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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

technical problems. Turkmen has been written in three different

scripts since the beginning of this century—four, if one counts the
new Latin script to which Turkmenistan has begun to shift since gaining
independence in 1991. Most of the Turkmen-language works cited in this
book were published in the 1920s and 1930s, when Arabic and an earlier
Latin script were used. These writing systems were highly unstable, under-
going frequent reforms to improve their phonetic correspondence to Turk-
men words. Neither script was completely standardized, and word usage
and orthography varied according to the spoken dialect and preferences
of the writer.

The Cyrillic script adopted in 1940 did not represent the Turkmen pho-
netic system with great accuracy. For the two distinct sounds “h” and
“kh” (one like the English “h,” the other like the German “ch” in Nacht),
Cyrillic used the single letter “x.” For the two distinct sounds “k” and
“q” (the latter similar to the Arabic letter gaf), Cyrillic employed the letter
“k.” For the two distinct sounds “g” and “gh” (the latter similar to the
ghayin in Arabic, pronounced similarly to the gutteral French “r”), the
Cyrillic alphabet offered only the letter “r.” (Both the reformed Arabic
alphabet and the Latin script used in the 1920s and 1930s had two sepa-
rate letters for each of these pairs of phonemes.) The Cyrillic script also
failed to distinguish between long and short vowels, a distinction that
Arabic script reformers and Latinizers had tried to take into account.

Despite the problems with the Turkmen Cyrillic script, I have used it
as the basis for my transliteration. I made this choice mainly because the
vast majority of dictionaries, published works in Turkmen, and other
sources of standardized Turkmen spelling are still in Cyrillic script. Had
I devised separate systems for transliterating Turkmen works written in
the Cyrillic, Latin, and Arabic scripts, the result would have been multiple
ways of spelling the same words. I decided against using the new Turkmen
Latin script mainly because it too has undergone (and continues to un-
dergo) frequent changes; moreover, the new script omits the same pho-
nemes as the Cyrillic script, so it does not represent a real improvement
in phonetic accuracy.

My transliteration is based on the Library of Congress system for Cyril-
lic, with a few modifications for greater readability and to avoid some of
the eccentric spellings that result when one transliterates Central Asian
languages as if they were Russian. For the Cyrillic letter “x” T use “h”

TRANSLITERATING the Turkmen language has posed certain
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rather than “kh.” (While Russian lacks the “h” sound, the hard “kh” in

[1335]

Turkmen occurs mainly in words of foreign origin.) For “bI” T use“i
rather than “y,” to indicate that it is a variant of the letter “i” (similar to
the undotted “i” in Turkish) and not identical to the Russian “bl.” For
“a,” “10,” and “E,” Tuse “ya,” “yu,” and “yo” (instead of ia, iu, and &),
which results in a more readable transliteration. Similarly, I render “E”
as “ye” when it appears at the beginning of a word.

Turkmen proper nouns often take different forms in Russian-language
and Turkmen-language sources. In general, T have tried to use the Turk-
men form of Turkmen geographical and personal names. When a Turk-
men appears as the author of a Russian-language book or article, how-
ever, | have transliterated his or her name as it appears on the publication
in question. This seemed necessary to avoid bibliographic confusion, al-
though it has occasionally resulted in two different spellings of the same
author’s name. I have also kept the forms of certain geographical terms
familiar to Western readers rather than using their Turkmen forms (for
example, Amu-Darya rather than Amiderya, Karakum rather than Gara-
gum desert). Finally, certain difficulties arose because of the use of Rus-
sian-language versions of Turkmen names in Soviet archives. In most
cases, I have been able to find the Turkmen version and transliterate ac-
cordingly, but in a few cases—the names of obscure villages and their
residents—I have been forced to hazard a guess as to the likely Turkmen
original. I hope readers will forgive any errors that may have resulted.

Unless otherwise specified, all translations from Russian and Turkmen
are my own.
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Introduction

TRIBE, CLASS, AND NATION
IN TURKMENISTAN

N OCTOBER 27, 1991, the Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republic
declared its independence from the Soviet Union. Rejecting the
communist ideals promoted under seven decades of Soviet rule,

the new state committed itself to fostering the “all-round development of
the historical, national, and cultural traditions of the people of Turkmen-
istan.”! The president of independent Turkmenistan, a former Commu-
nist Party bureaucrat named Saparmurat Niyazov, declared that he would
henceforth be known as Tiirkmenbashi, or “head of the Turkmen.” Niya-
zov’s regime exchanged the Soviet hammer and sickle for traditional sym-
bols of nationhood—a flag, an anthem, and new holidays ranging from
the conventional (Flag Day and Independence Day) to the idiosyncratic
(Carpet Day and Melon Day).? The new patriotism found its most pas-
sionate expression in the Turkmen national oath, which was heard fre-
quently on television and at public gatherings:

Turkmenistan, my beloved motherland, my homeland,

You are always with me, in my thoughts and in my heart.

For the slightest evil against you, let my hand be paralyzed,

For the slightest slander against you, let my tongue be lost,

At the moment of my betrayal of the motherland, its president, or its sacred
banner, let my breath be stopped.’

Just seven decades earlier, Turkmenistan had seemed an unlikely site
for such an outpouring of nationalist fervor. A seminomadic people at
the time of the Bolshevik ascent to power in 1917, the Turkmen were
fragmented into genealogically defined groups that spoke different dia-

! Cited in John Anderson, “Authoritarian Political Development in Central Asia: The
Case of Turkmenistan,” Central Asian Survey 14, no. 4 (1995): 510.

21bid., pp. 510-13; Annette Bohr, “Turkmenistan and the Turkmen,” in The Nationali-
ties Question in the Post-Soviet States, ed. Graham Smith, 2d ed., pp. 355-56 (London and
New York, Longman, 1996).

3 On the national oath, see Shahram Akbarzadeh, “National Identity and Political Legiti-
macy in Turkmenistan,” Nationalities Papers 27, no. 2 (June 1999): 275; Bohr, “Turkmeni-
stan and the Turkmen,” pp. 355-56.
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lects, were often at war with each other, and were ruled by at least five
different states. The Turkmen population, overwhelmingly illiterate, was
scattered over a huge and largely inaccessible expanse of arid terrain.
Although these Turkmen groups claimed common ancestry, they pos-
sessed no clearly bounded territory, no common political institutions, no
uniform language, and no mass culture of print and education—in short,
none of the trappings of modern nationhood.

What brought about this remarkable transformation from a stateless
conglomeration of tribes into an independent, apparently unified nation-
state? Until recently, most Western scholars viewed the Soviet regime as
a “breaker of nations,” a radically centralizing state that suppressed indig-
enous national consciousness.* Over the past decade, however, historians
have argued persuasively that the Soviet regime itself served as midwife
to the separate states that emerged on its territory in 1991. The Soviet
Union, in short, was a maker of nations. By creating territorial republics
based on ethnic criteria and promoting “national cultures” within them,
the Soviet state fostered national consciousness and incipient national
statehood among its numerous non-Russian minorities.’

Because of the remoteness of Central Asian populations from modern
nationhood before 1917, some scholars have dismissed the national re-
publics created by Soviet rule as “artificial.” Like the nation-states formed
out of former European colonies in the Middle East and Africa, these
scholars argue, Central Asian nations were fictitious creations of their
colonial masters, imposed from above with little consideration of indige-
nous identities and desires. A few predicted—mistakenly, as it turned
out—that these nations would not survive the collapse of the Soviet
Union.® Yet the creation of the Central Asian nations under Soviet rule is

* This phrase is from Robert Conquest, Stalin: Breaker of Nations (New York: Penguin,
1991). See also Walter Kolarz, Russia and Her Colonies (Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books,
1967); Olaf Caroe, Soviet Empire: The Turks of Central Asia and Stalinism, 2d ed. (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967).

’ The earliest and most influential proponent of the view of the Soviet Union as a nation-
maker was Ronald Grigor Suny, in The Revenge of the Past: Nationalism, Revolution, and
the Collapse of the Soviet Union (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993). See also
Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet
Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001); Yuri Slezkine, “The USSR as a
Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism,” Slavic
Review 53 (Summer 1994): 414-52; Francine Hirsch, “The Soviet Union as a Work-in-
Progress: Ethnographers and the Category Nationality in the 1926, 1937, and 1939 Cen-
suses,” Slavic Review 56 (Summer 1997): 251-78.

¢ For examples of works emphasizing the artificiality of the Soviet Central Asian nations,
see Héléne Carrére d’Encausse, The Great Challenge: Nationalities and the Bolshevik State,
1917-1930 (New York and London: Holmes and Meier, 1992): 177-79; Gerhard Simon,
Nationalism and Policy toward the Nationalities in the Soviet Union (Boulder, CO: West-
view Press, 1991), p. 43; Olivier Roy, The New Central Asia: The Creation of Nations
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not in itself a reason to question their legitimacy or durability. As a vast
literature on nations and nationalism has argued over the past several
decades, all nations are “artificial” or constructed; the nation is not a
primordial, organic entity, but an “imagined community” that is formed
in a continual process of invention and negotiation.” The notion that polit-
ical and ethnic boundaries should coincide is a relatively recent idea,
linked to the political mobilization of the masses and, some maintain, to
the needs of modern capitalism. Like the nations of Soviet Central Asia,
the majority of the world’s nations were formed in large measure through
the actions and policies of states. As E. J. Hobsbawm has written, “Na-
tions do not make states and nationalism but the other way around.”®

What is striking about the Central Asian nations is not that they were
constructed from above, but that their architect was a socialist state bent
on bringing about a global proletarian revolution. For reasons both prag-
matic and ideological, the Bolsheviks became convinced that the best way
to deal with their “nationality problem”—the presence of more than one
hundred different ethnic groups within Soviet borders—was to aggres-
sively promote non-Russian nationhood. The Central Asian nations were
remarkable, as well, in the rapidity with which they emerged. As a direct
result of Soviet rule, aspects of nation formation that took decades or
centuries elsewhere—the establishment of a national territory and govern-
ment institutions, the standardization of a national language, and the
emergence of a mass educational system—were accomplished in Turk-
menistan and its neighbors in less than a decade. Finally, the Soviet con-
struction of nations was uniquely ambitious and comprehensive. Modern
states, whether national or imperial, typically seek to create a set of “to-
talizing classifications” in place of the premodern blur of diffuse and over-
lapping identities; in this sense, the Soviet regime’s efforts to categorize
its population by ethnicity were not exceptional. The Soviet state was
unusual, however, in the lengths to which it went to elaborate these new
identity categories in the non-Russian periphery.’

(London: I. B. Tauris, 2000), pp. vii-viii, 3; Walker Connor, The National Question in
Marxist-Leninist Theory and Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp.
302-3; Caroe, Soviet Empire, pp. Xiv—xxiil.

7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London and New York: Verso, 1983).

$E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 10, chap. 1 and 3; Ernest Gellner, Na-
tions and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University press, 1983), chap. 3; Thomas Hylland
Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives (London and Boulder,
CO: Pluto Press, 1993), p. 104.

® On the “totalizing” classification systems of colonial states, see Anderson, Imagined
Communities, p. 184; on the comprehensive nature of Soviet nation-making, see Roy, The
New Central Asia, p. vii.
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The 1920s and 1930s were crucial formative years for the Soviet na-
tional republics. In this period, the Bolsheviks engaged in a mad rush of
nation-building activity, conveniently if unintentionally equipping non-
Russian regions with nearly everything they would need for a future exis-
tence as sovereign polities.' The fundamental requirement that a state
possess a territory with clearly defined borders was met by Moscow
through its policy of demarcating “national” republics and regions for
each ethnic group. The need for administrative structures was filled by
republican government and Communist Party hierarchies that duplicated
in miniature those on the all-union level. Most aspiring nation-states
strive for a single “national language” to replace a plethora of spoken
local dialects; by supporting linguistic standardization as well as publish-
ing and education in native tongues, the Soviet regime facilitated the con-
solidation of such languages. A nation-state needs an elite to rule in the
name of the masses and promote “national culture”; with its policy of
recruiting local nationals for service in the party and government, the
Soviet regime helped to foster such elites.!!

The nation-making efforts of modern states do not, of course, focus
solely on elites; they also seek to mobilize the masses, turning them from
reluctant subjects into active and concerned citizens. Here, too, the Soviet
regime did a great deal to transform the regions under its tutelage. The
Communist Party leadership, assisted by the native elites it so diligently
cultivated, used a variety of methods to penetrate local societies and mobi-
lize the non-Russian masses in support of the regime. Soviet authorities
traveled to distant parts of the union to survey and study the indigenous
inhabitants, established village schools and native-language newspapers,
and created mass organizations as venues for popular participation and
state control. They sought to undermine the power of traditional elites
and to ban “barbaric” practices rooted in religion and custom. So far this
is a familiar story, and one that is common to many aspiring nation-
states.!? Yet the Bolsheviks intended to create not just nations but socialist
nations, and here they parted company with other modernizers. Soviet
authorities campaigned to promote conflict among social classes, enlist
the support of the poor and dispossessed, and eradicate existing systems
of property ownership and land tenure. In the early 1930s, they sought
to bring the entire countryside under state control through the forcible
collectivization of agriculture. They banned “bourgeois” and “feudal”

10 Suny, Revenge of the Past, pp. 98-126.

' 1bid., pp. 102-6; Simon, Nationalism and Policy toward the Nationalities, pp. 30-58.

12 Historians have recently sought to analyze Russian and Soviet history within a broader
framework of comparative European modernity. See the essays in David L. Hoffmann and
Yanni Kotsonis, eds., Russian Modernity: Politics, Knowledge, Practices (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 2000).
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forms of literary and cultural activity and ultimately imprisoned or exe-
cuted many Soviet citizens as “counterrevolutionary nationalists” and
“enemies of the people.”!3

Tribal Nation focuses on the Soviet effort in the 1920s and 1930s to
create a Turkmenistan that would be at once national, modern, and so-
cialist. In many ways, Turkmenistan was a textbook case of a nation
created by state fiat. It was under Soviet rule that the Turkmen first ac-
quired a clearly defined territory, a standardized language, and other fea-
tures of modern nationhood. Yet this book argues that Soviet policy was
by no means the only—or even the most important—factor shaping Turk-
men national consciousness. Far from being passive recipients of a na-
tional culture invented in Moscow, Turkmen themselves played a major
role in shaping the institutions and discourses of nationhood in the 1920s
and 1930s.

Recent works on Soviet nationality policy have emphasized the role of
Moscow-based officials and ethnographers in constructing nations in the
non-Russian periphery. Using newly opened archives, historians such as
Terry Martin, Francine Hirsch, and Jeremy Smith have offered important
insights into the evolution of Soviet nationality policy and the Soviet mul-
tinational state.' Moscow’s role in creating nations was undeniably im-
portant, as these scholars have ably demonstrated. However, the crucial
contribution of local elites in shaping Soviet nations has not received
enough attention. In Central Asia, members of the cultural and political
elite had their own ideas about nationhood and socialism, which they
discussed with their Russian comrades at Communist Party meetings and
debated among themselves in local-language newspapers. Particularly in
the 1920s, when Moscow’s control over cultural and intellectual life in
the non-Russian periphery was relatively tenuous, indigenous intellectu-
als and communists often expressed views that differed substantially from
those of the authorities in Moscow.

