NATIONS

1 IN TRANSITION

entral Asian

Republics

MICHAEL KORT

e,

o



IN TRANSITION & 4

Central Asian
Republics

MICHAEL KORT

E@
Facts On File, Inc.



For Alex and Roni, the newest arrivals

Nations in Transition: Central 4

Copyright © 2004 by Michael Ko
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, record-
ing, or by any information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in
writing from the publisher. For information contact:

Facts On File, Inc.
132 West 31st Street
New York NY 10001

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kort, Michael.
Central Asian Republics / Michael Kort.
p. cm. — (Nations in transition)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8160-5074-0
1. Asia, Central—History. 1. Title. II. Series.
DK856.K67 2003
958—dc21 2003049031

Facts On File books are available at special discounts when purchased in
bulk quantities for businesses, associations, institutions, or sales promotions.
Please call our Special Sales Department in New York at (212) 967-8800 or
(800) 322-8755.

You can find Facts On File on the World Wide Web at

http://www.factsonfile.com

Text design by Erika K. Arroyo

Cover design by Nora Wertz

Maps by Pat Meschino © Facts On File
Printed in the United States of America

MPFOF 10987654321

This book is printed on acid-free paper.



CONTENTS

T

INTRODUCTION v

PART I: HISTORY 1
1. What Is Central Asia? 3

2. Ancient Times to the 19th Century 17
3. Russian Central Asia 32

4. Soviet Central Asia, 1917 to 1985 44

5. Reform, Collapse, and Independence 64
6. Independent Central Asia 73

PART II:
THE CENTRAL ASIAN REPUBLICS TODAY 83
7. Kazakhstan 85
8. Uzbekistan 112
9. Turkmenistan 136
10. Kyrgyzstan 149
11. Tajikistan 164

Conclusion 178

CHRONOLOGY 181
FURTHER READING 193

INDEX 194



wy wow

. 1= NVLSDIVd

r
s3I 009

oo

¥

N

VNIHD

u

W,

NVLSIMIVL

NVLSZADYAN peqereres,

104 YASK
oW1 ST Hysig

L)
Aeuwy o

oo,

vy \

199491V

R e

vsAvz ayvT

mccmwﬁmxo

.(/N\/smv o
)
Iepojaed

NVLSINVHD4V

uyyse)
JuSwiy)

s ysvbwg a1

NVLSHIVZV)

<L :»e.e’wa

euelsy

NVYLSIIFE9ZN

Q [
1eqebysy

NVLSINFAXINL

s\ A

NVIIVE¥IZY Qv na iy

ViD¥031D

VISSNd

$2179Nd3Y NVISY TVULNID




When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the largest country on earth
crumbled into 15 independent states. Each new country corresponded to
one of the previous republics of the Soviet Union. Because the Soviet
Union spanned northern Eurasia from the Baltic Sea to the Pacific
Ocean, some of those new countries were situated in Europe, while oth-
ers were in Asia. By far the best known and most important of the suc-
cessor states was Russia, the core of the former Soviet empire. A
sprawling, autocratic empire for more than two centuries before the Bol-
shevik Revolution of 1917, Russia’s roots reached back more than 1,000
years. After the 1991 collapse, it retained about three-quarters of the
Soviet Union’s territory and, therefore, kept its status as the world’s
largest country. While historically and culturally European, Russia, like
the former Soviet Union, spanned the breadth of Eurasia.

Other, less familiar European parts of the former Soviet Union were
Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, and Moldova. Most important in
geopolitical terms was Ukraine, located to Russia’s southwest and close to
the geographic center of Europe. Ukraine was Europe’s second-largest
state after Russia and the sixth-largest in population. Ukrainians and
Russians shared the same origins, spoke closely related Slavic languages,
and had tightly intertwined histories. Another Slavic people now called
Belarusans also shared this history. Their new state of Belarus, due north
of Ukraine, was wedged between Russia and Poland. Just to the north of
Belarus along the coast of the Baltic Sea were the tiny countries of
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. All three had been absorbed by the
expanding Russian Empire in the 18th century. They established their
independence after World War I, but were occupied and forcibly incor-
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porated into the Soviet Union during World War 11. Immediately west of
Ukraine was Moldova, an inconspicuous land-locked territory near the
Black Sea. It had no history of independence. Its strongest historical and
ethnic ties were to Romania.

Further east, on the southern slopes of the Caucasus Mountains, just
before Europe ends and Asia begins, were Armenia, Georgia, and Azer-
baijan. The Armenians are an ancient nation, the first people in history
to make Christianity their state religion. Their history has been a strug-
gle to survive the ambitions of their powerful neighbors. During World
War I, more than 1 million Armenians were murdered by the Muslim
Ottoman Turks in the first genocide in a century repeatedly scarred by
genocidal murder. Georgia, another ancient Christian state located pre-
cariously at the edge of the Muslim world, was incorporated into the
Russian Empire over several decades, beginning in the 1780s. Georgians
reluctantly accepted the Russian takeover as the price of protection from
their Muslim neighbors. Azerbaijan, a Turkic-Muslim country with great
potential oil wealth, came under Russian rule during the first quarter of
the 19th century.

The largest piece of former Soviet territory aside from Russia, and the
area about which outsiders knew least, was the region currently known as
Central Asia. It consisted of five countries: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. Unlike Russia and several of
the European successor states, none of the Central Asian successor states
had ever been an independent nation. Their jagged and convoluted bor-
ders dated from the Soviet era and had been drawn to serve the needs of
the Soviet Union’s Communist dictatorship in Moscow. They were
poor—the poorest part of the former Soviet Union—and politically
unstable. As parts of the Russian Empire before 1917 and the Soviet
Union for seven decades thereafter, they had been treated like colonies:
Their natural resources had been exploited and their people had usually
been neglected. Like Azerbaijan, the majority of their population was
Muslim. Largely ignored by the outside world when they were component
parts of the defunct Soviet Union, as independent states they received
unprecedented attention, mainly because of their extensive natural
resources, particularly oil and natural gas.

In the dozen years that have passed since the states of Central Asia
became independent, both their problems and their huge deposits of oil
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and natural gas have become matters of growing interest and concern to
the United States and other major industrial powers. These new coun-
tries have all endured economic hardship and social dislocation and have
been governed by autocratic regimes. Each is a candidate for serious insta-
bility in the future. This book is designed to introduce American young
adults to Central Asia, a part of the world that will have a growing impact
on their own lives in decades to come.
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WHAT Is
CENTRAL ASIA?

A vast region far from Eurasia’s traditional centers of population and civ-
ilization, Central Asia frequently has been a way station, a barrier, or a
buffer rather than a primary destination. For more than a thousand years
its southern section marked the long and often hazardous middle passage
of the Silk Road, the trade route that once connected the Chinese civi-
lization of East Asia with the civilizations of the Mediterranean. Central
Asia’s deserts and mountains, as well as its physical remoteness, consti-
tuted a rugged barrier beyond which great ancient and medieval empires
could not expand. For example, in the mid-sixth century B.C., it was the
northeastern edge of the Persian Empire; in the first century A.D., it was
the northeastern edge of the Parthian Empire. Central Asia also was the
northeastern fringe of Alexander the Great’s empire in the fourth century
B.C. and the distant western outpost of the Chinese Empire during the
Tang dynasty in the eighth century A.D. Not until the 13th century, when
the fierce Mongol horsemen of Genghis (Chinggis) Khan overran Eura-
sia, from China to the Middle East and eastern Europe, did all of Central
Asia, from its northern grasslands to its southern deserts and mountains,
fall to an outside conqueror.

At times, Central Asia has been a buffer zone between peoples and
empires. In the 18th century, its northern grasslands separated the Russ-
ian and Chinese Empires. In the 19th century, it stood between the

e I u
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expanding Russian and British Empires until the Russians completed
their conquest of the region in the 1880s.

Central Asia has been a meeting place, and sometimes a melting pot,
for nations and cultures with very different traditions and origins. For
millennia nomads of the Eurasian plains met here with the settled inhab-
itants of the region’s river valleys and oases, just as often mingling with
them as clashing with them. For several hundred years after the seventh
century, Arab-Islamic and Persian cultures fused here. But only rarely
were the independent states of Central Asia powerful enough to control
the entire region or threaten lands outside its confines. The most notable
exception was the short-lived empire of the dreaded conqueror Tamer-
lane during the late 14th and early 15th centuries. Tamerlane’s attacks on
countries to the north and west of Central Asia were so destructive that
the world outside took note. His ambitious building program turned his
capital of Samarkand (today in Uzbekistan) into one of the most beauti-
ful cities of that time. His remarkable grandson, Ulugh Beg, made
Samarkand a formidable center of intellectual activity, particularly in the
study of astronomy, from the 1420s until the late 1440s.

But Central Asia’s main story is of an area through which merchants,
travelers, conquerors, and nomadic tribes passed. This was especially true
of its northern reaches, the vast grasslands that today are part of Kazakh-
stan but stretch far beyond its borders into Mongolia and Russia. Long
before anyone heard of the Silk Road, these grasslands provided the main
route through Eurasia and the main home to loosely organized clans and
tribes of nomads. As these nomads moved their herds from pasture to pas-
ture, they transported goods, skills, and traditions between civilizations
separated by thousands of uncharted miles. As a rule, only when these
nomads—the world’s best horsemen and mounted warriors—periodically
and suddenly turned from herding to raiding and plundering did seden-
tary cultures pay serious heed to them or the uncharted vastness from
which they came.

Modern Central Asia is an arbitrary political concoction. Geographi-
cally it belongs to a larger area (usually called Inner Asia) that extends
westward from Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan into China and Mongolia
(by some definitions it also extends northward from Kazakhstan and
Mongolia into the southern parts of Siberia). In the past, Inner Asia also
had a nongeographic name, Turkestan, which referred to the Turkic lan-
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guages spoken by the majority of the people who have lived in the region
since the Middle Ages. Turkestan, in fact, is a Persian word that means
“land of the Turks.” More recent political realities led to Turkestan’s arti-
ficial division into three parts: Mongolia, a vast land wedged between
Russia and China; East Turkestan, which became part of China; and West
(or Russian) Turkestan, the area that fell under Russia control in the 18th
and 19th centuries and became part of the Soviet Union after 1917. Rus-
sian Turkestan now is known as Central Asia. It is divided into five inde-
pendent countries: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Tajikistan. Kazakhstan alone accounts for two thirds of Central Asia’s
total area. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are each about the size of Cali-
fornia. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan together account for only 8 percent of
the region’s territory.

Geography

Central Asia is a huge, jagged trapezoid near the middle of the Eurasian
land mass. It covers about 1.5 million square miles (3.9 million square
kilometers), which is slightly less than half the area of the continental
United States (minus Alaska). It is divided into three main geographic
zones: semiarid grasslands in the north, deserts dotted with oases in the
south, and snow-capped mountains in the southeast.

About three-quarters of Central Asia’s western border, and its main
natural frontier, is formed by the Caspian Sea. Although called a sea, it
really is a salt lake. With an area of more than 143,000 square miles
(370,370 sq km), the Caspian Sea is the world’s largest inland body of
water, more than four times larger than Lake Superior, its nearest com-
petitor. Over time, both its size and character have changed with the cli-
mate. Three million years ago the Caspian was a true sea, much larger
than its current size and linked to the oceans of the world via an outlet to
the Black Sea. Today, confined to a much smaller shoreline, it is cut off
from the open sea. Its surface lies about 100 feet (30.5 m) below sea level,
as does the surrounding shoreline (known as the Caspian Depression), the
largest (though not the deepest) area of subsea-level land in the world.
The Caspian Sea’s level has risen and fallen as natural and human-made
conditions have varied. In the early 14th century, its surface was about 40



WHAT 1S CENTRAL ASIA? u 7

feet (12 m) above its current levels; in the 1840s it was several feet lower.
The level of the sea fell by eight feet (2.5 m) between 1929 and 1961 but
began rising again after 1978, climbing about eight feet by the end of the
mid-1990s before it stabilized. Higher rainfall levels might account for the
sea’s recent rise, but still scientists cannot fully explain it. About 70 per-
cent of the Caspian’s water comes from Europe’s longest river, the Volga,
whose southern-most section lies just beyond Central Asia’s western bor-
der. The Caspian Sea, whose waters cover enormous oil and natural gas
deposits, also is unbalanced. It reaches a depth of about 3,200 feet (975 m)
in the south, but its northern section on average is only 17 feet (5 m)
deep. As recently as 10,000 to 8,000 years ago, the northern section of the
sea dried up, leaving the Caspian one-third smaller than it is today.

North of the Caspian Sea, an arbitrary line divides Kazakhstan from
Russia and marks the rest of Central Asia’s western border. The line
extends northward just east and parallel to the Volga River for about 250
miles (400 km) before veering sharply to the east and, at the Ural River,
crossing from Europe into Asia.

