak identity played a significant role in social or political 
relations. It is a history of race, and of territory. It is Karakalpak history 
in the sense that it is concerned with events having taken place in the 
territories that after the national delimitation became the Karakalpak 
oblast.16 The absence of references to historic occasions in which a 
Karakalpak community played an important role must mean that 
there are none to be found, or, at least, that the authors are not aware 
of any. In its efforts to demonstrate the historical character of the 
nationalities of Central Asia, Soviet scholarship did not miss any 
opportunity to emphasize their historical roots. Not only does the his- 
toriography of the Karakalpaks fail to give any credible evidence of a 
"centuries old dream" of Karakalpak unification, it also reveals that 
the significance of the Karakalpak identity remained very limited until 
the time of the national delimitation. It was on the basis of this lack of 
significance that Bennigsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay, in 1961, con- 
cluded that the concept of a Karakalpak nation was "artifi~ial".'~ 
According to their article, there was little reason to distinguish Kara- 
kalpaks from Uzbeks and Kazaks: 

Nothing except a special dialect distinguishes them [the Karakalpak] 
from their Uzbek cousins or Kazakh brothers - neither their histor- 
ical traditions, which are the same as those of the Kypchaks and the 
Nogays, nor their social and cultural traditions, which are midway 
between those of the Kazakhs and the ~zbeks.'" 

On this basis, it seems almost incomprehensible that a Karakalpak pol- 
itical entity was established. For some Western scholars, the establish- 
ment of a Karakalpak oblast has served as evidence of how poorly the 
delimitation corresponded to ethnic realities, or as an indication of 
how the Soviet authorities strove to foster the smallest possible iden- 
tities.19 Again, however, as in the Kyrgyz case, I believe that the answer 
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is found in the dynamism that the delimitation process itself un- 
leashed. 

Early in 1924, the Khorezm CP decided to establish a Kazak-Karakalpak 
oblast within Khorezm. However, this was not as a result of pressure 
from Karakalpaks. While I earlier argued that the establishment of 
Turkmen entities in Bukhara and Khorezm must be seen in the context 
of emerging Turkmen minority nationalism, there were, at this time, 
no national demands in the name of Karakalpaks. The "nationaliza- 
tion of discourse" discussed earlier does not seem to have considerably 
influenced the usage and significance of "Karakalpak" in the period 
prior to the delimitation. When a Kazak-Karakalpak entity was estab- 
lished in Khorezm in early 1924, it was rather because this lund of 
organization was extended to other major groups as well. Moreover, as 
discussed earlier, this was largely the work of the Central Asian Bureau. 
Later in 1924, the Khorezm CP made plans for a further organization 
of the Khorezm republic according to nationality. Now, however, the 
main intention was to satisfy the central Soviet authorities and not to 
accommodate minorities inside the republic. 

At the time the delimitation project was introduced, representatives 
of the central Soviet authorities discussed the plan with local party 
organizations in Central Asia. Initially, all three republican parties 
(Turkestan, Bukhara and Khorezm) had approved of it. After a while, 
however, the Khorezm CP retracted this decision, and declared that 
the Khorezm republic must be left intact outside the delimitation and 
that Amu-Darya oblast was to be joined with it.20 In Seymour Becker's 
opinion, this was not a very realistic approach on the part of the Khor- 
ezm  communist^.^' Knowing what happened later, that seems to be a 
reasonable observation. However, the Khorezm communists did not 
know in 1924 what Becker knew about the Soviet Union in the 1960% 
and their behavior provides interesting information as to how they 
perceived of the situation at the time. When the Khorezm CP 
informed the Central Asian Bureau that they no longer supported the 
delimitation or the dissolution of the Khorezm republic, they were 
eager to stress the reorganization they intended to accomplish. In add- 
ition to a Turkmen and a Karakalpak oblast, they wanted to create an 
Uzbek oblast. Of course, the Khorezm CP knew very well that the cen- 
tral Soviet authorities would disapprove of their rejection of the 
delimitation project. However, it appears they had a genuine hope 
that this emulation of the delimitation project within the Khorezm 
republic might soften the Soviet authorities' reaction. This suggests, 
therefore, that in the eyes of the Khorezm communists, the establish- 
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ment of national political entities was a goal in itself for the Soviet 
authorities. 

Moreover, for the Khorezm communists, the Karakalpak group 
identity was useful in their claim that the Amu-Darya oblast of Turk- 
estan should be joined with Khorezm. As this oblast to a great extent 
was populated by people considered to be Karakalpaks, joining 
Amu-Darya with Khorezm might be considered an act of national 
unification, which was what the delimitation was about. The Khor- 
ezm communists used this idea of an enlarged Karakalpak oblast 
tactically, and it was certainly not the result of Karakalpak nationalist 
struggle. 

For the Soviet authorities, however, it was unacceptable that the 
Khorezm republic should be left outside the delimitation project, irre- 
spective of how it was organized internally. When the Khorezm CP 
passed a resolution on July 26 fully supporting the delimitation, this 
was clearly the result of external pressure from Soviet authorities. The 
Khorezm CP now declared that it would no longer be meaningful to 
leave Khorezm intact. Instead, the areas populated by Turkmen and 
Uzbeks, respectively, were to become part of the embryonic republics. 
The Karakalpak population was to be organized into a separate 
Autonomous  blast.^^ From now on, it was clear to all that the Khor- 
ezm republic would be dissolved. Furthermore, while there are few 
signs of politicization of the Karakalpak identity prior to this, the 
acknowledgement that Khorezm was to be dissolved appears to have 
had immediate impact. In the period between Khorezm's rejection of 
the delimitation and the about-face in late July, many Karakalpaks, 
communists and non-communists alike, supported the incorporation 
of Amu-Darya into Khorezm, even though they were not necessarily 
very enthusiastic about it. This development appears to be in full ac- 
cordance with the idea that the promotion of a Karakalpak oblast was 
not the result of any internal Karakalpak pressure. However, when it 
became evident to everyone that Khorezm, too, would be split up, 
something happened. The Central Asian Bureau now received appeals 
that stressed the rights of the Karakalpak nation and emphasized the 
necessity of including the Karakalpak identity in the delimitation pro- 
ject and of establishing an autonomous entity for the Karakalpaks. 

The leading figure among those whom we might call the Karakalpak 
national communists was A. Dosnazarov from Amu-Darya, secretary of 
the Orgburo of the RCP in 1924 and 1925. Dosnazarov and his like- 
minded Karakalpaks now began to address the Central Asian Bureau 
on the Karakalpak question, and this was their main point: 
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It is absolutely necessary to establish an autonomous oblast for the 
Karakalpaks in connection with the delimitation. We have been 
severely oppressed in the Turkestan republic and we want some- 
thing else for the future.'" 

Like other groups,24 the Karakalpaks also "played the backward card", 
something which underscores the seriousness with which the Central 
Asian communists took the Bolshevik ideology of support for the 
"underdog". As the following passage from a speech by a Karakalpak 
representative at the plenary meeting of the second session of the All- 
Russian CEC in October 1924 demonstrates, the idea of backwardness 
was essential in the Karakalpak demands: 

In the six years of Soviet regime the Karakalpaks have had no possi- 
bility, no place in which to express their wishes etc. The Karakalpaks 
have been the most backward nation. Only now, at this session can 
they present their position. The Karakalpaks, like other peoples, 
wish to establish their own republic, and demand that attention is 
paid to this people as it is been done in relation to other peoples, 
such as Tatars, Bashkirs, Kirgiz [Kazak] etc." 

Equally interesting evidence of how Central Asians perceived of the 
establishment of national units and of the Soviet state as a whole is 
found in the following statement made by Dosnazarov in the Territor- 
ial Committee: 

There has been very little discussion of the Karakalpaks. And if I 
were not present here, no Karakalpak worker would be here, and 
there would be no question of a Karakalpak oblast at all. We are 
willing to go as far as to appeal to the Comintern. We are certain 
that we will find support for our points of view, and that we will 
have our autonomy.26 

Dosnazarov obviously took the declared principles and slogans of 
Soviet nationalities policy very seriously, and appears to have believed 
that they were so binding on Soviet authorities that it might be useful 
to appeal to an external institution such as the Comintern. 

The Central Asian Bureau responded to the Karakalpak demands by 
establishing a commission for discussion of the future organization of 
the Karakalpak regions of Amu-Darya and of the Khorezm republic.'' 
Subsequently, Karakalpak representatives were introduced into the Ter- 
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ritorial Commission. Later, and on the basis of the discussions in the 
Territorial Commission, Karklin reported to Stalin that he believed it 
"would be necessary to separate the Karakalpak into an autonomous 
oblast . . . and to make it a part of one ef the republics".w As with the 
Kyrgyz case, here we also have an example of limited influence from 
below in the Soviet system. When the Karakalpak identity was in- 
cluded in the delimitation project, it was the result of initiatives intro- 
duced by Central Asians. This is also a good illustration of the way in 
which decisions in Moscow largely echoed what had already been 
decided rather independently in the Central Asian Bureau. The new 
political maps of Central Asia were not drawn up in dictates by 
"Moscow" or Stalin personally. At the same time, the establishment of 
the Karakalpak A 0  clearly demonstrates that there was an aspect of 
arbitrariness in the national delimitation. The Karakalpak case suggests 
that Soviet authorities were at least as concerned with the interrela- 
tions between the local communists as with the realities of group iden- 
tification in the region. While I argue that the result of the influence 
from below in general led to a considerable degree of continuity, that 
was not the case with the Karakalpak oblast. And it is not accidental 
that of the entities established in the delimitation, only the Karakalpak 
oblast did not later become a Union republic. From this perspective 
one might agree with Alexandre Bennigsen, who maintained that the 
idea of a Karakalpak nation remained an artificial c~ncep t . ' ~  As for the 
Karakalpak oblast, it was not the case that historical and social realities 
were reinterpreted and reformulated through the idea of the nation 
and the national community. 

The Karakalpak case is similar to that of the Kyrgyz. As opposed to 
the Turkmen case, there appears to have been no development of a 
Karakalpak nationalist sentiment or discourse in the period prior to 
the delimitation process. Instead, it was the delimitation project itself 
that appears to have triggered Karakalpak nationalist demands. The 
initial introduction of a Karakalpak entity in Khorezm had established 
a framework that later proved useful. When, in late July 1924, it was 
obvious that the Khorezm republic would be divided, it was clear that 
much of its territory and population would be incorporated into the 
Turkmen and Uzbek republics, respectively. For the areas and popula- 
tion recognized as Karakalpak, the situation was different. There was 
no other Karakalpak entity in the making in which they could be 
included, and Central Asians who identified as Karakalpak found that 
the Karakalpak framework might be politically expedient. According to 
Alexander Motyl, in an environment in which nationality appeared an 
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increasingly important political category, it was rational to make 
nationality the currency of one's political  investment^.^' This was all 
the more so in light of the fact that the Bolshevik rhetoric of au- 
tonomy and self-determination was, to a considerable extent, taken 
seriously. In accordance with this rhetoric, political demands were 
introduced on behalf of the Karakalpak nation, and these demands 
were allowed to influence the political reorganization of Central Asia. 

The national delimitation was a more complex phenomenon than 
Western scholarship has usually recognized. As has been mentioned 
earlier, Alexandre Bennigsen once argued that, by the early twentieth 
century, three communities were crystallizing in Central Asia: the 
Kazak-Kyrgyz community, the Turkmen community and the Uzbek- 
Tajik community. Bennigsen argued that a national political division 
of Central Asia ought to have been based upon these three main 
constellations. Indeed, initially, the delimitation project largely 
corresponded to the arrangement that Bennigsen suggested, with an 
emphasis on Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Kazaks. 

When the ultimate result diverged so much from the original plan, it 
was not because the Soviet authorities preferred six nations to three, or 
wished to foster the fewest possible identities. Instead, it was due to 
the mobilization of various groups, such as Kyrgyz and Karakalpak. 
The division of Central Asia assumed its own dynamic, with less 
important divisions becoming accentuated and politicized. To the 
extent that this should be called "nationalism", it was of a different 
kind than the Turkmen and Kazak minority nationalisms. The latter 
were produced by historical and contemporary experience of social, 
political, and economic realities, and not primarily by the national 
delimitation. They were, to some extent, instances of what Lenin had 
called "defensive nationalism". The mobilization of the Kyrgyz and 
Karakalpak group identities, meanwhile, occurred only with the 
reorganization of the region. In a situation where national identities 
were perceived as becoming increasingly important in politics, 
there was good reason to become a nationalist on behalf of this or that 
group. 

Moreover, national demands were not ineffective. When the Kyrgyz 
and Karakalpak identities were included in the delimitation process, it 
was chiefly a result of this national mobilization. In this respect, local 
agency had decisive influence on the new map of Central Asia. How- 
ever, not in all cases did local demands lead to political consequences. 
As seen in the previous chapter, Uigur communists also insisted that 
the Uigur be considered a separate nationality, and that a separate 
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Uigur entity be established. Nevertheless, the Uigur identity remained 
excluded from the delimitation. In other words, local influence was 
only allowed if the demands that were raised corresponded to the 
central Soviet authorities' vision for the delimitation. Indeed, a variety 
of factors were taken into account when the new political map of 
Central Asia was drawn. This is the subject of the following chapter. 



Drawing Borders 

According to the Soviet authorities, the main goal of the national 
delimitation was the establishment of (more) ethnically homogeneous 
political entities. However, nationality is a problematic category, and 
in earlier chapters, I have tried to demonstrate the way in which Cen- 
tral Asian communists themselves perceived nationality and national 
boundaries in Central Asia. However, that Central Asian communists 
perceived group boundaries in a particular way does not, of course, 
imply that their views impacted the formation of political borders in 
the delimitation. Therefore, I will now focus on the process of border 
making in greater detail, investigating the main question: when the 
issue of which republics and oblasts were to be established was settled, 
according to which criteria were the borders between the various 
entities drawn? 

If we take the pronounced ideals of creating nationally homoge- 
neous entities seriously, we must ask how nationality was defined for 
the purposes of the delimitation. However, central Soviet authorities 
made little attempt to problematize nationality. It is, therefore, at least 
as interesting to discuss how nationality was balanced against other 
criteria, like, for example, economic and practical considerations. The 
answers are directly linked to the main topics of this study. First, an 
analysis of the border-making process provides an excellent basis for a 
discussion of central Soviet authorities' intentions for the delimitation. 
Second, in the context of border creation, one may discuss the relation 
between central Soviet authorities and local political actors. To what 
degree was local influence a factor in border creation? The answers 
must influence our understanding of the Soviet regime in the NEP era. 
Did the border-making process reflect a centralized and revolutionary 
power totally unsusceptible to local voices and opposed to any kind of 
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compromise? Or was border creation in Central Asia the work a regime 
oriented towards consensus, cooperation and compromise? 

Francine Hirsch has argued that by 1924, Soviet border making 
was based on three main principles: national-ethnographic, economic, 
and finally the principle of administrative order.' The national- 
ethnographic principle implied correspondence between (perceived) 
national-ethnographic lines and political borders. Economic argu- 
ments focused either on the necessity of preserving economic forma- 
tions that crossed national-ethnographic lines, or on the economic 
needs of the entities in the making. The principle of "administrative 
order", however, was, if not explicitly, based on all-union concerns. 

Hirsch argues that "in practice the 'principle of administrative order' 
became shorthand for political and other considerations, which the 
regime did not always want to make explicit".2 According to Hirsch, 
this vague principle was critical in the establishment of Central Asian 
borders. It was often used, she continues, in situations in which other 
evidence was inconclusive, and it legitimized the practice of disregard- 
ing national and economic claims that conflicted with all-union 
interests. Hirsch's distinction between these three principles seems 
meaningful. The principle of "administrative order" should be 
considered a collective category for the cases in which national- 
ethnographic and economic aspects were ignored. In this chapter, I 
will explore how these different factors came into play during the 
delimitation. Moreover, it is necessary to analyze more carefully what 
kind of decisions the collective category of "administrative order" 
involved. Was it used to render administration of the new entities as 
simple and rational as possible by sacrificing the principle of national- 
ethnographic unity? This was generally the officially provided ration- 
ale for breaking with the ideal of national-ethnographic unity. Was the 
Soviet regime sincere in its efforts at establishing ethnically homoge- 
neous entities? Or was the principle of administrative order strategic- 
ally invoked in order to break up (perceived) national formations and 
to leave potentially dissatisfied minorities outside "their" republics. 
Various scholars have put this last argument forth, while they have 
provided little or no evidence to substantiate their  claim^.^ In this 
perspective, local agency is more or less disregarded altogether. Donald 
Carlisle, however, has suggested a somewhat greater role for local 
agency in the delimitation, suggesting a scantily documented alliance 
between "Moscow" and Bukharan or Uzbek  communist^.^ I will dis- 
cuss the different points of view by looking at some selected and 
important instances of border making. 



182 The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asiu 

Decisions, censuses and statistics 

In order to discuss the principles of border making, one must first 
establish how decisions were made. Who drew the borders in the 
national delimitation of Central Asia? Concerning the Turkestan ASSR, 
the All-Russian Central Executive Committee (CEC) was, from a legal 
point of view, the key institution. By 1924, however, the political ini- 
tiative had shifted from state organs to the Party's Central Committee. 
Moreover, Khorezm and Bukhara remained outside the Soviet state 
until the delimitation. As a result, neither the All-Russian CEC nor the 
Sovnarkom could legally pass resolutions concerning these areas. It 
was therefore logical that the All-Russian CEC played only a limited 
role in this process. When the All-Russian CEC passed the resolutions 
that abolished the Turkestan ASSR and decided that this territory was 
to be divided between the various new republics, there was no detailed 
discussion of borders. Representatives of the Kazak side tried to raise 
the border issue by pointing to various instances, in which they 
claimed to have been treated unfairly to the advantage of the Uzbeks. 
However, they were rebuked with the argument that it was not the 
task of the All-Russian CEC to go into detail about borders.' Instead, 
the All-Russian CEC largely rubber-stamped decisions that had been 
made elsewhere, namely in the Central Committee of the RCP. 