Tribal Nation draws on an array of Turkmen- and Russian-language
published sources, in addition to recently declassified Soviet archives, to
analyze the interaction between the transformative policies of the Soviet

13 On the differences between modernity in the Soviet Union and in nonsocialist Euro-
pean states, see David L. Hoffmann, “European Modernity and Soviet Socialism,” in Hoff-
mann and Kotsonis, Russian Modernity, pp. 256-57.

4 Recent works examining nationality policy primarily from a central government per-
spective include Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire; Jeremy Smith, The Bolsheviks and
the National Question, 1917-1923 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999); Francine Hirsch,
“Empire of Nations: Colonial Technologies and the Making of the Soviet Union, 1917-
1939” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1998); and Peter Blitstein, “Stalin’s Na-
tions: Soviet Nationality Policy between Planning and Primordialism, 1936-1953,” (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 1999).
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state and Turkmen conceptions of identity and community.’ Using in-
sights gleaned from local and non-Russian sources, this study challenges
certain long-standing orthodoxies about Soviet nation-making in Central
Asia. Among Western scholars during the Cold War era, for example, it
was taken for granted that the formation of nations in Central Asia was
a process controlled entirely by Moscow, with little input from indigenous
populations and little basis in pre-Soviet identities. This view continues
to have wide currency among specialists in Central Asian and Soviet his-
tory. Even today, some scholars dismiss the division of Central Asia into
national republics as a manipulative strategy designed to destroy the re-
gion’s natural unity and enhance Moscow’s control—in other words, as
a policy of “divide and rule.”'® Ironically, this older belief in the top-down
creation of Central Asian nations has been reinforced to some extent by
the more recent recognition that the Soviet state was a “maker of na-
tions.” These two schools of thought—the “divide-and-rule” and “na-
tion-making” perspectives—differ over the intentions of the Soviet rulers.
Proponents of the former see Soviet nationality policy as Machiavellian
to the core, while advocates of the latter see Soviet nation-making primar-
ily as an effort to appease nationalist sentiment and promote historical
progress. Yet both tend to underplay the significance of native involve-
ment and local cultural and social realities in the formation of Central
Asian nations.

Even in a place as remote from modern nationhood as Turkmenistan,
I argue, existing conceptions of identity provided fertile ground for Soviet
policies. As I show in the first chapter, a sense of “Turkmen-ness” based
on genealogy long predated the Soviet era. The Turkmen population was
made up of a number of tribes, subtribes, and lineages, all of which
claimed descent from a single ancestor.!” The Turkmen shared this empha-

'S Unfortunately, the state archives of Turkmenistan have been closed to foreign research-
ers for a number of years. Instead, I was able to use the archives of the Central Asian Bureau
in Moscow, which contain extensive documentation of the activities of Turkmen republican
and local party organizations in the 1920s and 1930s.

16 For a recent example of this view, see Roy, The New Central Asia, pp. vii-viii, 3.

7 William Irons, The Yomut Turkmen: A Study of Social Organization among a Central
Asian Turkic-Speaking Population (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1975), pp.
40-44. The words “tribe” and “tribal” have gone out of fashion in certain fields, where they
are considered derogatory. Anthropologists have argued that the word “tribe” is often used
to distinguish “primitive” colonized groups from “modern” ethnic groups. In sub-Saharan
Africa, scholars now prefer to use the term “ethnic group” instead of “tribe.” Among schol-
ars of the Islamic world, however, “tribe” is a more neutral term that refers to a society
organized on the basis of patrilineal descent. Moreover, tribe and ethnicity are not equivalent
in Central Asia and the Middle East, where ethnic groups—be they Arabs, Pashtuns, Kurds,
Druze, or Turkmen—may be divided into many constituent tribes. Susana B. C. Devalle,
Discourses of Ethnicity: Culture and Protest in Jharkhand (New Delhi and Newbury Park,
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sis on genealogical descent with other historically pastoral nomadic
groups, whose mobility and statelessness precluded forms of identity
linked to territory or the state.'® Under the right circumstances, this belief
in a common ancestry had the potential to serve as a unifying factor.
Although Turkmen identity had few concrete political or economic mani-
festations in the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the idea that
the tribes shared a glorious ancestry and history—and the hope that they
might one day unite—had long been a staple of Turkmen discourse.”
Because of the existence of a genealogically defined Turkmen identity,
Soviet historians maintained that the Turkmen had developed a “proto-
nationalist” sensibility well before the Soviet period—a claim that served
to underscore the historical correctness of Soviet nationality policy.?’ Yet
this argument is misleading, since it implies that history was leading the
Turkmen inexorably toward unified nationhood. In reality, the segmented
genealogical structure that potentially united the Turkmen groups was
equally prone to divide them. The numerous tribes and subtribes that
made up the branches of the Turkmen genealogical tree had distinct iden-
tities and were often at odds with each other. While Turkmen groups were
capable of uniting in the face of a common external threat, they were

CA: Sage Publications, 1992), pp. 29-33; Dale Eickelman, The Middle East and Central
Asia: An Anthropological Approach, 3d ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1998),
pp. 124-27; Richard Tapper, “Anthropologists, Historians, and Tribespeople on Tribe and
State Formation in the Middle East,” in Philip S. Khoury and Joseph Kostiner, eds., Tribes
and State Formation in the Middle East (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1990), pp. 52-53; on the relationship between ethnicity and tribe in the Middle East
see also Bassam Tibi, “The Simultaneity of the Unsimultaneous: Old Tribes and Imposed
Nation-States in the Middle East,” in Khoury and Kostiner, Tribes and State Formation in
the Middle East, pp. 131-41.

'8 On genealogical reckoning among the Kazakhs, see Saulesh Esenova, “Soviet National-
ity, Identity, and Ethnicity in Central Asia: Historic Narratives and Kazakh Ethnic Identity,”
Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 22, no. 1 (2002): 11-38; on genealogical identity in the
Arab Middle East, see Andrew Shryock, Nationalism and the Genealogical Imagination:
Oral History and Textual Authority in Tribal Jordan (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1997).

¥ For examples of premodern calls for Turkmen unity, see Walter Feldman, “Interpret-
ing the Poetry of Mikhtumquli,” in Muslims in Central Asia: Expressions of Identity
and Change, ed. Jo-ann Gross (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1992), pp. 167-71,
180-83.

2V, V. Bartold, Istoriia turetsko-mongol’skikh narodov (Tashkent, 1928), p. 33; V. Kar-
pych, “Iz istorii vozniknoveniia Turkmenskoi SSR,” Turkmenovedenie, no. 10-11 (Octo-
ber-November 1928): 38-39; G. L. Karpov and D. M. Batser, Khivinskie turkmeny i konets
kungradskoi dinastii (Ashgabat: Turkmengosizdat, 1930), pp. 89-91. The argument that
the Turkmen were protonationalist has also been made by a few non-Soviet scholars; see
Feldman, “Interpreting the Poetry of Mikhtumquli,” pp. 167-71, 180-83; Mehmet Saray,
The Turkmens in the Age of Imperialism (Ankara: Turkish Historical Society, 1989), pp.
47-48.
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equally likely to ally themselves with outsiders against rival Turkmen.?
In the mid-nineteenth century, the emergence of a nation based on one of
the large Turkmen tribes—Yomuts, Tekes, or Ersaris—would have
seemed more plausible than the formation of a Turkmen nation. More
broadly, the tribal form of social organization was in many ways antitheti-
cal to the demands of the modern nation-state. In a stateless, genealogi-
cally organized society, personalistic ties based on patrilineal kinship play
a primary role in shaping behavior and allegiances. The nation-state, by
contrast, is an impersonal arena that stresses the equality of all its citizens
and insists on loyalty to the central government. The tendency toward
divisiveness in tribal society—what anthropologist Andrew Shryock has
called its “contentious multivocality”—is at odds with the unity and ho-
mogeneity sought by the nation.?

An existing conception of Turkmen-ness based on common ancestry
was not the only local factor that favored Soviet nation-making efforts.
Moscow’s policies were also facilitated by the presence of a Turkmen elite
willing to embrace the idea of a Turkmen national republic. In the early-
twentieth century, a handful of Turkmen had been exposed to new ideas
of identity then circulating in Central Asia. Some had attended schools
sponsored by the Russian colonial regime, which had introduced them to
European understandings of nationhood. Others had come into contact
with secular forms of Turkic nationalism advocated by Muslim reformers
in the Russian and Ottoman empires. In part because of their exposure
to these new ideas, Turkmen elites were willing to shift their primary
loyalty from particularistic genealogical affiliations to the broader idea of
a Turkmen nation. In fact, their support for Turkmen nationhood fre-
quently went beyond what Moscow expected or considered desirable. As
I show in chapter 3, Turkmen elites’ enthusiasm for a common Turkmen
identity was reinforced in the 1920s and 1930s by the Soviet policy of
nativization, which promised preferential treatment in employment and
higher education to the “titular nationality” of each republic. As a direct
result of this policy, a broader Turkmen identity became not merely a
vague aspiration but something with real political and economic meaning.

The growing salience of a Turkmen identity was accompanied in the
1920s and 1930s by the beginning of a transformation in the understand-
ing of Turkmen-ness. Under Soviet rule, Turkmen elites quickly learned

2 Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 56-57, 97-98; Shokhrat Kadyrov, Turkmenistan v XX veke:
Probely i problemy (Bergen, Norway: 1996), p. 100.

22 Shryock, Nationalism and the Genealogical Imagination, pp. 313-14; Schirin H. Fathi,
Jordan, an Invented Nation? Tribe-State Dynamics and the Formation of National Identity
(Hamburg: Deutsches Orient-Institut, 1994), p. 30; Tapper, “Anthropologists, Historians,
and Tribespeople,” pp. 68, 70; see also Richard Tapper, ed., The Conflict of Tribe and State
in Iran and Afghanistan (London: Croom Helm, 1983), pp. 10-11.
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to speak the Bolshevik language of nationhood, in which a common terri-
tory and a common language—not genealogy or descent—were the main
components of identity. Chapter 2 demonstrates that many Turkmen en-
thusiastically welcomed the creation of a Turkmen territorial republic in
the 1920s, despite the lack of attachment to an ancestral homeland among
the historically mobile Turkmen. Moreover, the process of drawing na-
tional borders solidified the incipient nationalist sentiments of Turkmen
elites, encouraging them to view their interests as distinct from those of
other Central Asians. Similarly, although language and identity were not
closely linked in Central Asian history, Turkmen elites willingly adopted
the Soviet emphasis on language as a critical component of national iden-
tity. As I explain in chapter 3, they rejected proposals for a pan-Turkic or
pan-Turkestani language as linguistic imperialism, preferring to empha-
size the distinctiveness of the Turkmen vernacular rather than its com-
monalities with other Turkic dialects. The evidence of strong Turkmen
enthusiasm for the creation of a separate national language and territory
casts doubt on the view that Central Asians were naturally inclined to-
ward pan-Turkic unity.

Yet the shift from a genealogical to a linguistic and territorial under-
standing of Turkmen identity was incomplete. A person who dwelled on
Turkmen lands and spoke a Turkmen dialect was not considered a Turk-
men if the presumed genealogical link was absent. Moreover, genealogical
considerations intruded repeatedly on efforts to create the elements of
Turkmen nationhood. The ethnographers and officials responsible for
drawing the boundaries of the Turkmen national republic in 1924 used
genealogical criteria to determine which groups should be included within
Turkmenistan. Genealogical issues also underlay a debate about where to
situate the capital of the new Turkmen republic. Some Turkmen commu-
nists were concerned about the prospect of intertribal antagonism within
the new republic, which brought together Turkmen populations that had
never coexisted under a single government authority. They argued that
the republican capital should be located in an area inhabited by smaller,
weaker tribes, in order to counterbalance the influence of the powerful
and demographically dominant Tekes. Similarly, genealogical concerns
impinged on linguistic debates in Turkmenistan. Because each of the
major Turkmen tribes spoke its own dialect, the need to create a national
literary language raised the delicate question of which dialect or dialects
should form its basis. Turkmen linguists interested in promoting national
unity insisted that the new language should be an amalgam of all the
major Turkmen dialects. In short, the discourse of Turkmen nationhood
in the 1920s and 1930s was shaped in large measure by the intersection
of indigenous concepts of identity with the new understandings of nation-
hood introduced by the Bolsheviks.
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If Soviet nation-making is the primary focus of this book, a second and
closely related theme is the Soviet attempt to bring socialist modernity to
Turkmenistan. Although the Bolsheviks came to power with the intention
of building socialism, the meaning of the term was vague and contested
in the early Soviet years. The general orientation of the Bolsheviks was
fairly clear; they valued the collective over the individual, advocated the
dispossession of the “exploiting classes,” and favored rational economic
planning over reliance on markets. Yet these ideological preferences did
not provide concrete guidance for the construction of a socialist system.
In the 1920s, there were conflicting ideas and shifting policies on such
key questions as the speed with which socialism should be built and the
appropriate mix of markets and central planning.?

The meaning of “modernity” was less controversial. Virtually all Bol-
sheviks agreed on the need to eradicate “backwardness” in the form of
prerevolutionary social structures, beliefs, and ways of life. The new So-
viet leaders sought not just to create a new, noncapitalist economic sys-
tem; they also envisioned the creation of a social order that would offer
a model of justice, progress, and modernity to all humanity. For such a
society to emerge, the old world of privilege, exploitation, and ignorance
would have to be destroyed. This campaign against backwardness, Soviet
authorities agreed, was particularly urgent among the non-Russian peo-
ples of Central Asia. While the Bolsheviks grumbled about the “age-old
backwardness of the Russian peasantry,” they were even more appalled
by the “oppressive” and “degrading” customs of Muslim groups in the
Soviet periphery. How could socialism be built, they asked, among people
who bought and sold women like livestock, murdered one another in
blood feuds, based their social structures on “tribes and clans” instead of
economic class, and passed their lives in a fog of illiteracy and supersti-
tion? In Turkmenistan, as in the other Central Asian republics, socialism
in the 1920s meant above all an attempt to replace indigenous “back-
wardness” with Soviet-style “modernity.”?

In the growing body of literature on the forging of a socialist conscious-
ness among the Soviet population, historians have argued that Soviet citi-
zens learned to “speak Bolshevik” during the 1920s and 1930s, internaliz-
ing the values and norms promoted by the Communist regime. Yet these
works have focused almost exclusively on Russia proper, with little said

2 Martin Malia, The Soviet Tragedy: A History of Socialism in Russia, 1917-1991 (New
York: Free Press, 1994), pp. 22, 33-34; Ronald Grigor Suny, The Soviet Experiment: Russia,
the USSR, and the Successor States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 61-62

24 On eradicating backwardness, see Yuri Slezkine, “Imperialism as the Highest State of
Socialism,” Russian Review 59 (April 2000): 228-29.
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about what socialism might have meant to other Soviet peoples.” Did the
Turkmen, too, learn to “speak Bolshevik”? Tribal Nation shows that they
did, but that they spoke it with their own accents and lent it their own
meanings. As a result, there were continual conflicts in the 1920s and
1930s over whose values and norms would dominate the newly estab-
lished Soviet institutions in Turkmenistan.