In the south, due eastward from the Caspian Sea, a lowland about 150
miles (240 km) wide rises into a hilly region called the Képetdag Moun-
tains. These low mountains separate Turkmenistan from northern Iran.
Further east are lower-lying deserts where Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
meet Afghanistan. Central Asia’s southern tier then climbs steeply until,
in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, it reaches the snow-capped Pamirs and the
Tien Shan range. Some peaks in these towering mountains rise above
24,000 feet (7,315 m). When the 13th-century Italian traveler Marco
Polo crossed these mountains, he called them the Roof of the World.
Central Asia’s eastern frontier, from south to north, traverses the Tien
Shan range in Kyrgyzstan and then, in Kazakhstan, descends to a track-
less plain that stretches beyond the horizon in every direction. The
region’s northern limit is the Kazakhstan-Russian border. On a map, this
border makes a wavy, undulating line more than 4,200 miles (6,800 km)
long through the emptiness of the Eurasian steppe.

Central Asia is a dry land. Its location near the heart of Eurasia means
it does not benefit from the sea breezes that bring the rain and moderate
the climates of regions nearer the coast. The Atlantic Ocean to the west
and the Pacific Ocean to the east are much too far away to supply moist
winds. To the south, the Indian Ocean and its coastal seas—the Arabian
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Sea and the Bay of Bengal—are closer, but their winds are blocked by the
towering mountain ranges north of the Indian subcontinent. As a result,
the vast plains that make up the bulk of the Central Asian landscape are
either a semiarid grasslands, known as steppes, or deserts. These plains
rise gradually from below sea level at the Caspian Sea’s eastern shore to
an average elevation of about 1,200 feet (366 m) in eastern Kazakhstan.
The grasslands are located in northern Kazakhstan and turn into semi-
desert and then desert in the southern part of the country and in Uzbek-
istan and Turkmenistan.

Central Asia’s largest desert region, one of the largest in the world, is
bisected by the Amu Darya, one of the region’s two main rivers. The Amu
Darya carries three times more water than any other river in the region.
Formed by tributaries that rise in the Pamirs, the Amu Darya takes a
northwestern course toward the Aral Sea. Southwest of the Amu Darya
is Turkmenistan’s Garagum, or Black Sands desert, where it usually rains
about once a decade. To the river’s northeast, in Uzbekistan and Ka-
zakhstan, is the Qizilqum, or Red Sands, desert. Together these deserts
make up what is called the Turan Lowland. Central Asia’s other great
river, and its longest (1,680 miles, 1,100 km), the Syr Darya, marks the
northern and eastern limits of the Qizilqum. Formed in eastern Uzbek-
istan by tributaries that rise in the Tien Shan, the Syr Darya generally
parallels the Amu Darya as it crosses the desert in Kazakhstan en route
toward the Aral Sea.

Because the two rivers provided the essential water in a harsh desert
region, Central Asia at one time was called “the land between the rivers.”
Both rivers once fed the Aral Sea, and were in fact its main source of
water. But that changed when the Soviet Union began massive, environ-
mentally reckless irrigation projects in the 1960s. Today only a small and
inadequate amount of water from the two rivers (only 10 percent of the
former flow) reaches the Aral Sea, which once had the fourth-largest area
of any inland body of water in the world. The sea is rapidly drying up. The
environmental consequences are nothing short of catastrophic.

The Zeravshan, another major river, descends from the Pamirs in
Uzbekistan. It runs between the Syr Darya and the Amu Darya, toward the
Amu Darya but then disappears into the sands of the Garagum. Numerous
smaller rivers have the same problem: Once they leave the mountains and
reach the desert, they receive no tributaries. Evaporation, seepage, and
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diversion of their waters for irrigation, deplete their flow with every mile.
Two Central Asian rivers that complete their journey to a lake or sea are
on opposite sides of the region. In the eastern Kazakhstan, the 1li river
flows into Lake Balqash, a large but shallow, land-locked lake shaped like
a sickle. In the far west, the Ural River reaches the northern end of the
Caspian Sea. The only major river in the region to leave Central Asia and
reach the open sea is the Irtysh. It flows through eastern Kazakhstan
northward into Russia, where it becomes a tributary to the Ob, one of the
mighty Siberian rivers that flow into the Arctic Sea.

The arid Central Asian landscape is dotted by many oases. The Amu
Darya, Syr Darya, and Central Asia’s smaller rivers bring water to the
oases that, over the centuries, have become the homes to the region’s
most important settlements. Most oases are located in arid regions
between the mountains and the bone-dry deserts, usually at an altitude of
about 1,000 to 1,500 feet (300 to 450 m). Rainfall in these areas is slightly
higher than on the hot desert plains, and there is more groundwater.
Mary, one of Central Asia’s oldest cities (once called Merv), stands on an
oasis along the course of the Murgap River in southern Turkmenistan.
Tashkent, today the region’s largest metropolis, began as an oasis settle-
ment on a tributary of the Syr Darya. Central Asia’s major oases were cen-
tral to the life of the region. Farmers used the precious waters from rivers
and underground sources to irrigate farmland and help feed the region,
while oasis cities such as Samarkand and Bukhara were trading centers for
caravans along the Silk Road and later became important cultural centers
as well.

Central Asia’s high mountains in the south and east provide an alto-
gether different environment. Rain and snow in the Pamirs and Tien
Shan foster both dense forests and lush meadows. For centuries these
meadows have provided excellent pastures for nomads to graze their herds
of sheep, goats, cattle, and horses. Above the forests and meadows are
dozens of glaciers, including the Fedchenko Glacier almost 50 miles (80
km) long, the longest in the entire territory of the former Soviet Union.
The Tien Shan and Pamir glaciers cover an area of 6,560 square miles
(17,000 sq km) and, along with the annual snow melt, provide vital fresh-
water for the region.

There are two large basins in these towering mountains. One is the
Fergana Valley, a fertile region about 180 miles (290 km) long and 90
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miles (145 km) wide at its broadest point, which is the most densely pop-
ulated part of Central Asia. It lies mainly in Uzbekistan, but small
patches also belong to Kyrgystan and Tajikistan. An irrigation network
built over many generations has turned the Fergana Valley into the
largest oasis in Central Asia. The valley is surrounded by mountains on
the north, east, and south, with a six-mile-wide outlet to the desert region
of Uzbekistan to the west. The second basin, Lake Ysyk Kol, in Kyrgyz-
stan, is the fourth deepest lake in the world. Lake Ysyk K&l is one of many
glacially fed lakes in the mountains of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

Climate

Central Asia’s lack of rainfall is one feature of its extreme continental cli-
mate. Winters are cold. Because of desert air conditions, some regions on
the plains actually are colder than certain lower mountain areas. The
higher elevations in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have bitterly cold winters.
Summers in the Central Asian deserts are insufferably hot. Temperatures in
July often reach 100°F (40°C) in Uzbekistan’s major cities (Bukhara,
Samarkand, and Tashkent), as well as in the capital of Turkmenistan (Ash-
gabat). Even cities in the foothills of the southeastern mountains, such as
Dushanbe (Tajikistan’s capital), Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan’s capital), and Almaty
(Kazakhstan’s former capital), often endure peak summer daytime temper-
atures between 85 and 95°F (30° to 35°C). And the ground is dozens of
degrees hotter than the air. In 1915, the sand temperature in the Garagum
desert in eastern Turkmenistan once reached 174°E Fortunately, nights are
cool, as temperatures drop quickly after sunset under cloudless desert skies.
This not only brings relief to people but also helps their crops. The cool
summer nights increase the sugar content of melons, grapes, and apricots.
Central Asia’s melons seem to have benefited the most. Their reputation
has long extended well beyond Central Asia to Persia and present-day Iraq.
In the past, these were shipped to royalty in special brass cauldrons packed
with ice.

Natural Resources

Central Asia has large deposits of coal, iron, copper, lead, phosphates,
zinc, gold, uranium, and a variety of other minerals. However, by far the
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most important natural resources are oil and natural gas, the two essen-
tial energy sources that power much of the modemn industrialized world.
These extremely valuable resources are not equally distributed among the
countries of the region, as most of them are beneath or near the Caspian
Sea. Kazakhstan has huge deposits of both oil and natural gas, while Turk-
menistan has some of the world’s largest natural gas deposits and some oil
deposits. Uzbekistan has smaller but still significant natural gas deposits.
There are very small oil and natural gas deposits in Kyrgyzstan, while
Tajikistan must rely on hydroelectric power as its main domestic source
of energy.

Environmental Problems

Central Asia is an environmental disaster area, largely as a result of poli-
cies followed by the government of the former Soviet Union. The Soviet
regime used a region in eastern Kazakhstan as one of its main nuclear test
sites, leaving behind radioactive materials that have damaged the health
of millions of people over several generations. Nuclear waste dumps along
the shore of the Caspian Sea have added to the damage. Industrial pollu-
tion from power stations fired by low-grade coal, copper smelters without
any pollution controls, and destructive mining practices and other huge
factories poisoned people, water, and land. The wastes these enterprises
left behind have not been cleaned up and continue to sicken and kill peo-
ple. Huge areas of farmland were contaminated by DDT and other pesti-
cides and agricultural chemicals. A biological weapons manufacturing
complex caused further contamination. Everything was made worse by
the enormous irrigation projects that took most of the water from the
Amu Darya and Syr Darya and diverted it to gigantic cotton fields, caus-
ing the Aral Sea to shrink (see boxed feature on pages 14 and 15). The
Aral Sea’s slow death has wiped out vegetation and wildlife, worsened the
climate, and exposed polluted salt flats to desert winds that spread poi-
sons over tens of thousands of square miles.

Population

More than 100 ethnic groups make up Central Asia’s population of about
58 million people. That population is growing at between 1.5 and 2
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percent per year, a dangerously high figure for any society but especially
serious in a region plagued by economic instability, ethnic strife, and vast
governmental corruption. Most of the people in Central Asia are poor—
the region was the poorest part of the former Soviet Union—and millions
of young people cannot find jobs, a problem that will worsen as more
young workers enter the job market each year. The main cultural unifier
in Central Asia is Islam. The Sunni version of Islam is the faith of the
great majority—probably more than 80 percent—of the population. Two-
thirds of the population is also Turkic, meaning they speak one of the lan-
guages of the Turkic language family. Neither the religious nor linguistic
commonalities have prevented conflict and ethnic strife in Central Asia,
either in the past or at the present time.

The Uzbeks, who number about 23 million, are the largest single
ethnic group in Central Asia. They are the largest Turkic group outside
of Turkey. They are also the largest minority group in Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Kyrgyzstan. Their origins may go back as far as the
11th century, but they probably coalesced as an identifiable group a

When this picture was taken in the early 20th century, the Jewish community in
Central Asia was about 2,500 years old. Since 1991, most Jews have emigrated
from the region. (Courtesy Library of Congress)
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hundred or more years before they entered and conquered much of Cen-
tral Asia in the first decade of the 15th century. The Uzbeks are Sunni
Muslims.

Like the Uzbeks, the Kazakhs, who number between 9 million and 10
million, are both a Turkic people and Sunni Muslims. They emerged as a
distinct group in the mid-15th century when a number of Uzbek clans
broke away from the larger group and settled on Central Asia’s steppes. In
the 17th century, they divided into three tribal groups before becoming
the first Central Asian people to fall under Russian control during the
late 18th and 19th centuries.

The third largest ethnic group in Central Asia is neither Turkic nor
Muslim nor, for that matter, even Asian. It is Russian (and, to a far lesser
extent, Ukrainian). Central Asia’s Russians are largely the product of two
waves of immigration: the first in the 19th and early 20th centuries, dur-
ing the days of the Russian Empire, and the second from the 1920s
through the 1970s, during the Soviet era. These people are Russian
Orthodox Christians and are the largest community of non-Muslims in
Central Asia. While precise figures do not exist, at one point in the mid-
20th century Russians and Ukrainians together were close to a third of
Central Asia’s total population. That percentage began to decrease in the
1970s as birthrates among the native peoples exceeded those among the
Russians and Ukrainians. The slide grew steeper when Russians and
Ukrainians started leaving Central Asia when the Soviet Union began to
totter in the late 1980s. It became steeper still as emigration increased
after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. By 2001, about 7.5 million Rus-
sians (and a smattering of Ukrainians) lived in Central Asia, less than 15
percent of the region’s population.

Central Asia’s fourth-largest ethnic group, the Tajiks, is Muslim but
not Turkic. The Tajiks, who have lived in Central Asia since ancient
times, speak an Indo-European language closely related to Persian. About
5.5 million Tajiks live in Central Asia, 80 percent in Tajikistan, and the
rest in Uzbekistan. Another 6.5 million live in Afghanistan, where they
are the country's second-largest ethnic group. During the past 500 years,
as Turkic peoples gradually took over most of Central Asia, the Tajiks
found themselves increasingly marginalized. This was reflected in the
borders drawn during the Soviet era, which deprived the Tajiks of several
of their important historical centers.
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THE ARAL SEA

Two Central Asian countries, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, share the Aral
Sea. Until the time of the Soviet Union, the Aral Sea was the center of
a productive agricultural area on the deltas of the Amu Darya and Syr
Darya rivers. Its clear salty waters supported a vibrant fishing industry.
About 160 fishing boats, most sailing from the ports of Muynoq in the
south and Aral on its northeastern tip, provided the Soviet Union with
about one-sixth of its seafood. Thousands of fishermen caught more
than 20 different species of fish. Additional tens of thousands more
people earned their living in the fishing industry. The delta region of the
Amu Darya and Syr Darya, aside from the crops it produced, also shel-
tered a wide variety of wildlife, including several species unique to the
area. The wetlands of the Amu Darya alone covered well over 1 million
acres and contained dozens of lakes. A nature reserve on an island in
the middle of the sea protected a number of rare animals. Beautiful and
pristine beaches lined the Aral’s shore.