This does not, however, imply that the Central Committee drew the 
borders. As discussed, beyond the resolutions themselves, little is 
known about how the Central Committee dealt with the delimitation, 
but it is commonly assumed that Stalin personally played a particularly 
important role.6 Basing his position on published interviews with 
~olo tov , '  Paul Goble maintains that the Central Committee did not 
decide borders as a collective. As the majority of Soviet leaders dis- 
played little interest in the national question, Stalin himself was left to 
draw the borders in a private and informal way. An advocate of the 
divide and rule theory, Goble maintains that Stalin deliberately drew 
the borders to create tension between the various Central Asian 
groups.R However, there is no support for this view in the cited inter- 
views with Molotov. 

The Central Committee was the key institution in the delimitation 
process in the sense that no border would be established without its 
approval. It had the authority "either to confirm or to overturn 
choices by those lower down the hierarchy".9 I do not necessarily 
dispute the notion that Stalin personally played a special role. Never- 
theless, it seems to me that postulating "Stalin drew the borders" is a 



misleading simplification. Largely, the Central Committee approved of 
projects developed "lower down the hierarchy". When the decision 
had first been made to establish national republics in Central Asia, the 
Central Asian Bureau was given the task of preparing the practical 
implementation. The Central Asian Bureau made decisions about 
borders that represented the basis for the later resolutions of the Cen- 
tral Committee. The Central Asian Bureau usually based its resolutions 
on the decisions of the earlier mentioned Territorial Committee. 
Between the middle of August and early September 1924, the Territorial 
Committee held six sessions, in which they discussed and passed reso- 
lutions on  borders. As a rule, the Central Committee confirmed the 
decisions of the Central Asian Bureau, which were in most instances 
identical with those of the Territorial Committee. Only in a few, but 
obviously important, cases did the Central Asian Bureau change the 
decisions of the Territorial Committee, and it was equally rare that the 
Central Committee ignored the decisions of the Central Asian Bureau. 
For that reason, a discussion of border making must primarily be based 
on lower rather than upper institutional levels. In order to discover the 
main principles in border making, one should consider the work of the 
Territorial Committee and the Central Asian Bureau. On the other 
hand, by examining the few instances in which central authorities 
intervened and diverged from these general principles, one finds a 
useful basis for discussion of central authorities' goals for the delimi- 
tation. 

At a plenary session of the Central Committee of the CPT in March 
1924, Ulmazbaev, representing the Uzbek side, maintained that "places 
where Uzbeks live must go to Uzbekistan", and that the same principle 
should apply to the other nationalities.'' This sounds reasonable 
enough, but it represented a great oversimplification. Discussions in 
the previous chapter have established two important points: the 
significance of national identity in Central Asia was limited, and no 
"nationality statistics" were readily available. How then was the 
"national composition" of the population established for the purpose 
of the delimitation? 

Establishing the "national composition" was a problem on two 
levels. First, there was a "qualitative dimension": it was necessary to 
establish the nationality of the population groups involved in the 
delimitation. Second, there was a "quantitative dimension": how large 
were the different groups? This represented a formidable challenge 
for the Territorial Committee, particularly in areas comprising a mark- 
edly mixed population. The chairman, Zelenskii, declared that it was 
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necessary to establish a basis that all could accept as a point of depart- 
ure for the border discussions. What were the alternatives? There was 
the comprehensive census of Imperial Russia from 1897, and more 
limited censuses from 1911, 1917 and 1920. However, this material 
was restricted to Turkestan; for Bukhara and Khorezm, there was 
hardly any useful material whatsoever. Moreover, the committee failed 
to  agree on  a common statistical basis. First, the various censuses were 
not easily comparable as the use of group names and designations 
differed from census to census. The result was the struggle over "sub- 
groups" that I discussed earlier. Second, the representatives of the vari- 
ous groups claimed that individual censuses, for various reasons, were 
inaccurate. The Kazak representative, Khojanov, for example, insisted 
that the count for Kazaks was too low in  the 1917 census, as a great 
number of the Kazaks who had fled to neighboring countries in the 
aftermath of the 1916 rebellion had not yet returned. Consequently, 
he held that older figures should be used. Conversely, the Uzbek side 
claimed that pre-revolutionary figures were unsuited altogether, and 
that figures from 1917 and 1920 were to be preferred as the designa- 
tions used in these two censuses corresponded to those in the delimi- 
tation scheme, with both "Tajik" and "Kyrgyz" (then Kara-Kirgiz) 
included. Consequently, the Territorial Committee voted (9 against 8) 
that no  fixed statistical basis was to be used, and that they should 
discuss each case separately based on  the material that the committee 
members found useful." The result was "statistical anarchy" and a 
rather chaotic situation. Committee members picked the material that 
suited their project best. 

The censuses were primarily used to settle quantitative questions, 
rather than qualitative ones. What was the approach when the nation- 
ality of a particular group was to be established? We earlier saw how 
nationality was discussed with reference to a "laundry list" of categor- 
ies. Francine Hirsch has argued that the development of the Soviet 
Union as a multinational state of many territorial units was a long 
process in which specialists played an important role.12 In the delimi- 
tation, this kind of expertise appears to have played no important role. 
Special committees were established following a failure of the Territor- 
ial Committees to make a decision in a few instances. However, in the 
great majority of cases, decisions were made simply based on discus- 
sions in the Territorial Committee, where the different sides presented 
their various arguments. In other words, the decisions were primarily 
political rather than founded on  scientifically based determinations of 
group boundaries, as Soviet accounts claimed. 
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The Turkmen republic 

The national subcommittees of the Territorial Committee presented 
projects in which they proposed borders for "their" respective repub- 
lics. These were the basis for the discussions in the Territorial Commit- 
tee. The Turkmen subcommittee appears to have had few major 
difficulties. There was a high degree of consensus as to what might be 
considered Turkmen territories, and the Turkmen project was the least 
controversial one. The Turkmen republic was to be made up first of the 
entire Turkmen oblast of the Turkestan ASSR, second of the Turkmen 
oblast of Bukhara and third of the Turkmen areas of Klhorezm.'%hile 
the Uzbek subcommittee agreed that Charjou - being the center of the 
Bukharan Turkmen oblast - would become part of the Turkmen repub- 
lic, the situation in Khorezm proved more controversial. 

The intimate connection between national groups and socioeco- 
nomic realities became highly significant during the discussion of the 
Turkmen republic. The Turkmen subcommittee was deeply concerned 
with the fact that, from an ethnic point of view, there were no Turkmen 
towns. On this basis, the Turkrnen maintained that the Turkrnen repub- 
lic would have to be given one of the cities of Khorezm, even though 
these had largely Uzbek populations. Preferably, the chosen city would 
be Tashauz, which represented a Turkmen-Uzbek border area, and was 
at the same time an important urban center for the Turkmen population 
of the region.14 Similar arguments echoed throughout the delimitation 
process, reflecting the fact that urban populations often differed consid- 
erably from those inhabiting the surrounding areas. This was nothing 
unique to Central Asia. Exactly the same kind of problem appeared in 
the establishment of new national political borders in Europe in the 
wake of World War I: concerning the borders between Italy and Yugo- 
slavia, for example, the town of Fiume (Rijeka) was claimed by both 
sides under the principle of self-determination. ltaly focused on the 
urban population, which had an Italian majority, while the Yugoslav 
side focused on the nationality of the surrounding population. 

While ltaly and Yugoslavia argued on the basis of nationality and 
the principle of national self-determination, the Turkmen side did not 
restrict itself to such arguments regarding Tashauz. The Turkmen sub- 
committee also emphasized that cities were necessary for governing 
the future republic, and Aitakov argued: "Without Tashauz the Turk- 
men republic will have no center. It is the only place that can serve as 
a power center, and even though it is inhabited by more than 10,000 
Uzbeks we ask that Tashauz be given to the Turkrnen republic."'s 
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The Central Asian Bureau and the Territorial Committee were sym- 
pathetic to these arguments. As maintained in an earlier chapter, one 
important aim of the delimitation was to accomplish a regional unifi- 
cation of a fragmented population. To achieve this, it would be neces- 
sary to provide the new entities with at least the minimum 
requirements for the development of a centralized and uniform 
administration. Moreover, cities played a crucial role in Soviet author- 
ities' plans for social change. For the transformation of a nomadic 
culture into a modern socialist society, it was necessary to attract the 
population to an urban way of life. It was therefore quite logical that 
representatives of the Central Soviet authorities supported the Turk- 
men subcommittee in its claims to ~ a s h a u z . ' ~  The inclusion of Tashauz 
in the Turkmen republic was not primarily the result of arbitrary deci- 
sions made in Moscow offices. It was an element in plans for modern- 
ization. As one member of the Territorial Committee put it: 

The town of Tashauz is exclusively Uzbek. Some say that it for that 
reason cannot be included in Turkmeniia. Also, they say that the 
ancient hostility between Turkmen and Uzbeks makes such a solu- 
tion inadvisable. However, in the process of attracting the Turkmen 
population to our side and to make them turn to peaceful work and 
a cultured way of life, they must have towns, and they have no 
town except for Tashauz. In order to establish a center for the Turk- 
men of present day Khorezm, it is necessary that Tashauz be given 
to the Turkmen. I am neither Uzbek nor Turkmen, but this is my 
point of view." 

As this statement indicates, the Turkmen claims to Tashauz met with 
some opposition. However, opposition was limited, and a closer look at 
the arguments may shed some light on the Uzbek project and on the 
limitations of Uzbek cohesion at the time. The way in which Uzbeks 
within and without the Territorial Committee reacted to the Turkmen 
demands corresponded to their regional background. It was primarily 
the Khorezm Uzbeks, such as Sultan-Kary, leader of the Khorezm CEC, 
who opposed including Tashauz in the Turkmen republic. Bukharan 
Uzbeks voiced no protest to the idea. This indicates that even though 
individuals of, for instance, Khorezm and Bukhara saw themselves and 
each other as "Uzbeks", there was also an important regional dimension 
in their identity and this influenced their positions. This also indicates 
that the center of gravity within the Uzbek communist movement was 
in Bukhara and Turkestan, and not in Khorezm. 



Instead, the Uzbek subcommittee focused on the Farab district in the 
Charjou region on the Right Bank of the Amu-Darya. b t h  the Uzbek 
and the Turkmen subcommittees claimed Farab, and it is interesting to 
note that the Territorial Committee dealt with this issue in a way that 
was very different from the way in which the Tashauz question was 
settled. The arguments used by the two sides were different as well. 
Concerning Farab, there was no proposition that the inclusion of the 
village was necessary for the administrative, political or economic 
future of the respective republics. It was simply a question of the 
nationality of the population in the disputed area. Both subcommittees 
argued that their group represented the majority in the Farab district. 
In the end, Farab, along with the rest of the Charjou region, was 
incorporated into the Turkmen republic. Why? 

As none of the subcommittees was willing to abandon its claims, the 
chairman of the Territorial Committee, Zelenskii, suggested that a 
commission be established to determine the nationality of the popula- 
tion of Farab. The Turkmen side responded that this was not necessary, 
as reliable figures already existed from a commission given the same 
task in connection with the establishment of the Turkmen oblast in 
Bukhara in 1923. Knowing that it would support their claim, the Turk- 
men side recommended that this material be used. Aware of its conclu- 
sions, Fayzullah Khojaev criticized the material for being inadequate 
and unreliable, and argued that this matter had to be addressed again. 
Based on these conflicting positions, the committee held a vote. The 
first alternative was to postpone the decision in order to make new 
investigations, and the second was to settle the matter based on the 
material from 1923. The latter alternative proved victorious, and a 
three-member committee was organized (Atabaev from the Turkmen 
side, Fayzullah Khojaev from the Uzbeks, and Karklin from the Central 
Asian Bureau) to find a solution. The result was that the Farab district 
was included in the Turkmen republic.18 

What can these two examples of Soviet border making in Central 
Asia tell us? At the least, they demonstrate that border determination 
was based on different principles in different situations. In the Farab 
case, there took place a "national" delimitation in a literal sense: the 
final borders reflected understandings of national identity. Concerning 
Tashauz, on  the other hand, arguments regarding economy and 
administration were decisive. It therefore appears that here nationality 
came second to other concerns. National affiliation seems to have had 
priority in situations where no other major issue was at stake. In Chap- 
ter 5, I argued that from the perspective of central Soviet authorities, 
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the national delimitation must be understood in terms of moderniza- 
tion. The establishment of the Turkmen borders supports that view. 
From the point of view of the Soviet authorities, the homogenizing 
potential of the nation could provide a counterweight to the fragmen- 
tation of Central Asian society. Even more fundamentally, however, 
the Soviet regime valued the modernity of the nation as well as its 
modernizing potential. The nation was a modern entity with cities 
and a centralized bureaucracy, administration, educational organiza- 
tion, and so on. It was these characteristics of the nation that the 
Soviet regime hoped to reproduce in Central Asia, and cities were 
required for the achievement of that goal. Consequently, the national 
composition of the city could not be given decisive weight. For the 
Soviet regime, an ethnically homogeneous entity had no value in 
itself, which makes the Soviet nation-building fundamentally different 
from a nationalist nation-building process. It was for this reason the 
national-ethnographic principle was abandoned in the decision 
regarding Tashauz, while it was the decisive factor for the republican 
affiliation of the Farab district, discussed at the same meetings. 

Splitting up the Ferghana Valley 

While establishing the borders between the Turkmen and the Uzbek 
republics proved relatively unproblematic, drawing the borders 
between the Uzbeks on the one side, and the Kazaks and Kyrgyz on the 
other, resulted in considerable controversy. The main reason for this 
was that the border areas between these groups were ethnographically 
more complex than those involved in the Turkmen-Uzbek demarca- 
tion. Moreover, the territory at stake represented more formidable eco- 
nomic resources than did the territory divided between the Turkmen 
and Uzbek republics. This was certainly the situation in the Ferghana 
Valley, where Uzbeks and Kyrgyz staked conflicting claims. The 
important cotton resources of this region made border making a 
matter of considerable economic significance. Most often, the claims 
concerned the towns of the valley, such as Kokand, Ferghana, Andijan, 
Osh and Namangan. 

In these discussions, the approach of the Kyrgyz was similar to that 
of the Turkmen discussed above. Reflecting the coincidence of ethno- 
graphic boundaries and socioeconomic patterns, the Kyrgyz side recog- 
nized that there were no Kyrgyz towns from an ethnographic point of 
view. Like the Turkmen, they emphasized that a separate political 
entity without at least one or preferably several urban centers would 
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be meaningless. This was not a controversial position, and all parties 
accepted it in principle. The question was therefore which town or 
towns the Kyrgyz oblast should have. Like the Turkmen, the Kyrgyz 
focused on the double necessity of towns. First, towns represented the 
market for the non-urban Kyrgyz population, and second, an urban 
center was necessary for purposes of administration of the future 
Kyrgyz sblast. 

When the Uzbek and Kyrgyz side presented their respective pro- 
posals, there were great disparities between them. The discussions had 
the character of negotiations between two parties, in which both parts 
made demands far beyond what they believed to be realistic. The 
Uzbek side recognized, in principle, the necessity of including an 
urban center with a predominantly non-Kyrgyz population in the 
Kyrgyz oblast. In practice, however, they were reluctant to assume the 
consequences. Considering each town separately and arguing that 
each had largely Uzbek populations, the main position of the Uzbek 
committee was that all towns ought to be included in the Uzbek 
republic. In particular, they rejected the Kyrgyz claims to ~ndijan." 
While the Uzbek committee argued that the Ferghana towns were 
Uzbek, the Kyrgyz continued to maintain that several of the towns 
were important for the Kyrgyz people and for the future republic. In 
particular, the Kyrgyz focused on Andijan, and certainly much more 
than on the town of Osh. Nevertheless, when borders were drawn, 
Andijan, like most other Ferghana towns, was placed within the Uzbek 
republic, while Osh was included in the Kyrgyz oblast. That Andijan 
was particularly interesting to both sides was due to its economic 
importance. Along with Kokand, Andijan was the chief economic 
center of the Ferghana Valley, something that clearly left its mark on 
the debate.20 

The two sides employed a wide range of arguments to promote their 
causes. Ethnographical, economic, socioeconomic, and geographical 
conditions were all drawn into the dispute. In general, the Uzbek side 
concentrated on ethnographical conditions, while the Kyrgyz side 
focused on economic and administrative needs. While accepting that 
republic borders could not always coincide with ethnographic ones, 
the Uzbeks at the same time emphasized that this must not be taken 
too far. Islamov of the Uzbek subcommittee stressed that the commit- 
tee must not disregard the essence of the delimitation, the right to self- 
determination: "We must not forget the Uzbek majority. They have a 
right to self-determination as well. We must decide which groups 
that dominate the various regions, and offer them the right to 
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self-determinati~n."~' This kind of argument was used in situations 
where both parties agreed on  the nationality of the population, which 
was most often the situation as far as towns were concerned. 