A case in point is the Soviet attempt to promote class conflict among
the Turkmen rural population. For the Soviets, class struggle was the driv-
ing force of history. In order to progress toward socialism, the Turkmen
would have to replace their archaic “tribal-clan structures” with a mod-
ern class system. As I show in chapter 6, many Turkmen did learn to
speak the Bolshevik language of class in the 1920s and 1930s, but they
interpreted Soviet class categories in ways that made sense within the
Turkmen cultural context. Infusing Bolshevik class rhetoric with Turkmen
genealogical content, Turkmen villagers used Soviet terminology to pro-
mote the interests of their own kin groups and carry on older rivalries.
Similarly, as I show in chapter 7, some Turkmen made adroit use of the
Soviet preoccupation with class to undermine the campaign to emanci-
pate Muslim women. The Soviet ban on traditional marriage customs was
extremely unpopular among Turkmen men, who perceived it as an assault
on the foundations of Turkmen culture. Seeking to frame their opposition
in a language Russian Bolsheviks would understand, Turkmen commu-
nists argued that the policies of female emancipation would alienate poor
and landless male peasants—the very social groups on whom the Soviet
regime hoped to rely. A correct class policy, they insisted, must take prece-
dence over solving the “woman question.”

At the end of the 1920s, Soviet socialism acquired a more concrete and
radical meaning as the government launched a new revolution from
above. Abandoning the gradualism of the New Economic Policy, the Sta-
linist regime sought to transform Soviet society through an accelerated
assault on all forms of backwardness and a massive program of centrally
directed industrialization. The government squeezed the resources for this
transformation out of the rural population through the compulsory col-
lectivization of agriculture, which brought the peasantry and its grain
under the control of the state. At the same time, the Soviet regime stepped
up its attack on “class enemies,” persecuting “kulaks” in the countryside

% On “speaking Bolshevik” and the making of Soviet citizens, see Stephen Kotkin, Mag-
netic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1995); see also Jochen Hellbeck, “Laboratories of the Soviet Self: Diaries from
the Stalin Era” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1998); Anna Krylova, “Soviet Mo-
dernity in Life and Fiction: The Generation of the ‘New Soviet Person’ in the 1930s” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Johns Hopkins University, 2001).
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and rooting out “bourgeois intellectuals” in cultural institutions. Among
the Turkmen elite, many prominent figures were driven from their posts
in the early 1930s by accusations of “counterrevolutionary national-
ism.” In rural areas of Turkmenistan, where collectivization was accom-
panied by a drive to force peasants to plant cotton, Soviet policies pro-
voked one of the most massive and violent popular uprisings anywhere
in the Soviet Union.

In recent years, some historians have argued that the Soviet multina-
tional state was a form of European imperialism, and that Bolshevik poli-
cies aimed at “modernizing” the Muslim peoples under their tutelage
were comparable to the efforts of British and French rulers in the Middle
East, India, and Africa. Even the Soviet Union’s nation-making efforts
were a means of imperial control, in this view, since European powers
typically codified and reified ethnic and “tribal” differences within colo-
nized populations.?® Yet historians have also pointed to important differ-
ences between the Soviet Union and the empires maintained by other Eu-
ropean states. The Soviet regime did not subscribe to the notions of
biologically based racial inferiority that underpinned most European co-
lonial projects.”” Moreover, while the word “empire” implies the existence
of a privileged, metropolitan group exercising hegemony over subordi-
nate groups in the periphery, the Soviets did not institutionalize Russian
superiority. On the contrary, the Soviet state aimed at equality for all its
citizens—and all its nations—under an ideology of socialist internation-
alism. Many of the “imperial” strategies carried out in the non-Russian
periphery were used with similar effect—and with similar violence—in
the Russian countryside. Among Russian peasants, as among the Turk-
men, the Soviet regime tried to break down old social structures, emanci-
pate women, and transform the rural economy.?

2 On the “imperial” features of Soviet rule in Central Asia, see Douglas Northrop,
“Uzbek Women and the Veil: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia” (Ph.D. disserta-
tion, Stanford University, 1999); Douglas Northrop, “Nationalizing Backwardness: Gender,
Empire, and Uzbek Identity,” in A State of Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age
of Lenin and Stalin, ed. Ronald Grigor Suny and Terry Martin (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 193-96; Paula A. Michaels, “Medical Propaganda and
Cultural Revolution in Soviet Kazakhstan, 1928-1941,” Russian Review 59 (April 2000):
159-78; Roy, The New Central Asia, p. 11. For an interesting view of the USSR as a self-
consciously antiimperialist empire, see Hirsch, “Empire of Nations.” On the consolidation
of tribal identities in the Middle East under colonial rule, see Eickelman, The Middle East
and Central Asia, pp. 139-40.

7 Francine Hirsch, “Race without the Practice of Racial Politics,” Slavic Review 61, no.
1 (Spring 2002): 30-43.

28 Slezkine, “Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Socialism,” pp. 227-34. For a thought-
ful analysis of the concepts of nation and empire in the Russian context, see Ronald Grigor
Suny, “The Empire Strikes Out: Imperial Russia, ‘National Identity,” and Theories of Em-
pire,” in Suny and Martin, A State of Nations, pp. 23-66.
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Because of these distinctive features of the Soviet multinational state,
it would be a mistake to consider it an empire like any other. It would be
equally wrong, however, to view the Soviet Union as a rapidly homogeniz-
ing unitary state in which the gap between Russian and non-Russian re-
gions was negligible. This study shows that there were significant differ-
ences in the ways in which Russians and Central Asians experienced
Soviet rule. The equality that the Soviet Union pledged to its non-Russian
citizens was impressive on paper, but not always scrupulously followed
in practice. Despite the policy of indigenization, which mandated prefer-
ential treatment for the indigenous nationality and language within each
republic, the behavior of local Russian communists often left Turkmen
feeling that they belonged to an inferior group. Many Russians objected
to ethnic preferences and undermined them at every opportunity. More-
over, indigenous communists did not enjoy the same career opportunities
as their European counterparts. As I show in chapters 3 and 4, the as-
sumption of non-Russian “backwardness”—read inferiority and incom-
petence—often prevailed among even the most committed communists
and internationalists. The ethnic tensions that plagued non-Russian re-
publics as a result of indigenization had no direct equivalent within Rus-
sian regions.

Soviet nationality policy created another important difference between
metropole and periphery in the Soviet Union. In the 1920s and 1930s, the
Bolshevik regime encouraged national culture and consciousness among
the non-Russians, whom it considered former victims of tsarist colonial
oppression, while discouraging overt national self-expression among the
former colonizers—the Russians.?”” As a result, the dynamics of Soviet rule
in the periphery were different from those in the Russian heartland. In
non-Russian areas, there was a fundamental contradiction between na-
tionality policy, which pledged to support the autonomy and unique iden-
tity of each Soviet people, and the construction of socialism, which sought
the homogenization of the Soviet population under a centralized govern-
ment. While other historians have pointed to this contradiction in general
terms, Tribal Nation seeks to analyze its manifestations and impact within
a particular “national” context.’

In Turkmenistan, the projects of nation-making and socialist transfor-
mation were visibly at odds with each other. The Soviet assault on “back-

2 On the status of Russians within the Soviet multinational state, see Yuri Slezkine, “The
USSR as a Communal Apartment.”

3 Ron Suny has argued that Soviet policies of socioeconomic transformation were anti-
thetical to nativization. Revenge of the Past, pp. 106-10; see also Simon, Nationalism and
Policy toward the Nationalities, chap. 5. More recently, Peter Blitstein has described a con-
flict between “ethnic” and “statist” discourses of nationhood under Stalin. “Stalin’s Na-
tions,” p. 253.
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wardness” targeted the practices that most clearly defined Turkmen iden-
tity, including their distinctive genealogical structures and practices
relating to marriage and the family. The Soviet attempt to emancipate
Turkmen women, which I discuss in the book’s final chapter, was particu-
larly contentious. For the communist leadership in Moscow, Turkmen
gender practices were archaic customs that could only hinder the develop-
ment of Turkmen nationhood. National identity, in the communist view,
was based on language, territory, and certain acceptable folkloric prac-
tices. Yet Turkmen themselves considered the customs surrounding kin-
ship, marriage, and family life to be essential expressions of Turkmen
identity. The attempt to eradicate these practices was therefore resisted as
an attempt by outsiders to “Europeanize” Turkmen life.

Other aspects of socialist modernity were similarly incompatible with
the fostering of Turkmen national identity. The attempt to eradicate Turk-
men “tribalism” conflicted with the historical basis of Turkmen identity
in genealogy. The promotion of class conflict, an essential part of con-
structing Soviet-style socialism, perpetuated the very social fragmentation
Turkmen elites hoped to overcome as they built a unified Turkmen nation.
The purges of leading cultural figures as “nationalists” and “class aliens”
in the early 1930s eliminated most of the literate Turkmen capable of
creating and promoting a “national culture.” Finally, collectivization and
the compulsory planting of cotton violated the regime’s promises of au-
tonomy and equal development for all national republics. Throughout
the more than seven decades of Soviet Turkmenistan’s existence, these
tensions between nationality policy and the construction of socialism re-
mained both unacknowledged and unresolved. Only at the end of the
Soviet era—when the new rulers of independent Turkmenistan aban-
doned Marxism-Leninism with few apparent regrets, while hastening to
wrap themselves in the cloak of nationalist legitimacy—did it become
clear which of the two policies had the more profound impact on Turk-
men society.



PART I

MAKING A NATION






Chapter One

SOURCES OF IDENTITY AMONG
THE TURKMEN

HEN NINETEENTH-CENTURY EUROPEAN adventurers
wrote of their travels in Central Asia, some of the most vivid
passages described the formidable desert nomads known as the
Turkmen. Clad in high wool hats and mounted on Ahal-Teke horses noted
for their speed and stamina, the Turkmen were infamous for their slave
raids on settled villages. Stateless themselves, they were continually at war
with neighboring states. As tenaciously as they fought against outsiders,
the Turkmen were said to oppose one another with equal fervor. The
Turkmen population was divided into a number of tribes, each of which
possessed an intense pride in its own ancestry and considered its own
members to be the only “true Turkmen.”! In the words of a nineteenth-
century Russian officer, “The hatred of the various Turkmen clans toward
each other is scarcely less than their hatred toward other peoples.”
Even if one allows for some exaggeration of the “warlike” qualities of
the Turkmen by European observers, it is hard to see the Turkmen as a
“people,” let alone a “nation,” prior to the twentieth century. The ques-
tion that Russian colonizers, Soviet officials, and the Turkmen themselves
would have to resolve in the early decades of the century was this: Were
the Turkmen tribes distinct ethnic groups, or were they merely subdivi-
sions of a larger Turkmen nation? Did the word “Turkmen,” in other
words, encompass one people or many? By the 1920s, this question had
been officially answered by the architects of Soviet nationality policy. The
Turkmen were one people—a “backward” people with many internal di-

I'K. Bode, “O turkmenskikh pokoleniiakh yamudakh i goklanakh,” Zapiski russkogo
geograficheskogo obshchestva, kn 2 (1847), p. 224.

2 A. Kuropatkin, Turkmeniia i Turkmeny (Saint Petersburg, 1879), p. 33. For nineteenth-
century accounts of the Turkmen by other European travelers, see The Country of the Turco-
mans: An Anthology of Exploration from the Royal Geographic Society (London: Oguz
Press and the Royal Geographical Society, 1977); Edmund O’Donovan, The Merv Oasis:
Travels and Adventures East of the Caspian during the Years 1879-1880-1881 (London:
Smith, Elder, and Co., 1882); Arminius Vambery, Sketches of Central Asia (Philadelphia:
J. B. Lippincott and Co., 1868; reprint, New York: Arno Press and the New York Times,
1970).
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visions, to be sure, but a people destined eventually to become a unified
and homogeneous Soviet nation. The anointing of the Turkmen as a na-
tion was just one aspect of a broader consolidation of Central Asian iden-
tities that occurred under Russian and Soviet rule.

Central Asia is an area of extraordinary ethnic complexity. Historically
a frontier between nomadic and sedentary civilizations in the heart of the
Eurasian continent, the region has long been buffeted by massive popula-
tion movements and a wide range of cultural influences. The demographic
structure of Central Asia took shape over a period of many centuries, as
successive waves of nomadic Turkic migrants from the East conquered
and mingled with settled agricultural populations speaking Indo-Euro-
pean languages. The result was a rich patchwork of peoples, tribes, lan-
guages, and cultures, all living intermingled within a diverse landscape of
deserts, mountains, and oases. This diversity existed within the frame-
work of a broad cultural unity, an Islamic Central Asian civilization that
was a synthesis of Turkic and Persian elements.?

It is difficult to identify distinct, let alone cohesive, ethnic groups in
Central Asia prior to the twentieth century. The labels that formed the
basis for Soviet “national republics”—Uzbek, Tajik, Turkmen, Kyrgyz,
and Kazakh—were not unknown, but the identities they referred to were
neither exclusive nor the most compelling for Central Asians. Subethnic
and supraethnic loyalties were generally more important to people than
these ethnic categories. Asked to identify themselves, most nineteenth-
century Central Asians would have named their kin group, neighborhood,
or village; others might have referred to their religion or the state in which
they lived. Moreover, there was no historical relationship between eth-
nicity and statehood in the region. Prior to the Russian conquest in the
late-nineteenth century, the prevailing form of statehood in Central Asia
was the Muslim dynastic state ruling over a multiethnic population. State
legitimacy depended on dynastic claims and a pledge to uphold the Islamic
faith. The notion that a state should exist for the benefit of a single ethnic
group was unfamiliar. On the contrary, multiethnicity was part of the
structure of Central Asian states. Rulers descended from Turkic nomads
used Persian as their language of culture and government, maintaining
their power by promoting rivalry among the different population groups.*

3 John Samuel Schoeberlein-Engel, “Identity in Central Asia: Construction and Con-
tention in the Conceptions of ‘Ozbek,” ‘Tajik,” ‘Muslim,” ‘Samarquandi,” and Other
Groups” (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1994), pp. 19-26; Beatrice Manz, “His-
torical Background,” in Beatrice Manz, ed., Central Asia in Historical Perspective (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1994), p. 4; Roy, The New Central Asia, pp. 1-10.

* Manz, “Historical Background,” p. 12; see also Roy, The New Central Asia, pp. 2-3,
10, 72.
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It is hard to imagine a less congenial setting for the late-nineteenth-
century European doctrine of nationalism. Nationalists insist that human-
ity is divided into discrete, homogeneous nations, each of which has the
right to self-determination within its own territorial state. Wherever this
ideology takes hold, it requires the superimposition of an idealized unifor-
mity onto the real complexity of prenational identities. It also requires a
rewriting of the past, since the newly formed nation prefers to represent
itself as a unified community whose “national history” can be traced far
back into the mists of time. Alternative identities and stories that conflict
with the national narrative are obscured or erased.’

One of the most important themes in the modern history of Central
Asia has been the consolidation of the many identity narratives of the
premodern era into a handful of national narratives. During the twentieth
century, large numbers of Central Asians became convinced that they be-
longed to cohesive, mutually exclusive, homogeneous groups—*“ethnic
groups” that would ultimately become “nations” through the possession
of national territories and the development of national languages. This
required that previously porous boundaries within the larger Central
Asian cultural sphere become hardened into absolute dividing lines be-
tween groups. People who shared a great many beliefs and cultural prac-
tices came to view their differences—in dialect, in the rituals of daily life,
in historical memory—as more important than their similarities.® At the
same time, differences within each ethnic group had to be minimized, so
that the nation would appear as a homogeneous, undivided whole. These
changes began under tsarist colonial rulers, who categorized the region
by ethnicity and introduced new ideas about the relationship between
language and identity. But it was the Soviet state, with its radical and
unprecedented “nationality policy,” that was primarily responsible for
the transformation of Central Asia. In the 1920s, the Soviets launched a
process of ethnic categorization and consolidation that created a handful
of discrete “nationalities” and national territories where there had pre-
viously been hundreds of overlapping and nested identities.