All of that changed when the Soviet government began diverting
the waters of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya to irrigate enormous new
cotton fields. The Soviet Union wanted to become an exporter of cot-
ton because it was a valuable cash crop. The Soviet economic planners
called it “white gold.” The irrigation was done with a series of canals,
the largest of which was the Garagum, a canal almost 900 miles (1,450
km) long stretching across the desert of Turkmenistan. One expert
described it as “a leech sucking the lifeblood from the beneficial [Amu
Darya] river.” It was an apt description. Not only did the Garagum and
other canals take 90 percent of the water from the two rivers, they were
so poorly planned and constructed that half of the water was wasted.
Meanwhile, the cotton fields were doused and saturated with tons of
pesticides, fertilizers, and herbicides that protected the cotton but were
toxic to animals, plants, and people.

The diversion of water began in 1959, and by the early 1980s the
Soviet Union indeed was the world’s second-largest exporter of cotton,
but only at a horrendous price. Starved of its water, the Aral Sea began
to dry up. Change came quickly. In 1950 the southern port of Muynoq
was on an island in the Amu Darya delta. By 1962 the island was a
crooked peninsula, and by 1970 Muynoq was high and dry, sur-
rounded by newly exposed desert, six miles from a shoreline becom-
ing more distant each day. By the 1980s the sea was 25 miles away,
and by 1990 more than 40 miles. The situation was the same in the
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north. In 1994 a Western journalist described the scene from the for-
mer fishing town of Aral:

Where Aral waters once lapped, naked seabeds gleamed with

salts. . . . The sea was so far away now that to view its remains |
needed an aircraft . . . | was aloft over what had been a rich
oasis. . . . Beneath me was only a salt pan. Finally we reached the

water, but not the sea. Shrunken to half its former size, the Aral has
divided into two shallow bodies—briny lakes in a platter of caustic
marzipan.

By the mid-1990s the Aral Sea had lost more than half its area and
about two-thirds of its volume. Its water level had dropped by 44 feet
(13.5 m). The water that was left, almost three times as salty as before,
was uninhabitable for most species of fish. There were now, in fact, two
Aral Seas: a smaller northern sea and a larger, oddly shaped southern
sea. The bountiful wetlands of the Amu Darya delta had practically van-
ished, reduced to less than one-twentieth of their former size. More
than half the species of mammals were gone, and almost half the
species of birds. The fishing industry was dead, the exposed former
seabed littered with the hulks of beached boats that once had trolled
for fish or transported goods across the sea. Winds sweeping over the
exposed seabed picked up tons of salt and toxic chemical residues and
deposited them on the surrounding countryside, ruining farmland and
damaging the health of millions of people. Rates of cancer, tuberculo-
sis, bronchitis, typhoid, and other serious diseases soared, as did the
rate of maternal death in childbirth and infant mortality. The deserts in
the region around the dying sea were expanding at the frightening rate
of about two million acres per year, a pace exceeded only by the expan-
sion of the Sahara in Africa.

The list goes on. After independence, the governments of Uzbek-
istan and Kazakhstan had neither the resources nor the will to deal
with the environmental crisis. In 1993 the five Central Asian states
signed an agreement to establish a fund for restoration efforts. In
recent years, several international organizations ranging from the
World Bank to the European Union have become involved in efforts to
find a solution to this environmental catastrophe. Restoring the sea
even slightly will require massive investments. The irrigation system
must be improved and the size of the water-hungry cotton fields must
be cut drastically. No matter what is done, much of the damage is
beyond repair.
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The two least numerous of Central Asia’s major Turkic peoples are the
Turkmen (Turkomans) and the Kyrgyz. Both groups are Sunni Muslims.
The Turkmen of today, who number about 3.6 million in Central Asia
and about 1.5 million more in Iran and Afghanistan, are descended from
nomadic tribes that during the Middle Ages lived in Mongolia. Between
the 14th and 16th centuries they seem to have coalesced as the ethnic
group that exists today. The Kyrgyz are thought to have originated in
eastern Siberia and migrated over several centuries as tribal groups into
Central Asia to their current mountain home. Closely related to the
Kazakhs, they number about 3 million and became a distinct people in
the 16th century.

Smaller communities with diverse origins and backgrounds also are
scattered across the region, including ethnic Germans and Koreans who
were deported there by the Soviet government during World War II;
Muslim Tartars, who settled in the region in the mid-19th century; Pash-
tuns, the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan; and Uighurs, who form the
majority of northwest China (the former East Turkestan). One group that
has almost disappeared in the past 10 years but which has an ancient his-
tory in Central Asia is the Jewish community. It is believed that the first
Jews arrived more than 2,500 years ago, when the Babylonians conquered
their homeland in what today is Israel and exiled many of their ancestors.
The community survived ups and downs over more than two millennia,
including seven decades of Soviet hostility toward religion. Since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, fear of Islamic extremism and economic hard
times have led most of Central Asia’s Jews to emigrate, mainly to Israel
and the United States. Of a Jewish community that numbered more than
200,000 in 1991, only a few thousand, many of them older people, are left
in Central Asia today.

NOTES
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Central Asia’s recorded history begins about 2,500 years ago. At that time
the people who occupied most of the region were nomads, although some
soon settled down, built irrigation systems along the rivers, and founded
the region’s oldest towns and cities. These early inhabitants spoke
dialects closely related to modern-day Persian, the language spoken today
in Iran. Persian belongs to the Iranian subgroup of the Indo-European
language family—the language family that includes English and most
other languages spoken in Europe.* Part of the legacy of Central Asia’s
first known settlers is the names of places they left behind after they were
lost to history. Many of the region’s oldest towns, such as Samarkand and
Tashkent, have names that end in -kand, -kent, or -kat, all of which are
variations of the Iranian word for town. The word darya (or dar’ya),
which is part of the name of both of Central Asia’s two main rivers, the
Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, is the Iranian word for lake or sea. Today
the name of every country in the region (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, etc.)
ends with the syllable -stan, an Iranian word that means “place,” “tent,”
“abode,” or “camp.” It has the same origins as the English verb to stand.
The best remembered of these ancient Iranian-speaking groups prob-
ably are the Scythians, legendary horsemen and warriors of the steppe in

*For the sake of simplicity and clarity, the terms Persian and Iranian will be used inter-
changeably in this text.
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both Asia and Europe who also created magnificent gold and silver dec-
orative art. For centuries the Scythians wandered across the northern
steppe of Central Asia and beyond, toward both the east and west. In
about 700 B.C., some Scythian tribes moved westward into Europe, where
they took control of the plains north of the Black Sea in what today is
Ukraine and southern Russia. They held sway there for about 400 years.
Scythians are best known for their exploits in Europe. But the tribes liv-
ing on the plains north of the Syr Darya played a significant role in the
early history of Central Asia before they disappeared more than two mil-
lennia ago.

The first major state to have any influence in Central Asia was the
ancient Persian Empire, a huge empire that extended from the Balkans
and North Africa in the west to India in the east. At its peak around 500
B.C., it controlled most of the territory between the Amu Darya and Syr
Darya. The most common ancient name for that region was Transoxi-
ana—that is, the area beyond, or north of, the river Oxus, the Greek
name for the Amu Darya. The Persians, whose Central Asian dominions
extended almost to the Aral Sea, created the largest and most powerful
empire of the ancient world, until they met their match and were con-
quered by the Greek king Alexander the Great in 329 B.C. Alexander
was one of history’s greatest conquerors and the greatest general of
his time. After defeating the Persians and seizing most of their empire,
Alexander pushed into Central Asia as he headed toward India, his
ultimate goal. There he met strong resistance from local rulers before
he conquered territory as far north as the Syr Darya. Among the
cities he conquered was Samarkand, at the time already an important
trading town center and the center of an Iranian-speaking kingdom
called Sogdiana.

Alexander encountered the most stubborn resistance he had yet faced
from the Scythians. Two centuries earlier they had fought the mighty Per-
sians to a standstill on the eastern European steppe north of the Black
Sea. Now the Scythians destroyed the first army Alexander sent against
them in Central Asia. Although Alexander eventually managed to defeat
the Scythians, his energy, and that of his army, was spent. He left Central
Asia and died in the Middle Eastern city of Babylon in 323 B.c. His enor-
mous but unwieldy empire, which stretched from Greece to India, soon
broke up. Interestingly, although Alexander was an invader from outside
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the region, he was widely admired and even today is considered some-
thing of a folk hero in many parts of Central Asia.

After Alexander’s empire broke up, part of southern Central Asia
remained under the control of one of its Greek-ruled successor states,
the Seleucid kingdom. That control lasted only about 70 years. In the
mid-third century B.C., the Seleucids were driven from Central Asia by
the Persian-speaking Parthians. The former Seleucid territories in the
region at first were divided between the Parthian Empire in the west
and another Greek-ruled state, the Bactrian Empire, in the east. The
Parthians were a nomadic people from the lowlands east of the Caspian
Sea who probably were closely related to the Scythians. They estab-
lished a powerful state, most of whose territory actually lay outside Cen-
tral Asia. However, the Parthians also eventually won control of a slice
of Central Asia well south of the Aral Sea and east of the Caspian
Sea, seizing Bactrian territory as they expanded eastward. Their capital,
Nisa, was in southern Turkmenistan, about six miles west of the current
capital of Ashgabat. In its glory days under the Parthians, Nisa’s royal
palace was surrounded by a wall with 43 towers, and the city itself was
a thriving commercial center. Nisa actually outlasted the Parthian
Empire (which endured until the mid-third century A.D.) by a thousand
years, surviving until the invading Mongols burnt it to the ground in
the 13th century. It was one of a number of Central Asian cities
that never recovered from destruction by the Mongols. Today its weath-
ered ruins lie on a grassy plateau in the foothills of the Kérpetdag
Mountains.

In the second half of the second century B.C., a new group of nomadic
invaders from the Eurasian steppe upset the balance of power in Central
Asia. While the Parthian Empire survived the storm from the northeast,
the invaders destroyed the Bactrian Empire. The newcomers, driven from
their homeland by other nomads, were an Indo-European group who soon
adopted the Iranian language of the people they conquered. Around the
time of Christ, they established a powerful new state, the Kushan Empire.
Except for some Parthian territory in what today is Turkmenistan, it
controlled all of Central Asia south of the Aral Sea. However, the core
of the new empire lay outside Central Asia. At its peak in the late first
and early second centuries, it extended into India and as far south as the

Arabian Sea.
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Both the Kushan and Parthian Empires benefited from the Silk
Road, the first steady trade route between China and the Mediterranean
world, which began to operate in the late first century B.C. The Silk
Road was not a single highway, but several alternate caravan paths
through the deserts and mountains of inner Asia. It crossed Central Asia
along two routes, southern and northern, enriching the cities and towns,
as well as the organized states to which they belonged, along the way.
These two routes met just northeast of the city of Merv (now called
Mary). There the Silk Road tracked to the southwest before crossing
into Persia. The Silk Road also brought the Buddhist religion to Central
Asia, a faith that became the religion of the ruling dynasty of the
Kushan Empire.

Both the Parthian and Kushan Empires collapsed in the third century.
The Parthians fell first, to a revived Persian Empire under the Sassanid
dynasty. The Persians then destroyed the Kushan Empire to their east,
ending up with control of most of Central Asia south of the Aral Sea, as
well as vast territories from the Middle East to India. This seemed to
restore the state of affairs that had existed 800 years earlier during the
time of the original Persian Empire. The Sassanids, in fact, would rule a
powerful Persian state for about 400 years. Then new invaders from the
south arrived and brought permanent change to Central Asia in the form
of a new religion. It was one of two fundamental changes—the other
involving population—on the horizon. Over time these two changes
would remake the region.

The Coming of Islam

Until the seventh century, no single religion dominated Central Asia.
Rather, a variety of faiths coexisted in the region. The most ancient reli-
gions were the indigenous shamanistic cults of the nomads, which had
followers all across Eurasia. The oldest of the more formal and organized
religions in Central Asia prior to the seventh century, as well as the one
with the largest following, was Zoroastrianism, the indigenous religion of
Persia. Zoroastrianism was a dualistic religion—that is, it posited an eter-
nal struggle between the forces of good and evil—with roots in Persia that
stretched back to the sixth century B.C. Its status as the official religion of
the Sassanid dynasty gave it an advantage in winning followers in areas
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under the Persian Empire’s control. Buddhism had a small regional fol-
lowing but also relatively deep roots, having reached Central Asia via the
Silk Road at about the same time as Zoroastrianism. Manichaeism,
another dualistic religion, was founded in the third century in what today
is Iraq. It had a small following north of the Amu Darya. It combined ele-
ments from Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and religious influences from
India. Christianity, in particular the Nestorian church, also had estab-
lished itself in Central Asia, especially around the city of Merv. There
also were Jewish communities in the region.