Regarding the towns, the subject of debate was the nationality of the 
surrounding populations rather than that of the town-dwellers. Even 
though the Kyrgyz, in their claims to Andijan, focused on economic 
and administrative needs, it is clear that they viewed nationality as the 
most legitimate basis for their demands during the delimitation. While 
accepting that urban dwellers of Andijan were not Kyrgyz, they made 
considerable efforts to prove the Kyrgyzness of the population sur- 
rounding the town. This is very interesting, as it indicates how Central 
Asian communists perceived the delimitation. It appears that they 
took the idea of a national delimitation quite seriously. They saw them- 
selves as participants in a process, which primarily involved establish- 
ing political entities based on the principle of national identity. 

The urban-rural divide represented a permanent source of tension in 
the delimitation process in Central Asia in the 1920s. I earlier demon- 
strated that Central Asians perceived of national boundaries in a 
manner deeply influenced by socioeconomic differences. The argu- 
ments used in the border discussions were largely based on the same 
perceptions. During the Uzbek-Kyrgyz discussions, the Kyrgyz subcom- 
mittee emphasized socioeconomic factors: "We think that the Andijan 
uezd should go to us . . . As it has become clear, the Uzbeks maintain 
that the Turki are related to them. In reality however, they are 
nomads, and must therefore be included into the Kyrgyz o b l ~ s t . " ~ ~  
How are we to interpret this? Was this simply a pragmatic approach, 
by which the different parties used all available weapons in order to 
acquire the greatest possible share in the delimitation? This is probably 
part of the truth but not the whole of it. In other situations where not 
as much was at stake, as in the case of a town, both parties accepted 
without further discussion that borders corresponded to socioeco- 
nomic differences. 

Socioeconomic differences were evident when the two sides spoke of 
the needs of their respective future entities. Based on the largely 
nomadic or semi-nomadic character of the Kyrgyz population, the 
Kyrgyz side focused on the need for markets. Certainly, the delimitation 
took place in the NEP period, when "market" was a relevant economic 
c o n ~ e ~ t . ~ " h e  Uzbek side, however, primarily speaking in the name of 
settled agriculturalists, had a different focus. For them, the main eco- 
nomic interest regarded a resource of great scarcity in Central Asia, 
namely water. For the agriculturalists, access to irrigation was essential, 
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and the Uzbek side argued that it was sometimes necessary to abandon 
the national principle in order to preserve the unity of irrigation 
systems. One irrigation system should not be split up between differ- 
ent republics. However, the Uzbek committee argued, in some areas in 
Ferghana it represented a problem that the upper parts of the river 
were located in areas inhabited largely by Kyrgyz. Under such circum- 
stances, the Uzbek committee claimed that the entire area would have 
to be included in the Uzbek republic. The Uzbeks used this argument 
in regards to the volost of Kashgar-Kishlak in Osh uezd and the Khan- 
Abad region of Jalal-Abad volost, which encompassed water resources 
necessary for much of the cotton production in the Ferghana 

The considerable number of appeals received by the Central Asian 
Bureau during the delimitation also demonstrates the importance of 
socioeconomic distinctions. Clearly, the delimitation was not the 
result of popular pressure or local initiative. Moreover, the Communist 
Party wanted to monopolize the discussion. There was to be no public 
debate about the delimitation other than that conducted and organ- 
ized by the party itself. However, this did not entirely prevent infor- 
mation on the issue from being spread among the population. If what 
they heard about decisions or plans did not correspond to their own 
preferences, people sometimes reacted by sending the Central Asian 
Bureau appeals or letters of protest. 

In the Uzbek-Turkrnen delimitation, such local responses seem to 
have been more or less absent, with the exception of a few Uzbek 
protests to the inclusion of Tashauz in the Turkmen republic.25 As 
regards the delimitation in Ferghana, the situation was very different. 
In this case, the Central Asian Bureau received a considerable amount 
of appeals and protests. These appeals were probably based on infor- 
mation from the discussions in the Territorial Committee and in the 
Central Asian Bureau, and they appear to have come exclusively from 
people who protested against being included into the Kyrgyz oblast. 
They demanded instead to be included in the Uzbek republic. All the 
appeals regarded the urban areas of Osh, Margilan, Andijan and Jalal- 
  bad.^^ Most appeals were presented in the name of the "citizens of" a 
certain district or region, while some appeals originated in the village 
soviet. Whatever the origin, the appeals usually included a large 
number of signatures, which in one case amounted to more than 
2 , 0 0 0 . ~ ~  

In their communications, the appellants state that they are aware 
that a territorial political reorganization is under way and that the 
republican affiliation of "their territory" is being discussed. They 
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maintain that they have contacted the Central Asian Bureau in order 
to make popular opinion known. Their arguments for the necessity of 
incorporating the given district into the Uzbek rather than the Kyrgyz 
republic are invariably based on socioeconomic conditions. The 
following example, typical of these appeals, was sent to the authorities 
of the Turkestan ASSR in August 1924 in the name of the population of 
Ichkilik volost of the Margilan uezd. 

From the citizens of Osh uezd we have heard rumors that a delimi- 
tation of Central Asia is about to be accomplished, and that separate 
Uzbek, Kyrgyz and Tajik republics and oblasts are to be established. 
We, the 2,250 citizens of the Ichkilik volost who have signed this 
appeal, ask the Turkestan CEC that we in connection with the 
delimitation are left in the Margilan uezd, that is within the Uzbek 
republic. For decades we have been engaged in agriculture, there are 
no  other professions to be found among us. Also, there is no div- 
ision among us between Uzbeks and Kyrgyz; we live as one family. 
Our economic life is in every way connected with the Uzbeks. 
Taking all this into consideration, we hope that the Turkestan CEC 
will meet our request that we be left in the Margilan uezd of the 
Uzbek republic.2s 

Along with a similar request from another Margilan volost (Naiman), 
the Turkestan government forwarded this appeal to the Central Asian 
Bureau with the following comment. "The Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] peas- 
ants [of Ichkilik and Naiman volosts] categorically refuse to be separ- 
ated from the Margilan uezd and included in the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] 
rep~blic ." '~ Similar initiatives came from Osh, Andijan and Jalal-Abad 
as well. Without criticizing the establishment of national republics and 
oblasts as such, the appellants maintained that their sedentary way of 
life and engagement in agriculture made it necessary to include their 
group in the Uzbek republic. Citizens of the Bazar-Kurgan oblast of 
Andijan uezd stated: "We represent a largely agricultural society. There 
are no nomads among us, as is usual for the Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz], and 
our economy relates closely to that of the Uzbeks. As the Committee 
[probably the Territorial Committee] has raised the question of 
whether to include us in the Uzbek or Kara-Kirgiz [Kyrgyz] republic, we 
ask that we be included in the f~rmer.".'~) Evoking the parallel between 
socioeconomic patterns and national groups, one appeal from Uzbeks 
of Osh maintained: "There are now more Uzbeks than Kyrgyz in the 
town." At the time of the census, they explained, the situation had 



been different, as the census had coincided with the time when 
nomadic pattern of the Kyrgyz had led them to the town. Later, the 
nomads left the town, and few Kyrgyz remained in Osh at that time. 
"Therefore, we ask to be included in the Uzbek republic."31 

These different examples suggest that, for the population of Fer- 
ghana, identification with wider identities such as Uzbek or Kyrgyz 
was not very important. The Ferghana Valley was obviously ill-suited 
for such a division, and only the delimitation caused people to relate 
to these identities." Rather than abstract visions of an Uzbek nation, 
however, the appeals reflect a sense of affinity with a certain socioeco- 
nomic formation. The appeals do not reveal any enthusiasm for the 
new entities on the part of the authors. Instead, they display hostility 
on the part of the sedentary population to the idea of being included 
as a socioeconomic minority in a political entity dominated by a trad- 
itionally semi-nomadic population. However, the national delimita- 
tion was not about implementing popular will. 

When the Uzbek and Kyrgyz subcommittees presented their respect- 
ive proposals on the future borders, conflict erupted in several in- 
stances. Rather than through central dictate, however, the disputes 
were mainly settled by way of negotiations in the Territorial Commit- 
tee. On August 20, the Territorial Committee arranged a special meet- 
ing between the two subcommittees at which the two sides discussed 
all the disputed areas. The conflicting claims were discussed one by 
one, and in accordance with its intention, the meeting concluded with 
a project that both sides accepted. First, the meeting confirmed that 
the borders of the Namangan, Margilan and Kokand uezds, decided 
upon in the plenary sessions of the Territorial Committee, were accept- 
able to both subcommittees. Second, it dealt with the disputed areas of 
the Andijan and Osh uezds. Here, in a spirit of negotiation, both sides 
relinquished some of their ~laims.~"t was in this compromise that the 
borders between the Uzbek republic and the Kyrgyz oblast were estab- 
lished. Shortly after, the Territorial Committee accepted this project,34 
and Karklin could report with satisfaction to Stalin that they had 
reached complete agreement on the matter of the borders of the 
Kyrgyz ~b la s t .~"  

This debate is interesting in several respects. First, it supports the 
conclusions of the preceding chapter that the Soviet regime in this 
period to some degree valued consensus, cooperation and compromise 
in politics. However, one should not exaggerate this point as these 
particular deliberations involved consensus and cooperation within 
rather narrow limits. Nevertheless, from the perspective of the central 
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Soviet authorities, the determination of the Uzbek-Kyrgyz borders did 
involve an element of consensus building. The conflicts were settled 
locally without the direct intervention of the center, whether the Cen- 
tral Committee or Stalin personally. Certainly, in the political situation 
of 1924, Stalin was tending to more important matters than border 
disputes between the various Central Asian political entities. 

The Ferghana Valley was not very well suited for reorganization such 
as the national delimitation. Indeed, in late 1923, communists in Fer- 
ghana petitioned the Turkestan ASSR, requesting that Ferghana be 
organized into an autonomous oblust within the TASSR. According to 
Edward Allworth, this initiative was "probably the final Turkestanian 
effort to save heterogeneous Central Asian polity".36 However, there is 
little to suggest that saving a heterogeneous polity was a main inten- 
tion on the part of the authors of this proposition. At least it does not 
seem to have been perceived that way by the leadership of the Turk- 
estan CP or by the Central Asian Bureau. When it was declared a 
"political mistake", it was not because a Ferghana oblust implied het- 
erogeneity but because the project involved more autonomy from the 
Turkestan ASSR than was acceptable.37 Still, the project does suggest 
that notions of ethnically homogeneous political entities had no 
prominent place in the visions of the Ferghana communists. Neverthe- 
less, when the border-making process began in 1924, the manner 
in which the people of Ferghana perceived the national identities 
reflected the historically important socioeconomic divisions in the 
region. 

Concerning the Uzbek-Kyrgyz border, the attempts at achieving 
consensus largely succeeded. In other instances, however, consensus 
was replaced with bitter conflict, and nowhere was conflict more bitter 
than in the struggle over Tashkent. 

The struggle over Tashkent City 

Tashkent City was at the heart of the Uzbek-Kazak tension. It is no 
surprise that both sides gave great priority to Tashkent as it was a most 
important center both economically and administratively. The Uzbek 
and the Kazak sides both insisted that the city and the uezd should be 
included in their republics. There was no room for negotiation on this 
issue, and the struggle over Tashkent came to poison the delimitation 
process, and in particular the work of the Territorial Committee. 

The two sides used largely the same kind of arguments that we have 
found in the Turkmen-Uzbek and the Uzbek-Kyrgyz delimitations. 
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The point of departure was nationality: was the population Kazak or 
Uzbek? However, this question did not only refer to Tashkent City 
itself, as even the Kazak side agreed that, in terms of nationality, the 
city was "predominantly and perhaps even entirely ~ z b e k " . ~ '  Instead, 
as a parallel to the Turkmen claims to Tashauz and the Kyrgyz claims 
to towns in Ferghana, the Kazaks focused on the surrounding popula- 
tion. The following is characteristic of the arguments of the Kazak side: 

True enough; today Tashkent City is predominantly and perhaps 
even entirely Uzbek. But at the same time, it is the center for oblasts 
and uezds with Kirgiz [Kazak] majority. When deciding the affili- 
ation of a given region, one must take into consideration the ethno- 
graphic composition of the region as a whole, and not only that of 
the urban center. On this basis, we insist that Tashkent must join 
with the Kirgiz [Kazak] republic.39 

Stressing that the Committee had to take the countryside, and not 
only the city into consideration, Khojanov argued that primary atten- 
tion must be paid to economy, not nationality. The Kazaks maintained 
that while it would be "inadmissible to ignore the fact that Tashkent 
functions as a market for all northern uezds" there was no doubt that 
the southern parts of the region would manage well without Tashkent, 
as both Kokand and Samarkand would have similar f~nct ions .~ '  The 
Kazak side could borrow some authority from Lenin on this point. 
Earlier, in connection with the organization of regions within the 
RSFSR, Lenin had stated that it was wrong to separate towns from their 
surroundings based on nationality. The Kazaks made active use of this 
statement, emphasizing that similar urban-rural relations existed else- 
where too.41 Khojanov drew a rather unfortunate parallel: "All the 
cities of Czechoslovakia are inhabited by Germans, but the Germans 
respect that."42 

The Kazak side did not base their arguments on economy alone. 
They also focused on what they characterized as the cultural needs of 
the Kazak republic. In a report to the Kazak CEC, the plenipotentiary 
of the Kazak ASSR in the Turkestan CEC maintained that Tashkent had 
enormous cultural significance for the Kazak people; it was a "Kazak 
Samarkand".43 In later delimitation discussions, the Kazak side empha- 
sized this argument strongly. According to the Kazaks, unless Tashkent 
was given to the Kazak republic, the economically strongest and cul- 
turally most developed part of the Kazak population would become 
separated from the rest of the Kazaks, "a people still in the process of 
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national formation". It would be a great loss if the most culturally 
advanced part of the population was to be taken from the republic.44 
For the Kazaks this was not only about getting their hands on as much 
territory as possible; the inclusion of Kazaks from Turkestan would 
change the Kazak republic in an integral way. In an article in the 
newspaper Ak-Zhol, Mendeshev, leader of the CEC of the Kazak ASSR, 
claimed that a Kazak republic without Tashkent would be like a body 
without a head: 

The question of the center of the Kirgiz [Kazak] republic is import- 
ant. When the Turkestan Kirgiz [Kazak] join the Kirgiz [Kazak] 
republic, Orenburg can no longer be the center of the republic. The 
center must be located in an area more densely populated by Kirgiz 
[Kazaks]. Such a place is Tashkent. Both Orenburg and Semipala- 
tinsk are located in the periphery of the Kirgiz [Kazak] republic, and 
are therefore ill-suited. The Kazak republic does not exist only for 
the Kazaks of Semipalatinsk or Akmola. In the south, it borders onto 
the Kirgiz [Kazaks] of Khorem and Bukhara, as well as those of Syr- 
Darya and Jetisui oblasts. Therefore, the center of the republic must 
be located in the middle of this area, i.e. in Tashkent. A Kirgiz 
[Kazak] republic without Tashkent is a body without a head." 

The idea of the nation expressed here was more than a collection of 
people sharing a certain genealogical background. For a group of 
people to represent a national community, a common culture was 
required, but not reduced to a common psychological make-up as in 
Stalin's definition. From this Kazak perspective, the national commu- 
nity was a value in and of itself, and they perceived this community as 
something organic. This interpretation is obviously different from the 
strategic, pragmatic, and instrumental approach to nationality that 
characterized the Soviet regime. 

Parallel to the economic and cultural arguments, the Kazak side em- 
phasized the backwardness of the Kazaks. They projected an image of 
the backward nomads against the stronger and superior sedentary and 
urban population. Again, we see how the Central Asian communists 
believed that support for the weak vis-a-vis the strong was a funda- 
mental element of Soviet policy. There is no doubt that the imagery of 
backwardness could be useful, and the Kazak side repeatedly played 
the "backward card" in the struggle over Tashkent. According to their 
view, the logic of Soviet nationalities policy implied support for the 
backward Kazaks as against the more developed Uzbeks. The following 
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statement is illustrative: "It is necessary to help the Kirgiz [Kazaks], the 
most backward of all people in the region, against the stronger Sarts- 
kii46 narod in this matter. It is the only way in which to implement the 
Soviet nationality ~olicy."~ '  However, this appeal proved fruitless in 
the struggle for Tashkent. 

While Kazak arguments emphasized the economic and cultural 
needs of the Kazak republic, the Uzbek claim to the city of 'hshkent 
was much simpler. It was based on nationality alone. Khojibaev, the 
later Tajik nationalist, expressed the essence of the Uzbek position 
when he declared that the entire idea of the national delimitation 
would be meaningless if a city such as Tashkent with 96,000 Uzbeks 
and only 172 Kazaks should not be included in the Uzbek republic.48 

Whether national-ethnographic or economic criteria were prioritized 
had great implications for the emerging entities. In Soviet terminology, 
the reorganization of Central Asia was often referred to as the 
"national-state delimitation" (natsional'no-gosdarstvennoe razmezheva- 
nie), and Soviet accounts argue that the delimitation awarded the dif- 
ferent Central Asian peoples' national statehood. How did the Central 
Asian communists perceive the new entities? Did they regard them as 
territorial entities exhibiting a certain level of cultural autonomy, or 
did they view the republics as states, something that would presuppose 
economic viability? On this point, there were differences in opinion 
between the Central Asian communists. The Kazak side always focused 
on the problem of economy. Ignoring economy to the advantage of 
national-ethnographic criteria would result in entities of little value: 
"Unless economic considerations are made, we will end up with fic- 
t i o n ~ . " ~ ~  The Uzbek side, however, responded that these arguments 
were not relevant, as the USSR was not a federation of necessarily 
economically independent entities. Rather, the USSR was a unitary 
state in which the economic perspective was that of the entire state, 
and not of its component parts.50 When the Uzbeks used this argu- 
ment, they knew very well that the Uzbek republic would be the only 
economically viable entity in the period after the delimitation. 