Among the sedentary population of Central Asia, the blurred and po-
rous boundaries between groups posed the chief obstacle to Soviet de-
signs. During the creation of national-territorial republics in the 1920s,
the majority of settled residents of the core areas of Soviet Central Asia
were designated as either Uzbeks or Tajiks. This seemingly straightfor-

5 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, pp. 139-40; Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from
the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1995), pp. 3—4.

¢ On the hardening of previously “soft” boundaries between identity groups, see Duara,
Rescuing History from the Nation, pp. 65-66; Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, pp.
94-95.
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ward process actually required the disentangling of populations and dia-
lects that had previously shaded into each other without any clear bound-
aries. In the official Soviet view, the Uzbeks were a Turkic group speaking
Uzbek, a Turkic language, while the Tajiks were an Indo-European popu-
lation speaking a language related to Persian. In reality, the distinction
between Uzbeks and Tajiks was not so clear. Before the Russian revolu-
tion, many people in the region were bilingual in both Turkic and Persian,
regardless of ancestry. Intermarriage between Turkic-speakers and Tajik-
speakers was common. “Uzbek” dialects had many “Tajik” elements, and
vice versa. Language and descent did not necessarily coincide; some peo-
ple declared themselves to be Uzbeks although they spoke Tajik as their
first language. When queried in population surveys in the late-imperial
and early-Soviet periods, many Central Asians were unable to say whether
they were Tajiks or Uzbeks.”

Among the nomadic and seminomadic populations of Central Asia,
the most serious problem was not the porous boundaries befween ethnic
groups but the divisions within them. In contrast to the intermingled pop-
ulations living in settled areas, the Turkmen were relatively easy to iden-
tify. Like many historically pastoral nomadic peoples, the Turkmen were
organized along lines of patrilineal descent, and their elaborate genealo-
gies defined with a fair amount of precision who belonged to their group
and who did not. All those who called themselves Turkmen traced their
ancestry back to a single individual, the mythical Turkic warrior Oguz-
khan. Individuals and groups who did not claim descent from Oguz were
not considered Turkmen, even if they lived among the Turkmen and spoke
their language. Groups claiming to be Turkmen could be found through-
out Central Asia and the Middle East, from the North Caucasus to Iraq,
Iran, and Anatolian Turkey.® Despite this belief in a common ancestry,
one cannot speak in the singular of “Turkmen history” or the “Turkmen
people” before 1917. The various Turkmen tribes had fought against,
allied with, or submitted to the domination of at least five different states;
they had also fought against, allied with, and been dominated by each
other. They had never acted in concert as a political force. The people
who identified themselves as Turkmen had not one story to tell about
themselves, but many—stories that often conflicted and competed with
each other.

7 Roy, The New Central Asia, p. 16—17; Schoeberlein-Engel, “Identity in Central Asia,”
pp. 53-54, 118, 128-29, 137-39; Maria Eva Subtelny, “The Symbiosis of Turk and Tajik,”
in Manz, Central Asia in Historical Perspective, pp. 49-52.

$Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, p. 40; on the origins and early history of groups calling
themselves Turkmen, see Peter Golden, An Introduction to the History of the Turkic Peo-
ples: Ethnogenesis and State-Formation in Medieval and Early Modern Eurasia and the
Middle East (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1992), pp. 207-19, 221-25, 307.
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The genealogical notion of Turkmen-ness was almost entirely abstract
and certainly not the most compelling affiliation for those who claimed
it. Indeed, a broader Turkmen identity had little political or economic
significance before the advent of Soviet rule. The descent groups that were
subdivisions of the larger category “Turkmen” were the primary sources
of solidarity and mutual assistance. The Turkmen population was divided
into a number of tribes, each of which was thought to descend from one
of Oguz’s sons or grandsons. Each tribe was named after the putative
ancestor who founded that branch of the family tree. Thus, the Yomut
tribe was named for Yomut, said to have been the great-grandson of
Oguz’s grandson Ogurjik. These tribes were divided into a series of ever
smaller sections and subsections, each of which was also presumed to
descend from a common ancestor.’

The largest subgroups of the Turkmen population—groups such as the
Tekes, Salirs, Sariks, Yomuts, Choudirs, Goklengs, and Ersaris—were
known as halg or il in the Turkmen language (both terms literally
mean “people” but are usually translated as “tribe”). Each of these Turk-
men tribes had its own genealogy, history, legends, and myths. Each was
associated with a specific Turkmen dialect and had its own distinctive
forms of dress and carpet ornaments.!’” In the mid-nineteenth century,
shortly before the Russian conquest, the most numerous and politically
powerful tribe was the Teke, which primarily inhabited the Ahal and
Mari regions in the southeastern part of Turkmenia. The second largest
tribe was the Yomut, located mainly in two geographic areas: the Gurgan
and Balkhan regions of southwestern Turkmenistan near the Caspian
Sea and along the Persian border, and the northeastern regions near
Khiva. The Goklengs lived near the Gurgan Yomut regions in northern
Khorasan, on both sides of the Persian border. The Ersaris lived along
the Amu Darya near Bukhara in the east. The Salirs and Sariks lived to
the south of the Mari oasis, near Afghanistan. The Choudirs occupied
the desert region between Khiva and Mangishlak, to the west of the
northern Yomuts.!!

Like the “Turkmen people” as a whole, tribes such as the Tekes and
the Yomuts were too large and impersonal to inspire unqualified loyalty.
They were further divided into sections and subsections, which also pos-
sessed their own genealogies and distinct identities. Smaller, local descent

? Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 40-44.

1 Wolfgang Konig, Die Achal-Teke: Zur Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft einer Turkmenen-
gruppe im XIX Jahrbundert (Berlin: Akademieverlag, 1962), p. 81; Irons, The Yomut Turk-
men, p. 40.

"Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, p. 9. See also Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 8-12; G. Karpov,
“Turkmeniia i Turkmeny,” Turkmenovedenie, no. 10-11 (October-November 1929), pp.
39-40.
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Figure 1. Location of major tribes in Soviet Turkmenistan

groups were the institutions with the greatest political and economic im-
portance in people’s daily lives. The smallest kin unit, called the bir ata
among the Tekes, was a group of families claiming a single ancestor three
to five generations in the past. Members of the bir ata had many mutual
political and economic obligations. They pooled their resources to pay
for wedding and circumcision celebrations, to ransom members captured
by enemies, and to replace stolen livestock. In addition, they were collec-
tively responsible for the protection of guests to whom the group had
extended its hospitality.!?

Most studies of Central Asia relate genealogical forms of social organi-
zation to pastoral nomadism. Among nomadic groups, whose mobility
precludes strong identification with a particular territory, genealogy com-
monly forms the basis for identity.”* At one time, all Turkmen were no-
madic pastoralists in the arid steppe and desert regions of Central Asia.
They raised sheep, goats, camels, and horses, consuming animal products
such as milk, cheese, and wool and trading these products to settled peo-
ples for grain, tea, sugar, and manufactured products such as guns and

12 Kénig, Die Achal-Teke, pp. 72-73, 80-81.
13 A. M. Khazanov, Nomads and the Outside World (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), pp. 138-39.
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cloth.'* Several hundred years before the Russian conquest, Turkmen
began to move into the fertile oases along the edges of the Karakum desert
and take up agriculture, growing wheat and barley, vegetables, fruit and
nut trees, grapes, rice, cotton, and melons." By the late-nineteenth cen-
tury, nomadic and sedentary life formed a continuum among the Turk-
men, with more arid regions relying to a greater extent on livestock herd-
ing and more fertile regions featuring greater dependence on agriculture.
Predominantly settled Turkmen were known as chomur, while mainly no-
madic Turkmen were known as charwa. The line between the two groups
was not always sharply defined. In the early-twentieth century, a signifi-
cant minority still led a completely nomadic existence, but most Turkmen
practiced some combination of agriculture and livestock herding.!®

Despite the shift toward settled life in recent centuries, there was a
strong cultural preference among Turkmen for nomadic pastoralism. It
was considered “more Turkmen” to migrate with one’s flocks than to
plow one’s fields. Thus, Turkmen nomads generally turned to settled agri-
culture only if forced to do so by impoverishment or inadequate pasture,
while agriculturalists who improved their financial standing would gladly
abandon their settled existence and take their flocks on the road.!” Because
of this preference, even those Turkmen who worked the land maintained
some features of nomadic life, making short migrations with their live-
stock and continuing to live in the traditional movable Turkmen dwelling,
the yurt. As one nineteenth-century observer wrote, “strictly speaking,
even the settled ones don’t live all the time in the same place.” Turkmen,
like other pastoral nomads, tended to see mobility as their guarantee of
independence and autonomy and looked down on neighboring peasant
peoples as weak and easily victimized.'®

4 Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 26-27, 30-31; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 7, 25-26.

15 Some Soviet and post-Soviet scholars have claimed that the Turkmen were “semiseden-
tary” as early as the sixteenth century. Marat Durdyeyv, for example, has argued that the
Turkmen have long combined agriculture and pastoralism. Yuri Bregel believes the shift
toward agriculture took place somewhat later, and that it was only in the mid-nineteenth
century that the majority of Turkmen became sedentary. See Marat Durdyev, Turkmeny
(Ashgabat: Kharp, 1991); Yuri Bregel, “Nomadic and Sedentary Elements among the Turk-
mens,” Central Asiatic Journal 25, no. 1-2 (1981): 5-37. See also Konig, Die Achal-Teke,
pp- 41-43.

16 “Turkmeny iomudskogo plemeni,” Voennyi sbornik no. 1 (January 1872): 65-66;
Bode, “O turkmenskikh pokoleniiakh,” pp. 218-20; Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 23-24, 26;
Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 21-27.

7 Trons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 26-27, 69-71; Bregel, “Nomadic and Sedentary Ele-
ments,” pp. 36-37.

8 “Turkmeny iomudskogo plemeni,” p. 65; See also Kuropatkin, Turkmeniia i Turk-
meny, p. 34; O. Tumanovich, Turkmenistan i Turkmeny (Ashgabat: Turkmengosizdat,
1926), p. 65; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 22, 36, 70-71.
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Even as Turkmen became more sedentary, genealogy retained its histor-
ical importance in their political, economic, and social life. The local de-
scent group was a vital economic unit among both pastoral and agricul-
tural Turkmen. The ownership of natural resources was based on the
system of patrilineal descent. Rights to land and water belonged to the
kin group; individual ownership and the buying and selling of land were
unknown."” Kin groups were not just a source of political solidarity and
economic support but the primary structuring principle of social conflict
as well. On the local level, severe outbreaks of conflict were relatively
rare; people with many shared interests generally sought to stay on good
terms and turned to mediators—elders or genealogically neutral parties—
to solve intractable conflicts. Among larger-level groups, shared interests
were fewer and the potential for conflict was greater. The major Turkmen
tribes were often at war with each other in the centuries prior to the Rus-
sian conquest. Much of this conflict was over territory. In the eighteenth
and early-nineteenth centuries, large numbers of Tekes had migrated
southward from the Mangishlak peninsula to the Ahal and Mari oases.
In addition to conquering lands formerly occupied by Persians, they
pushed the Yomuts out of their lands in the Balkhan region of the Ahal
oasis into the Etrek valley, previously settled by Goklengs. This caused
persistent hostility among Tekes, Yomuts, and Goklengs. In the Mari
oasis, Teke expansion had pushed out Salirs and Sariks, again causing
sustained hostility.?

The role of kinship in political conflict was perhaps most graphically
illustrated in the custom of the blood feud. In a stateless society, an indi-
vidual who was offended or injured had little recourse but to seek help
from relatives. In the absence of state enforcement mechanisms, crimes
were not viewed as offenses against society as a whole; only victims and
their kin had the right and obligation to respond. The closer the relation-
ship, the greater the obligation to provide support. Thus, in the rare event
of a murder, customary law required the victim’s close patrilineal rela-
tives—those who traced their common descent back no more than seven
generations—to avenge the crime. If the victim was a stranger or for some
other reason lacked relatives to avenge his or her death, the crime would
go unpunished.”

Y M. A. Nemchenko, Dinamika turkmenskogo krest’ianskogo khoziaistva (Ashgabat:
Turkmengosizdat, 1926), p. 5; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 47-48.

2 Trons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 61-65, 115; Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 55-57; Bode,
“O turkmenskikh pokoleniiakh,” p. 224; Kuropatkin, Turkmeniia i Turkmeny, p. 38;
Konig, Die Achal-Teke, p. 84.

2 A. Lomakin, Obychnoe pravo turkmen (Ashgabat, 1897), p. 52; Irons, The Yomut
Turkmen, pp. 61, 114.
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Genealogy, then, was the structuring principle of Turkmen society—
an important basis for political solidarity, economic activity, and social
conflict. Nevertheless, we should be wary of taking genealogical claims
at face value. Genealogy itself is highly malleable and not always a reli-
able guide to a group’s origins. A genealogical tree, like a “national his-
tory,” is to some extent a backward projection of present concerns and
relationships onto the past. Thus, tribal genealogies often reflect current
political and social relationships as much as they do biological kinship.
When groups establish close and enduring political relationships, they
may eventually “discover” common ancestors and rewrite their genealo-
gies accordingly.??

There were many examples of biologically unrelated individuals and
groups who had been grafted onto the Turkmen genealogical tree. In
Turkmen communities, nonkin often lived in close symbiosis with Turk-
men—they might be slaves, prisoners, members of small client tribes, or
individuals who had fled their homes to escape blood vengeance. While
such people were initially considered “outsiders” (gongshi), over an ex-
tended period of time they might be incorporated into the local geneal-
ogy.” For example, a number of small lineages of non-Oguz Turkic origin
had “become Turkmen” with the passage of time. Freed slaves, usually
of Persian origin, formed their own lineages and were eventually incorpo-
rated into the genealogical tree of their former masters; every major tribe
had its “slave” (gul) subsections.?* In the Ahal region, there were cultur-
ally “Turkmenized” groups who claimed Turkmen genealogy but were
believed to be descended from the original Persian inhabitants of the re-
gions conquered by the Tekes.” The absorption of non-Turkmen groups
provided the basis for hierarchies of prestige within Turkmen society,
since those with the “purest” Turkmen pedigrees held themselves to be
superior to those of “mixed” or “slave” ancestry.?® The important point
is not that all Turkmen were in fact descended from a single ancestor, but
that the Turkmen living under Russian and Soviet rule believed this to be
the case. Even in the absence of biological kinship, in other words, geneal-
ogy was the most important idiom on the basis of which solidarities and
conflict were understood and justified. The belief in a shared ancestry

22 On the malleability of genealogy, see Khazanov, Nomads and the Outside World, pp.
142-43; on the links between historical and genealogical thought, see Shryock, Nationalism
and the Genealogical Imagination.