Islam in the seventh century was a very young religion. Its founder, a
merchant named Muhammad, began preaching to fellow Arabs of the
Arabian Peninsula about A.D. 610. From the start, warfare and conquest
played a central role in Islam’s spread. By the time of Muhammad’s death
in 632, his armies had conquered the entire peninsula, from which all
Jews and Christians were expelled eight years later. Following the exam-
ple of Muhammad, his Arab followers began a campaign of conquest,
called jihad, or holy war, to spread their religion beyond their homeland
to the entire world. The speed and scope of their conquests, which often
caused enormous destruction and suffering, was spectacular. Within 100
years the Arabs had conquered an area stretching from Spain in the west
to northern India in the east. The Persian Empire was overrun in the 640s
and the last Persian emperor killed in 651, having made his final, futile
stand against the Arabs at Merv. Although the Arabs had entered Cen-
tral Asia in triumph, opposition stiffened as they tried to push deeper into
the region. Their advance over the next several decades was slow, espe-
cially in mountainous regions. Still, that advance did not stop, in part
because of divisions between the various groups in Central Asia and a
lack of good local leadership. Arab armies reached Bukhara in 709 and
Samarkand in 712. The Arabs immediately built mosques in both cities
and deported much of the native population to make room for them-
selves. The conquest often took a historic as well as a human toll. Thus
in 712, Arab armies put down a rebellion in a region south of the Aral
Sea along the Silk Road in present-day Uzbekistan, a reconquest “which
included the slaughter of most of the upper classes and destruction of
much of the cultural heritage of the province.”

Three years later the Arabs took Tashkent and occupied the Fergana
Valley. Resistance then again stiffened, forcing Arab forces to retreat
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from some of the territory they had conquered. The Arabs provoked a
general revolt in Transoxiana in 728 when they attempted to suppress
local religions and convert the entire local population to Islam. The
revolt was put down after several years of fighting, setting the stage for the
decisive battle for control of Central Asia.

THE BATTLE OF TALAS AND
ITS AFTERMATH

That battle would not be fought by Central Asians, but rather between
two outside powers, the Arabs and the Chinese. Between about 200 B.C.
and A.D. 200, the Chinese Empire under the Han dynasty had extended
its control almost to the eastern fringes of Central Asia, an effort that
promoted trade and the beginning of the Silk Road. The collapse of the
Han dynasty removed the Chinese from the region for 500 years. By the
eighth century, the Chinese, resurgent under the vigorous Tang dynasty,
attempted to push their influence farther west than ever before. This
time, however, they were not the only powerful invaders in the region. As
the Chinese were pushing west, Arab armies were moving east. At this
point, the Chinese, usually skilled in diplomacy, blundered. They exe-
cuted the Turkic leader who controlled Tashkent and then sacked the
city. This act turned the local people against the Chinese and gave the
Arabs welcome allies. When the Chinese and Arab armies finally met in
July 751 at the Talas River, in what today is northern Kazakhstan, the
Arab forces and their allies crushed the Chinese, permanently driving
them from Central Asia. The outcome of the battle was reinforced by
other long-term developments. Far behind the front lines, the Islamic
Arab state based in Baghdad, known as the Abbasid Caliphate, was gain-
ing strength, while the Tang dynasty in China was beginning to weaken.
The Arabs and their Islamic converts were militant and often fanatical in
their determination to spread their religion. The more tolerant Chinese
lacked such ambition. As a result, although the Arabs themselves soon
would have to retreat from Central Asia, their victory at the Battle of
Talas and the vigor of the Abbasid dynasty were decisive. They pulled
Central Asia into the orbit of Islam, where it has remained to this day.
The Arabs gained an unexpected bonus from their victory at Talas,
one that eventually would bring incalculable benefits to the Islamic world
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and then to Christian Europe. Among the prisoners taken at Talas were
Chinese experts in the manufacture of paper. According to legend, paper
was invented in China by a court official in the first century, but in fact
it probably was invented two centuries earlier. It was much better suited
for printing and writing and far cheaper to produce than papyrus or
parchment, the materials used in the Middle East and Mediterranean
world. The Arabs soon learned how to make paper from their captives. It
was being manufactured in Samarkand before the end of 751, in Baghdad
by 794, and in Egypt by 810. Papermaking reached Europe when it was
introduced in Spain about 1150, and from there it spread to France, Italy,
Germany, and the rest of Europe. It played a crucial role in disseminating
knowledge throughout the Islamic world, and then in the intellectual and
economic progress in Europe that eventually contributed so much to the
birth of the modern world in the West.

Central Asia’s Persian/Muslim Civilization

The Arabs of the Abbasid Caliphate only ruled Central Asia for a short
time, during the eighth and part of the ninth centuries. During that
period the Arabs suppressed Zoroastrianism and Islam took firm root.
Central Asian culture became a fusion of Persian and Islamic traditions
in which cultural and intellectual activities flowered, and Arabic became
the region’s language of government, literature, commerce, and science.
This process of cultural development and fusion did not stop when the
Abbasid Caliphate weakened in the ninth century. The Persian Samanid
dynasty, which took over from the Arabs, encouraged the development of
Persian culture and promoted Islam. Their capital, Bukhara, became one
of the Islamic world’s leading centers of culture and learning, famous for
its seminaries and its scholars, scientists, poets, and writers. One 11th-
century poet described the city as “the home of glory. . . . the place of
assembly of all eminent people of the age.” By then Persian had reclaimed
its former role as the language of the educated elite, and as the language
of culture and science. Along with Bukhara, Samarkand stood out as a
center of Islamic-Persian culture.

The outstanding representative of this cultural fusion was Avicenna
(980-1037), a Persian born near Bukhara in present-day Uzbekistan whose
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Avicenna (Ibn Sina) is
probably best known for his
medical encyclopedia. More
than 1 million words long, it

was being used as a textbook
in some parts of the West
more than 500 years after it
was written. (Courtesy Free

Library of Philadelphia)

Arabic name was Ibn Sina.
Educated in Bukhara, Avi-
cenna studied philosophy
and became a renowned

physician. His medical en-
cyclopedia, Canons of Medi-
cine, was one of the pioneering works of its time. It discussed, for example,
how contaminated water supplies could spread certain diseases. The book
also codified the medical thought of the ancient Greeks and Romans and
listed 760 pharmaceutical drugs. After being translated into Latin, the
Canons of Medicine achieved recognition beyond the Islamic world as a
basic medical text at universities in medieval Europe. Avicenna also was
one of the leading medieval Islamic philosophers. His main philosophical
work, the Book of Healing, drew on the ancient Greek philosophers Aris-
totle and Plato as well as on Islamic sources to discuss the nature of God
and the human soul.

Another remarkable Central Asian scholar was al-Biruni (973-1048),
a scientist, poet, and historian who is best known for his work in astron-
omy and applied mathematics. An ethnic Persian like Avicenna, al-
Biruni was born near the present-day city of Khiva in Turkmenistan. He
wrote literally dozens of books on topics ranging from the movement of
planets, the Moon, and the Sun to a social and geographic study of India,
where he traveled for many years, as well as a book on the properties of
precious stones. These and other books were remarkably well informed
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and made al-Biruni one of the most distinguished scientists of his time
anywhere in the world.

The Coming of the Turks

When the Arabs brought Islam to Central Asia, the region was inhabited
primarily by people who spoke Persian (and therefore Indo-European)
languages, as it had been for more than 1,000 years. Some of those Per-
sian speakers were nomads who arrived in the region at different times,
while others were settled in one place, on farms or in towns and cities.
This division between nomads and settled people would not change for
many centuries. What did eventually change was the identity of the
nomads moving into Central Asia. As early as the fourth century, nomads
speaking Turkic languages, whose original homelands were in eastern
Siberia and Mongolia, began pushing into the steppes of northern Cen-
tral Asia. The first group to arrive were the warlike Huns, who in the
fourth and fifth centuries overran large parts of the Sassanid empire.
These assaults took place while other Huns were rampaging across Europe
and attacking the weakening Roman Empire. New invasions followed.
Over a period of centuries, the invasions grew into an unstoppable Tur-
kic tide. At first, the change in population from Indo-European to Turkic
took place only in the north (today, Kazakhstan), which became a pre-
dominantly Turkic region by the sixth century. The rest of Central Asia,
with its much larger population concentrated in the river valleys and
oases, remained predominantly Persian-speaking for hundreds of years,
until approximately the 13th century.

The ethnic identity of Central Asia’s rulers, however, underwent a
permanent change well before that. In the tenth century, Samanid rule
was overthrown by Turkic invaders from the north. When the smoke
cleared, Central Asia was divided between two rival Turkic dynasties that
spent much of their time attacking each other’s territory. Both dynasties
were destroyed in the 11th century by new Turkic invaders, the Seljuks,
whose conquests included Persia and large parts of the Middle East farther
to the west. Seljuk power in Central Asia waned within a century, as new
Turkic invaders continued to pour into Central Asia and carve up the

region into short-lived new states.
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Meanwhile, the Turkic languages of the new invaders were being fused
into the cultural mix of Central Asia. These new languages gradually
came to be spoken by the most of the population in Transoxiana. At the
same time, Persian, which in recent centuries had made a comeback and
displaced Arabic, remained the primary language of the region’s educated
elite. In fact, in the centuries that followed the first Turkic invasions, the
process of cultural influence worked both ways: The region’s new Turkic
rulers imposed their language on most of the people in the region, and at
the same time, they accepted Islam, adopted Persian and many elements
of Persian culture, and became bilingual. Once this cultural mixture
evolved, it remained in place until the 19th century.

The Mongol Conquest and

Its Consequences

Until the early 13th century, the Mongols were disunited nomadic tribes
living on the east Asian steppe north of China’s Great Wall. They spoke
a language distantly related to the Turkic languages already spreading
through Central Asia. Skilled mounted warriors, the Mongols tradition-
ally spent much of their time in combat with each other. This changed
early in the 13th century when a chieftain named Genghis (Chinggis)
Khan succeeding in uniting the tribes. He then forged them into a mili-
tary machine unmatched up to that time. It was a ruthless and efficient
fighting force that conquered Eurasia from China and Korea to eastern
Europe and the Middle East. The Mongols created the largest land empire
the world had ever seen.

The Mongol conquest of Central Asia took place between 1219 and
1223 and brought catastrophic destruction to the region. Entire cities
were destroyed, their populations massacred, their vital irrigation works
smashed. Terror was an integral part of Mongol military tactics: cities
were torched and their people killed as examples to others. Others who
got news of these atrocities often surrendered without a fight. Bukhara
was sacked and burned to the ground. Thirty thousand people were killed
in the fighting, but afterward most of its population was allowed to live.
To the survivors, and the rest of the people of Central Asia, Genghis
Khan delivered a message, appropriately while standing in front of a huge
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pile of heads: “You ask who I am, who speaks this to you. Know, then, that
I am the scourge of God.” In Samarkand, thousands of inhabitants were
massacred after the city fell. Skilled craftsmen were spared, only to be
deported to Mongolia, another common Mongol practice. An even worse
fate befell Urgench, a city near the Amu Darya delta. When its citizens
put up strong resistance, the Mongols broke a dam on the river above the
city and flooded it. They then killed the entire population except for
some craftsmen. In Merv, only about 400 people, all craftsmen, survived.
They were deported to Mongolia. Some cities, especially where the Mon-
gols destroyed irrigation systems, never were rebuilt. Others, such as
Merv, a city that in pre-Mongol times was praised for its fine libraries and
called the “Pear] of the East,” reemerged from the rubble only as shadows
of their former selves. In the region immediately south of Lake Balqash,
all agricultural and urban life disappeared completely, largely because
Mongols chose to live there and use the local grasslands as pasture for
their herds. More than a century later, a contemporary geographer
described that area:

A person who has traveled in the provinces of Turkestan and passed
through its villages told me that only scattered traces and collapsed
ruins have remained; the traveler sees from afar what appears like a
village with solid buildings and green surroundings, and he looks for-
ward to finding friendly inhabitants, but upon reaching it, he finds the
building still standing but devoid of humans except for some nomads
and herders, without any agriculture, for what is green there consists
of grass as the Creator has let it grow, with steppe vegetation which
nobody has sown or planted.

Not until the area fell under Russian rule in the 1860s did the region
south of Lake Balqgash again support farms and towns.

The Mongols did not come to Central Asia alone. The bulk of their
armies were made up of Turkic soldiers whose tribes had been swept up by
and made part of the Mongol advance across Eurasia. As these soldiers
and additional new waves of arrivals from the steppe settled in Central
Asia, they quickened the pace at which the region’s population was
becoming Turkic rather than Iranian. The destruction of many Persian
cities and centers of learning reinforced this process. [ranians increasingly
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became a minority in a region they had dominated for at least 1,500 years.
The newly arrived Turkic people increasingly became the majority. This
ethnic transformation, following the religious one of Islamization, was a
second major turning point in the history of Central Asia.

There was a recovery once the new Mongol order was established. That
order was maintained after Genghis Khan’s death, even as his empire was
divided among his four sons. Bukhara, Samarkand, and, amazingly,
Urgench were among the cities that came back. Samarkand became the
busiest commercial center and most important city in the region. The
Mongols reestablished security along the Silk Road that had not existed for
some time, which revived trade and brought some prosperity to the region.
Not only merchants but also travelers with other interests journeyed along
the Silk Road, including Marco Polo, whose book about the wonders of the
East caused a sensation in Europe. However, by the 14th century Mongol
power was on the wane, opening the door for a new empire.