There is no doubt that the Uzbek view corresponded to the opinion 
of the central authorities in the delimitation. As we have seen, eco- 
nomic as well as administrative concerns led to the dismissal of the 
national-ethnographic principle in the organization of the Turkmen 
republic and the Kyrgyz oblast. However, the goal was not to establish 
entities that were viable or independent from an economical point of 
view. Rather, the motivation was that all the entities would have to be 
equipped with a minimum of facilities for purposes of economy and 
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administration. In the discourse of the representatives of the central 
Soviet leadership, there was hardly any reference to the principle of 
economic viability. On the other hand, there is nothing to suggest 
that it was a goal to avoid economic viability. Moreover, the idea of 
economic viability does not seem to have been prominent outside 
Kazak circles. Even though both the Turkmen and the Kyrgyz sides 
used economic arguments in the border discussions, neither of the 
groups appears to have pursued economic independence as any 
important goal. Indeed, the Kazak Khojanov criticized the Turkmen on 
this point, arguing that they were naive to accept an arrangement that 
would lead only to a fictive independence or autonomy.51 Neverthe- 
less, this argument failed to impress the Turkmen side. 

The city of Tashkent represents a unique case in the border-making 
process. As discussed, the general rule was that the Central Asian 
Bureau confirmed the decisions of the Territorial Committee, and the 
Central Committee those of the Central Asian Bureau. It appears that 
Tashkent City was the only instance where central intervention inter- 
rupted initial discussion on lower levels. The decision was made long 
before the convention of the Territorial Committee, and there was no 
need for that committee to make any decision or even discuss the 
issue. 

When the delimitation began in Central Asia in early 1924, it soon 
became evident that the city of Tashkent represented a potential 
source of conflict. In the plenary session of the Central Committee of 
the CPT on March 23, 1924, a heated Uzbek-Kazak debate developed.52 
However, it did not take long until the dispute was settled. On May 11, 
the Central Asian Bureau passed the resolution in favor of a national 
delimitation of Central Asia, and already this otherwise quite general 
resolution established that the city of Tashkent should be included in 
the Uzbek republic.5%ne month later, on June 12, the Politburo con- 
firmed this pron~uncement. '~ 

The decision to give Tashkent to the Uzbek republic without the 
kind of discussion, to which the remaining Central Asia was subjected, 
caused great dissatisfaction among the Kazaks. At a plenary session of 
the Central Committee of the Turkestan CP on June 30, 1924, Khoja- 
nov criticized the decision of the Politburo, and maintained that it was 
in conflict with earlier promises. Referring to earlier contact between 
Central Asian communists and the Central Committee of the RCP, 
Khojanov claimed that "by Stalin and others we were given the 
impression that the question [of Tashkent] was to be left open, and we 
returned [from Moscow] with that impression". That had been accept- 
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able to all parties, and the apparent state of affairs had calmed down a 
tensed situation. "Obviously," Khojanov concluded his criticism, "the 
matter was later settled without Karklin did not dispute this: "]t 
is true that this was then everybody's impression. Later, however, 
based on relevant information, the Central Asian Bureau and the Org- 
buro changed this."56 

The Kazak protest was not limited to the conventions of party or 
state organs. A few weeks after the Central Committee had passed the 
mentioned resolution, Karklin reported to Stalin and Rudzutak that 
Kazaks from the Tashkent uezd had held a demonstration on the prem- 
ises of the Turkestan CEC. The Central Asian Bureau interpreted the 
demonstration, which gathered more than a hundred horsemen, as a 
result of the decisions about Tashkent. Karklin stated that "somebody 
must have organized the demonstration and given instructions", and 
suggested that the organizers were to be found among Kazak party 
members." Moreover, Karklin noted that there was an extensive cam- 
paign for collections of signatures and letters of protest against the 
resolutions on  Tashkent City. These appeals, involving hundreds and 
sometimes as many as thousands of signatures, were sent to Moscow. 

How .are we to construe the fact that Tashkent was - as was often 
expressed in the contemporary language - "given to the Uzbeks" with- 
out any open discussion? When the Kazak side asked the Central Asian 
Bureau why Tashkent City had to go the Uzbek republic, the answer 
was brief and simple: "Tashkent goes to the Uzbek republic simply 
because it is an Uzbek city. The great majority of the population are 
~zbeks."'' However, this can hardly be seen as a full explanation, as 
there were a number of instances in which the national principle was 
abandoned. Both Tashauz and Osh were such examples, and we find 
other examples in the Uzbek-Kazak delimitation as well. One example 
was the town of Chimkent. Even though all parties agreed that, from a 
national-ethnographic point of view, Chimkent was Uzbek, it was in- 
cluded in the Kazak republic. The intention was to provide the repub- 
lics in the making with a minimum of facilities required for 
administrative and economic purposes. The fact that the Uzbek side 
was willing to "leave Chimkent to the Kazaks" should be seen in rela- 
tion to their categorical insistence on Tashkent City. Claiming Tash- 
kent, they offered the Kazaks Chimkent instead. Indeed, they made a 
major point of "their generosity".59 With this in mind, the explan- 
ation that Tashkent went to the Uzbek republic because it was Uzbek 
from an ethnographic point of view cannot be considered sufficient. 
Indeed, the Kazak side did not accept the explanation and complained 
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that various principles were being applied arbitrarily. The only pattern 
to be distinguished was the unambiguous preferential treatment of the 
Uzbeks. I will return to this aspect later in this chapter. 

Unfortunately, I have not discovered any archival material that 
would allow for any definite conclusion as to why Soviet authorities 
made these decisions concerning Tashkent. I can neither confirm nor 
disprove that this initiative originated in Moscow, as opposed to in the 
Central Asian Bureau, nor determine the role of Stalin or any other 
political agent.60 Neither have I found any material explicitly stating 
the intentions and motivations behind the arrangement. Nevertheless, 
it is possible to offer at least some tentative answers. In a document 
entitled "Thesis on  the Establishment of Nationally Homogeneous 
Republics in Central Asia" the following was stated as a separate point: 
"The city of Tashkent, where both the Central Asian Bureau and the 
Central Asian Economic Council are located, and which is largely 
inhabited by Uzbeks, is to be a part of the Uzbek rep~blic ."~ '  This 
document was a set of instructions from the Central Committee of the 
RCP to the Central Asian Bureau concerning the delimitation, pro- 
duced before the decision about Tashkent had been made known. This 
suggests that administrative concerns weighed heavily. As it had previ- 
ously had for the Tsarist regime, Tashkent in the early 1920s held great 
importance for the Bolsheviks and for Soviet rule in Central Asia. The 
two key institutions of Soviet power were located in that city. Why, 
from the perspective of Soviet power, was it preferable to include Tash- 
kent in the Uzbek SSR rather than in the Kazak republic? I have earlier 
argued that the Bolshevik regime perceived of its authority in Central 
Asia as limited, and this was particularly the case in Bukhara and Khor- 
ezm, which were not formally included in the Soviet state until the 
delimitation. In the Kazak republic, on the other hand, established 
already in 1920, Soviet power was more firmly established. I would 
argue, therefore, that when the central Soviet authorities preferred to 
leave Tashkent with the Uzbeks, it was because they found it desirable 
to have a strong foothold for Soviet power in a republic in which they 
considered themselves vulnerable. 

In the divide and rule perspective, the rationale of giving Tashkent 
to the Uzbeks would be to pit the two groups against each other. As we 
have already seen, conflict and Uzbek-Kazak antagonism did indeed 
result from the decision to give Tashkent to the Uzbek republic. How- 
ever, this does not imply that conflict was an intended result. More- 
over, any solutions would have led to conflict, something the 
representatives of the central Soviet authorities fully recognized. Noth- 
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ing in the discourse on these conflicts indicates that Soviet authorities 
encouraged conflict and antagonism. Attention was focused on resolv- 
ing conflicts, not invigorating them. In situations in which conflicts 
were expected, the choice was likely to be the one that was believed to 
generate the lowest level of conflict. In connection with the city of 
Tashkent, Karklin reported to Stalin and Rudzutak that if the Kazak 
government was placed in Tashkent, as the Kazaks wanted, the result 
would be massive conflict and opposition on the part of the ~ z b e k s . ~ ~  

It appears, therefore, that the Soviet authorities found that the only 
realistic possibility was to incorporate Tashkent into the Uzbek repub- 
lic. Without Tashkent, there would be no Uzbek republic, and without 
an Uzbek republic there would be no delimitation. The example of 
Tashkent confirms that administrative concerns were decisive, not 
only for the choice of the delimitation as a strategy but also in the 
border-making process as well. 

Tashkent and Mirzachul' uezds 

That the center aborted the discussions over Tashkent City did not 
herald the end of heated border disputes between Uzbeks and Kazaks. 
Several other areas resulted in intense Uzbek-Kazak exchanges. Two 
uezds in particular were the subject of dispute: Tashkent and Mirza- 
chul'. In the words of Vareikis, the Tashkent and Mirzachul' uezds r e p  
resented the "Achilles' heel" of the national delimitati~n.~' As in the 
case of Tashkent City, the two uezds were the subject of conflicting 
Uzbek and Kazak claims. However, in these instances, there was exten- 
sive debate in the Territorial Committee. 

The Uzbek subcommittee argued that, with the exception of the 
largely nomadic Irjar volost, the whole of Mirzachul' uezd should be 
included in the Uzbek republic. The Kazak side, on the other hand, 
claimed that not only the Irjar volost, but four other volosts as well 
(Slavianskaia, Etisai, Krestianskaia and Syr-Darya) should be included 
in the Kazak republic. According to the Uzbek subcommittee, the Tash- 
kent uezd represented a special case in the delimitation. In no other 
place were the different groups (Uzbeks and Kazaks) so intermingled. 
As a result, the Tashkent uezd was a formidable challenge for the 
border makers.b4 The Uzbek subcommittee suggested that three whole 
volosts Uausugum, Altynov and Uch-Tiube) and parts of five other 
volosts (Bulatov, Akjar, Jetisui, Uch-Tamgalin and Sharapkhan) be 
included in the Kazak republic, while the remaining Tashkent uezd was 
to be incorporated into the Uzbek republic. The Kazaks rejected this 
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proposition, too, and they listed a number of volosts that they claimed 
had to be included in the Kazak republic. 

The two sides drew upon a variety of arguments to substantiate their 
claims to the two uezcls. When the borders were finally drawn, all three 
main principles were employed: nationality, economy and administra- 
tive concerns. On one level, the territorial disputes were discussions 
about the nationality of groups such as the Kurama, the Turki or 
others. Again, socioeconomic distinctions were critical for the border- 
making process. The main argument for situating the Kurama in the 
Uzbek republic was that the Kurama were settled like the Uzbeks, and 
not nomads like the ~ a z a k s . ~ '  

In other situations, the problem was one of numbers rather than def- 
inition. How numerous were the respective groups? Regarding the Tash- 
kent uezd, struggle over statistics was particularly intense, with the two 
sides presenting their own figures and calculations. The members used 
census material from 1897, 1911, 1917 and 1920 in a flexible and prag- 
matic manner to prove that the respective nationality represented the 
majority in the given d i s t r i ~ t . ~ ~  Even in these instances, however, 
nationality was not necessarily the only argument, and in the dispute 
over the Tashkent uezcl, the Uzbek side made extensive use of economic 
arguments. Focusing on water and irrigation, the Uzbeks maintained 
that, irrespective of national composition, regions that from the point 
of view of irrigation represented an entity should not be split up. On that 
basis, the Uzbek subcommittee concluded that "the strictly Kirgiz 
[Kazak] volosts located on the other side of Chirchik are so closely linked 
to the water supply of the Uzbeks that they must become a part of 
the Uzbek r e p ~ b l i c " . ~ ~  With the same logic, the Uzbek side also argued 
that several Tashkent volosts (Gaib-Ata, Osman-Tat, Toi-Tiube, Kirtai- 
Tiube and Maidantal') with indisputable Kazak majorities had to be 
placed in the Uzbek republic.68 A division, they argued, would result in 
endless conflict between Uzbeks and Kazaks based on water supply, 
which would be detrimental to the cotton economy in the region.69 

Economic arguments were also used regarding Mirzachul'. Here, too, 
the Uzbek side claimed that some volosts with Kazak majorities were to 
be included into the Uzbek republic. The Uzbeks argued that, from the 
point of view of economy, the entire Hungry Steppe region should be 
regarded as one indivisible entity, and the national principle would 
have to be set aside. Moreover, all the "settled parts of Mirzachul' uezd 
[were] economically very closely linked to Khojent on the one side and 
the Uzbek parts of Tashkent on the other", which made inclusion 
into the Uzbek republic a necessity.'" 
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The Kazak side focused partly on nationality, partly on the cultural 
and economic needs of the republic. If the Uzbek claims in Mirzachul' 
and Tashkent were accepted, the Kazaks would be left without the 
most economically and culturally developed elements of the Kazak 
people. As a consequence, the Kazak side was not satisfied with the 
Uzbek argument that their plans for the Tashkent uezd would incorpor- 
ate 31,000 Kazaks into the Uzbek republic, while more than three 
times as many Uzbeks would be included in the Kazak republic. This 
last would be the result of the inclusion of the towns of Chimkent and 
Turkestan in that republic." 

The discussions about Tashkent and Mirzachul' provoked intense 
conflict in the Territorial Committee. In the light of the Uzbek-Kazak 
antagonism that now developed, the image of the Achilles' heel does 
not seem entirely misplaced. In the Territorial Committee, almost 
every presentation by the respective sides ended with bitter personal 
attacks and accusations, making it difficult for the Committee to 
accomplish its tasks. Judging by the records of the committee, the 
Uzbek Islamov and the Kazak Khojanov led the struggle on their 
respective sides.72 The Central Asian Bureau found this development 
disturbing, and on August 20, 1924, the Central Asian Bureau arranged 
a secret session exclusively for the discussion of "the incidents having 
taken place between some members of the Territorial Committee at 
the plenary sessions of this committee." The secret session, at which 
both Islamov and Khojanov were present along with Karklin, Vareikis, 
Rakhimbaev, Aitakov, Fayzullah Khojaev and Rykunov, led to the 
following resolution: 

At the sessions of the Territorial Committee personal, uncomrade- 
like mutual attacks have repeatedly been made by some comrades. 
Such behavior is totally inadmissible, and is condemned in the 
most resolute way. We demand that all comrade-members of the 
Territorial Committee with no exception refrain from any personal 
attack or uncomrade-like behavior. All members must be instructed 
to work in a practical, friendly and comrade-like manner. Appeals 
for the removal of this or that member from the Committee are 
turned down.73 

The Kazak-Uzbek antagonism was not restricted to the Territorial 
Committee. Newspapers on both sides printed articles that waged 
harsh attacks against the other side.74 Border making became the most 
debated issue in the press, and Uzbeks and Kazaks attacked each other 
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harshly. Not restricting themselves to the questions of the delimita- 
tions, the two sides attempted to discredit the other more extensively. 
Uzbeks and Kazaks, respectively, attacked each other for not living up 
to Bolshevik ideals. The Kazaks condemned the Uzbeks as colonizers, 
then a potent concept in the Bolshevik discourse on national relations. 
While usually related to the distinction between Russians and non- 
Russians, the Kazaks applied it to the Uzbek-Kazak relation. From this 
perspective, the Uzbeks were colonizers and the Kazaks the colon- 
i ~ e d . ~ '  The Uzbek side, on the other hand, questioned the class solidar- 
ity of Khojanov and his supporters, claiming that they socialized with 
people of the wrong class background.76 In this way both sides tried to 
mobilize different aspects of Bolshevik ideology to win support for 
their respective positions. How did Soviet authorities respond? 

In spite of the intense Uzbek-Kazak antagonism, the Territorial Com- 
mittee continued to seek agreement between the two sides. Uzbeks and 
Kazaks returned repeatedly to the maps, proposing borders between the 
two republics. The first round of discussions served to demonstrate that 
the difference between the two sides was too great to be bridged, and the 
head of the Territorial Committee ordered the Kazaks and Uzbeks to 
work out revised proposals in the spirit of compromise. When the Uzbek 
subcommittee returned with their revised project, it had "accepted to 
leave the three Tashkent volosts Aleksandrovskaia, Ak-Jarskaia and Kosh- 
Kurgan to the Kazaks". This did not please the Kazaks, as they too sug- 
gested that these same oblasts be included in the Uzbek republic, because 
the population here largely consisted of persy ( ~ e r s i a n s ) . ~ ~  As regards 
Mirzachul', on the other hand, the Uzbeks had made no changes.78 Ob- 
viously, this did not lead to any Uzbek-Kazak consensus. In Mirzachul' 
the Kazak claims were also the same as before, and five volosts in the 
Tashkent uezd were subject to conflicting claims.79 

The final decisions made by the Territorial Committee on the Tash- 
kent uezd were to some extent a compromise, but they also favored the 
Uzbek republic. Among the compromises was the decision to divide 
the three Tashkent uezds of Zingi-Ata, Bulatov and Niiazbek according 
to national it^.^' On the other hand, Kazak claims to the "undisputedly 
Kazak volosts of the Chirchik area"" were rejected. Yet not all the deci- 
sions of the Territorial Committee favored the Uzbeks, and the Com- 
mittee's decision to include the Chinaz volost in the Kazak republic 
resulted in strong protests from the Uzbek representatives. Moreover, 
the Uzbek side resolutely opposed the decision of the Territorial Com- 
mittee to include the four disputed volosts in the Mirzachul' lrezd in 
the Kazak republic.82 
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In these decisions, all the three main principles of border creating 
are evident. The national-ethnographic principle was always at the 
center of the discussion, and in the majority of cases borders were 
drawn along perceived national lines. Furthermore, the Tashkent 
region is a good example of how administrative concerns forced the 
national-ethnographic principle into the background. When largely 
Kazak-inhabited areas close to Tashkent were included in the Uzbek 
republic, this related intimately to the previous decision to include 
Tashkent City in that republic. Even though that argument was not 
explicitly used in the discussion, there is some evidence that these 
areas with Kazak majority were included in Uzbekistan in order to 
prevent Tashkent City from being surrounded by a Kazak population, 
which would probably lead to instability and conflict.'"t appears that 
the other groups recognized this as well. Even the Kazaks, while they 
characterized the decision as unfair, found this "understandable and 
exp l i~ab l e " .~~  However, the arguments that the Uzbek committee 
members and the representatives of the Central Asian Bureau gave for 
including these areas in the Uzbek republic were based on economy, 
and primarily on irrigation. In several other instances, however, similar 
arguments were disregarded. The majority of the Territorial Committee 
turned down the Uzbek claims to the disputed areas of Mirzachul' 
uezd. Here the Uzbeks also based their arguments on economy. Econ- 
omy alone, however, was not necessarily enough for the national- 
ethnographic principle to be set aside. One may therefore conclude 
that the principle of administrative order played a main role in border 
decisions. When conflict threatened, this principle became para- 
mount. 