2 Konig, Die Achal-Teke, pp. 72-73, 78-79; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 51-56.

2 Yu. E. Bregel, Khorezmskie turkmeny v XIX veke (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo vostochnoi
literatury, 1961), pp. 28, 161-64; on slavery among the Turkmen, see F. A. Mikhailov, Tu-
zemtsy Zakaspiiskoi oblasti i ikh zhizn’: Etnograficheskii ocherk (Ashgabat, 1900), p. 35.

¥ Karpov, “Turkmeniia i Turkmeny,” p. 39; Konig, Die Achal-Teke, p. 84.

2 Bregel, Khorezmskie turkmeny, pp. 161-64.
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formed the “ethnic core” of myth and memory that some scholars argue
is essential to the formation of a nation.”

Genealogy was the most important factor in one’s identification as a
Turkmen, but it was not the only factor. In order to be a “real Turkmen,”
one also had to lead a Turkmen way of life—in other words, a life in
conformance with Turkmen customary law. Customary law, or adat, was
an elaborate unwritten code that regulated all aspects of life, from
marriage and family relationships to land distribution and the conduct of
war.”® Turkmen customary law was interpreted and enforced by the elders
of each community, known as yashulis (old men) or aksakgals (white
beards), who were chosen by consensus from among the group’s oldest,
most experienced, and most influential men. Unlike the neighboring Uz-
beks and Kazakhs, the Turkmen lacked a hereditary aristocratic stratum
or tribe that monopolized positions of leadership. Leadership within each
community was based to a large extent on seniority; personal qualities,
wealth, and membership in a well-respected lineage were also important.?

Being Muslim was also a part of Turkmen identity. Like a number of
rural and tribal peoples throughout the Islamic world, the Turkmen prac-
ticed a variety of popular or “folk” Islam focused on the veneration of
saints’ shrines and saintly lineages. Although many Turkmen observed
the Islamic practices of prayer, fasting at Ramadan, and almsgiving, they
had little familiarity with the great textual traditions of Islam and little
institutionalized religion in the form of mosques or professional clergy.
Any man who could read and recite prayers was respectfully called a maul-
lab, or cleric. Although the Turkmen held themselves to be devoted fol-
lowers of Muhammad, they gave precedence to tribal customary law over
Islamic law, or shariat. A Turkmen proverb made the relative standing of
the two legal systems clear: “You can leave religion if you like, but you
can’t leave your people.” Because Russian orientalists believed that “true
Islam” resided in the texts and doctrines of urban Muslims, they consid-
ered the spiritual life of the Turkmen to be primitive and impoverished.*

¥ The term “ethnic core” is from Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Ox-
ford: Basil Blackwell, 1986).

2 Lomakin, Obychnoe pravo turkmen; see also Karash-Khan Ogly Yomutskii, “Bytovye
osobennosti turkmen Turkmenskoi SSR,” Izvestiia sredne-aziatskogo komiteta po delam
muzeev, okbhrany pamiatnikov stariny, iskusstva i prirody, Vypusk 3-ii (1928), pp. 191-203.

¥ Yomutskii, “Bytovye osobennosti,” p. 200. The council of elders was called the masla-
hat. On leadership among the Turkmen, see also RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 286, |. 165; Konig,
Die Achal-Teke, p. 74; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 47-48; Saray, The Turkmens, p. 41;
Bregel, Khorezmskie turkmeny, pp. 123-25, 132-33, 139-42.

3 On religion among the Turkmen, see P. S. Vasiliev, Akhal-tekinskii oazis: Ego proshloe
i nastoiashchee (Saint Petersburg, 1888), pp. 49-50; E. A. Mikhailov, “Religioznye vozzre-
niia turkmen Zakaspiiskoi oblasti,” in Sbornik materialov po musul’'manstvu, vol. 2, ed.
V. P. Nalivkin (Tashkent, 1900), pp. 95-96; Mikhailov, Tuzemtsy Zakaspiiskoi oblasti, pp.
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Until the nineteenth century, most Turkmen groups had not come under
the effective control of any state. Although they were stateless themselves,
their contact with sedentary peoples and states was extensive. For centu-
ries, Turkmen tribes had traded with and preyed upon neighboring settled
peoples, acknowledged khans and emperors as their nominal sovereigns,
and provided military services to the rulers of neighboring states.’! During
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Turkmen tribes fought contin-
ual battles against the Persian empire and the Khivan khanate, which were
determined to subjugate them. Gradually, states succeeded in bringing
Turkmen areas under control, and the nominal Turkmen recognition of
neighboring sovereigns became more real. By the late-nineteenth century,
the Ersari Turkmen and a few smaller tribes were subordinate to the Bu-
kharan emir; the Yomut nomads in Khiva were subjects of the Khivan
khans; the Tekes and Western Yomuts had been incorporated into the
Russian empire; and some Yomuts and Goklengs were under Persian
rule.’? In each of the states to which they declared their allegiance, the
Turkmen tended to be regarded as unruly and potentially disloyal. Al-
though valued as military allies, they were feared for their tendency to
make raids for slaves and livestock on the border regions even of states
to which they were nominally subject. As one nineteenth-century tsarist
officer wrote, the states of Bukhara, Khiva, Persia, and Afghanistan “al-
ways paid dearly whenever they let down their guard” against supposedly
submissive Turkmen tribes.*

The khanate of Khiva, also known as Khorezm, illustrated the compli-
cated Turkmen relationship with state power. Some of the mostly Yomut
Turkmen who lived in the region began to acknowledge themselves as
subjects of the Khivan khan in the second half of the eighteenth century,
paying tribute and participating in the khanate’s military expeditions.
However, the subordination of the Yomuts to Khiva was always condi-
tional, since their nomadic way of life allowed them simply to flee when-
ever the government tried to impose unwanted obligations on them. They
were also prone to turn on the khan when provoked, deposing the govern-

49-50; Sev, “Zametki o turkmenskom dukhovenstve,” Turkmenovedenie, no. 2 (February
1928): 8-9. On saintly lineages, see V. N. Basilov, “Honour Groups in Traditional Turkmen-
ian Society,” in Islam in Tribal Societies: From the Atlas to the Indus, ed. Akbar S. Ahmed
and David M. Hart (London: Routledge, 1984), pp. 220-43. The proverb was cited by a
Turkmen informant in an interview, May 2000.

31 G. Karpov, Ocherki po istorii turkmenii i turkmenskogo naroda (Ashgabat: Turkmen-
gosizdat, 1940), pp. 14-15; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, pp. 5-7.

32 See Saray, The Turkmens, esp. chap. 4; Irons, The Yomut Turkmen, p. 7.

3 Kuropatkin, Turkmeniia i Turkmeny, p. 32; see also V. V. Bartold, Istoriia turetsko-
mongol’skikh narodov (Tashkent, 1928), pp. 32-33.
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ment and pillaging the city of Khiva on several occasions.’* In 1869, the
Khivan khan concluded an agreement with the Yomuts that essentially
made them into a privileged military caste, granting them land and water
and privileges not held by other groups, such as freedom from taxes and
the right to own slaves. This agreement between the khan and the Yomuts
did not last long, however. In 1873, Russian troops subjugated the kha-
nate and massacred the Yomut Turkmen who made up most of the Khivan
military force. After the Russian conquest, the khan was able to call on
Russian regiments for aid in suppressing the frequent rebellions of the
Yomuts.*> A Russian officer described the khan’s attitude toward the
Turkmen in a 1909 report to the Turkestan governor-general:

The relationship of Khiva to the Turkmen tribes is most original. The khan does
not regard them as his subjects, but sees in them solely a restless independent
people, against whom, due to their close proximity, he is forced to conduct a
merciless war with the aid of all means known to eastern despots. His most
sincere desire would be to see a single head belonging to all the Turkmen, which
he would immediately command to be chopped off.*

The Tekes of the Mari and Ahal oases of Transcaspia remained indepen-
dent and stateless longer than other Turkmen groups. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, the Tekes repeatedly fought against Persian attempts to
subdue them, occasionally allying themselves with other Turkmen tribes
against the common foe.” In the second half of the nineteenth century,
the Tekes were forced to turn their attention from their frequent wars
with Persia to the new threat posed by the Russians. The Russian empire
had been steadily adding to its conquests in Central Asia for some time.
Kazakhstan, Central Asia’s northern steppe, had been gradually con-
quered in the early nineteenth century. In the early 1860s, the Russians
moved south into the fertile oases of Central Asia, subjugating the Ko-
kand khanate (which was subsequently dissolved) and taking the city of
Tashkent. In the late 1860s and early 1870s, Russia turned Khiva and
Bukhara, both of which had significant Turkmen minorities, into vassal
states. In 1869, a Russian division was stationed on the eastern shore of

3% Saray, The Turkmens, p. 18; Karpov and Batser, Khivinskie turkmeny, pp. 20-21; Kuro-
patkin, Turkmeniia i Turkmeny; p. 32.

35 Richard Pierce, Russian Central Asia, 1867-1917: A Study in Colonial Rule (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1960), p. 33; Karpov and Batser, Khivinskie
turkmeny, pp. 6, 23, 31, 48, 51-52; on the Khivan Turkmen, see also Bregel, Khorezmskie
turkmeny; and Seymour Becker, Russia’s Protectorates in Central Asia: Bukhara and Khiva,
1865-1924 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), pp. 229-36.

3% Karpov and Batser, Khivinskie turkmeny, pp. 45-46.

37 Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 56-59; V. Karpych, “Iz istorii vozniknoveniia Turkmenskoi
SSR,” Turkmenovedenie, no. 10-11 (October-November 1928), pp. 38-39.
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Figure 2. Teke family near their yurt, Gokdepe region, late nineteenth or early
twentieth century. (From the collection of the Russian State Archive of Film and
Photographic Documents at Krasnogorsk.)

the Caspian Sea, laying the foundations of the city of Krasnovodsk, which
would later become part of the Turkmen republic.’® Russian encroach-
ment on Turkmen territory culminated in two major military assaults on
the Ahal Tekes. The Tekes offered stiff resistance to the Russian attackers,
who eventually sealed their victory with the massacre of thousands of
Turkmen men, women, and children at the fortress of Gokdepe in January
1881. The Teke regions of Ahal and Mari were subsequently incorporated
into the Russian empire as the Transcaspian province, which became part
of Turkestan governor-generalship in 1892.%

After the Russian conquest, the experience of Turkmen in Transcaspia
diverged in significant ways from that of the Bukharan and Khivan Turk-

38 Saray, The Turkmens, chap. 4; Pierce, Russian Central Asia, pp. 22-34; Becker, Rus-
sia’s Protectorates, pp. 26-78; Karpov, Ocherki po istorii Turkmenii, pp. 17-18.

¥ Karpov, Ocherki po istorii Turkmenii, p. 22-23; Pierce, Russian Central Asia, pp. 40—
42; Saray, The Turkmens, pp. 210-12.
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men. Unlike Turkestan, Bukhara and Khiva were never subjected to direct
colonial rule. Subordination to Russia did result in a greater opening to
outside economic and cultural influences within the two principalities,
because of the construction of the Central Asian Railroad in the second
half of the 1880s and the arrival of Russian troops, merchants, and politi-
cal agents. Russian influence also played a role in stimulating the emer-
gence of native movements for political and cultural reform in Bukhara
and Khiva in the early-twentieth century. As a general rule, however, the
Russians avoided interfering in the internal affairs of the two protector-
ates. When they did become involved, they sought to prop up the indige-
nous structures of power in Bukhara and Khiva and to discourage chal-
lenges to the prevailing political and social order.*’

In Transcaspia, which became an integral part of the Russian empire,
the social and economic changes resulting from the Russian presence were
more far-reaching. Ironically, the tsarist regime did not deliberately try to
transform Transcaspia or its other Central Asian possessions; rather, it
sought to promote stability and forestall violent opposition to colonial
rule. The administration refrained from attacking Islam in the Turkestan
governor-generalship, concerned that this would provoke native resis-
tance. Russian officials, while vehemently anti-Muslim, were convinced
that Islam was a weak religion that would crumble on its own if it were
ignored by colonial authorities. Thus, the proselytizing of Orthodox
Christianity among Central Asian Muslims was prohibited. Russia ruled
indirectly, using local elites to collect taxes and administer justice on the
village and volost’ (district) levels. Instead of imposing the Russian legal
system on the region, colonial authorities dispensed justice to natives
based on local codes of Islamic and tribal customary law.*!

Nevertheless, colonial rule brought profound change to Transcaspia.
Russian authorities created a new stratum of hereditary aristocrats among
the relatively egalitarian Turkmen. The tsarist regime formalized the
council of elders into the popular court, or narodnyi sud, and made the
aksakgal—now called by the Russian term starshina—responsible for col-
lecting taxes and other administrative duties. Preferring to deal with a
formal aristocracy that would resemble the Russian nobility, tsarist au-

4 Becker, Russia’s Protectorates, pp. xii—xiii, chap. 8-13. Reformers in Bukhara and
Khiva were also influenced by liberal reforms taking place in Turkey and Persia in the early-
twentieth century. See Becker, Russia’s Protectorates, p. 205.

' Adeeb Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia.
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999), pp. 52-55, 58—61; Daniel
Brower, “Islam and Ethnicity: Russian Colonial Policy in Turkestan,” in Russia’s Orient:
Imperial Borderlands and Peoples, 1700-1917, ed. Daniel R. Brower and Edward J. Laz-
zerini (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), p. 130; Karash Khan Ogly Yomut
Khan, Mestnyi sud v Zakaspiiskoi oblasti. Istoriko-kriticheskii ocherk (Tashkent: 1922).
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thorities appointed representatives of leading families from each tribe or
descent group as hereditary “khans.” For their cooperation, these promi-
nent Turkmen were rewarded with large land grants, administrative posi-
tions, high salaries, and officers’ ranks in the tsarist military. The new
khans were invited to visit Moscow as honored guests, while their sons
were admitted to study in Russian military academies. Under colonial
rule, familiarity with Russians and the Russian language became a new
source of power and prestige. The tsarist regime made no attempt to train
a large local administrative elite or to promote mass education in Turk-
menistan. However, it did establish a small number of so-called Russian-
native schools for Turkmen boys. The goal of these schools was to “edu-
cate the natives in the spirit of respect for the throne and state, Russian
law and power” and to prepare future Russian-speaking translators,
clerks, military officers, and teachers.*> A small Russian-speaking intelli-
gentsia, for the most part educated in the Russian-native schools, began
to emerge in the cities. Russian rule also resulted in the opening of Trans-
caspia to the outside world through the railroad and the linking of the
Transcaspian economy to the world market. (The first railroad in Turke-
stan was in Transcaspia.) One-time subsistence farmers began to grow
cash crops, especially cotton. These policies resulted in the rise of new
social strata, including large landowners and merchants.*

Russian colonial rule also played a role in introducing new conceptions
of identity to Central Asia, particularly the notion that humanity is di-
vided into ethnic groups speaking distinct languages. Traditionally, the
Russian empire had categorized its subjects according to religion. Russian
identity was not primarily linked to descent or language but was a matter
of practicing Russian Orthodoxy. Muslims within the Russian empire
were classified as inorodtsy, a term that arose in the seventeenth century
to describe the non-Christian subjects of the tsar.* In the late-nineteenth
century, influenced by ideas of ethnolinguistic nationalism then gaining
currency in Europe, Russian authorities began to see language and race as
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Chicago, 1993), p. 54.
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the main criteria for distinguishing among population groups.* Colonial
administrators supported the work of ethnographers seeking to classify
the Central Asian natives by ethnicity. These Russian scholars used physi-
cal type, language, ancestry, and other criteria to divide the population
into distinct “peoples” who were presumed to have innate and identifiable
characteristics.*

Tsarist colonizers also began to separate the peoples of Central Asia
from each other administratively and territorially—a process that had a
major impact on the Turkmen. The Transcaspian province, where most
of Central Asia’s Turkmen lived, was physically cut off from the rest of
Turkestan by the intervening vassal states of Bukhara and Khiva. The
Russians created a separate administration for Transcaspia with a judicial
system based on tribal customary law, rather than the Islamic law used
elsewhere in Turkestan. The special treatment of the Turkmen arose out
of a conviction among the colonial rulers of Turkestan that nomads
needed to be protected from the religious “fanaticism” of settled and
urban Muslims.*” One result of these measures was to institutionalize the
distinction between the Turkmen and the sedentary population of Turke-
stan’s core provinces.