The Empire of Tamerlane

The man who built the new empire was Tamerlane, the son of the chief-
tain of a minor Turkic clan near Samarkand who could claim descent from
Genghis Khan. Tamerlane was a worthy descendent, both as a brilliant
general and ruthless conqueror whose military exploits were matched only
by his cruelty and egomania. Tamerlane began his career by winning a
struggle for control of Central Asia. He went on a campaign of conquest
that took him from northemn India in the east to modern-day Iran, Iraq,
Syria, Turkey, and the plains of Ukraine and southern Russia in the west.
He murdered and plundered on a staggering scale wherever he went, and,
following Genghis Khan's example, forcibly brought thousands of artisans
and craftsmen to his capital city of Samarkand. The city was rebuilt on a
grand and lavish scale. Tamerlane also brought scholars to Samarkand, and
they made the city a cultural and intellectual center. All of this was done
to realize the conqueror’s vision of making Samarkand the urban center of
the entire world. His empire was the most powerful ever to be based in
Central Asia. [t extended east to west from northern India to the eastemn
edges of Anatolia and the Black Sea, and south to north from the Arabian
Sea to the southemn tip of the Aral Sea. But it did not last long. Tamerlane
died in 1405, having just set out to conquer China. His empire split in half
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Tamerlane’s tomb in
Samarkand also is the
final resting place for two
of his sons and grandsons,
including Ulugh Beg.
(Courtesy Free Library of
Philadelphia)

almost immediately, al-
though its eastern half,
which included Central
Asia, was ruled by his son
and then his grandson for
another four decades.
After that, the empire crumbled and Central Asia became a patchwork of
small states.

Tamerlane’s cultural legacy was more impressive than his political one.
The scholars he brought to Central Asia and the support he gave them ini-
tiated a regional flowering of Islamic civilization. It took the form of a
revival of Persian art and architecture and the emergence, for the first
time, of a Turkic dialect (Chagatai) as a literary language. The cultural
renaissance reached its pinnacle under Ulugh Beg, Tamerlane’s grandson,
who ruled in Samarkand from 1409 to 1449. Ulugh Beg was a generous
patron of art and literature, and he constructed many beautiful public
buildings. He also built three madrasas, or Islamic schools, in Central Asia,
including one each in Samarkand and Bukhara. They were most unusual.
While Islamic madrasas usually focused on theology and training clerics,
Ulugh Beg’s schools also emphasized science. His school in Samarkand
became a famous center for astronomy and mathematics, and the state-of-
the-art astronomical observatory he built there attracted scientists from all
over the world. But time was running out. Ulugh Beg was murdered in
1449, ending the remarkable cultural era in Central Asia.




30 = CENTRAL ASIAN REPUBLICS

Uzbeks and Kazakhs

The next rulers of Central Asia were tribes that collectively became
known as the Uzbeks. They arrived as nomads but soon settled down in
the main towns of Transoxiana and began assimilating with the native
population. At first, a single state controlled the region, but it was under-
mined by several factors, include the erosion of its economic base. For
centuries the oases of Central Asia had depended on revenues from trade
along the Silk Road. But by 1500, the Europeans who were the main cus-
tomers for goods that reached the western terminus of the Silk Road had
found a new, faster, and cheaper route to East Asia: the sea route around
the southern tip of Africa. The Silk Road became obsolete. Central Asia
sank into economic decline and increasing isolation. By the 17th century
three Uzbek states under rulers with absolute power—known either as
khans or emirs—controlled parts of southern Central Asia; the khanate
of Kokand, centered in the Fergana Valley; the emirate of Bukhara, whose
core was in the Zeravshan Valley; and the khanate of Khiva, located in
the west along the Amu Darya. They constantly conspired and fought
against each other, succeeding mainly in inflicting damage on their rivals
and shifting borders back and forth rather than building any enduring
strength. Meanwhile, without commercial activity along the Silk Road,
Samarkand, Bukhara, and other major cities in the region slipped into
decline. None of these entities was a national state. Rather, they were
made up of ruling dynasties that controlled territories occupied by a
hodgepodge of ethnic groups, some sedentary and some nomad, few of
which felt any loyalty to those dynasties or their territorial claims.
Constant raids by nomads from the northern steppe made matters
worse. By the 16th century these nomads were the Kazakhs, who were the
descendants of Uzbek clans that had set off on their own in the mid-15th
century. They eventually divided into three groups known as hordes, a
word derived from the Turkish word meaning “camp” or “tent.” The
Great Horde controlled what today is eastern and southern Kazakhstan.
The Middle Horde controlled the north-central part of the country, and
the Lesser Horde controlled the west. During the 17th and 18th centuries
they all faced attacks by powerful nomads called Kalmyks, who originally
came from Mongolia. Meanwhile, the Kazakhs were the first Central
Asians to confront a new outside power moving toward them from the
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west: the Russian Empire. Beginning in the 1730s and 1740s, the Kazakhs
of the Lesser and Middle Hordes sought Russian protection against the
Kalmyks. Russian protection eventually turned into Russian control
before the end of the 18th century. The Greater Horde met a similar fate
during the 1820s. A new era in Central Asia was about to begin. It would
bring the region face to face with powerful forces associated with the
modern world and eventually impose painful change to societies set in
their traditional ways.
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At dawn on June 15, 1865, an Orthodox priest armed only with a cross
held high above his head led Russian soldiers through the gates of the
walled city of Tashkent. Two days of bloody fighting followed before the
city surrendered. It had been a lopsided battle that illustrated the grow-
ing discrepancy between the power of technologically advanced Euro-
pean states, even semi-modern European states such as Russia, and the
premodern states of Asia. At Tashkent, 2,000 Russian soldiers had
defeated a native army of more than 30,000. Both the winning and los-
ing sides in the battle seemed to understand that a turning point in the
history of the region had taken place. While the Russians had been
encroaching on Central Asia for more than a century and had taken a
number of small towns, Tashkent was the first major city to fall into their
hands. With a population of about 100,000, it was the largest city in
Central Asia. All of this may explain why General Mikhail G.
Chernyayev, the Russian officer whose troops took the city, was recog-
nized for his achievement both by the country he served and the people
he had fought. From his emperor, the czar of Russia, the general received
a diamond-encrusted sword. From the defeated defenders, perhaps in an
attempt to convince themselves that they could have lost their prized
city only to a great conqueror, he received an unofficial but imposing

title: the Lion of Tashkent.
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The 16th-century Kukeldash Madrasa, pictured here in 1872, was one of the

few old Tashkent buildings to survive the disastrous earthquake that hit the city
in 1966. (Courtesy Library of Congress)

The Russians Come to Central Asia

Contact between the people of Russia and the people of Central Asia, in
peaceful trade and in war, dates back more than a thousand years. The
modern period in that long story dates from the early 17th century when
the expanding Russian Empire pushed across the Siberian plain to the
shores of the Pacific Ocean. While some Russians were pushing east, oth-
ers turned south, either as traders or raiders. Their presence, while mak-
ing only a minor impact, turned out to be a sign of things to come. In the
early 18th century, several military expeditions sent by Czar Peter the
Great failed to establish a permanent Russian presence on the eastern
shore of the Caspian Sea and the northern steppes of present-day Kaza-
khstan. However, they did succeed in building and defending a fort on
the steppe at the mouth of the Om River, today the city of Omsk, just
north of the current Russian-Kazakh border. In effect, they had built the
first forward base for the coming assault on Central Asia. In 1718, the
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Russians built another fort called Semipalatinsk in what today is north-
eastern Kazakhstan. Its lasting importance, it turned out, lay three and a
half centuries in the future. In the second half of the 20th century, Semi-
palatinsk would become notorious as the place where the Soviet Union
conducted hundreds of nuclear tests. Their poisonous legacy—horren-
dous health problems and environmental pollution—has outlasted Russ-
ian-Soviet rule and will continue to cause harm in the future.

By the end of the 18th century, the Russians controlled most of the
Kazakh steppe. They maintained that control despite a series of revolts
during the first three decades of the 19th century. The most serious broke
out in 1838 and was not completely suppressed until 1845. The key issue
was grazing land, which the Russians had progressively taken from the
Kazakhs to the point where they did not have enough pasture on which
to graze their herds. The rebellion was led by Kenisary Qasimov, a charis-
matic figure from a prominent family in the Middle Horde. Kenisary was
a skilled warrior who eventually attracted more than 20,000 fighters to
his cause. It turned out to be something of a last stand: the last time the
Kazakh Middle Horde acted together as a united group. Kenisary’s
exploits against the Russians, even though they ended in defeat, made
him the subject of many poems and songs in the years immediately after

This was the way a bazaar looked in Semipalatinsk circa 1885, during the life-
time of Kazakh writer Abay Kunanbayev. In 1949 the Soviet regime established
its main nuclear test site about 100 miles southwest of the city. (Courtesy
Library of Congress)
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his death. Kenisary also was something of a visionary who lamented both
his people’s lack of unity and the threats they faced from fellow Central
Asians as well as Russians. His ability to see things in historical perspec-
tive is one reason many Kazakhs today consider him to be the first Kazakh
nationalist. While fighting the Russians, Kenisary used poetry to describe
the two-pronged dilemma his people faced:

The Russians come from the North,
Kokand from the South.

Having established fortifications, they trample us.
From whom would we have both this squeezing
and this crowding
We the children of the Kazakhs,

What would be if we had unity?

Until now we have been split
Because we have no unity.

After his own movement was defeated, Kenisary, having accepted
amnesty from the Russians, joined a Kyrgyz rebellion against Kokand, the
Central Asian power he considered a threat to his people. He was killed
in battle during that war in 1847. The Russians meanwhile responded to
Kenisary’s rebellion by strengthening their own military forces on the
steppe and quickening the pace of Russian settlement there. This enabled
them to more easily suppress two more Kazakh rebellions during the
1850s and end once and for all organized Kazakh opposition to their con-
trol of the steppe region.

By the 19th century, the Russians were eyeing the southern part of
Central Asia. Nineteenth-century Russian expansion southward in Cen-
tral Asia was driven by a variety of motivations. The primary ones prob-
ably were economic. There were the profitable trade opportunities with
the states in the south, which by the early 19th century were recovering
from earlier economic and political setbacks. More important, by the
middle of the century the Russians wanted land on which they could
grow cotton to supply the country’s new and growing textile industry.
By then the Russians also were suspicious of Britain, which had a long-
established base in India and was expanding its empire northward. The
imperial competition between Russia and Britain would intensify in the
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1870s and 1880s and cause several dangerous international crises. Rus-
sians also were concerned about their countrymen, mainly settlers on the
steppe, who had been captured by Turkic tribes and sold into slavery.
While this situation may have been little more than an excuse for expan-
sion, it struck a raw nerve of national pride and inspired public anger.
Russians, who were Orthodox Christians, were being enslaved by Mus-
lims, who many Russians considered “heathens.” Worse still, from the
Russian Orthodox point of view, those captives sometimes converted to
Islam. Finally, the Russians were driven by a sense of manifest destiny and
a long-standing hostility to the Turkic peoples who lived to their south
and east, with whom they had fought literally uncounted wars and battles
over the centuries.

The conflict between religions, while secondary to the struggle for
power and control, was felt by both sides. The Muslims of Central Asia
looked down on the Christians intruding on their land from the west and
at various times called for jihad, or holy war, against Russian “infidels.”
During the first decade of the 19th century, the ruler of Kokand warned
against the danger they posed. He called on other Central Asian leaders
“to conduct campaigns in defense or furtherance of Islam . . . as well as
jihad against the worthless herd and gird our loins in hostility to them.”
More calls for holy war against Russia came in subsequent decades as
Central Asian khanates found themselves under increasing pressure from
the huge empire to the west.

The Russian Conquest of
Southern Central Asia

Russian expansion in Central Asia slowed in the 1850s, as the empire’s
attention was focused on Europe. Between 1853 and 1856, the Russians
were defeated in the Crimean War, which they fought against several
European powers. This defeat stymied their efforts to expand their terri-
tory and influence on the west coast of the Black Sea and in the Balkan
Peninsula. The Russians did better east of the Black Sea. By the end of
the decade they had, against strong resistance, completed their conquest
of the Caucasus region between the Black and Caspian Seas. Then the
outbreak of the American Civil War cut off vital cotton supplies from the
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United States. The stage had been set for a vigorous new campaign to
complete the occupation of Central Asia.

There was not much standing in the way of a determined Russian drive.
The three states that controlled most of southern Central Asia—the
khanate of Kokand, the emirate of Bukhara, and the khanate of Khiva—
were in poor shape. They were socially, politically, and economically back-
ward societies. Most of the land was controlled by the state, by powerful
landlords, or by Muslim religious institutions and was farmed by poor peas-
ants. As tenants, they had to turn over between half and four-fifths of their
crop to their landlords. The three states, under their absolute rulers, were
constantly quarreling with each other and lacked well-defined borders.
Bukhara and Kokand in particular were having difficulty controlling some
of their outlying provinces. Ruled by Uzbek dynasties, all had relatively
small and ethnically mixed populations. The emir of Bukhara ruled about
2.5 million people, about half Uzbeks, one-third Tajiks, and one-tenth
Turkmen. Kokand had about 3 million people, mainly Uzbeks, Kazakhs,
and Kyrgyz. Kokand, the best organized of these states, was also the small-
est; its population of about 750,000 was made up mainly of Turkmen, Kaza-
khs, Uzbeks, and a group called Karakalpaks (a group related to the Kazakhs
and Uzbeks and whose name means “Black Hat”).