While the Central Asian Bureau usually confirmed the decisions of 
the Territorial Committee, in the Uzbek-Kazak delimitation, the Central 
Asian Bureau modified the decisions of the Territorial Committee on 
two points. First, it changed the decision to include the four disputed 
Mirzachul' volosts in the Kazak republic, deciding instead that they 
were to be included in the Uzbek republic. Second, this was also the 
case with the Chinaz volost. These changes met with considerable pro- 
test, which throws interesting light on the delimitation. The most 
prominent representatives of the Kazaks, Turkmen and Kyrgyz signed 
the protest, and it was primarily a protest against the annulment of the 
decisions of the Territorial Committee. The complaint was that the 
Central Asian Bureau had yielded completely to Uzbek demands. 
These decisions, concluded the authors of the protest, represented a 
fundamental break with what had been the basis of the work of the 
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Territorial Committee. Moreover, it was inconsistent with the "main 
principles of the Soviet national de l imi t a t i~n" .~~  This last is an inter- 
esting point. First, it indicates that Central Asian communists took the 
official version of the delimitation seriously. Second, it suggests that 
the members of the Territorial Committee had accepted that the com- 
mittee largely had been working in accordance with the ideals of this 
official version. Admittedly, the protest also criticized the representa- 
tives of the Territorial Committee for having been pro-Uzbek, and 
complained that the Committee had been composed in a way that 
favored the Uzbeks. However, the given decisions appear to be excep- 
tions to a practice otherwise considered standard, acceptable and legit- 
imate. Moreover, this criticism of the Territorial Committee came only 
after some of the committee's decisions had been changed. The Cen- 
tral Asian Bureau's reversal of the Territorial Committee's decisions 
challenged legitimacy. 

Furthermore, not only the Kazaks themselves reacted; the represen- 
tatives of the Turkmen and of the Kyrgyz joined the Kazaks in their 
protests. When all the other groups united against the Uzbeks, it was 
an expression of the tension between the two main historical socio- 
economic formations. One side was concerned that the other was 
growing too strong. In the new context of a nationally-divided Central 
Asia, this took the form of a fear of Uzbek hegemony. 

Why were these decisions then made? They do not seem to accord 
too well with my claim that it was a priority of the Soviet authorities 
to avoid conflict. Indeed, it would not seem far-fetched to regard these 
decisions as evidence of a divide and rule strategy. Again, however, I 
would argue that it was not an aim to pit different groups against each 
other. Instead, I believe that these controversial decisions were the 
consequence of the central authorities' perception that it was neces- 
sary to be particularly attentive to the demands of one particular 
group, the Uzbeks. 

Uzbeks as a favored group? 

The idea that the Uzbek side was favored in the delimitation is not 
new. We have seen that some contemporary Tajik nationalists main- 
tain that the Uzbek-Tajik delimitation was the result of a deliberate 
pro-Uzbek, anti-Tajik strategy on the part of the central Soviet author- 
i t i e ~ . ' ~  Other scholars, meanwhile, have interpreted the delimitation 
very differently, such as Edward Allworth who considers the delimita- 
tion as an essentially anti-Uzbek strategy. One ought to stress, how- 
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ever, that the Tajik nationalists and Allworth are not really referring to 
the same things. The Tajiks focus on border making, maintaining 
that the Uzbek side was favored to the detriment of the Tajiks. 
Allworth, on the other hand, is less interested in what happened after 
the delimitation had already been chosen as a strategy. For Allworth, 
that strategy itself was anti-Uzbek, as it obstructed the assimilative forces 
that the Uzbeks, in his view, represented in the region. 'The successive 
distribution of territory between the republics was less significant. 

If we focus on the process of border making and discuss the outcome 
for the various groups in that perspective, it seems impossible to 
defend a view that there was an anti-Uzbek dimension involved. On 
the contrary, there is good reason to argue that the Uzbek side was 
favored. First, Tashkent City was included in the Uzbek republic with- 
out any discussion in the relevant party organs. Second, when the 
Central Asian Bureau a few times changed the decisions of the Territor- 
ial Committee, it was in the favor of the Uzbek republic. Third, the 
discussions in the Territorial Committee indicate that the Uzbek side 
enjoyed a special position. In a heated struggle over Tashkent uezd, the 
Uzbek side (Islamov) maintained that: 

There is no  need to seek an Uzbek-Kirgiz [Kazak] agreement on 
Tashkent. The differences are much too great and involve almost all 
volosts of the Tashkent uezd. However, if we, Uzbeks and Kirgiz 
[Kazaks] get too temperamental in this question, the Europeans will 
assist us and regulate the situation in a satisfactory way." 

This reliance on the Europeans' regulation of the conflict suggests that 
the Uzbek side felt confident that their interests would be accommo- 
dated. Moreover, the Kazak discourse reveals that the Kazaks largely 
shared the understanding of the Uzbeks. For that reason the Kazaks 
were much more skeptical to central inter~ention. '~ 

It therefore seems fair to conclude that the Uzbek side enjoyed a 
level of preferential treatment. However, the reason for this was nei- 
ther an anti-Tajik attitude on the part of the central Soviet authorities 
nor an intention to cause strife between groups. As discussed in C h a p  
ter 4, the central authorities perceived Central Asia as fragmented 
along a number of different lines. The delimitation must be under- 
stood in this context of perceptions of national and sub-national frag- 
mentation, and the central authorities' hope that the establishment 
of national republics might end or at least reduce the fragmentation. 
In the eyes of the Soviet regime, significant sub-national divisions 
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characterized all the major population groups of Central Asia. HOW- 
ever, the records of the Central Asian Bureau suggest that Soviet 
authorities were particularly concerned with the divisions between 
Uzbeks, and that the authorities considered these intra-Uzbek divisions 
particularly harmful. Throughout 1924, the Central Asian Bureau 
remained greatly concerned about the different conflicts and divisions, 
and correspondence between the Central Asian Bureau and the Central 
Committee indicates that containing conflict was a main ob~ective.~' 
It appears to have been particularly important for the Soviet regime to 
reduce conflict and factionalism among the Uzbek communists.y0 I 
believe that the Soviet authorities found it expedient to favor the 
Uzbek side in order to achieve this goal. Indeed, in the bitter delimi- 
tation discussions between the Uzbek and the Kazak side, the latter 
claimed that this was exactly what the central power did. They argued 
that even though political realities required that the development of a 
unified Uzbekistan be supported in every way, this could not take 
place at the expense of the other national groups.91 The Uzbek repub- 
lic was in many ways the key to the reorganization of Central Asia. In 
Soviet terminology, the Uzbeks represented the most "politically 
mature" population in Central Asia. Moreover, the Uzbeks were seen to 
represent continuity in relation to the historically important political 
centers in the region: Khiva, Bukhara and Kokand. In short, Uzbeks 
surpassed the nomadic neighbors in terms of political potential. 

This contrasts with Carlisle's view that the fortune of the Uzbeks was 
the result of relations of a more personal nature between the Soviet 
leadership and some prominent Uzbeks, notably Fayzullah ~ h o j a e v . ~ ~  
It is, of course, possible that the favorable treatment of the Uzbeks was 
the result of the influence of Fayzullah Khojaev or other individuals. 
However, I am not aware of evidence that would support such a view. 
Instead, the central authorities dealt with the Uzbek communists as a 
group, albeit a highly fragmented one. The choice of capital is an 
interesting case in point. Although Soviet authorities were not always 
able to identify the essence of the divisions they observed, the differ- 
ence between Bukharan and Turkestan Uzbeks was clear enough. For 
example, it was Turkestan Uzbeks who most implacably insisted that 
Tashkent must become a part of the Uzbek republic. The same 
Bukhara-Turkestan division came to the foreground in the choice of 
the capital of the Uzbek republic. The Turkestan Uzbeks insisted that 
the capital must be in Tashkent, while the Rukharans determinedly 
opposed this. Some Bukharans insisted that the capital must be 
Bukhara, while most were willing to agree on Samarkand. The choice 



of Samarkand reflects the ambitions of the central Soviet authorities to 
achieve the reconciliation and unification of the different Uzbek 
groups. 

If the Uzbek side was favored in the delimitation, favoring the 
Kazaks would most probably have resulted in an even greater level of 
conflict. In such a scenario, the entire Uzbek republic, the key to the 
delimitation, might have been endangered. From this perspective, the 
preferential treatment of Uzbeks was a meaningful strategy aimed at 
promoting stability and contributing to the cohesion of an aggregate 
of Uzbek communists. 

"The real history of the writing of these borders is still to be written", 
maintained Oliver Roy in a recent work.9" Obviously, this discussion 
has not been an attempt to offer an exhaustive account of how the 
new political borders of the 1920s were drawn. I have instead focused 
on some particularly salient examples in order to explore the main 
principles at work in the border-making process. One main conclusion 
is that the borders were not simply arbitrarily drawn up in Moscow 
offices - to  the contrary, there was considerable local influence. First, 
Central Asian communists exhibited direct influence, as the borders 
were drawn in an interactive process between Central Asian actors and 
representatives of the Soviet political center. The borders thus estab- 
lished were the result of lengthy discussions, the basis of which were 
the various projects elaborated by the representatives of the different 
national groups. The discussions decisively influenced the new map. 
Second, the proposals that the various sides made during the discus- 
sions reflected, to a considerable degree, the historical social forma- 
tions of Central Asia. This led to an important level of continuity in 
the delimitation process. 

From the perspective of the central Soviet authorities, the process of 
border making involved a high degree of consensus building. My 
analysis suggests that, for the central Soviet authorities, a main ambition 
was to achieve consensus between Central Asian communist representa- 
tives of the various national groups. The Soviet authorities were looking 
for compromises that all groups could accept. In decisions regarding the 
Uzbek-Turkmen and the Uzbek-Kyrgyz borders, this approach suc- 
ceeded, but in the Uzbek-Kazak delimitation no consensus had been 
possible. Here, central Soviet authorities intervened in support of the 
Uzbek side in order to avoid alienation of the important Uzbek group. 

National affiliation was always at heart of the discussions. The 
ambition of the Soviet authorities was to create entities that largely 
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corresponded to the main national-ethnographic boundaries of the 
region. This was not because they valued homogeneous communities 
as fundamental goals in themselves, but because of the functions they 
believed such entities might serve in social, economic and political 
development. Consequently, the national-ethnographic principle was 
balanced against other interests in order to facilitate administration 
and government, and to avoid destructive political conflict and frag- 
mentation. 



Historical Implications 

A major issue explored in the present study is the Soviet regime's 
choice to promote national identities and to establish political entities 
based on national affiliation. In concluding this study, I wish to focus 
on the implications and consequences of this strategy. Did the Soviet 
regime achieve its objectives? To what extent did national identities 
develop in the Soviet period, and what role did they play in the Soviet 
state? When the Soviet Union collapsed, some expected that the 
changes from the Soviet period would come undone. This chapter 
therefore ends with a discussion of the implications of the national 
delimitation for post-Soviet Central Asia. 

National identities in Central Asia? 

For the Soviet authorities, the delimitation related closely to the 
struggle to change a social structure regarded as "patriarchal-feudal". 
From the point of view of the Soviet authorities, this social structure 
involved identities and bonds of loyalty based on tribal organization as 
well as on  religious authority. For various reasons, the central Soviet 
authorities found it desirable to replace these identities with others, 
and the delimitation was an important component of that project. 
Was the Soviet project a success on this point? Did the various iden- 
tities prominent at the beginning of the Soviet period remain vital 
throughout the Soviet era, or were they eradicated and replaced? Did 
national identity, in the sense of affiliation with the various republics, 
or more precisely, with the population groups that had given the 
republics their names, develop during the Soviet period? 

Soviet scholars' views on the question of identities in Central Asia 
were characterized by a strong sense of teleology. The ethnic groups in 



212 The Estublishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia 

the names of which national republics were established, subsequently 
consolidated into full-blown nations because of that strategy. Post- 
Soviet Central Asian nationalists have adopted this perspective.' West- 
ern scholars, on the other hand, have generally had a very different 
opinion on the matter, and hardly anyone has argued that nationality 
now has a hegemonic position in the self-identification of Central 
Asians. Most scholars argue that identification along national lines 
became somewhat more important during the Soviet period, but that 
it remained subordinate to traditional forms of identification, which, 
in spite of Soviet efforts, remained salient. 

Concerning the Turkmen population, for example, Bennigsen and 
Wimbush have claimed that Turkmen society bears a closer resem- 
blance to a tribal confederation than to a modern nation-state.2 This 
point of view has subsequently been echoed in writings about the 
Turkmen Soviet republic, and later about sovereign ~urkmenistan.~ 
Nevertheless, not much evidence has been provided as to the role of 
the traditional tribal identities in Turkmen politics. In 1992, however, 
Mukhammetberdiev presented an interesting study on the topic, 
including a survey of the attitude of the Turkmen population towards 
tribal identity and their opinion of its strength and significance in the 
social life of the Turkmen. The study's conclusions are interesting. 
First, the majority of the respondents considered eagerness to distin- 
guish between each other according to tribal affiliation a predominant 
tendency in Turkmen life. Second, half of the respondents answered 
that it was very important or desirable to know one's tribal back- 
ground. Third, and perhaps even more interesting, two-thirds of the 
respondents declared that for them, personally, tribal affiliation would 
influence family relations and  connection^.^ Considering that the 
Soviet (as well as post-Soviet) authorities condemned this phenom- 
enon altogether, one may reasonably assume that the real strength of 
these bonds was possibly even greater than these figures suggest. Simi- 
larly, in the Kazak and Kyrgyz cases, a number of works exist that point 
to the persistence of traditional forms of sub-national organization." 

A very comprehensive study of identities in Central Asia is John 
Schoeberlein's dissertation from 1994. It was conducted in parts of 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan among population groups who, in official 
statistics, figure as Uzbeks or Tajiks. His main conclusion is that 
nationality (meaning identification as "Uzbek" or "Tajik", respect- 
ively) had remained relatively insignificant into the 1990s, after seven 
decades of national republics. Instead, a variety of identities remained 
much more central for the bulk of the population. From ~choeberlein's 



Historical Implications 2 1 3 

point of view, this state of affairs represented a "spectacular failure". 
Despite the fact that the Soviet regime had, in a variety of ways, stimu- 
lated the national identity while discrediting others, the latter 
remained more important than being an Uzbek or a ~ a j i k . ~  

On the whole, there can be no doubt that national identification 
(Uzbek, Turkmen, and so on) still maintains only a limited position 
among the Central Asian population. How can this "spectacular fail- 
ure" be accounted for? Is the reason that the national principle, which 
had emerged under quite different circumstances in Europe, was (and 
is) fundamentally foreign to Central Asia? Edward Allworth has 
claimed that the main obstacle to Uzbek group cohesion was the lack 
of a "real ethnic leader".' That is not a convincing argument, and it 
would suggest that such cohesion would be taking place today, as 
power is now in the hands of leaders sharing the same ethnic back- 
ground as the majority of the population. Donald Carlisle, on the 
other hand, has claimed that the limitation of identification with 
national communities is the result of the political underdevelopment 
of the Central Asians. This echoes the points of view of the European 
orientalists of the Tsarist period who had believed that Central Asians 
had not yet developed a national identity. In any case, Carlisle's argu- 
ment is circular. Yet a third possible explanation is that the national 
frames of identification have remained relatively insignificant because 
they mismatched the identities in the first place. 

I believe that all these three perspectives are quite fruitless. Instead, 
one must focus on the role that national identification may play in 
people's lives. In what kind of situations, if any, was nationality par- 
ticularly important? In the 1920s and early 1930s, national identifica- 
tion became politically relevant for several reasons. Terry Martin has 
shown how national affiliation in this period was a key element in the 
distribution of important resources such as education, job opportun- 
ities, and positions in administration and bureaucracy.' Much more 
than the creation of national costumes or the invention of national 
traditions, this strategy was likely to make nationality an important 
dimension in people's self identification. This was social experience of 
national divisions and, as one would expect, it led to considerable 
conflict. The Central Asians felt they had particular rights based on 
their nationality, while the Russians (or Europeans) experienced inse- 
curity and felt that they were subjected to discrimination on the 
grounds of their nationality. However, being Uzbek, Turkmen, Kazak, 
and so on, was not necessarily the most important status in this situ- 
ation. The earlier discussed distinction between Central Asians on the 
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one side, and Russians/Europeans on the other, may have been equally 
important. Moreover, this policy was largely aborted during the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  
or at least it became much less prominent. 