The notion of a Turkmen identity linked to language and territory was
not only a product of Russian rule, but was also fostered by the advent of
new indigenous intellectual and cultural trends in Central Asia in the early-
twentieth century. The most important of these was the rise of the jadid
movement. In the early part of the twentieth century, the Muslim reformers
known as jadids began to question traditional religious and communal
understandings of identity. The Central Asian jadids, like reformers else-
where in the Muslim world, were urgently concerned with the need for
reform of their own society in order to face the challenges of modernity
and European colonialism. They called for a modern educational system
that would teach children in the vernacular language, rather than requiring
rote memorization of sacred texts in Arabic and Persian, and would include

4 Slocum, “Boundaries of National Identity,” pp. 3-6; Brower, “Islam and Ethnicity,”
pp. 115-16, 122-30.
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secular subjects such as history and science. Influenced by the ideas of the
Young Turk nationalists in the Ottoman Empire, the Central Asian jadids
also began to promote more secular notions of linguistic and territorial
nationality.” But while the Young Turks insisted on the use of Ottoman
Turkish as a lingua franca by all Turks, the Central Asian jadids sought
instead to create a common Central Asian Turkic language. Instead of a
pan-Turkic nation, they envisioned a territorial and linguistic Turkestani
nation based on a common Central Asian Turkic culture.”

A few Turkmen accepted the jadid idea that identity was linked to lan-
guage, but they rejected the prospect of a pan-Turkestani literary language
and an inclusive Turkestani nation-state. As Adeeb Khalid has noted, the
jadids were city dwellers, and the majority lived in the three central prov-
inces of Turkestan and Bukhara—Syr Darya, Fergana, and Samarkand.
The common Turkestani language they envisioned was essentially the
Chaghatai literary language, which was close to what later became literary
Uzbek. The Turkestani identity they claimed was based largely on the cul-
ture of sedentary Central Asians. Most Turkmen were geographically and
culturally isolated from the goals of the jadid movement. They lived far
from the urban cultural centers of Central Asia, spoke Western Turkic dia-
lects that differed from those of the sedentary population, and led a collec-
tive life that retained many nomadic and “tribal” elements. Moreover, they
believed themselves to be genealogically distinct from other Central Asians.
As a result, they felt excluded from the jadid view of a Turkestani nation.®
Just as the Central Asian jadids rejected the notion of pan-Turkic unity
imposed by Istanbul, Turkmen resented being asked to submerge their
identity in a larger Turkestani whole. The Turkmen linguist Muhammet
Geldiev, for example, was educated in Bukharan religious schools and later
at a jadid medrese in Ufa, where he received a modern, secular education
and studied along with Tatar, Kazakh, and other non-Turkmen students.
Rather than converting him to the cause of Turkic unity, however, his expe-
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riences seem to have consolidated a feeling of Turkmen distinctiveness.
Geldiev became a leading promoter of a separate Turkmen language in the
Soviet period.’!

The era of war and revolution that began with the outbreak of World
War I was cataclysmic for Turkmen and other Central Asians. They faced
several years of political upheaval, violence, and famine, all driven by dis-
tant political events that were incomprehensible to most of the indigenous
inhabitants. Along with the worsening economic situation, two events in
1916 contributed to an atmosphere of crisis in Turkmen regions. Early in
the year, the Khivan Turkmen under the leadership of Muhammad Qurban
Junaid Khan launched one of their frequent uprisings against the Khivan
government. Russian troops helped the khan to suppress the rebellion,
massacring many Yomuts in the process.’”? In the summer of 1916, some
Turkmen took part in a massive Central Asian uprising in response to the
imperial regime’s attempt to mobilize native workers into labor battalions
for service in the war. (Natives had previously been exempt from any form
of compulsory military service.) Workers were recruited peacefully in the
Teke regions of Ahal and Mari, but other Turkmen, most notably the
Yomut nomads in western Transcaspia, resisted violently. The harsh repri-
sals of tsarist authorities included massacres, looting, and burning of no-
madic encampments; many Turkmen nomads fled to Persia to escape the
Russian state’s coersion.>

The brutality of the tsarist regime during the war angered many Turk-
men. Alienated from the Russian imperial state, they welcomed the revolu-
tionary overthrow of the tsarist regime that took place in Petrograd in
March 1917 (February 1917 according to the old Russian calendar). Politi-
cally aware Turkmen believed that the installation of the liberal Provisional
Government would usher in a government more respectful of the rights of
natives. In this they were similar to other Central Asians, who hoped that
the establishment of a liberal and constitutionalist regime would bring de-
mocracy and greater autonomy to the region.** Like other Central Asians,
however, the Turkmen soon discovered that local Russians intended to do
whatever was necessary to retain their privileged position relative to the
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native population. In Central Asia as in Russia, the period between the
overthrow of the old regime and the Bolshevik takeover of November 1917
featured a system of “dual power,” under which the liberal organs of the
Provisional Government shared power with the more radical soviets (coun-
cils) of workers’ and peasants’ deputies. In Turkestan, political authority
was divided between the the liberal Turkestan Committee and the socialist
Tashkent Soviet. Both halves of the dual power structure in Turkestan were
dominated by Russians and determined to deny natives real political
power. Despite calls by the Provisional Government in Petrograd for full
and equal citizenship for native Turkestanis, local institutions seemed to
be interested in serving only the European population in the cities. Even
after the Bolsheviks took power in Turkestan in November 1917, the gov-
ernment continued to be dominated by non-Muslims; in fact, the third
Congress of Soviets held in Tashkent in mid-November voted to deny Mus-
lims the possibility of holding government positions. The new Soviet rulers
justified their exclusion of natives on class grounds, noting that there were
no proletarians among the native population.’

Central Asians made several attempts to organize in the face of their
political disenfranchisement. At congresses of Turkestani Muslims held in
Tashkent in April, September, and November 1917, delegates demanded
autonomy and self-government for Muslims within the Russian state. In
early December 1917, delegates to the Fourth Extraordinary Muslim Con-
gress met in the town of Kokand to proclaim the autonomy of Turkestan
and form a Muslim government.*® Transcaspian Turkmen made a similar
effort to organize after the Bolshevik takeover, convening an all-Turkmen
congress and dispatching a representative to the Kokand government.
Turkmen leaders proposed the creation of an autonomous Turkmen gov-
ernment that would rule the villages where most Turkmen lived, while
Russians would govern the Russian-dominated cities. But these attempts
by Turkmen and other Central Asians to establish autonomous native gov-
ernments were suppressed. The Kokand government was destroyed in a
Red Army assault on February 14, 1918, in which thousands of Muslims
perished and the town of Kokand was destroyed. The Turkmen movement
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for autonomy was similarly put down by force. In February 1918, when
the Turkmen congress tried to create a national army based on the tsarist-
era Turkmen Cavalry Squadron, Red Army troops arrived from Tashkent
to crush the movement.’’

Tensions between natives and European settlers were further aggravated
by a severe famine that gripped Turkestan in 1917. The grain shortage
resulted from a variety of factors: poor harvests; a shift to growing cotton
by native farmers; a decline in grain shipments from Russia; and the up-
heavals caused by the 1916 revolts. The food supply problem was exacer-
bated during the Civil War, when Turkestan’s rail links with Russia were
cut. Once again, the burden was borne disproportionately by the native
population, as the struggle for survival pitted Europeans against Turke-
stanis. Russian-dominated government organs reserved scarce grain for the
city populations, leaving the natives to fend for themselves.*

The Civil War period from 1918 to 1920, when the infant Soviet re-
gime fought for survival against a host of political enemies, was a time
of tremendous political upheaval in Central Asia. Physically cut off from
Russia by White forces, the Soviet government in Tashkent faced severe
local challenges to its power. The most serious of these occurred in Trans-
caspia. In July 1918, a group of rebels led by Socialist Revolutionaries
(a rival socialist party resentful of the Bolshevik monopoly on power)
overthrew the Bolshevik government in Ashgabat, executed most of the
Bolshevik commissars, and established a moderate socialist government.
Facing Red Army determination to reestablish Bolshevik power in Trans-
caspia, the rebels solicited military support from the British command in
neighboring Iran. After more than a year of fighting, Bolshevik forces
finally retook Transcaspia in early 1920.* These upheavals were led by
Europeans fighting political battles that had their origins in Russia; nev-
ertheless, Turkmen became involved on both sides of the conflict. Some
rejoiced at the overthrow of the Bolsheviks in 1918 and offered their
military services to the rebel government. The supporters of the White
rebels included an unlikely group of anti-Bolshevik bedfellows: Socialist
Revolutionaries, Armenian nationalists, Russian monarchists, Teke war-
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riors, and supporters of the Khivan Yomut leader Junaid Khan.®® Other
Turkmen supported the Bolsheviks, serving in the Red Army or joining
the Bolshevik Party. While their numbers were small, these Red Turkmen
would play a disproportionately large role in the early political and cul-
tural evolution of Soviet Turkmenistan.

Most Turkmen, however, had little understanding of the conflict and
what the various parties represented. According to the Russian-educated
Turkmen scholar Karashkan Yomutskii, ordinary Turkmen had only a
vague and largely inaccurate sense that the Civil War pitted “Bolshevoi”
(Bolsheviks) against “Menshevoi” (Mensheviks). Moreover, they gener-
ally had no idea what these terms meant: “Some thought that ‘Bolshevoi’
was a separate nation, which had conquered Russia and was fighting
with the Russians, while others thought that both ‘Bolshevoi’ and ‘Men-
shevoi’ were non-Russian groups fighting for power.”® Recruits for both
Red and White forces in Transcaspia came primarily from the ranks of
the homeless and hungry, who served not for ideological but for eco-
nomic reasons. As one Turkmen soldier said, “I went to the White
Guards because they were giving out boots, and the Red Army wasn’t
giving any.”®* For the majority of Turkmen, the Civil War was a time of
unmitigated suffering. All parties to the conflict stole from and abused
the rural population. Famine and war produced a demographic catastro-
phe of immense proportions, as the indigenous population of Turkestan
declined by more than 25 percent between 1915 and 1920. Many Turk-
men came to believe that they were in the last days before the apocalypse.
They fled from the cities and railway lines where Europeans concen-
trated, retreated into the desert, and hid their families and possessions
from the rapacious warring parties.®

Khiva and Bukhara were also caught up in the events of the revolution,
despite the nominal independence and relative isolation they had enjoyed
in the imperial era. Each of the former tsarist protectorates had a small
modernizing intelligentsia that was eager to implement political and social
reforms. Some of these reformers were willing to ally themselves with the
Soviet regime in their struggle against conservative opponents and the
traditional political system. Along with tensions between conservatives
and reformers, the Khivan khanate was also plagued by the long-sim-
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mering conflict between sedentary Uzbeks and nomadic Turkmen tribes.
This conflict burst forth once again in 1918, when the Turkmen under
Junaid Khan captured Khiva and executed the khan, setting up their own
government. A group of jadid-oriented Uzbek intellectuals organized into
a party known as the Young Khivans sought help from the Red Army,
which in January 1920 drove out the Turkmen and declared Khiva to be
a Soviet people’s republic. In Bukhara, jadids who had been persecuted
by the emir organized a political party called the Young Bukharans. The
pro-Bolshevik wing of this party enlisted Red Army aid against their con-
servative Muslim opponents. After a first failed attempt in March 1918,
the Young Bukharans and their Bolshevik allies managed to overthrow
the emir in late 1920. Bukhara was declared a people’s republic in Octo-
ber 1920.% Both republics were nominally independent but in reality sub-
ordinate to Moscow; in each, the Turkmen remained a marginalized and
restive minority.

In the chaos of war and revolution, the Bolsheviks faced yet another
challenge that greatly complicated their attempts to consolidate power in
Central Asia—a Muslim guerrilla movement determined to resist Soviet
rule. The Muslim rebels, known to the Soviets as “Basmachi” (a Turkic
word for “bandit”), were motivated by a variety of causes, including fam-
ine and economic crisis, the disenfranchisement of indigenous Muslims,
and the Soviet government’s disrespectful and often brutal treatment of
the native population.®® Gaigisiz Atabaev, a Turkmen communist who in-
vestigated the reasons for the Basmachi rebellion, argued that it was pri-
marily caused by the Bolsheviks’ harsh and culturally insensitive policies
toward the rural population.®® Far from representing a unified movement
with a clear political program, the rebels were fragmented and incapable
of coordinated activity. Some were defeated supporters of the Kokand
government; others were religious conservatives who declared their goal
to be the defense of Islam against infidels. Many of the Turkmen Basmachi
had no real political program but were simply adventurers or men who
were “expressing some sort of protest in one form or another,” as the
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Turkmen scholar Yomutskii put it. While some guerrilla bands were
overtly anti-Russian, attacking only Soviet garrisons and Russian settle-
ments, others attacked and robbed their fellow Muslims, seeking to settle
personal scores or to satisfy a lust for power. In Transcaspia, the rebels
were not brought under control until 1924; in other regions, the uprising
simmered at a low intensity for years longer. The Soviet regime ultimately
defeated the Basmachi rebellion with military force. At the same time, it
reduced popular support for the rebels by making concessions to native
opinion. During the Civil War, Bolshevik leaders in Moscow had become
aware that they needed to rein in the discriminatory tendencies of local
communists and do more to win the support of the native population.
After Moscow regained control of Central Asia in late 1919, central au-
thorities stepped up their efforts to force local officials to involve natives
in Soviet government institutions and to avoid actions that would inflame
Muslim religious sentiments.®’

The Bolsheviks also sought to win the support of Central Asians by
satisfying—at least superficially—native demands for autonomy and self-
determination. Even as the Bolsheviks struggled to control Central Asia
in the early 1920s, they took the first steps toward implementing their
nationality policies in the region. In regions inhabited primarily by Turk-
men, a number of measures adopted between 1920 and 1923 promoted
the Turkmen language and culture and reinforced the tsarist-era adminis-
trative separation of Turkmen from other Central Asians. The Transcas-
pian oblast’ (province) of the Turkestani republic was renamed the Turk-
men province in deference to its majority Turkmen population. Moscow
urged local authorities to recruit Turkmen into local party and govern-
ment institutions. Moreover, these measures were extended for the first
time to the Khivan and Bukharan Turkmen. In Bukhara, an autonomous
Turkmen province with its own Central Executive Committee (TsIK) was
formed out of the Chirjew and Kerki provinces in October 1923. In addi-
tion, a Turkmen section was created within the Bukharan Central Execu-
tive Committee in September 1921. In Khiva, the Soviet government cre-
ated a section for ethnic Turkmen within its executive committee. In
Tashkent, a new Turkmen cultural commission was charged with stan-
dardizing the Turkmen language and publishing Turkmen textbooks.®
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On the eve of the “national delimitation” of Central Asia in 1924, the
people about to become the Soviet Turkmen nation were heirs to an am-
biguous and complex legacy. The Turkmen population remained divided
genealogically as well as politically. Subethnic identities remained more
important than an overarching Turkmen identity, and the experiences of
Turkmen living under Russian colonial rule had diverged substantially
from those of their Khivan and Bukharan counterparts. In short, there
were still many Turkmen stories rather than a single “national narrative.”
Nevertheless, both tsarist and early Soviet policies had paved the way for
the creation of a Turkmen national republic. The introduction of ethnolin-
guistic notions of identity to the region under Russian and later Bolshevik
rule reinforced existing Turkmen conceptions of identity based on geneal-
ogy. The administrative separation of the Transcaspian Turkmen from the
rest of Turkestan—begun under tsarist rule and continued in the early
1920s—encouraged a sense of separate identity linked to territory. More-
over, the promotion of vernacular-language education within tsarist Rus-
sian-native schools institutionalized the link between identity and lan-
guage. Russian colonial officials had introduced these new ideas and
institutions without any intention of bringing about major changes in
Turkmen society. The Soviets, by contrast, would promote nationhood
and social transformation in Turkmenistan in a far more deliberate and
systematic fashion.