The bulk of that campaign was completed in about a decade. After tak-
ing Tashkent, the Russians conquered the city of Bukhara in 1867 and took
Samarkand the next year. They then annexed some of Bukhara’s territory
and tured what was left into a protectorate, a status that left Russia with
the control it wanted while the local ruler was allowed to manage local
affairs. The khanate of Khiva met the same fate in 1873. In 1876, Russia
abolished the khanate of Kokand, annexing all of its territory. Kokand’s
demise was not unwelcome to some Central Asians. It was, like the other
states in the region, a tyranny, and during the 1850s and 1860s Kyrgyz
tribes ruled by Kokand had appealed to Russian authorities for protection.
In 1862, Kyrgy: soldiers fought with the Russians to take a fort that later
became the city of Bishkek, the capital of present-day Kyrgyzstan.

Only the territory of present-day Turkmenistan remained beyond
Russian control, and there the resistance turned out to be stubborn. The
last bitter battle between the Russians and the Turkmen was fought in
1881 at a fortress called Goktere. Two years earlier, the Russians had been
beaten badly in their attempt to take the place. On their second try, the
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Russians mustered 11,000 men and 100 cannons for the siege. An esti-
mated 14,500 Turkmen died. Many of them were civilians who the Rus-
sians massacred at the end of the battle. Three years later the Russians
occupied Merv, completing their conquest of Central Asia. A series of
Russian-British agreements followed to demarcate the borders between
their two empires. The last, in 1897, attached a long skinny strip of land
to Afghanistan between the Pamir and Hindu Kush mountains. This so-
called Afghan finger, or Walkan Corridor, extended from northeastern
Afghanistan to China, separating the two empires. It remains on maps
today along the southern border of Tajikistan, an odd geographic leftover
from Europe’s age of imperialism.

Central Asia under Czarist Rule

In effect, Central Asia was a Russian colony. The Russians divided Cen-
tral Asia into two main parts. The old name Turkestan was revived to des-
ignate the southern half of the region, now called the Governate-General
of Turkestan. It included all of present-day Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, parts of Kazakhstan. This large area was sub-
divided into several administrative units. The northern half, most of pres-
ent-day Kazakhstan, was governed separately as the Steppe District and
was likewise divided into several units. In both north and south, the Rus-
sians generally were content to control the region and exploit it for their
economic needs while allowing the local people to go about their daily
lives without interference whenever possible. Russian settlers who came
into the region, whether as farmers or town dwellers, tended to live apart
from the Central Asians. The settlers came in large numbers. By 1917,
the year the Russian monarchy collapsed, about 2 million Russians and
Ukrainians had moved into the region.

The main Russian economic goal was to increase cotton production.
The Russians repaired old irrigation systems and built new ones to supply
their expanded cotton fields. As a result, cotton production in the last
two decades of the 19th century increased eightfold. Russians in Central
Asia profited from growing cotton. Others in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and
other cities in European Russia made money manufacturing cotton tex-
tiles. Central Asians, however, paid dearly for this development: They
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The Russians marked the/r presence in Central Asia with Orthodox churches,
such as this one on the Kazakh steppe in the early 20th century. (Courtesy
Library of Congress)

lost the ability to grow food locally. Fields that had once produced grains,
fruits, and vegetables were converted to cotton, especially in the fertile
Fergana Valley, forcing Central Asians to import much of the food they
ate. Nomads suffered in yet another way. As early as the mid-19th cen-
tury, Russian forts on the steppe had begun blocking the nomads’ ability
to move their herds from pasture to pasture. As the century drew to a
close, increasing sections of those pastures were converted to farms by
Russian settlers. The new farmers displaced not only Kazakh nomads of
the steppe, but also Kyrgyz nomads farther south in mountainous areas.

‘Two new railroads increased the pace of change and the number of
settlers in the area. The first, the Trans-Caspian Railway, initially ran
from Russia to Ashgabat. It was extended to Samarkand in 1888, and
from there to Tashkent. The second railroad entered Central Asia from
the north, finally reaching Tashkent in 1905. Aided by the new railroads,
Russian and Ukrainian settlers established half a million farms in north-
emn and eastern Kazakhstan between 1906 and 1912. Kazakhstan was
being used by Russian authorities to solve the land shortage problem
among Russian peasants.
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There were a few positive aspects to Russian rule in Central Asia. The
region enjoyed greater peace and security, as the old native conflicts were
kept under control. Along with railroads, a few industrial enterprises were
built, generally plants to process food or produce textiles from cotton.
However, workers in these factories frequently were Russian immigrants
to the region. Some secular schools were established, their main purpose
being to train a local elite that knew Russian, shared Russian values, and
would help the Russian authorities govern the region. While little was
done to combat illiteracy, the arrival of the Russians led to the first pub-
lication of books in the Kyrgyz language.

Opposition to Russian Rule

There were a number of revolts against Russian rule in various parts of
Central Asia between the mid-1880s and the turn of the century. All
were put down quickly and brutally. Investigations into these revolts led
the Russian authorities to pay closer attention to potentially dangerous
ways of thinking, especially those with appeal across ethnic lines. They
came in two varieties: traditional Islamic teachings and a more modern
outlook based on pan-Turkic ideas. The Russians at first were more con-
cerned with the teachings of pan-Islamic clerics, but by the turn of the
century a pan-Turkic movement had emerged as the greater threat. It was
known as Jadidism, the name taken from the Arabic phrase usul-i-jadid,
meaning “new method,” a phrase that applied specifically to a new
method of education. The Jadids were young men from wealthy Central
Asian families who often had been educated in Russian universities or in
Turkey, where they had been exposed to modern ideas. They believed
that Central Asia could only achieve its independence and protect its
culture if it gained advanced knowledge and modernized. That in tumn
meant modernizing not only Central Asian society, but Islam as well, an
attitude that did not sit well with Muslim religious authorities.

The Jadids were excited by the Revolution of 1905 in Russia, which
raised the prospect of democratic reforms and even the possibility that
Russian rule might be overthrown. The defeat of the revolutionary forces
dashed those hopes in Central Asia, even though there were important,
if limited, political reforms in Russia. The Jadids had to content them-
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selves with founding new schools to spread their message. They started
more than a 100 of these schools in the decade after 1905. Interestingly,
while Russian authorities certainly tried to limit its influence, the great-
est opposition to the Jadid movement came from the local religious and
conservative secular elites who feared the new ideas threatened their po-
sitions of leadership.

Although the Jadids were kept in check, there was widespread dis-
content in Central Asia by the first decade of the 20th century. Farmers
who had been driven from their land, nomads who saw their way of life
threatened by spreading cotton farms, and a small but growing local intel-
ligentsia with modern ideas all resented Russian rule. There was ample
reason for complaint. By the time the Russian Revolution broke out in
1917, Russian and Ukrainian settlers had seized an estimated 100 million
acres of Kazakh land. There were famines among the Muslim people of
Central Asia every year from 1910 to 1913. None of them even had sta-
tus as citizens of the empire that had taken their land. The Russian word
to describe their official status, inorodsty, means “foreign subjects” or
“alien-born.”

This Turkmen posing proudly with his camel early in the 20th century probably
was transporting grain or cotton. (Courtesy Library of Congress)



42 m CENTRAL ASIAN REPUBLICS

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 brought more hardships to every
part of the Russian Empire, including Central Asia. Once the war began,
new taxes that fell heavily on an overwhelmingly poor population inten-
sified discontent. The only saving grace was that the region’s Muslim men
were not conscripted to fight in the war. That changed in mid-1916 when
the government issued a decree calling for Central Asian men between
the ages of 18 and 43 to be drafted to work in labor battalions. The decree
was a disaster. Central Asians were conscripted into a war in which they
clearly had no stake. Further, Russians told these men, who took pride in
their martial traditions and skills, that they were not fit to fight but suited
only for digging trenches or performing similar nonmilitary tasks.

The decree sparked an uprising in Kazakhstan that quickly spread
across Central Asia. This reaction was not a surprise to local Russian
authorities. For the past three years they had been warning that the gov-
ernment’s treatment of the Kazakhs was creating an explosive situation.
Within a few months, about 50,000 rebels had taken up arms. Russian
troops were called in to suppress the rebellion, which they did by the end
of the year with great brutality and at the cost of many lives. Entire set-
tlements were burned to the ground. Russian settlers in the region, who
had suffered at least 2,000 dead at rebel hands, took advantage of the
revolt to seize more land. About 300,000 Kazakh and Kyrgyz nomads were
driven from the lands on which they had pastured their herds. Approxi-
mately 250,000 people from both groups fled to China and Mongolia or
starved to death. It has been estimated that more than 100,000 people
were killed in Kyrgyzstan alone, making this one of the worst periods in
Kyrgyz history.

The suppression of the rebellion of 1916 turned out to be the last act
of oppression Central Asians would suffer at the hands of the Russian
Empire. In March of 1917, the hardship caused by World War I sparked
another upheaval, this one in St. Petersburg (called Petrograd at the
time), the Russian capital. The czarist government collapsed, and a new
government, committed to democracy, came to power. For a short time it
looked as if a new and better time had come to Russia, and to Central
Asia. But Russia’s new democratic government was overthrown within
eight months by a group of radical socialist revolutionaries who had no
use for democracy. They accepted no opposition, either. This seizure of
power by a militant minority determined to totally remake Russia ushered
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in an era of repression and hardship that far exceeded anything known
under the czars.
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The Revolution of March 1917 overthrew the government of the czar
and put an end to the Russian Empire. The old regime was replaced by
what the Russians called the Provisional Government, whose leaders
expected to govern Russia until a permanent government, based on a new
constitution, could be put in place. The new government’s leaders were
reformers and moderates. They intended for Russia to become a parlia-
mentary democracy with a free-enterprise economic system; in other
words, they hoped to see Russia follow the example of the countries of
Western Europe. At the same time, they were Russian nationalists, which
meant that in their view a new democratic Russia would keep approxi-
mately the same borders as the old Russian Empire. Precisely how they
would do this and remain consistent with the democratic principle of
national self-determination was unclear. Nor was it clear which of the
many non-Russians within borders established by generations of expan-
sion and conquest—about half of the total population—would want to be
a part of the new democratic Russian state.

Most Russians, at least among the educated and urban classes, greeted
the March revolution with relief. Despite fears of instability, there was
reasonably widespread consensus that the country was better off having
rid itself of the czar and czarism. Russia, to be sure, was still suffering from
its losses during World War I, but there was optimism that it finally had
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leaders at the helm who were competent, understood the problems the
country faced, and were concerned about the welfare of the population.

That optimism did not last. The Provisional Government, its good
intentions notwithstanding, suffered more defeats on the battlefield and
failed to restore order in Russia’s cities and villages. Casualties and eco-
nomic hardship caused by the war continued to mount. On November 7,
1917, the struggle for control of Russia entered a new stage. In one of the
most important events of the 20th century, a small group of radical social-
ists called the Bolsheviks took advantage of the chaos and overthrew the
Provisional Government in an armed coup. The Bolsheviks followed the
ideas of a 19th-century German socialist thinker named Karl Marx. They
rejected democracy. They wanted to rule alone and began suppressing other
political groups as soon as they had seized power. Even more important,
their goal was to overhaul Russia completely and tumn it into the world’s
first socialist society. Private property would be abolished and the entire
economy would be controlled by the state. The Bolsheviks had no use for
democracy because they assumed that they represented the will of the Russ-
ian working class, the only class that mattered. They further assumed that
they represented all progressive forces in history. They considered free elec-
tions a threat since the people as a whole could easily be misled. The party’s
leader, Vladimir I. Lenin, was shrewd, flexible, tough, and ruthless in a time
of crisis and rapid change. Nor was Russia, which covered one-sixth of the
world’s land surface, big enough for Bolshevik dreams. The Bolshevik Party
leaders saw their revolution in Russia as only the first event in a chain reac-
tion that eventually would engulf the entire world.

The Bolshevik coup quickly plunged Russia into a dreadful civil war
that lasted until the end of 1920. Most of the active political groups in
Russia—from moderate socialists to liberals to conservative monat-
chists—opposed the Bolsheviks. They did not want to see their country
subject to a radical one-party dictatorship. During the civil war these
groups collectively were called the Whites—the Bolsheviks were known
as the Reds and called their military force the Red Army—but the
Whites never were able to unite effectively. This failure helped the Bol-
sheviks win the civil war and hold on to power. The civil war was far
more destructive than even World War I and left the country in ruins.
During the turmoil a few national groups in the western part of the
old empire—the Poles, Finns, Latvians, Lithuanians, and Estonians—
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managed to break away and establish their independence. The rest of the
former empire, including Central Asia, remained in Bolshevik hands.
The Bolshevik experiment of building socialism under a one-party dicta-
torship soon evolved into a totalitarian state. It caused levels of hardship
and oppression worse than anything that had occurred under the czars.