The Soviet affirmative action strategy made national identification 
more important. However, the character of the Soviet regime in the 
postwar era created considerable room for other and more traditional 
kinds of identities. It did so in two ways. In the economic arena, 
scarcity of resources and a poorly functioning system of resource distri- 
bution characterized the Soviet regime. There was, for this reason, 
much space for alternative networks that might provide what the 
Soviet state failed to provide. In Central Asia, those kinds of networks 
were readily available; the well established and well functioning pat- 
ronage networks could be of great value. Equally, the absence of open 
competition between alternatives in politics left considerable room 
for the same kinds of  network^.^ Although the Soviet regime con- 
demned the traditional identities and wanted to replace them, the 
character of the Soviet state and society itself represented a raison d'itre 
for the same identities. 

John Schoeberlein has argued that "those promoting the concept of 
a 'nation' were, in a sense, working in the most ideal circumstances. 
They had very few real challenges to their authority, and they had 
extraordinary opportunities for the manipulation of symbols."10 From 
Schoeberlein's perspective, it is in this context that the limited signifi- 
cance of national identification represents a "spectacular failure". Per- 
haps this should instead serve as a basis for reflection on the character 
of identity in general and national identities in particular. While 
scholars have long since abandoned the ideas of primordial comrnu- 
nities, there has been much focus on the "constructedness" of iden- 
tities. In this perspective, the manipulation of symbols has been 
understood as an essential part of the development of national iden- 
tities. However, this does not imply that through the manipulation of 
symbols any identity can be developed. Even though the symbolic 
dimension of identity is important, identity is not purely symbolic. 
The case of Central Asia demonstrates that the effect of manipulation 
of symbols is limited when people do not experience the promoted 
identities as relevant in their own lives. To the extent that (national 
and other) identities are constructed, they are being constructed 
not simply by manipulation of symbols, but by social and political 
experience. 

The institutional dimension of national identity is at least as import- 
ant as the symbolic dimension. National identity is also the identifica- 
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tion with a state, based on an understanding that the state represents 
the interests of the members of the nation in question. In the Soviet 
context, different factors impeded such identificatlon. First, there was 
the particular character of the Soviet state, which unintentionally pro- 
vided a raison d'ctre for traditional identities. Second, in the Soviet 
quasi-federative system, the power and authority vested in the 
national (union) republics was greatly limited, while Moscow was the 
indisputable center of power. The national (union) republics were sym- 
bolic rather than real states, and could, therefore, not play the same 
role in the development of national identity as real states have been 
able to in other situations. To follow up Allworth's point of view, a 
major obstacle to Uzbek group cohesion was not the lack of a "real 
ethnic leader", but rather the absence of an institutional center with 
real authority, which could serve as a point of integration for the 
population. 

However, the fact that, for large segments of the population, the 
significance of national identification remained limited into the post- 
Soviet period, does not necessarily imply that national boundaries 
were equally unimportant on the political plane throughout the Soviet 
period. Indeed, I have argued that national identification had an even 
more limited significance for the popular masses in the 1920s, but the 
concept of nationality still became highly influential in Central Asian 
politics. We will therefore turn to the role of nationality in Soviet and 
post-Soviet politics. What have been the political short- and long-term 
implications of the establishment of national Soviet republics in Cen- 
tral Asia? To what extent is the key to the Soviet demise to be found in 
national relations? 

Nation, politics and the Soviet demise 

The dissolution of the Soviet state in 1991 followed a wave of declar- 
ations of independence, as well as a number of conflicts in which the 
issue of nationality was involved. Against this backdrop, it might be 
tempting to attribute the demise of the USSR to the powerful force of 
nationalism. Some scholars have done that, yet all agree that the polit- 
ical developments of the late 1980s played a key role. A common inter- 
pretation is that the democratization of the perestroika necessarily led to 
nationalist separatist tendencies. Robert Daniels, for example, sees the 
breakup of the union primarily as an example of decolonization. From 
his perspective, national minorities (meaning all non-Russians) repre- 
sented the Achilles' heel of democratization; if granted democratic 
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rights to express themselves freely, their immediate desire would be to 
pull out of the union." However, he does not provide convincing sup- 
port as to why non-Russians would necessarily wish to leave the Union. 
From her "Triumph of the Nations" perspective Helene Carrere 
dlEncausse has made a similar argument, referring to the "return of 
national aspirations" as a natural result of increased democratization 
and reduced fear of repression. People were allowed and able to "recon- 
nect with the past", and as "the truth was revealed to everyone", the 
peoples of the USSR realized that "their destiny must lie in their own 
hands", that is, that they must separate from the Soviet union.12 As 
a result, secessionist and separatist demands increased during pere- 
stroika, and the integrity of the Union could only be maintained 
through extensive coercion, which was no longer an option. In Ronald 
Suny's words, this approach represents a "sleeping beauty perspec- 
tive".13 The goals and aspirations of the various nationalities were con- 
stant, and the elimination of coercion awakened the long suppressed 
national sentiments. 

Other scholars have criticized the "sleeping beauty" approach, while 
sharing the opinion that national divisions were a key factor in the 
Soviet demise. A prominent example is Ronald Suny and his "revenge 
of the past" perspective.14 Suny argues that nations emerged within 
the empire, and in that process, the empire began to die.'' However, 
this was not the awakening of constant but suppressed national senti- 
ments; rather, the national self-assertion was the result of what we can 
broadly call Soviet nationalities policies. For reasons of political expe- 
diency, the Soviet regime had institutionalized ethnicity in state- 
building to a degree unprecedented in any other state. While the 
intention of the Soviet regime had been to eradicate national senti- 
ments, the consequences, according to Suny, turned out to be quite 
the opposite. National consciousness among non-Russians actually 
became more pronounced during the Soviet period. On the political 
plane, de-Stalinization was accompanied by a variety of nationalist 
responses in the 1960s and 1970s) and by the time perestroika was 
introduced, a framework had been established for political mobiliza- 
tion based on nationality. From a similar perspective, Rogers Brubaker, 
discussing the significance of the institutionalization of ethnicity, has 
claimed that "intention and consequence [have seldom] diverged as 
spectacularly as they did in this case".I6 In this sense, the nationalist 
mobilization, and ultimately the breakup of the USSR, were the 
"revenge of the past". To what extent do these interpretations conform 
with actual developments in Soviet Central Asia? 



I earlier argued that the Soviet regime's institutionalization of 
nationality had significant consequences as early as in the first half of 
the 1920s, and that it then contributed much to the nationalization of 
political discourse. Discussing the consequences of the delimitation, 
Francine Hirsch has demonstrated how Central Asian political players, 
in the wake of the delimitation, made active use of the national iden- 
tities. The local population and, in particular, local leaders learned 
remarkably rapidly to "manipulate the language of nationality to 
advance their own interests"." Throughout the territories of former 
Turkestan, Bukhara and Khiva, official designations of nationality took 
on new significance as population groups and individuals used them 
to complain about injustices. Hirsch bases the argument on an analysis 
of political claims and petitions after the delimitation. She points to a 
number of emotional petitions and political requests in the name of 
Uzbeks in the Kyrgyz republic, of Kazaks in the Uzbek republic, and of 
other minorities. As I did from my own analysis, Hirsch concludes that 
the national identities, largely, reflected the historic socioeconomic 
divisions in the region. One main concern of those who protested in 
the name of Uzbeks in the Kazak republic was fear that they would be 
forced to give up their sedentary way of life and convert to a nomadic 
lifestyle.18 Rejecting the divide and rule paradigm, Hirsch maintains 
that this was an unexpected development which surprised Soviet 
experts such as Bartol'd, the Soviet authorities in general, as well as 
the Central Asians themselves. 

With the establishment of national republics in Central Asia, the 
Soviet regime had hoped to increase the level of cohesion among what 
Soviet authorities perceived as a deeply fragmented elite. However, the 
reorganization did not immediately end conflicts and antagonism 
within the different republican elites. The Central Asian Bureau con- 
tinued to be concerned with intranational conflicts in the various 
groups.19 For reasons discussed abovelz0 it was the Uzbek communists 
and the Uzbek republic that received the greatest share of attention. 
However, it was in the Kyrgyz oblast that lack of unity was most pro- 
nounced, making the situation there c h a ~ t i c . ~ '  Internal conflicts not- 
withstanding, the elites of the Uzbek Soviet republic, in the words of 
Roger Kangas, began to coalesce around the concept of uzbekz2 Of 
course, as mentioned, the Soviet republics did not enjoy the autonomy 
usually associated with the concept of state. Further, it is obviously cor- 
rect, as Svante Cornell has argued, that the Soviet nationalities policy 
represented a fundamental devaluation of concepts such as "auton- 

I 1  2.3 omy", "self-determination" and "independence . Nevertheless, in 
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the decade that followed the national delimitation there was an ele- 
ment of local power, particularly in culture and education.24 As a result, 
there was some limited room for the various republics and republican 
elites to pursue their own policies, "nationalizing" or other. In this 
period, Central Asian political elites asserted themselves in the name of 
their new national republics. While publicly giving priority to all-union 
interests, republican governments developed their own ambitions and 
agendas, in which their particular republic was the main priority. 

In the 1930s, however, Stalin's repression curtailed this maneuver- 
ability. According to the most accepted understanding, Stalin felt chal- 
lenged by indigenous republican elites who strove to attain autonomy 
much beyond the sphere to which the Soviet regime had wanted it to 
be restricted. The so-called Great Retreat in nationalities policy, that is, 
the rehabilitation of traditional Russian culture and the promotion of 
Russian nationalism, has typically been interpreted in this light: it was 
a strategy aimed at changing center-periphery relations in favor of the 
former.25 Later, during the Great Terror, the republican elites suffered 
physical attack, in which most of the indigenous Central Asian leaders 
were killed, and replaced with a new generati~n. '~ As only a small 
minority of CPSU membership after the purges had experience from 
the pre-Stalinist period, a new elite with little experience from pre- 
Revolutionary times was installed in the Central Asian republics." 
Although there is no evidence that non-Russians as a whole repre- 
sented a particularly important target, the Terror clearly had a national 
dimension in that the indigenous republican elites of Central Asia 
were systematically eliminated. Rather than an example of "ethnic 
warfare", this was primarily an attempt to destroy alternative power 
bases. Indeed, during the Terror, all alternative sources of power, real 
or potential, were brutally attacked without consideration of national- 
ity or ethnicity. An obvious example is the assault on the military 
elites shortly before Word War 11. Whatever the essence and motives 
behind the Retreat and the Terror, in the Stalinist era there was hardly 
any room for the expression of national ambitions in the non-Russian 
republics. Based on the Great Retreat and the assault on national elites, 
Ronald Suny has argued that it was in this period the Soviet Union had 

28 the greatest resemblance to "an ideal type of empire . 
It was only with de-Stalinization in the second half of the 1950s that 

indigenous Central Asians were able to significantly influence the 
course of events in the region. In the words of James Critchlow, the 
republican leaders and elites were now able to assert national interests 
in a way that under Stalin would have invited instant repression.2g In 
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the three decades that followed, an unprecedented degree of stability 
characterized Soviet Central Asia. Between 1960 and 1969, all the Cen- 
tral Asian republics acquired new CP first secretaries, who all remained 
in office until the 1980s. In all of the Central Asian republics, an 
increasing national orientation took place in this period, and in this 
process, reconfiguration of history was crucial. First, Central Asian 
communists who had been purged and killed in the 1930s, such as 
Fayzullah Khojaev and Akmal Ikramov of the Uzbek republic, were 
rehabilitated. Instead of nationalist villains, they became national 
heroes, celebrated as founding figures of the Uzbek republic. Second 
came the rehabilitation of intellectuals and of cultural history, both of 
which the Soviet regime had earlier condemned as intolerable. What 
had previously been unacceptable now became a source of national 
pride. However, it was difficult to make history compatible with the 
national political and administrative divisions of the Soviet period. 
While perhaps particularly strongly felt in Central Asia, this problem is 
integral to any reorganization of the past into separate national histor- 
i e ~ . ~ '  In this respect, the tendency of Central Asian nation-building in 
the cultural field manifested itself in scholarship as well. Typical 
"nation-building subjects", such as history, archeology, and ethnog- 
raphy became particularly popular among the indigenous Central 
~ s i a n s . ~ '  In addition, this must be seen in connection with the institu- 
tionalization of nationality, of which national histories as well as 
national academies of sciences were important elements. But was this 
necessarily the first step towards sovereignty? 

Throughout the Soviet period, the relation between the central 
power and the Soviet republics changed several times. In the Stalin 
era, violent centralization replaced the relative maneuverability of 
the republics in the 1920s. With de-Stalinization, the autonomy of the 
republics once again increased. However, at least as far as Central Asia 
is concerned, this did not mean that visions or ambitions of secession 
developed. Rather, what happened was that republican leaders were able 
to develop a local base of support, and in Central Asia, this took the form 
of local patronage networks based on sub-national solidarities rather 
than on visions of a unified national community. When Gorbachev 
came to power, his first actions signaled that center-republic relations 
would once again take a turn towards centralization. Central Soviet 
authorities attacked the local support networks in Central Asia as 
"mafiocracies", and replaced Central Asian leaders. 

With perestroika, however, the center-periphery relation changed 
completely. Yet if the demise of the Soviet Union primarily implied 
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new freedom for the peripheries, Central Asia does not fit well into 
this picture. Central Asia was not unaffected by perestroika, and new 
kinds of movements and social phenomena appeared here as in other 
parts of the Soviet Union. The relation between the republics and the 
political center was at the heart of the new political debates, but separ- 
ation from the Soviet Union was hardly on the agenda in Central Asia. 
Rather than questioning the legitimacy of the Soviet Union altogether, 
what the new movements called for was a reformulation of the rela- 
tionship between the center and the republics. An important aspect 
was the criticism of historical relations between Russia and population 
groups in Central Asia. In the Tsarist era, the Bolsheviks had con- 
demned Russia's expansion into Central Asia as imperialist. In the 
Stalinist era, however, this attitude changed. Now, the incorporation 
of Central Asia was perceived as progressive, and it had been accom- 
plished with the consent of the Central Asians. This was an important 
element of the "Great Friendship" concept, which developed in the 
1930s. This was supposed to give legitimacy to the Soviet Union, 
claiming that there was a historical friendship between "Soviet 
peoples" older than the Soviet Union itself.32 In the spirit of the pere- 
stroika, Central Asian intellectuals began to criticize this perspective of 
the incorporation of Central Asia into Russia, and instead emphasized 
Russian force and Central Asian national r e s i~ tance .~~  This new pos- 
ition was a kind of national self-assertion vis-a-vis a Russian-dominated 
political center. In this fashion, Central Asians called for a change in 
relations between the central power and the republics, but they 
stopped far short of separatism. 

Economic issues were important in the criticism of center-periphery 
relations. In Central Asia, a main issue was that of the so-called 
"cotton monoculture". Central Asians argued that the entire region 
suffered from the one-sided economy almost exclusively based on in- 
tensive cotton cultivation. This criticism of the "cotton monoculture" 
carried with it an important environmental dimension, which 
linked the Central Asian perestroika movements to other movements 
throughout the Soviet Union. In short, what the Central Asian pere- 
stroika movements called for was a greater level of republican self- 
determination vis-a-vis the center, but they did not want to end these 
relations altogether. In the March 1991 referendum on the preserva- 
tion of the Soviet Union, between 90 and 95 per cent of eligible voters 
in Central Asia voted in favor of the union.j4 

The fact that perestroika and democratization did not generate 
nationalist separatism in Central Asia does not imply that the "democra- 



tization-separatism-dissolution thesis" is altogether invalid. Elsewhere 
in the Soviet Union, nationalist movements appeared with autonomy, 
independence or sovereignty on their programs. This was particularly 
the case with the Baltic republics and in Georgia. In all these republics, 
mass-based independence movements had emerged by early 1989. 
Especially in the Baltic republics, there was a mass-based pressure for 
secession from the Soviet Union, and even though the Soviet parlia- 
ment in 1989 granted autonomy to these republics, this did not satisfy 
them. As far as the Baltic republics were concerned, it was clear that 
only force could keep them in the union. A democratic Soviet Union, 
including the Baltic republics, was not an alternative. Obviously, the 
Baltic republics differed from those in Central Asia in several import- 
ant respects. First, in the Baltic republics there was a fresh memory of 
independent statehood in the interwar period. Second, there was the 
special history of the annexation of these republics. Third, their cost- 
benefit analysis of membership in the Soviet Union was different from 
that of the Central Asian republics. In what Victor Zaslavsky has called 
the "redistributive" Soviet state," people in the economically rela- 
tively developed Baltic republics felt they were subsidizing the eco- 
nomically weaker parts of the Union, notably Central Asia. Fourth, the 
Baltic peoples saw by the late 1980s separation from the Soviet Union 
as a key to economic modernization, foreign investments, and im- 
proved relations with Western European and Scandinavian neighbors. 