Ia. Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana (Ashgabat: Turk-
mengosizdat, 1964), p. 18; “Turkmenizatsiia sovetskogo apparata,” Turkestanskaia pravda,
April 25, 1924, p. 2; A. A. Rosliakov, Sredazburo TsK VKP: Voprosy strategii i taktiki
(Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, 1975), pp. 78-79.
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ASSEMBLING THE NATION

THE CREATION OF A TURKMEN NATIONAL REPUBLIC

boundaries of national republics in Central Asia in 1924, the tribe

known as the Khidir-Ali posed a vexing problem. Soviet policy re-
quired that administrative borders correspond as closely as possible to
the boundaries between ethnic groups. Yet it was difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to ascertain the ethnicity of the Khidir-Ali. The members of the tribe,
who inhabited a region between the prospective Uzbek and Turkmen re-
publics, claimed to be Turkmen. Soviet ethnographers refused to accept
this claim, noting that the Khidir-Ali did not resemble Turkmen in dress,
dialect, or way of life. A commission studying the ethnic composition of
the region declared the group to be Uzbek, arguing that “even though
some members of this tribe call themselves Turkmen . . . their statements
are not reflective of reality.”! The ethnographers speculated that the
Khidir-Ali’s claim to be Turkmen did not reflect their “true” identity, but
their desire to retain their links to the neighboring markets of Chirjew,
which were due to become part of Turkmenistan. Meanwhile, indigenous
communists of both ethnic groups entered the fray, seeking to aggrandize
the territory of their own future republics by claiming the Khidir-Ali as
their own. Uzbek party members insisted that the tribe was Uzbek, while
Turkmen declared that the entire region in which the Khidir-Ali lived was
“exclusively Turkmen.”?

The tug of war over the Khidir-Ali illustrates important features of the
political climate of Soviet Central Asia in the early and mid-1920s. First,
it shows the earnestness with which Soviet authorities sought to follow
ethnographic criteria as they created “national-territorial republics”; the
idea of including the Khidir-Ali in the Uzbek republic if they were “really”
Turkmen (or vice versa) was simply unacceptable. Second, it underscores
the fluidity of Central Asian identities, which complicated Soviet efforts
to divide the region along ethnic lines. In fact, the Khidir-Ali were one of
many Central Asian groups whose ethnicity could not be easily deter-

I l‘OR THE COMMUNIST OFFICIALS charged with delineating the

I RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 102, 1. 62.
2 Ibid., d. 100, 1I. 15, 27.
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mined during the national delimitation. Finally, the competition over the
Khidir-Ali among Uzbek and Turkmen communists reveals the alacrity
with which native elites adopted the Soviet rhetoric of territorial nation-
hood when it was in their interest to do so. Eager to increase the territory
of their own republics, the prospective leaders of Uzbekistan and Turk-
menistan were more than willing to overlook the ambiguous ethnicity of
some of their future citizens.

In Soviet Central Asia, the decision to redraw borders along ethnic lines
brought about major changes in the region’s political geography. Before
1924, the region contained three multiethnic territories: Turkestan, a for-
mer Russian colony that became a Soviet republic in 1918, and the Mus-
lim dynastic states of Bukhara and Khiva, which were transformed from
tsarist protectorates into nominally independent “people’s Soviet repub-
lics” in 1920. The 1924 “national delimitation” dissolved these three enti-
ties, establishing in their place a handful of territories based on ethnic
criteria. Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Turkmen, Kyrgyz, and Tajiks now would have
their own “national homelands.”

In Turkmenistan, the resulting changes in mental and cultural geography
were every bit as profound as the transformation of the physical landscape.
The making of a modern nation-state requires a shift from a local concep-
tion of territorial belonging—the view that one’s village is one’s homeland,
in essence—to a broader understanding of the “national space.”® But the
leap required of the Turkmen was larger still. Like many other historically
nomadic groups, the Turkmen conceptualized community boundaries in
terms of genealogy rather than territory.* Instead of a spatial landscape of
interconnected villages and towns, they conceived of a network of inter-
connected kin groups and ancestors, a genealogical tree whose branches
had no necessary relationship to specific geographical locations. This did
not mean that the Turkmen were indifferent to territory; on the contrary,
even nomadic tribes claimed tracts of land as their own and defended them
fiercely against interlopers. Yet the boundaries of tribal territory were fluid
and shifted frequently with changing historical circumstances and power
relationships.’ As a result, the Turkmen sense of identity was not bound

3 Robert Kaiser, The Geography of Nationalism in Russia and the USSR (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 16-17. On “national” borders in non-European areas
and their consequences, see Basil Davidson, The Black Man’s Burden: Africa and the Curse
of the Nation-State (New York: Times Books, 1992); William F. S. Miles, Hausaland Di-
vided: Colonialism and Independence in Nigeria and Niger (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1994). On boundaries and national consciousness in Europe, see Peter Sahlins,
Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1989).

4 Khazanov, Nomads and the Outside World, pp. 138-39.

5 Anita Sengupta, Frontiers into Borders: The Transformation of Identities in Central
Asia (London: Greenwich Millennium Press, 2002), p. 23.
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up with the knowledge that generations of ancestors had occupied a spe-
cific piece of land. In theory, Turkmen individuals and groups could move
about in the physical world to their heart’s content without altering their
positions on the genealogical map. The making of a Soviet Turkmen na-
tion, then, meant the fixing of Turkmen identity in space.

The creation of the Turkmen republic in 1924 would provide the impe-
tus for this transformation. The first decade of Soviet rule saw the begin-
ning of a shift from a genealogical to a territorial conception of Turkmen
identity, as a small coterie of Turkmen Communist Party members
adopted the Soviet emphasis on territory as a crucial element of Turkmen-
ness. For this Turkmen elite, the process of drawing national borders in
1924 served to solidify incipient nationalist sentiments. Turkmen commu-
nists were expected to negotiate with other Central Asian nationalities
over the division of the region’s land, population, and economic assets.
This process required them to pit the needs of their own future republic
against those of neighboring peoples, reinforcing a sense of common
Turkmen identity and destiny. Yet even as Turkmen communists sought
to defend their “national interests,” they struggled to define those inter-
ests—and the Turkmen nation itself—in a region where the concept of a
clearly bounded, homogeneous nation was unfamiliar. Not only was the
Turkmen population fragmented along genealogical lines, but the bound-
aries of the prospective republic contained numerous non-Turkmen and
groups whose nationality could not be ascertained. Although Soviet offi-
cials described Turkmenistan as the most ethnically homogeneous part of
Central Asia, the republic faced challenges from the very beginning to the
integrity of its borders and the cohesiveness of its population.

WHY CREATE NATIONAL TERRITORIES?

The demarcation of national territories in Central Asia was part of a
broader “nationality policy” that emerged in the early 1920s, under which
the Soviet state pledged to support national autonomy and cultural devel-
opment for its non-Russian minorities.® With this policy, the Bolsheviks
hoped to win the allegiance of the minorities of the former Russian Empire
and forestall any secessionist inclinations. They were determined to show
that the newly reconstituted Russian state would be a union of equal na-
tionalities, not a perpetuation of the tsarist colonial empire. At a time when
empires were collapsing and minorities were demanding independence
throughout Eastern Europe and the Near East, this strategy made a great

¢ For a general discussion of Soviet nationality policy, see Suny, The Revenge of the Past;
Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire.



44 CHAPTER TWO

deal of sense; in fact, it proved critical to the Soviet regime’s survival during
the Civil War.” There were other practical reasons for the policy as well.
Soviet authorities believed that the non-Russian masses would embrace the
message of socialism more willingly if it were transmitted by native elites,
and that Soviet citizens would gain a greater understanding of Marxist-
Leninist concepts if they were explained in Georgian, Yakut, or Uzbek.}

Moroever, the Soviet leaders believed that promoting nationhood was
the best way to foster progress and modernity in the Soviet periphery. For
Lenin and Stalin, nations and nationalism were real phenomena that
could not be wished away even by fervent proletarian internationalists.
Nations were a natural and essential stage of historical development,
closely linked to capitalism, modernization, and the emergence of a mod-
ern class structure. Put simply, a people had to become a nation before it
could move on to the more advanced socialist and internationalist stages
of human existence. By promoting national distinctiveness, the Soviets
would ensure a speedier passage through this stage; eventually, in true
dialectical fashion, the promotion of nationhood would lead to the disap-
pearance of nations and the emergence of a united humanity. Lenin argued
that it would be counterproductive to attempt to force the non-Russians
to abandon their national cultures and languages, since this would only
intensify their nationalist sentiments.” The Bolsheviks were particularly
sympathetic toward the nationalism of oppressed and colonized peoples,
viewing national sentiments among non-Russians as an understandable
response to the oppression they had suffered at the hands of tsarist colo-
nizers. Russian nationalism, on the other hand, was to be suppressed as
“great power chauvinism.”!® By promoting the national development of
oppressed nations, the Soviets would both win their trust and encourage
their more rapid progress toward socialism.

The foundation for Soviet nationality policy was the creation of “na-
tional territories,” which would provide the spatial and institutional
framework for the development of socialist nationhood. Within each na-
tional-territorial republic, the “titular nationality” would enjoy special
privileges: preferential hiring for Soviet jobs, preferential admission to
higher education, and the development of its native language for use in
schools, books, and newspapers. At the same time, ethnic minorities living
on another nation’s territory would have the right to cultural autonomy

7 Kaiser, Geography of Nationalism, p. 102.

8 Yuri Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” p. 418; Martin, The Affirmative
Action Empire, p. 12.

? Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” p. 420; Smith, The Bolsheviks and
the National Question, pp. 16-17; Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, p. 5.

10 Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 6-38; Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal
Apartment,” pp. 418-21.
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as well; in many cases, they would receive their own, smaller national
territories within the boundaries of larger republics.!

The decision to base the Soviet state on national territories was by no
means a foregone conclusion at the time of the Russian revolution; rather,
it emerged from debates within the Communist Party about how to address
the “nationality question” while modernizing and rationalizing the admin-
istrative structure of the Russian Empire. Lenin and Stalin rejected the idea
of extraterritorial autonomy, in which individuals would be able to exer-
cise their national rights anywhere within the territory of a multinational
state. The Bolshevik leaders argued that this policy, proposed by the Aus-
trian Marxists to deal with the complexities of minority nationalism within
the Habsburg Empire, was not appropriate for a socialist state; it would
make national identity more important than class affiliation, hinder identi-
fication with the Soviet Union as a whole, and exacerbate ethnic conflict.
The creation of self-contained national territories, they believed, would
satisfy nationalist aspirations and thereby diminish ethnic conflict.!> Writ-
ing in 1913, Lenin had argued that national territories within a multina-
tional state should be as ethnically homogeneous as possible, in order to
“eliminate all national oppression” and to ensure the progress of these
peoples toward modernity. While socioeconomic factors should also be
taken into account, ethnographic data and the will of the affected popula-
tion should be the primary factors determining the boundaries."

In addition to those favoring extraterritorial autonomy, there were
communists who disagreed entirely with the primacy accorded to eth-
nicity in structuring the Soviet state. Officials of Gosplan, the state plan-
ning organization, argued that administrative units should be based pri-
marily on economic rationality and efficiency, even if this meant cutting
across ethnic boundaries. The economic and ethnographic principles were

' Kaiser, Geography of Nationalism, p. 112, chap. 3; Martin, The Affirmative Action
Empire, pp. 10, 47-48; Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” p. 430; Rogers
Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Eu-
rope (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 30; Smith, The Bolsheviks and the
National Question, pp. 4346, chap. 3.

12 Kaiser, Geography of Nationalism, pp. 101-5; Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire,
pp- 10, 32; Smith, The Bolsheviks and the National Question, pp. 18-19. Within the Soviet
Union, the Jewish Bund and some Tatars favored extraterritorial autonomy, a reflection of
the territorial dispersion of these two peoples. See Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire,
p. 32; Serge Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam in Russia (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1967), pp. 146-50.

BV. L. Lenin, “Critical Remarks on the National Question,” in National Liberation,
Socialism, and Imperialism: Selected Writings by V. 1. Lenin (New York: International,
1968), pp. 42—43. Stalin also argued for a territorial approach to national autonomy in his
1913 article “Marxism and the National Question.” See Joseph Stalin, Marxism and the
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in active competition with each other during the early 1920s. Despite
the twelfth Communist Party congress’s declaration of the importance of
national-territorial autonomy in 1923, Gosplan forged ahead with pro-
posals for the division of the Soviet Union along economic lines. However,
the support of Lenin and Stalin ensured that the ethnoterritorial principle
ultimately carried the day. The Commissariat of Nationalities argued for
the ethnoterritorial principle as the basis for the Soviet federation, main-
taining that the inclusion of “backward” peoples in more “advanced”
administrative units would hinder the economic development of the for-
mer and violate Leninist promises of national autonomy.!*

Central Asia was the last major region of the Soviet Union to be divided
along national lines. Communist officials viewed the national delimitation
of Central Asia as a way of speeding up a natural process of nation forma-
tion in the Soviet periphery. This, in turn, was an essential precondition
for the “modernization” that would allow Central Asians to enter the
mainstream of Soviet life. Moscow also hoped that the creation of national
republics would ameliorate the ethnic conflicts that plagued Central Asia
and facilitate the emergence of class struggle. Instead of ethnic groups
vying with each other for political influence and economic resources within
each republic, the indigenous exploiting classes of each new national re-
public would struggle with their own impoverished classes. As an added
bonus, the delimitation was expected to have positive foreign policy bene-
fits, leading Turkmen, Uzbeks, and others outside Soviet borders to look
with admiration to the new republics enjoyed by their ethnic brethren.!s

A number of Western scholars have argued that the creation of national
republics in Central Asia was an attempt to “divide and rule” Turkestan
in order to combat pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic sentiments.'® But this view
neglects the larger context of Soviet nationality policy. Central Asia was

4 D. Krasnovskii, “Administrativnoe-khoziaistvennoe raionirovanie Turkestana,” Turke-
stanskaia pravda, no. 246 (November 20, 1923): 2; Hirsch, “Empire of Nations,” pp. 44—
54; Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 33-34; Slezkine, “The USSR as a Commu-
nal Apartment,” p. 422; Jeremy Smith, “Delimiting National Space: The Ethnographical
Principle in the Administrative Division of the RSFSR and USSR, 1918-1925,” paper pre-
sented at the conference “The Concept of Space in Russian History and Culture,” Helsinki,
Finland, June 1998.