The Russian Revolution in Central Asia

Central Asia’s Muslims were not involved in either of Russia’s two 1917
revolutions. The long-standing local tensions between Russians and Mus-
lims were overshadowed at first by the immediate struggle for power
between rival groups of Russians. The key arena in Central Asia was
Tashkent, the region’s largest city and former administrative center for
southern Central Asia, the area the czarist regime had called Turkestan.
When the Provisional Government was set up in March 1917 in Petro-
grad, supporters of the new regime set up a committee in Tashkent to act
as a local government and carry out its policies. Mirroring what had
occurred in St. Petersburg, a number of socialist groups set up what they
called a council—the Russian word was soviet—to represent the interests
of the region’s workers and socialists. In practice, the soviet was both a
rival to the Tashkent committee and a limit to what it could do. Signifi-
cantly, most of the people on these bodies and the people they said they
represented were Russians.

Muslims were largely ignored by the squabbling Russians. Yet the
March Revolution that had swept away czarism and its political police
had created conditions in which Muslims with nationalist views could
express them more openly. Well aware they would have to act on their
own if they wanted to influence events, Central Asian Muslims with a
variety of nationalist views began calling meetings and setting up their
own organizations. During the spring of 1917, some of them produced a
mildly nationalist program calling for an autonomous, though not inde-
pendent, Turkestan within a democratic Russia. Their program also
called for putting the new Turkestan under Muslim religious law, without
explaining how that could be reconciled with democracy. Muslim nation-
alists also called for replacing the cultivation of cotton, to them a symbol
of Russian colonialism, with grains and other crops.
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On November 7, 1917, the political landscape suddenly shifted when
the Bolsheviks overthrew the Provisional Government in Petrograd. Bol-
sheviks in Tashkent, who several days earlier had taken control of the
city, responded by announcing the establishment of the Turkestan Coun-
cil of People’s Commissars (the official name of the Bolshevik govern-
ment in Petrograd was the Council of People’s Commissars). But Muslim
leaders by then had their own plans for Central Asia. In December, they
announced the formation of their own government in the city of Kokand,
the Muslim Provisional Government of Autonomous Turkestan. The
Muslims immediately came into conflict with the Bolshevik government
in Tashkent and its bosses in Petrograd. In theory, there should not have
been a conflict. As revolutionaries supposedly committed to freedom for
all oppressed peoples, the Bolsheviks after seizing power in November
had issued a proclamation promising the Muslim people of Russia that
“From now on your beliefs and customs, your national and cultural insti-
tutions are being declared free and inviolable.” In reality, the new Bol-
shevik* government was as determined to keep control of Central Asia
as the czarist regime or Provisional Government had. It demonstrated its
real intentions when its soldiers overthrew the Muslim Kokand govern-
ment in February 1918, killing many innocent people in the process. A
Kazakh government in the northern steppe, set up in December 1917,
met the same fate, albeit somewhat later. Lacking financial resources or
an armyj it survived as a phantom government until the Bolsheviks liqui-
dated it in 1920.

The delay in dealing with the Kazakh government occurred because
the Bolsheviks were fighting for their own survival in the civil war
between 1918 and 1920. In their desperate effort to win that war, they
resorted to drastic measures that made them enemies throughout Russia,
including among the Muslims of Central Asia. One of the most notorious
Bolshevik tactics was seizing food from farmers to feed their army, a pol-
icy they followed in all the territory they controlled. In Central Asia that
policy, combined with the harsh winter of 1918-19, helped cause a
famine in which at least 1 million people starved to death, the great

*When referring to the period 1917 to 1924, it is common to use the terms Bolshevik,
Soviet, and Communist interchangeably for the regime established on November 7, 1917.
This volume will use the terms Bolshevik or Sowiet for the period November 1917 to 1924,
and the terms Soviet and Communist for the period 1924 to December 1991.
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majority of whom were Muslims. The Bolsheviks also forced peasants in
Central Asia to give up their cotton crop, shooting those who refused to
cooperate. These and other measures provoked a revolt that spread to all
of southern Central Asia. In some places the upheaval lasted much longer
than the civil war itself.

THE BASMACHI REVOLT

The Central Asian rebellion against the Bolshevik regime is known as
the Basmachi Revolt. It was led by traditional conservative Muslim
religious figures called mullahs and clan notables. The rebellion was
provoked by Bolshevik repression and secular reforms that threatened
to undermine the region’s traditional way of life. The Muslims’ goal was
to protect their way of life by expelling Russians, and other Europeans,
from Central Asia. After that, their objectives differed. Some groups
fought to establish strict Islamic rule, others in the name of Turkic
nationalism, still others mostly against communism. Russians named
the movement basmachi, a pejorative term meaning “bandit.” Although
it could justifiably be applied to many of the independent armed groups
that participated in the movement, the term was not a fair description
of all of them.

The revolt began in the Fergana Valley and eventually drew support
from many Uzbek, Turkmen, Tajiks, and Kyrgyz groups. The Basmachi
fought a disorganized, guerrilla war. Bands fighting under its banner oper-
ated independently and rarely coordinated their actions. Local rivalries
and changing conditions often caused shifting alliances that hampered
resistance against the Bolsheviks. Still, the Basmachi fought effectively
enough. They were very difficult to defeat. At one point during 1919,
they controlled the entire Fergana Valley. The Bolsheviks eventually had
to send more than 100,000 soldiers to defeat them. That force arrived in
the region in 1920, after the civil war against the Whites was largely won.
It was led by Mikhail Frunze, one of the most skilled and successful Red
Army commanders, who happened to have been born in Bishkek. Also
on the scene was the Red Army’s commander-in-chief and its most
famous calvary officer, Semyon Budennyi. The Bolsheviks used nonmili-
tary measures that undermined support for the Basmachi. They stopped
seizing food from farmers, lowered taxes, and ended anti-Islamic policies.
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They promised land reform and skillfully exploited rivalries between the
Basmachi commanders.

During 1922 and 1923, most Basmachi resistance was broken. In the
summer of 1922 the Bolsheviks succeeded in killing the most famous
rebel commander, a former general and political leader from Turkey
named Enver Pasha. His death marked the end of a bizarre career. As a
soldier of the Ottoman Empire, Pasha had been the general in charge of
the genocidal massacre of more than 1 million Armenians during World
War I. He then came to Russia and cast his lot with the Bolsheviks,
accepting their assignment to go to Central Asia to deal with the Bas-
machis. Soon after arriving he decided to switch sides. Enver Pasha
finally was killed in a minor battle by the regime he had just betrayed.

In the wake of their defeat, thousands of Basmachi fighters and their
families fled to Afghanistan. Yet some guerrilla resistance continued until
the end of the decade in Tajikistan, and the memory of the Basmachi
resistance lingered among Central Asians well beyond that. Still, after
bitter fighting, by the early 1920s the Bolshevik regime was in a position
to reorganize Central Asia as it saw fit.

The Soviet Republics of Central Asia

One of the many urgent problems the Bolshevik government faced after
the civil war was how to govern a country that remained a multinational
empire. To be successful, they had to reconcile competing needs. They
wanted to maintain tight central control over the entire country, but they
also wanted to give the impression that its many non-Russian subjects
were equal members of a new socialist and fraternal union. Their solution
was a new political phenomenon: the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR or Soviet Union), which officially came into existence in Decem-
ber 1922. The new union officially had a federal structure, something like
the United States, composed of member “union” republics. The Russian
republic—officially the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic
(RSFSR)—was the largest. It was subdivided into smaller regions for eth-
nic minorities living within its borders, some called “autonomous
republics” and others, with less status, called “autonomous regions.”
There were also union republics for Ukrainians (the Ukrainian Soviet
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Socialist Republic), for Belarusans (or Belorussians), and for the people
of the Caucasus region (the Transcaucasian Republic). This setup was pri-
marily for the sake of appearance. In reality, the Soviet Union was a dic-
tatorship tightly controlled from the center by the Communist Party (as
the Bolshevik Party had been renamed in 1918). The federal structure of
the Soviet Union was an administrative ploy to hide the dictatorship’s
true nature. Yet restructuring provided a way to govern the Soviet Union,
especially as efforts were made to enlist non-Russians into the Commu-
nist Party and thereby into the tightly knit apparatus that controlled the
huge country.

Having established the framework it needed, the Soviet government
turned to Central Asia. It began by using ethnicity and borders to under-
mine any competing authority in the region. The Soviets were worried
that Central Asia’s Muslim community would be attracted to outside
Islamic influences. It especially feared pan-Islamism, the idea that all
Islamic peoples were a single community and should live that way. The
Soviets, who considered religion a superstition that stood in the way of
progress, also wanted to combat the conservative Muslim forces in Central
Asia which opposed socialism and other secular reforms, such as equal
rights for women. So they did two things: first, they divided the region up
into five ethnic units, one each for the Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Turkmen, Tajiks,
and Kyrgyz; second, they drew borders that left pockets of one ethnic
group within the borders of another’s unit, thereby creating friction points
that prevented any united front from developing against the ruling Com-
munist Party based in Moscow (the country’s capital since 1918).

The system put in place in 1924 created five new units: two new
union republics and three autonomous republics. The Uzbek Soviet
Socialist Republic and the Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republic were the
two union republics. The Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and Tajiks all received
autonomous republics, the first two as part of the RSFSR and the third as
part of the Uzbek SSR. In 1929, the Tajik autonomous republic was sep-
arated from the Uzbek SSR and elevated to a union republic, a status
achieved by the Kazakh and Kyrgyz republics in 1936. The borders of the
Central Asian union republics helped make all local ethnic groups
dependent on Moscow. Samarkand and Bukhara, both traditional Tajik
cultural centers, ended up in Uzbekistan. The Fergana Valley was split
between the Uzbek, Tajik, and Kyrgyz republics. The Uzbek republic got
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most of it but in a way that divided ethnic groups, clans, and villages,
with the largely Uzbek city of Osh at the eastern end of the valley end-
ing up in the Kyrgyz republic. Further north, the borders of the Kazakh
republic were drawn to include the large Slavic populations in the north-
ern and eastern steppes.

At the same time, other devices, dating from the 1920s and modified
and perfected over time, were used to bind the Muslims of Central Asia to
the Soviet state. One method was administrative. Unlike in most coun-
tries, where the government exercises power, real power in the Soviet
Union lay with the Communist Party.** Officially, the two were separate,
but party leaders occupied every important government post. The party’s
structure paralleled the government’s, from the national all the way down
to the lowest local level. For each union republic (or autonomous repub-
lic) government, there was a parallel party organization. Communist Party
members were carefully selected and vetted for loyalty to the Soviet sys-
tem and always subject to the constant spying of the Soviet secret police.
The Soviet regime made a major effort to recruit a native elite that would
serve its interests in return for privilege and status. This was largely suc-
cessful. Yet nothing was left to chance. Slavic officials often occupied key
positions in union republic Communist parties. By the mid-1960s, a tradi-
tion emerged in which the top position, or first secretary, in union repub-
lic party organizations usually was given to a native. The number-two
position usually went to a Russian or Ukrainian, whose most important
function was to keep a close eye on the official who in theory was his boss.

The Soviets also regulated Muslims’ use of their languages. Prior to the
20th century, the various Turkic dialects spoken across Central Asia
tended to blend into one another. The Tajiks spoke a Persian dialect but
used classical Persian as their literary language. Beginning in the 1920s,
the Soviet government’s language policies were designed to cut off the
Central Asians from outside influences and simultaneously divide them
from one another. One technique was to change the system used in writ-
ing these languages. The Arabic alphabet was replaced by the Latin alpha-
bet, the same alphabet used to write languages such as English, French,
and German. In fact, the Latin alphabet was better suited to both the Tur-
kic and Iranian languages of Central Asia. But the main objective was to

**[ts official name from 1952 was the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). For
most of the Soviet era the party leader was called the general secretary.
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cut the Central Asians from their Islamic and Turkic or Iranian traditions.
In 1940, the alphabet was changed again, this time to the Cyrillic alpha-
bet used to write Russian and other Slavic languages. The aim was to
strengthen Central Asia’s ties with the Russian core of the Soviet Union.

Russian became the official language of each Central Asian republic.
The goal was to make Central Asia’s Muslim population more Russian, a
policy called Russification. As in all non-Russian republics, Central
Asian students had to study Russian. Many local places had their names
changed to Russian ones. Aside from intentional government policies,
Russification was promoted as loanwords from Russian gradually found
their way into local languages.

The Stalin Era

The most important, and by far the most wrenching changes that came
to Central Asia during the Soviet era did not have to do with tightening
the region’s political bonds to Moscow or with Russification. They
resulted from the attempt to transform the Soviet Union’s economy.
Using Marxist principles, the Soviets instigated a program of rapid indus-
trialization along centrally planned socialist lines. These policies had cat-
astrophic consequences for all of the people of the Soviet Union, Russian
and non-Russian alike. Scars from this time remain visible and painful to
this day. This program was implemented under Joseph Stalin, the man
who became the Soviet leader, and then the all-powerful dictator, after
Lenin died. Lenin’s death had been the signal for his lieutenants to
change the name of St. Petersburg (called Petrograd from 1914 to 1924)
to Leningrad (grad means city in Russian) in the dead leader’s honor and
then immediately begin a struggle for power to succeed him. Stalin had
won that contest by 1929. His triumph led to an industrialization drive at
breakneck speed. It was an enormous undertaking. The Soviet Union had
inherited a semi-industrial economy that was backward by Western Euro-
pean standards. Stalin and the Communist Party leadership were deter-
mined to catch up with the West by making as much economic progress
in the next decade as the West had made in the past century. They also
were determined to use that new economic power to turn the Soviet
Union into the world’s leading military power. Stalin’s plans called for
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phenomenal, and ultimately unrealistic, increases in industrial produc-
tion. The greatest increases were planned for so-called heavy industries—
such as steel, machine tools, and coal—upon which a modern industrial
society, and a modern military, were based.