In Georgia, too, where, in the 1920s, the question of central and local 
power had led to particularly intense conflicts in connection with the 
establishment of the Soviet Union, there was a strong drive for inde- 
pendence. Like in the Baltic republics, there was in Georgia a strong 
memory of independent statehood, and ten years before the perestroika, 
in 1978, there were mass demonstrations in Tbilisi in defense of the use 
of Georgian as the state language. This anticipated what was to take 
place throughout the Soviet Union a decade later, and it was logical 
that, in the more democratic environment of perestroika, the demonstra- 
tions of 1978 transformed into massive demands for independence and 
sovereignty. The Baltic republics and Georgia, therefore, appear to pro- 
vide solid evidence that democratization of the Soviet Union did lead to 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. As David Kotz has pointed out, 
however, secession by the Baltic republics would not in and of itself 
have been crippling to the Soviet Union, given that they represented 
only 2.8 per cent of the population and had no important natural 
 resource^.^' On the other hand, others have argued that the example of 
the Baltic countries proved contagious and inspired other republics to 
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adopt their independence stance." There is no doubt that develop- 
ments in the Baltic republics had considerable impact in other regions. 
The establishment of the Moldavian Popular Front (MPF) in May 1989 is 
one good example. With its focus on "Romanian-ness" the program of 
the MPF was, if not explicitly, then at least implicitly separatist. This was 
also how the Soviet leadership perceived their program. The separatism 
of the MPF was primarily based on irredentism, aiming at reunification 
with Romania. That the MPF, in the spring of 1990, won the elections to 
the Moldavian Supreme Soviet by a landslide demonstrated the level of 
popular support it enjoyed. However, the irredentist dimensions were 
not the most important aspect for the supporters of the MPF.~' This is 
borne out by the fact that when the "Greater Romania perspective" was 
later abandoned, there was little popular opposition to this change of 
policy. 

In June 1989, a popular front with a national democratic program 
was established in Belorussia. Not unlike similar movements in Central 
Asia, it focused on language and ecological problems (following the 
Chernobyl disaster). However, neither the majority of the population 
nor elite groups had independence or separation on the agenda, and in 
the March 1991 referendum, as much as 83 per cent voted in favor of 
the union. When Belorussia had produced a declaration of independ- 
ence in July 1990, this presupposed the continued existence of the 
USSR. Was this declaration the result of the contagiousness of events 
in other non-Russian republics? In my opinion, much of the answer 
lies in the Russian sovereignty declaration of June 1990, primarily the 
result of Yeltsin's tactical struggle against Gorbachev and the Soviet 
Union government. As David Kotz has argued, this injected an entirely 
new element into the situation, and it is not accidental that a number 
of republics (Uzbekistan, Moldavia, Ukraine, Belorussia, Turkmenistan, 
Tajikistan and Kazakstan) followed suit with sovereignty resol~tions.'~ 
In most of these cases, the declarations of sovereignty did not corres- 
pond to any mass-based nationalist movements, but were made by 
communist leaders "positioning themselves to hold on to power if 
Yeltsin proved able to actually abolish the Union state".") 

Ukraine appears to be a case in point. Unlike what had been the case 
in Belorussia, a nationalist movement, Rukh, had emerged in Ukraine 
during perestroika. However, it was largely limited to the Western parts 
of the republic. By 1990, there were no signs that this was developing 
into an all-Ukrainian movement. In addition, when Leonid Kravchuk, 
in 1990, to some extent turned himself into a Ukrainian nationalist 
and declared the sovereignty of Ukraine, this was not because of 



Historical Implications 223 

internal pressure. It was, rather, the preparation for a possible future 
suggested by the recently passed Russian sovereignty declaration. How- 
ever, the conclusion of the process was not yet clear. In the union refer- 
endum in March of the following year, 70 per cent of Ukrainian voters 
supported a renegotiated union treaty, and during the August coup, 
Kravchuk came out as a conditional supporter. As the coup proved abort- 
ive, Kravchuk further cultivated the nationalist aspect, and managed to 
keep his position in Ukrainian politics into the post-Soviet period. 

In my opinion, therefore, it is difficult to support the idea that in a 
democratic environment non-Russians would necessarily prefer to 
leave the union because they were non-Russians and for them the 
Soviet Union represented a version of the Russian Empire with Russia 
at its core.41 When the population of Ukraine, in a referendum in 
December 199 1, by a great majority supported complete separation, 
economic considerations were important. In its electoral propaganda, 
Rukh had focused on what it considered the tremendous economic 
capacity of the republic, the full development of which Soviet "in- 
ternal colonialism" prevented. According to Kolstoe, Rukh grossly ex- 
aggerated the optimistic estimates of Western specialists, and in that 
way connected separatism from the Soviet Union with future eco- 
nomic p r ~ s p e r i t y . ~ ~  Moreover, and this is even more important, by 
December 1991, there was hardly any central power left in the Soviet 
Union. This takes us to the core of the Soviet dissolution. It was, in 
Moshe Lewin's words, not the nationalities that caused the downfall: 
"It was the decline and the de facto downfall of the regime that gave 
them the chance to lea~e."~%ntil the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
was a fait accompli, the majority in most of the republics supported the 
continuation of a union. Moreover, for many of the republics, the 
sovereignty declarations were insurance policies signed by a political 
elite eager to secure their political positions in a changing world. Also, 
once again to borrow Lewin's words, "the republics still kept coming 
to talk and sign, even when all that was left of the center was a lonely 
~ o r b a c h e v " . ~ ~  As far as most of the republics are concerned, therefore, 
a redefined federation seemed to be an acceptable possibility. However, 
such development would have presupposed both will and sufficient 
political power in Moscow. After August 1991, both were lacking. 

In my opinion, therefore, "revenge of the past" is not a particularly 
well-suited concept for explaining the demise of the Soviet Union. 
Quite probably, the Soviet regime's institutionalization of ethnicity to 
some extent contributed to increasing national orientation, and, as 
seen in the case of the Central Asian republics, a certain level of 
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nation-building activities characterized the Soviet republics after 
Stalin. However, it was not primarily nationalist aspirations that 
brought the Soviet Union down. Moreover, the regions where the 
drive for independence was the strongest (the Baltic republics) had 
been the least exposed to Soviet "ethnic engineering". Soviet institu- 
tionalization of ethnicity did not create Baltic independence move- 
ments. Indeed, pre-perestroika autonomy aspirations in Lithuania were 
to a significant extent centered on a non-national framework, that of 
the Catholic Church. To the extent that Baltic separatism was the 
revenge of the past, what was revenged was the entire Soviet annex- 
ation of the region. In Central Asia, on the other hand, where the 
degree of "ethnic engineering" had perhaps been the greatest, people 
received independence almost unwillingly. In yet other cases, like for 
example in Moldavia, local political elites used Moscow's weakness, 
"rushing toward power in their own separate states".45 The national 
structure of the Soviet Union can explain the pattern of the Soviet 
dissolution rather than the Soviet demise itself.46 

When the Soviet Union came to its end in 1991, it was because the 
entire Soviet regime broke down. Rather than the result of an eruption 
of nationalism, the Soviet dissolution was primarily the consequence 
of an implosion of the political center of the Soviet state. The reason 
for this implosion is an enormous topic, which I cannot discuss in any 
depth here. However, hardly anyone would disagree that economic 
factors were paramount. From this perspective, the question of the 
Soviet downfall is, to some extent, the question of the Soviet economic 
collapse. One may argue that there was no collapse in the Soviet econ- 
omy before perestroika, and that perestroika itself undermined the per- 
formance of the system.47 However, the Soviet economy was in deep 
trouble at the time, and the experience of economic crisis was a major 
impetus for the introduction of reforms in the first place. What was the 
background for these economic problems? A commonly accepted 
understanding is that while the Soviet command-administrative system 
was useful in the process of intensive industrialization, it did not have 
the flexibility required in a more complex economic reality. The com- 
mand-administrative system had the ability to mobilize resources, but 
not to use them efficiently; it could not handle the demands created by 
the scientific-technological rev~lution.~' Manfred Hildermeier has 
problematized this notion, demonstrating that already during the 
collectivization in 1935 Stalin recognized the limitations of the com- 
mand-administrative system, In Hildermeier's words, the incompatibil- 
ity of ideology with reality represented the "life-lie" of the Soviet 



Historical implications 225 

regime." In spite of this early recognition, it was only with Gorba- 
chev's perestroika that the full consequences were realized. 

While some have argued that the Soviet nationality policy ulti- 
mately laid the groundwork for the breakup, I find it easier to agree 
with Victor Zaslavsky's focus on the socioeconomic dimension of 
Soviet life. He argues that the Soviet Union proved an unviable and 
unsustainable form of social organization: 

Having fostered a specific type of a state-dependent worker as its 
major social base, the Soviet system created its own "grave-diggers": 
huge masses of people who loathed competition and craved stabil- 
ity, who were hostile to innovation or productive work . . . Resist- 
ance to change and a general lack of innovative spirit characterized 
behavior on all levels in the Soviet social system." 

From this perspective, the Soviet system would have failed irrespective 
of the national composition of the Soviet population and irrespec- 
tive of the strategy in the "national question". When the Soviet Union 
ceased to exist, it was not because of a spectacular divergence of conse- 
quence from intention in the nationalities policy. Quite the opposite, 
during the Soviet period, the Soviet approach to the national question 
had considerable success, in that it provided a significant degree of 
stability. When the regime itself broke down, however, the entire state 
disintegrated into its constituent parts. 

Post-Soviet Central Asia 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union fundamentally altered the situ- 
ation of the former Soviet republics. Some republics, particularly the 
Baltic republics, left the Soviet Union with great self-confidence and 
entered the new era with optimism and high hopes for the future. In 
Central Asia, the situation was rather different. Independence was 
received reluctantly, and only a few months earlier, Central Asians had 
almost unanimously supported continued union membership. Unlike 
the Baltic republics, those in Central Asia had no pre-Soviet state trad- 
ition to lean upon; they were the products of the Soviet period. How 
would they manage on their own? Among Western observers, quite a 
few expected that the Central Asian republics might cease to exist 
altogether and that the borders drawn in the 1920s would lose signifi- 
cance as the Soviet Union fell apart. This expectation was based on the 
idea that Central Asian borders had been drawn and upheld by 
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Moscow, and when there was no longer any Moscow to dominate the 
region, the borders would disintegrate. The delimitation had been arti- 
ficial from the beginning, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
would result in a reconfiguration according to real identities. Old pan- 
Turkism would again prevail, never having succumbed to the foreign 
imposition of new concepts of identity." As Adeeb Khalid has pointed 
out, ideas of Turkic solidarity propagated by Turkic emigres in Turkey 
and in some European countries influenced this percepti~n.~' How- 
ever, the emigres had precious little contact with daily life in Central 
Asia in the late Soviet period. While attractive to some Western obser- 
vers, this emigrant vision had little appeal within Central Asia. 

The fact that national identification remained relatively insignificant 
does not imply that pan-Turkic or Turkestanian identities were more 
salient. On the contrary, when the character of the Soviet state and 
society stimulated other identities than the national ones, these iden- 
tities were more limited than, rather than more comprehensive than, 
national ones. Moreover, as argued in earlier chapters, the pan-Turkic 
vision had limited appeal in the 1920s as well. 

When sovereignty came to the Central Asian republics, the political 
leaders who successfully clung to power had to reformulate their 
political approach. All of them chose the perspective of the national 
republics. Of course, the administrative positions that the former com- 
munist leaders wanted to keep were connected to the respective repub- 
lics. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that, to the extent that 
discussions of various (limited) pan-Central Asian solutions have taken 
place in the post-Soviet period, the discussions have echoed the discus- 
sions of 1924. During the delimitation, the fear of Uzbek hegemony 
was something that influenced the behavior of the other groups. The 
pattern is the same in the post-Soviet context. While representing a 
compelling image for some emigres, the idea of a unified Central Asia 
for post-Soviet Turkmen, Kyrgyz and Kazak political leaders implies a 
threat of Uzbek dominance, and thus their own political marginaliza- 
tion. To the extent that the vision of a politically unified Central Asia 
existed, it is typical that Uzbekistan was the chief proponent, while 
those residing in the other republics were much more skeptical to the 
idea.'" 

Western scholars have largely disregarded the national delimitation 
as a foreign imposition. In this view, similar to what took place 
in colonial Africa, the region was crudely divided into political- 
administrative entities that did not correspond to existing patterns of 
identity. From this perspective, it is a major problem that the delimi- 
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tation left members of the predominant nationalities outside "their" 
republics, which would presumably lead to demands for border revisions, 
and ultimately perhaps the disintegration of former Soviet republics. 
Following the breakup of the Soviet Union, several scholars and obser- 
vers predicted that the Soviet heritage would haunt Central Asia in the 
era of sovereignty. The 1992 edition of Border and Territorial Disputes 
listed more than 20 territorial areas in Central Asia as potential sources 
of ~onf l ic t . '~  Similarly, Hafeez Malik maintained that "there are at 
least a dozen major territorial problems, which have the potential of 
turning Central Asia into a hotbed of ethnic and religious antagonism 
and ~ i o l e n c e " . ~ ~  To what extent has this scenario materialized? 

Without a doubt, problems have been legion in Central Asia in the 
decade that has transpired since the Soviet Union dissolved. Yet, 
although territorial disputes have occurred between the different Cen- 
tral Asian states, territorial demands and calls for border revisions have 
not developed to the extent that many had expected. Following Rogers 
Brubaker's reasoning, this would indicate that the Central Asian states 
have not been pursuing a "nationalizing" line. In fact, "nationaliza- 
tion" in Brubaker's meaning has characterized post-Soviet Central Asia 
only to a quite limited degree. Certainly, the former communist 
leaders of Central Asia soon turned to the discourse of nationalism to 
legitimize their continued rule in a new context. The Central Asian 
leaders immediately rejected communism and presented themselves in 
a nationalist garb.56 To some extent, what happened was typical of 
decolonization. Local names replaced Russian names of streets, cities 
and other geographical features. Furthermore, a reinterpretation of his- 
tory has taken place, which has prioritized nation-building elements 
that focus on the particular qualities and the antiquity of the national 
community. This was an intensification of earlier-mentioned trends 
from the late Soviet period. 

The issue of nation building has been particularly acute in Kazak- 
stan, with its bifurcated population. Here, national distinctions are 
more intensely present than in the other and more homogeneous 
republics. While it seems relatively unproblematic to conceive of, for 
example, Turkmenistan as "a state for the Turkrnen people" the situ- 
ation is much more complex in Kazakstan with its two large popula- 
tion groups. In Kazakstan, therefore, the question of the relation 
between the different population groups and the state has been a 
much more politically charged issue than in the other republics. 

In general, however, the Central Asian states have behaved as 
nationalizing regimes only to a limited extent. An obvious example is 
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the way in which Uzbekistan deals with what the authorities recognize 
as ethnic Uzbek minorities living in neighboring states. Today an esti- 
mated 2.5 million Uzbeks live in neighboring Kyrgyzstan, Kazakstan, 
Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. However, Uzbek authorities' attitudes 
towards these groups are very far from Brubaker's "transborder nation- 
alism"." Uzbeks who fled to Uzbekistan during the civil war in Tajiki- 
stan were refused citizenship or residence and were forced to reside 
illegally. In March 2001, a group of Uzbeks with Tajik citizenship who 
had fled to Uzbekistan during the civil war was forcefully deported to 
the Tajik border. In general, the "outside Uzbeks" are prevented from 
free travel into Uzbekistan. Residents of southern Kyrgyzstan, for in- 
stance, may not enter more than l00 km into Uzbek territ~ries.'~ For 
the Uzbek authorities, other concerns have priority over the idea of the 
unification of "the Uzbek people". As another example, when inde- 
pendence had become a reality in Turkmenistan, president Niyazov 
rapidly established the society "Turkmen of the World", which drew 
the attention to the Turkmen living outside the republican borders. 
However, this society has proved largely symbolic, and it has not had 
much influence on political practice. 

I would therefore agree with Edward Schatz that the perspective of 
nation building must be applied with caution to Central Asia, and that 
it may represent a conceptual trap in the sense that it overshadows 
other and more important phen~mena.~ '  In both Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan, the regimes are authoritarian and repressive, and repres- 
sion does not follow national lines. Moreover, the most important 
dynamics in politics appear to be sub-national rather than national 
divisions. Although not very much is known about the nature and role 
of these divisions, there is no doubt that various kinds of regional and 
other sub-national identities, loyalties, and patronage networks have 
profound influence on politics in the post-Soviet Central Asian repub- 
lics. This situation is a legacy of the Soviet period and an expression of 
timeworn historical continuities. Instead of eliminating sub-national 
divisions, the Soviet experience represented an environment in which 
those kinds of divisions proved useful and valuable. 

From this view, therefore, the fact that fragmentation and disunity 
rather than cohesion characterize the Central Asian republics is only 
partly the result of the Soviet experience. This is not primarily the 
legacy of the delimitation of the 1920s. The main problem is neither 
the fact that a number of Uzbeks, Turkmen, Tajiks or Kazaks live out- 
side "their" republics, nor the heterogeneity of these groups them- 
selves. The main obstacle for cohesion and consolidation is, now as in 
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the Soviet period, the role of the state. For identification with and 
loyalty to the state to develop, the state must become the reliable 
provider of basic needs such as security and justice. Today, the Central 
Asian states are rather associated with the opposite qualities. 

Such cohesion is fully feasible in a context of heterogeneity and 
pluralism. In fact, that is to some extent what the Soviet nationalities 
policy was about, even though loyalty with the state remained limited, 
for reasons discussed above. Much has been written about the negative 
and disastrous effects of Communist rule throughout the former Soviet 
Union. However, in my opinion, it is also possible to highlight more 
positive aspects of the Soviet heritage, and, in the field of national 
relations, I believe there are some elements that might represent a 
valuable resource in post-Soviet Central Asia. Of course, the Soviet 
regime was repressive, and sometimes violence and repression followed 
national lines. The deportation of entire groups, such as, for example, 
Chechens and Koreans, are cases in point. However, Soviet repression 
was not, in principle, an attack on national differences. Bolshevik and 
Soviet ideology always emphasized the right of nationalities to retain 
their distinctness. Even though abysmal discrepancies between official 
ideology and political practice were the rule rather than the exception 
in the Soviet Union, I support Yuri Slezkine's argument that the Soviet 
regime did not attempt to or intend to abolish national differences per 
se. Expressions of national differences were primarily suppressed as far 
as they were incompatible with the authoritarian Soviet project in a 
more general sense.60 As recent research has demonstrated, in some 
periods, notably the Stalinist era, what Soviet authorities perceived as 
political threats could be quite arbitrary and unpredictable."' 

To a certain extent, Soviet attitudes towards manifestations of 
national differences were both liberal and tolerant. While clearly much 
less so than what official ideology would have us believe, Soviet practice 
was in some respects more liberal and tolerant than that in liberal and 
democratic states. Western observers have tended to see the Soviet 
Union as a Russian Empire, where Russians dominated over the other 
peoples. "Ethnic Russia" was overrepresented in the structures of power, 
and Russians in general felt superior to the indigenous population of the 
Caucasus and Central Asia. However, there were no legal differences 
between individuals based on ethnic, national or racial background as, 
for example, was earlier the case in the USA. Similarly, while there is no 
doubt that the Russian language, in spite of official ideology, had a 
dominant position in many important fields, there was no massive 
drive for linguistic assimilation of all non-Russian nationalities in the 
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Soviet Union. The right to use and to receive education in the different 
national languages was not restricted to theory, which, in Slezkine's 
words, turned the dictatorship of the proletariat into a Tower of 
This, too, was very different from the policy towards national minorities 
found in many liberal and democratic countries. For example, Norway's 
policy towards the Lapp minority was a massive assimilation campaign 
targeted not only against the Lapp language but also against Lapp dis- 
tinctiveness in general. In comparison with that kind of assimilation 
strategy, the Soviet approach was obviously pluralist. 

Undoubtedly, there are innumerable tragic, disastrous, and cata- 
strophic consequences of the decades of Soviet rule. Soviet commun- 
ism has left its successors with a heritage of, among many other evils, 
authoritarianism, repression, and corruption. However, in the field of 
national relations, the Soviet era may have contributed something 
positive, namely, a general tendency to accept national differences 
rather than a drive to eliminate them. It was considered acceptable 
that people who lived in the same territory spoke different languages, 
wore different costumes, and identified with different national groups. 
Moreover, this was not only accepted, to a certain degree it was even 
encouraged. 

In some ways, the establishment of national Soviet republics in Cen- 
tral Asia represented a divergence from the regional tradition of plural- 
ism and heterogeneity. But even if national affiliation was to be the 
basis of the new entities, complete ethnic homogeneity was never an 
important goal for the Soviet regime. Soviet authorities did not consider 
the presence of different groups as a major problem, and they recog- 
nized such groups as national minorities with certain rights. Moreover, 
full correspondence between ethnic and political boundaries would in 
any case have been impossible, given the complexity of the Central 
Asian population. With good cause, Western scholars often ridiculed 
official Soviet references to the "Friendship of the peoples" and the 
insistence that the Soviet Union had solved the national question. How- 
ever, there may be something of value behind the crude propaganda, in 
that a principal tolerance of national differences was present through- 
out the Soviet period. So far, in Central Asia, the doomsday prophesies 
of national turbulence and ethnic animosity have failed to materialize. 
For the sake of the political future of Central Asia, one must hope that 
this tradition of, albeit limited, pluralism and tolerance under the Soviet 
regime can be carried into the post-Soviet era. 

However, in myriad other ways, the heritage of the delimitation 
represents great challenges for post-Soviet Central Asia. Economic via- 



bility was not a criterion in the reorganization of Central Asia in the 
1920s. The republics would all be components of the larger Soviet 
community, which managed the economy on a union-wide level. Sub- 
sequent to the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian repub- 
lics have felt the consequences of this strategy. The considerable 
former economic dependency on Russia and Moscow has created an 
important barrier to the maneuverability of the newly sovereign states. 
AS a result, the "independence" of post-Soviet Central Asia is greatly 
limited. This is one of the reasons for the economic hardship that 
almost the entire Central Asian population experienced in the first 
decade of sovereignty. However, their main problem is the unwilling- 
ness, on the part of the political leadership, to institute reforms, as 
these leaders cling to their positions at the cost of the welfare of their 
cons t i t~enc ies .~~  The combination of traditional patronage networks 
and the Soviet heritage of authoritarianism, repression and corruption 
is at least as serious a problem as the heritage of Soviet era patterns of 
economic dependence. 

In addition, in terms of economic potential, there are great differ- 
ences between the various post-Soviet Central Asian republics. Particu- 
larly in Turkmenistan, the political leadership began the era of 
sovereignty by projecting a bright economic future based on natural 
energy resources. For the republic of Tajikistan, however, the situation 
is quite different. The Tajik republic, as established in 1924, was re- 
stricted essentially to "mountain tops", and even though the Khojent 
(Leninabad) district was incorporated in 1929, the Tajik SSR remained 
the poorest of the Soviet republics. Unfortunately, the economic pros- 
pects for the future remain gloomy. This might represent a source of 
permanent instability for the republic, and civil war has exacerbated 
the problems. It is not difficult to agree with Tajik nationalists who 
consider the Tajiks the losing party in the delimitation, even though I 
do not share their interpretation of what happened in that process.'4 
Furthermore, the Kyrgyz republic is in a similarly unfortunate situ- 
ation, as it enjoys few natural economic assets. As a result, also in 
Kyrgyzstan, poverty may remain a reality in the foreseeable future. 

Economic problems have plagued Central Asia since independence, 
and poor government and lack of reform has made a difficult situation 
even worse. In the cases of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, however, the 
situation would have been difficult enough even in the best of times. 
In fact, the limited economic potential of some of the newly inde- 
pendent states may be one of the most serious consequences of Soviet 
rule for the region. Looking at Central Asia at the beginning of the 
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new millennium, economy and poverty pose a considerable threat and 
certainly much more than does "the national question". At present, 
the dangerous combination of poverty and repression threatens to 
increasingly destabilize this region. Their limited economic potential 
therefore makes reform and efficient exploitation of resources in these 
republics all the more crucial, yet in both areas the challenges 
remain enormous. From this perspective, the heritage of the national 
delimitation of the 1920s may haunt Central Asia for years to come. 



Conclusion 

The Bolsheviks were originally quite unsympathetic to the ideas of the 
nation and national community. In Bolshevik thinking, the national 
community was primarily a bourgeois construction that served to draw 
the attention of the proletariat away from their real and objective 
interests. Nevertheless, the Soviet Union that the Bolsheviks estab- 
lished on the ruins of the Tsarist Empire was the first state to systemat- 
ically base its political units on ethnicity. In the Soviet Union, national 
identity comprised the main principle of territorial political organiza- 
tion. I have explored this paradox through an investigation of a par- 
ticularly prominent example of this strategy, the so-called national 
delimitation of Central Asia. In 1924, the Communist Party dissolved 
the multiethnic political entities of Bukhara, Khorezm, and Turkestan 
and replaced them with national Soviet republics (and oblasts). The 
national delimitation appears to be a particularly fruitful point of 
departure for a discussion of Soviet nationalities policy as it repre- 
sented a fundamental reorganization of the region. What did the 
Soviet regime hope to achieve, and what lund of polity were the differ- 
ent national entities supposed to make up? On one hand, I have ana- 
lyzed the discourse of the central Soviet authorities in connection with 
the delimitation in order to discuss how they perceived the introduc- 
tion of national political entities and the role of these entities within 
the Soviet state. On the other hand, I have used the process of the 
delimitation as a basis for a discussion of the nature of the Soviet 
regime in the mid-1920s. 

In addition, 1 have examined the delimitation from a local perspec- 
tive, focusing on the relationship between central power and local 
political agency. Was the national delimitation a strategy conceived 
and implemented exclusively by the Russian dominated central 
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authorities in Moscow, or did indigenous political players exert 
decisive influence on the reorganization? Further, to the extent that 
local influence played a role, what was the relationship between the 
new organization introduced in the 1920s and social realities in Cen- 
tral Asia? In other words, was the delimitation in all respects a foreign 
imposition, or did it in any profound sense reflect important aspects of 
Central Asian society? 

In most Western scholarship, the perception of the national delimi- 
tation as an imperial divide and rule strategy has held a predominant 
position. It has been an important argument in this analysis that the 
present evidence cannot justify comprehending the delimitation 
exclusively from a power perspective. The establishment of national 
republics was not primarily aimed at disrupting a unified Central Asia. 
In my analysis, the process appears a much more constructive strategy. 
In the central Soviet authorities' perception of Central Asia at the time 
of the delimitation, the idea of a unified Central Asia enjoyed no 
prominent place. As they saw it, Central Asia was much more charac- 
terized by fragmentation on various levels than by unity. From this 
point of view, even the Central Asian communists who were, in 
principle, loyal to and supported Soviet power, were prevented from 
carrying out constructive political work because they were involved in 
all kinds of conflicts driven by national, sub-national and personal an- 
tagonism. The discourse regarding the establishment of national polit- 
ical entities reveals that the Soviet regime hoped that the organization 
of national republics might counteract this fragmentation. If elites 
coalesced around the national republics, they might be more able to 
engage in "Soviet construction". In this sense, the creation of the 
national republics was more about bringing together than splitting up. 

Rather than primarily being a power game, the delimitation was the 
strategy of a regime that had concluded that national political entities 
could prove useful in a variety of ways. Most importantly, the Soviet 
regime saw the establishment of such entities as a way of achieving 
centralization and socialist modernization. As opposed to the Tsarist 
regime, Soviet communists intended to change Central Asian society 
in a fundamental way. An important part of this project was to replace 
the traditional social structure. The Soviet authorities identified these 
social structures as patriarchal-feudal and as based on tribes and clans. 
According to the Marxist point of view, social change would follow 
economic transformation. However, the Soviet regime also hoped that 
identification with the new national political entities would replace 
traditional solidarities and loyalties. In this sense, one could say that 



there was a significant power dimension involved in the delimitation. 
Still, the long-term objectives of social change were more important 
than short-term considerations of political power. 

In the Bolsheviks' visions of socialist modernization, the replace- 
ment of small economical and political units with larger ones was 
essential. This centralizing aspect represented the progressive dimen- 
sion of capitalism. Apparently, the national delimitation represented a 
move in the opposite direction, as the number of political units in the 
region grew with the reorganization. There is, however, no contradic- 
tion between theory and practice on this point, and Soviet authorities 
saw the delimitation as a means of centralization. The traditional 
social structure and the clan-tribal loyalties had previously represented 
a major obstacle to what the Soviet regime perceived as rational ex- 
ploitation of economic resources. If these narrow perspectives could be 
replaced with a national republican one, this would represent a valu- 
able contribution to the project of socialist modernization. In my 
analysis, therefore, the Soviet strategy of promoting national identity 
and making nationality the main principle of political territorial organ- 
ization was not primarily a result of dogmatic thinking about necessary 
stages in historical development. Instead, Soviet authorities based the 
strategy on pragmatic considerations of what role national political en- 
tities might play in the Soviet reality of the 1920s. The Soviet approach 
to the nationalities question was the result of a development. If the 
concept of the nation and national identity had first represented a 
problem, the Bolsheviks gradually began to see it as a part of a solution 
to a number of problems experienced throughout the Soviet state. 

Soviet nation-building in the non-Russian regions was part of a two- 
stage centralization process. The new national Soviet entities were to 
serve as a framework for centralization processes in the regions. In 
Central Asia, this was also a process of assimilation. Various groups and 
fragmented societies were to develop into larger and more coherent 
bodies of Uzbeks, Turkmen, and so on. At the same time, the regional 
centralization processes were parts of a union-wide centralization, as the 
national Soviet republics, in their turn, were subject to the supremacy of 
the political center. In a cultural sense, however, it was not really an 
assimilation process. Even though the Soviet regime aimed at establish- 
ing equal socioeconomic conditions throughout the Soviet Union, 
there was never an attack on cultural distinctness as such. The dissol- 
ution of the Soviet Union reflected this approach. In spite of the fact 
that separatist nationalism was not among the principal reasons for the 
Soviet breakdown, and that there was considerable skepticism towards 



236 The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia 

the idea of independent statehood in several republics, the Soviet dissol- 
ution clearly demonstrated that the notion of national distinctness was 
well and alive in 1990. There is, in my opinion, reason to hope that this 
principal acceptance of cultural differences can represent something 
positive in post-Soviet Central Asia. 

What kind of polity was the central Soviet regime aiming to build 
with the national delimitation of Central Asia? Was this simply a re- 
modeling of the Tsarist Russian Empire? There are obvious continu- 
ities. Largely, power remained in Russia in the highly centralized and 
Russian-dominated Communist Party. There was always a level of 
ethnic Russian dominance in Soviet politics. Moreover, the structure of 
the Soviet Union was clearly imperial in that all non-Russian republics 
related primarily to the center rather than to each other. The represen- 
tatives of the central Soviet regime who were involved in the delimi- 
tation in the 1920s evinced an outlook that was, in many respects, 
imperialist. Like all imperialists, they believed they represented some- 
thing superior to the Central Asian population. In part, this "some- 
thing" stemmed from their knowledge of the principles of scientific 
socialism, but it also came in part from the sense of representing a 
superior culture and way of life. To some extent, the European revolu- 
tionaries were "missionary imperialists". The idea of introducing 
something valuable into Central Asia was an important part of their 
self-conception, and European communists often expressed dissatisfac- 
tion that Central Asians did not appreciate this contribution suffi- 
ciently. 

In this sense, their project was fundamentally imperialist, even 
though it differed from classic imperialism. In the Soviet case, too, 
center-periphery relations remained asymmetrical, and power, highly 
centralized. The regime did not, however, use this power to exploit the 
peripheries economically, but to impose a fundamentally new kind of 
society in the peripheries. Even though Russians were perceived and 
perceived themselves as the "core nationality" in the Soviet state, and 
even though the new type of society the Soviet regime attempted to 
introduce in the peripheries had some features of Russian culture, the 
delimitation was not first and foremost a matter of Russification of the 
non-Russian peripheries. In this process of social change, the regime 
found that the framework of the nation could prove useful; an idea 
that led to the development of what Francine Hirsch has called the 
"empire of nations".' This is an adequate concept, as i t  expresses one 
of the most characteristic features of the Soviet state. The Soviet Union 
was not the only empire to promote ethnicity. For example, the British 
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did this as well in some cases for political expediency. Yet only the 
Soviet Union adopted ethnicity as a main principle of political organ- 
ization. 

The imperial dimension and the character of center-periphery rela- 
tions do not imply that there was no local influence on the reorganiza- 
tion of the 1920s. Instead, a main conclusion of this study is that local 
political actors, as well as the social realities of Central Asia, exerted 
significant influence on the delimitation. In most cases, the new 
borders of Central Asia were the result of real discussions and negoti- 
ations that involved members of the various Central Asian population 
groups as well as representatives of the central Soviet authorities. Two 
aspects of this negotiation process are particularly interesting. The first 
relates to the nature of the Soviet regime in the middle of the NEP 
period. The delimitation discussions reveal a Soviet regime that, at 
least to some extent, was open to influence and initiatives from below. 
Several local initiatives influenced the delimitation decisively. Of 
course, one should not exaggerate this. Local initiatives were allowed 
to influence only as far as they did not conflict with overall Soviet 
ambitions and goals. In addition, this was also a period that experi- 
enced violent attacks, like in the case of the Basmachi. Nevertheless, 
these observations do point to a somewhat more liberal mode of oper- 
ation that differed from what had been the case in the civil war period, 
and which was qualitatively different from the regime that developed 
under Stalin during the 1930s. 

The second important aspect of the negotiations is that the territor- 
ial political entities corresponded to the historical and social realities 
of Central Asia to a much greater extent than has usually been recog- 
nized in scholarship. This was possible because of the significant role 
of Central Asian political actors in the delimitation. That national des- 
ignations such as "Uzbek", "Turkmen", and so on, did not hold any 
prominent position in Central Asian society by the end of the nine- 
teenth century does not necessarily imply that the entities established 
with those names 25 years later were artificial constructs. The idea of 
the national community had struck some root in Central Asia in the 
late Tsarist period. In the first half of the 1920s, a nationalization of 
political discourse took place among Central Asian communists. 
Largely as the unintended results of Soviet policies, "Uzbek", "Turk- 
men" and other national designations were politicized. Even though 
this "politicization" was something new, Central Asian communists 
conceptualized the different groups in a way that reflected historical 
realities. As these conceptualizations also considerably influenced 
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border making, the established entities came to represent a great deal 
of continuity. 

In 1991, 67 years after their creation as Soviet republics or oblasts 
within the Soviet Union, the Central Asian republics became sover- 
eign. In a wave of independence declarations and expressions of 
nationalism, the Soviet Union ended as a territorial entity. However, it 
was not nationalist or separatist aspirations that caused the Soviet 
demise, and least of all was it Central Asian nationalism. In the cases 
of the Central Asian republics, independence and sovereignty were not 
the results of a struggle for national freedom. Rather, Central Asia 
received sovereignty half-heartedly, as independence implied great 
problems. Certainly, the Soviet period left behind a troubled legacy 
which partly, but not primarily, can be traced back to the reorganiza- 
tion of the 1920s. For some republics, economic prospects are bleak, 
and the economic weakness can result in a level of poverty that can 
turn into a major threat in this volatile part of the world. Conse- 
quently, Central Asia needs reforms more than anything. Unfortu- 
nately, reality has so far failed to meet expectations. 
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