COLLECTIVIZATION AND FAMINE

Industrialization depended on overhauling agriculture, still the largest sec-
tor of the Soviet economy in the late 1920s. The problem was that most
of the Soviet Union’s food was grown on 20 million small and inefficient
peasant farms. The goal, again following Marxist principles, was to com-
bine these 20 million small farms into about 200,000 collective farms,
which were large farms controlled by the Communist Party on which
dozens or hundreds of families worked together. Soviet planners expected
that these farms, with their large fields and herds of livestock, would make
use of modern machinery and methods to produce much more food than
under the old system. At the same time, the state would have control of
what was produced and would use it to promote industrialization. Food
would be supplied to workers building and working in new factories and
exported to pay for modern machinery those factories needed.

Collectivization immediately ran into trouble when most peasants
refused to give up their land. The Soviet regime responded with brutal
and overwhelming force. Peasants were driven into the collectives, some-
times after bloody battles against soldiers armed with machine guns. The
wealthier peasants, known as kulaks, met an even worse fate. Stalin had
decided that by definition they were enemies of socialism. Kulak families
therefore were driven from the countryside altogether. Millions of men,
women, and children were shipped to forced labor camps or deported to
remote areas of the country, where they were left penniless to fend for
themselves. As a result of the violence and chaos, all made worse by the
excessive speed at which collectivization was carried out, agricultural pro-
duction during the 1930s dropped rather than increased.

One immediate consequence of collectivization in Ukraine and other
European parts of the Soviet Union was the notorious “terror famine” of
1932-33. The famine was the result of a poor harvest and the govern-
ment’s insistence on taking almost all the peasants’ grain to feed city
workers or to be sent abroad to pay for new machines. Left without food,
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thousands of peasants began to starve. The government made no effort to
stop what was happening. Rather, it denied that anyone in the Soviet
Union was starving. The Stalin regime actually used the famine to break
resistance to collectivization in the Ukraine. At least 5 million peasants,
and possibly more, died during the famine.

Collectivization had equally disastrous consequences in Central Asia.
The impact was worst on the Kazakh nomads, who suffered a twofold dis-
aster. First, they were forced to give up their traditional way of life as wan-
dering herders. Second, they were forced to join collective farms. As had
occurred in the Russian and Ukrainian parts of the Soviet Union,
nomads and peasants in Central Asia often killed their animals rather
than give them up to the government. Others fought and killed the
Communist Party workers who were seizing their property and destroying
their lives. Millions of animals were either killed or died in the chaos of
collectivization. Life was disrupted to the core. In some places, half the
animals died within a matter of weeks. In just four years during the late
1920s and early 1930s, about 80 percent of the livestock animals in
Kazakhstan were killed or died. The figure was almost as bad for Central
Asia as a whole. An American on the scene described what he witnessed:

When the Communist shock troops began to break up those herds
and put pressure on the nomad owners to pool their animals in so-
called collective farms, the latter simply killed their animals. The ex-
nomads who survived this period were rounded up as the kulaks have
been. . . . Many of them resisted dispossession; these were adjudged
criminals, and sent to jail or shot.

Famine and flight followed. As of 1932, about a fifth of the popula-
tion, many of whom had fled the collective farms, were homeless, wan-
dering on the steppe without their animals or any means of providing for
themselves. The best guess is that 1.5 million Kazakhs starved during the
1930s, and there was serious famine among the Kyrgyz as well. Hundreds
of thousands of nomads fled the steppe and Kazakhstan altogether, most
of them going to Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. There they joined with
local people in a new upsurge of the Basmachi revolt.

Despite the chaos and resistance, the Soviet government succeeded in
collectivizing agriculture in Central Asia by 1932. It had won its war with
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the people of the region. By the end of the decade, hundreds of thousands
of Kazakhs who had once been nomads had been settled on collective
farms. Only a small number continued to live as nomads. However, as
elsewhere, production from the collective farms was disappointingly low.
It would take more than 30 years—until the 1960s—for the livestock
herds to be restored to their pre-collectivization numbers.

THE GREAT PURGE

The other enormous Soviet storm that swept Central Asia during the
1930s is known as the Great Purge. It was a tidal wave of arrests and mur-
ders that began in late 1934 and reached a peak between 1936 and 1938.
The Great Purge was Stalin’s attempt to destroy any possible opposition
to his dictatorship, first within the Communist Party and then among the
Soviet people as a whole. Millions of people were arrested on trumped up
charges. They were forced to confess after long periods of physical and
psychological abuse and torture. Most ended up in the Soviet Union’s
vast network of labor camps, where they died in enormous numbers. More
than a million were shot. In Central Asia, as elsewhere in the Soviet
Union, the purge swept through the ranks of the party, the educated elite,
and the population as a whole. Among the purge’s high-ranking victims
was Faizullah Khojaev, the Communist leader of Uzbekistan from 1924 to
1937. He was tried in 1938 in Moscow with other top party leaders in one
of three major public show trials Stalin staged between 1936 and 1938.
Found guilty of the absurd charge that he had worked to overthrow the
Soviet regime, Khojaev was executed immediately after the trial ended.
Another victim of the Great Purge was Torekul Aitmatov, father of
Chingiz Aitmatov, the Kyrgyz novelist who has achieved the most inter-
national recognition of any contemporary Central Asian writer. The
elder Aitmatov, a loyal Communist Party member, was arrested and sent
to a labor camp, where he died like millions of other innocent victims of
Stalin’s Great Purge.

WORLD WAR II

The one Soviet disaster that did not hit Central Asia with its full force
was World War II. Central Asians, to be sure, were drafted to fight in the
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These members of a youth brigade worked in the Karaganda coal field in the
late 1940s. The raw materials of Kazakhstan were very important to the Soviet
economy. (Courtesy Library of Congress)

war, and like other Soviet soldiers suffered high casualty rates. But geog-
raphy at least had some mercy on Central Asia during the war. World
War Il began for the Soviet Union when Nazi Germany invaded the
country in June 1941. The Germans swept eastward to the gates of
Moscow, Leningrad, and Stalingrad (a city on the Volga River that Stalin
had renamed after himself). The areas they overran were devastated, and
millions of civilians were killed. But met by heroic and often unbeliev-
able resistance, the Germans never took those three key cities. Beginning
with the Soviet victory at Stalingrad in early 1943, they were turned back
and driven from the Soviet Union before they could reach Central Asia.

Meanwhile, industrialization of the region, which began during the
1930s, received an enormous boost during the war. Hundreds of factories
in the path of the invaders were meticulously disassembled and moved
piece by piece from European parts of the country to Central Asia. There
they were reassembled and immediately enlisted in the desperate war
effort. The war also brought temporary relief from certain repressive
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policies. During the 1920s and 1930s, the Soviet regime had waged a
campaign against Islam in Central Asia as part of its overall attack on
religion throughout the country. That changed during the war, when the
regime was desperate to win popular support. In Russian parts of the
country, the regime made a peace of sorts with the Russian Orthodox
Church. In Central Asia the effort to suppress Islam, which had included
closing schools, mosques, and Islamic courts, was scaled back. Some
schools and mosques were allowed to reopen, and a Muslim Board of
Central Asia was established in Tashkent as part of the effort to improve
the government’s relationship with Muslim religious leaders. These con-
cessions, like others Stalin permitted during the war, were rescinded after

the war ended in 1945.

Khrushchev and the Virgin Lands,
1953-1964

Stalin died in 1953. His death, like Lenin’s, was followed by a struggle for
power among his top lieutenants. At the same time, there was a period of
political reform. Stalin’s successors generally agreed that certain intolera-
ble aspects of life under the dictator had to end. Nobody had been safe.
Even after the end of the Great Purge in 1938, anyone—from the high-
est official to the ordinary worker and peasant—was subject to arrest
without cause. These arrests were carried out by the secret police, which
operated directly under Stalin’s control. Within months of Stalin’s death
his secret police chief had been arrested and by the end of the year exe-
cuted. Reforms were put in place in 1953 to make sure that no leader,
even the man who emerged at the top as the Communist Party leader and
as the most powerful political figure in the Soviet Union, would have
anything near Stalin’s power. The dictatorship of one man was turned
into a dictatorship of the party leadership, similar to what had existed
before Stalin’s rise to power.

The man who won the struggle for power after Stalin’s death was
Nikita Khrushchev, a tough peasant-born party boss who had served as
head of both the Moscow and Ukrainian party organizations. Khrushchev
had become convinced that the Soviet Union had to make major reforms
that went far beyond what was done immediately after Stalin’s death.



58 m CENTRAL ASIAN REPUBLICS

They included economic reforms designed to raise the miserably low stan-
dard of living. Under Stalin, all resources had been poured into heavy
industry and into the military. Soviet people needed more food, especially
grain. Realizing that goal would have a huge impact on Central Asia, in
particular Kazakhstan.

Khrushchev's program to increase grain production was called the Vir-
gin Lands campaign. It called for plowing up millions of acres of land on
the steppes of Kazakhstan and western Siberia. These areas had not been
planted before for good reason: Despite their fertile soil, the rainfall in the
area was too light and irregular to sustain agriculture on a long-term basis,
averaging only between 8 and 16 inches (200 to 400 millimeters) per
year. If the rains failed, and the region’s climatic history guaranteed that
sooner or later they would, then the region would be turned into a huge
dust bowl.

The Virgin Lands program was launched in 1954, over the objection of
local Kazakh party leaders, who were replaced because of their opposition.
Three hundred thousand Russian and Ukrainian volunteers were recruited
and sent to the Virgin Lands. There they were settled on what were called
state farms, which were similar to collective farms but with two differ-
ences: They were much larger and their workers were paid in wages rather
than according to a formula based on how much the farm produced. In a
project that resembled a military campaign, 50,000 tractors, 6,000 trucks,
and other agricultural equipment were shipped to Central Asia. In the
next few years, almost 50 million acres of Kazakh steppe was plowed up
and planted with grain, as were millions of additional acres in western
Siberia. After a disappointing year in 1955, the next year yielded a bumper
harvest. The years that followed saw mixed results: a bad year in 1957,
when it was dry; and an excellent year in 1958, when the rains were more
plentiful. By the early 1960s the rainfall realities of the region began to
take their toll. In 1963, dry conditions and winds of up to 95 miles (152
km) per hour tumed the Kazakh steppe into a dust bowl. Topsoil was
blown away and millions of acres of farmland ruined. Entire towns were
covered with silt. [t was a major ecological disaster. That did not stop the
Virgin Lands enterprise. Until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,
Kazakhstan produced one-third of the country’s wheat.

The Virgin Lands program upset many Kazakhs in another way as
well. It brought more than 1.5 million Russians and Ukrainians into
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Kazakhstan and several other parts of Central Asia. At the time Kazakhs
were a minority in their own union republic. The influx of more outsiders
threatened to make that status permanent. It turned out that this concern
was premature. The migration associated with the Virgin Lands project
was the last major influx of Russians and other Europeans into the region,
and it was not long before the high Kazakh birthrate began to shift the
population balance in their favor.

Farther south, the impact of another Soviet agricultural project was
less easily reversed. Ever since the 19th century, Russia had been pro-
moting cotton cultivation in Central Asia, despite the demands that this
thirsty crop put on the water resources of the region. That effort contin-
ued and expanded under the Soviet regime. Production rose dramatically
during the 1920s and 1930s, and by 1931 the Soviet Union was self-
sufficient in cotton. By 1937 it was an exporter. In 1938 cotton produc-
tion in Uzbekistan was more than double what it had been in 1913, the
year before the start of World War 1. Until the 1960s, however, the irri-
gation needs of the cotton fields did not noticeably affect the Aral Sea,
even with about 50,000 square kilometers under irrigation. The impact
on the sea increased substantially when the Garagum and other new
canals began drawing water from the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers
after 1959. By the late 1970s, Central Asia was growing 95 percent of the
Soviet Union’s cotton. In Uzbekistan, the cotton industry—growing and
processing the so-called “white gold"—accounted for almost two-thirds of
the economy and employed about 40 percent of the republic’s labor force.
But the price was dreadfully high. The substantial loss of water took its
toll. Because of poor construction and other inefficiencies, half the water
that entered the Garagum Canal leaked out before reaching cotton fields.
The Aral Sea was denied most of the water it had been receiving in the
1950s and began to dry up, with disastrous ecological consequences that
have not been reversed.

The Brezhnev Era and Corruption,

19641985
In 1964, Nikita Khrushchev was removed from office. Khrushchev fell

because many of his economic policies had failed and because some of his
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reforms threatened the privileges and positions of many top Communist
Party officials. Party leaders who had once supported him turned against
him, and in October 1964 the party’s top decision-making body voted to
replace him with Leonid Brezhnev. Brezhnev was a Khrushchev protégé
who had turned against his mentor. He had served as the party leader in
Kazakhstan from 1954 to 1956, the crucial early days of the Virgin Lands
campaign. By 1964, Brezhnev and the rest of the Communist Party elite
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