15 Terry Martin refers to the foreign policy effects of Soviet nationality policy as the “Pied-
mont Principle.” The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 8-9.

16 For examples of the “divide and rule” argument, see Carrére d’Encausse, The Great
Challenge, pp. 177-78; Connor, The National Question in Marxist-Leninist Theory and
Strategy, chap. 9; Simon, Nationalism, p. 43; Roy, The New Central Asia, pp. vii-viii, 3. A
few scholars have sought to challenge this view of Soviet nation-making in Central Asia,
but it has proved remarkably durable. See, for example, R. Vaidanyath, The Formation of
the Central Asian Republics: A Study in Soviet Nationalities Policy, 1917-1936 (New Delhi:
People’s Publishing House, 1967).
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not singled out for division; on the contrary, national territories were
springing up everywhere in the Soviet Union in the 1920s. With republics
being created for Ukrainians, Tatars, and Buriats, the exclusion of Central
Asians from this process would have been tantamount to admitting that
they were too “backward” to travel the path of other Soviet peoples and
become modern Soviet nationalities. Far from imposing the delimitation
on an unwilling population, Soviet authorities believed that the measure
would be welcomed by many Central Asians. Interest in a unified Turke-
stan was limited to a small group of urban intellectuals, many of whom
subsequently became leading figures in the Uzbek republic. The elites of
other groups were less enthusiastic, fearing that pan-Turkestani unity
would mean Uzbek domination. Turkmen and Kazakhs, in particular,
complained that they were underrepresented and ill-treated in republics
where they were in the minority."”

In creating national republics in Central Asia, then, Moscow did not
divide a unified region, but merely institutionalized and deepened divi-
sions that already existed. National delimitation could be presented as a
response to ethnic conflict and the grievances of oppressed minorities.
The notion that larger nations were oppressing smaller nations in Central
Asia fit neatly into the Soviet dichotomy of great-power and oppressed-
nation nationalism, in which the latter was always a justified response to
the chauvinism of the former. Stalin argued that great power chauvinism
was not limited to Russians; non-Russian nations were equally capable
of national chauvinism and oppression of their own minorities. Thus, in
1923 Stalin condemned “Uzbek chauvinism directed against the Turkmen
and the Kirgiz . . . [Kazakhs] in Bukhara and Khorezm.”" Just as it sup-
ported the rights of non-Russians against “great Russian chauvinism,”
the Soviet regime would protect Turkmen and Kazakhs in Central Asia
from their Uzbek oppressors.

Soviet rhetoric created the impression that there were a finite number
of clearly bounded, easily identifiable ethnic groups in Central Asia, each
eagerly awaiting the day when it would be granted its own territorial
republic. In Soviet discourse, Kazakhs were in conflict with Turkmen, Uz-
beks oppressed Turkmen and Kyrgyz, and so forth—all facts that necessi-
tated the creation of a national republic for each group. In reality, ethnic
groups in Central Asia were neither cohesive nor clearly marked. The

17 Sultanbekov, Tainy natsional’noi politiki, pp. 164-65; RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 101, 1.
10; A. A. Rosliakov, Sredazburo TsK VKP: Voprosy strategii i taktiki (Ashgabat: Turkmenis-
tan, 1975), p. 81.

8 Cited in Seymour Becker, “National Consciousness and the Politics of the Bukhara
People’s Conciliar Republic,” in Allworth, The Nationality Question, p. 165; see also Kai-
ser, Geography of Nationalism, p. 106. The term “Kirgiz” at that time referred to the people
we now call Kazakhs. “Kara-kirgiz” was used to refer to the present-day Kyrgyz.
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people labeled by the Soviets as Uzbeks and Tajiks lived intermingled,
often spoke more than one language, and did not necessarily regard each
other as belonging to a different “nationality.” The nomads competing
over pastureland along the Caspian Sea were more likely to identify them-
selves as members of smaller tribes and lineages than as Turkmen and
Kazakhs. Some groups in Central Asia did not belong to any of the now-
familiar ethnic categories at all.”” How, then, did the architects of nation-
ality policy determine which groups were “nationalities” in need of their
own territories? In particular, what led Moscow to decide that the Turk-
men, a small, fragmented group of largely illiterate nomads and peasants,
deserved their own republic?

In Stalin’s famous definition, a nation was a “historically evolved, sta-
ble community” sharing a “common language, territory, economic life,
and psychological makeup manifested in a community of culture.”? Lan-
guage was the criterion most commonly used to determine ethnicity in
the European parts of the Soviet Union. In the tsarist empire, the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries had seen the rise of the concept
of linguistically defined “nationality,” replacing religion as the main deter-
minant of group identity.?! The Bolsheviks generally adhered to this lin-
guistic understanding of nationhood; Stalin once argued that Belorussia
was a separate nation because it “has its own language, different from
Russian.”?* In Central Asia, however, language was often of little use in
determining identity. Because the region featured numerous Turkic dia-
lects that had not yet been standardized into uniform written languages,
it was not easy to determine the boundaries between the “national lan-
guages” of Turkmen, Uzbeks, and Kazakhs. Many settled Central Asians
spoke both Uzbek and Tajik, and sometimes Persian and Arabic as well.
Some individuals who spoke Tajik as their first language claimed to be
Uzbeks, while others who spoke Uzbek or Turkmen dialects considered
themselves to be Arabs.”

Soviet ethnographers familiar with Central Asia were well aware of the
problems with linguistic identity. Accordingly, they were flexible in the
criteria they used to determine the nationality of Central Asians. They
introduced additional “objective” factors, such as customs, religion, and

Y For an excellent discussion of the complexities of identity in Central Asia, see Schoe-
berlein-Engel, “Identity in Central Asia.”

20 Stalin, “Marxism and the National Question,” p. 8.

2 Slocum, “The Boundaries of National Identity,” pp. 3-6.
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stvennoe Izdatel’stvo Politicheskoi Literatury, 1963), p. 252.

2 V1. Kun, “Izuchenie etnicheskogo sostava Turkestana,” Novyi vostok, no. 6, 1924, p.
351; Schoeberlein-Engel, “Identity in Central Asia,” pp. 19-21, 56-60.
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byt (way of life), to aid in classifying ethnic groups in Central Asia.** They
also took into account the genealogical loyalties of the peoples concerned.
For the Turkmen, as we have seen, genealogical consciousness was the
main basis for their identification as a potential nation. Certainly, they
had little else to recommend their candidacy from the Soviet perspective.
They lacked a clearly bounded territory, a single national language, or a
single national history. Nor was there any uniformity in their economic
life; some Turkmen were nomads, some were settled cultivators, and some
were a combination of the two. They did not possess a “common psychol-
ogy,” given their exposure to a wide range of historical and political in-
fluences. In short, the Turkmen could hardly be called a community, let
alone a stable one.

Yet the Turkmen claimed a shared ancestry that provided a potential
basis for unity. This genealogical structure, and the tribal customary law
that went along with it, provided the basis for a Turkmen national iden-
tity. Interestingly, Soviet ethnographers and administrators in the 1920s
accepted the existence of genealogically defined nations even though Bol-
shevik ideology officially rejected a biological or racial definition of na-
tionality. (Stalin had seemingly excluded groups such as the Turkmen
from nationhood when he wrote in 1913 that the nation is “not racial,
nor is it tribal.”)? In Central Asia, ethnographers and census takers que-
ried the population about “tribes” and “clans” as well as nationality and
language. They drew up detailed genealogical charts showing how differ-
ent tribes were related to each other and to larger ethnic categories.? Yet
genealogical consciousness did not in itself make a nation, in the Soviet
view; it merely provided a foundation for future nationhood. Groups such
as the stateless and fragmented Turkmen were potential nations, “back-
ward” peoples who would require the help of the Soviet state in order to
evolve. As I. Vareikis, secretary of the Turkestani Communist Party Cen-
tral Committee, wrote in 1924:

National delimitation will have especially great significance for peoples such as
the Turkmen, who have not yet attained the formation of a unified nation in
their historical development. . . . By creating a Turkmen national state, we will

24 Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” p. 428. For an excellent account
of Soviet ethnographers’ debates about how to define nationality, see Hirsch, “Empire of
Nations,” pp. 16-42, 74-84.
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speed up the process of forming a single nation at the expense of the tribal,
clan, and village structure.””

If the reasons for identifying the Turkmen as a potential nation were
relatively clear, it is more difficult to explain why the Turkmen were
deemed worthy of the status of a Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) or
“union republic.” Union republics stood at the apex of the Soviet hierar-
chy of national territories and formed the primary building block of the
Soviet multinational state. In theory, at least, the union republics were
sovereign entities that had the right to conduct their own foreign policy
and to deal directly with Moscow. Within Central Asia, only Uzbekistan
and Turkmenistan were granted union republic status in 1924. Tajiks,
Kazakhs, and Kyrgyz initially received lower-level Autonomous Soviet
Socialist Republics (ASSRs) located within the boundaries of larger
union republics. (The Tajik ASSR was a constituent part of Uzbekistan,
while the Kazakh and Kyrgyz ASSRs were within the Russian federa-
tion.) Tajikistan became a union republic in 1929; the Kyrgyz and Ka-
zakh ASSRs seceded from the Russian Federation and acquired union
republic status only in 1936.

Why did the Turkmen, with their small and scattered population and
weak sense of common identity, receive a union republic in 1924 while
the Tajiks and Kazakhs did not? One can only speculate, since the evi-
dence does not provide a definitive answer. Turkmenistan’s location may
have worked in its favor, since like all other union republics it was located
on an international border. Yet this is not in itself a satisfactory explana-
tion, since the regions that became the Tajik autonomous republic simi-
larly bordered on Afghanistan and China. Like other union republics, the
Turkmen inhabited a relatively large territory; they were allotted nearly
40 percent of the land mass of Central Asia, even though they made up
only 10.5 percent of the region’s population. Yet size is also inadequate
as an explanation, since the Kazakhs’ territory was even larger.”® The de-
cades-long administrative separation of the Turkmen under tsarist rule
may have played a role in the decision to give Turkmenistan union repub-
lic status, since it resulted in a sense among Russians that the Turkmen
were a breed apart—a belief the Turkmen themselves constantly sought
to reinforce. The Turkmen scholar Shokhrat Kadyrov has noted an addi-
tional pragmatic reason for creating a Turkmen SSR. Unlike the Kazakhs,
the Turkmen did not share a border with Russia and thus could not easily

27 1. Vareikis and I. Zelensky, Natsional’no-gosudarstvennoe razmezhevanie Srednei Azii
(Tashkent: Sredazgosizdat, 1924), pp. 59-60.
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menistan v XX veke, pp. 107-8.
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be attached to the Russian Federation as an autonomous republic. At the
same time, Turkmen territories could not comfortably be incorporated
into neighboring Uzbekistan because of the long-standing enmity between
Uzbeks and Turkmen in Khiva and Bukhara.”

CENTRAL ASIAN COMMUNISTS AND THE
“NATIONAL DELIMITATION”

In early 1924, the Soviet leadership in Moscow decided to proceed with
the division of Central Asia along “national” lines. Most of the Soviet
Union had already been subjected to national-territorial division by this
time, and autonomous national regions and republics were ubiquitous
features of the Soviet landscape. Between March 1919 and January 1921,
the Soviet regime had granted national territories to a number of other
groups within the Russian Federation, including the Tatars, the Bashkirs,
the Chuvash, and the Kalmyks. In April 1918, the former tsarist colony
of Turkestan was declared an autonomous republic within the Russian
Federation; like Bukhara and Khiva, however, the Turkestani republic was
multiethnic in composition.*

The trend in the early 1920s was to divide larger territories into ever
smaller, more narrowly “national” autonomous units. Thus, the multieth-
nic North Caucasus was initially established as the Republic of Mountain-
eers in November 1920, but was later dissolved and subdivided into au-
tonomous regions and republics for the Ingush, Ossetians, Chechens,
Kabardins, and others.*! In Central Asia, similarly, Soviet officials recog-
nized early on that a further division of the multiethnic Turkestani, Bu-
kharan, and Khivan republics was desirable. However, because of Soviet
officials’ unfamiliarity with the region and its instability in the early 1920s
due to the “Basmachi” uprising, the further subdivision of Central Asia
was postponed.*?

By early 1924, the rebels had been subdued and the nominally indepen-
dent Khivan and Bukharan republics had been brought under Soviet con-
trol. On February 25, 1924, an expanded plenum of the all-union Com-
munist Party Central Committee adopted a decree calling for the
reorganization of Central Asia into national-territorial republics. The pro-
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Figure 3. Soviet Central Asia before the “national delimitation” of 1924-25.

posal mandated the creation of Uzbek and Turkmen union republics and
a Tajik autonomous province, and the unification of part of the Kazakh
(then called Kirgiz) population of Central Asia with the existing Kazakh
autonomous republic. The Turkmen republic was to be created by merg-
ing the Turkmen-populated regions of Bukhara, Khiva, and Turkestan.
In the words of the Central Committee resolution, delimitation would
“completely solve the national problem, opening real, stable opportuni-
ties for economic, political, and cultural construction among all peoples,”
and would “strengthen the USSR as a Soviet Union of peoples of Europe
and Asia.”® From the moment of this declaration, the creation of the
Central Asian republics proceeded with remarkable rapidity. In March
and April, Central Asian communists discussed the broad outlines of the
delimitation; over the summer, national subcommittees negotiated over

3 RGASPL £. 62, op. 2, d. 101, I1. 3-4.
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borders and territory; by September, the new republics had acquired their
final form. The delimitation became official in February 1925, with the
inaugural meeting of a new Congress of Soviets in each republic.

The division of Central Asia was not simply imposed unilaterally by the
Bolshevik leadership in Moscow. Rather, it involved a great deal of give
and take between central Soviet authorities in Moscow and indigenous
communists in Central Asia. At each stage of the delimitation, Moscow
laid down general principles and asked local party organizations and spe-
cially designated committees in Central Asia to work out the details. Party
leaders in Moscow, knowing relatively little about the national composi-
tion and popular mood of Turkestan, and even less about Bukhara and
Khiva, sought the opinions of Central Asian communists before deciding
on the details of the delimitation. The precise location of borders was gen-
erally negotiated by indigenous communists, with Moscow stepping in
only in the case of intractable disputes. Lenin had argued that ethnographic
criteria and the will of the population should determine the boundaries
of national territories. In Central Asia, where popular sentiment on the
“national question” could be difficult to determine, ethnographic data and
the desires of local communists were the deciding factors.

Turkmen communists were highly receptive to the Soviet argument that
the Turkmen deserved their own “nation,” and they quickly learned to
use the Soviet terminology of nationhood to promote this goal. Between
1920 and 1923, Turkmen communists had been exposed to the rhetoric
and practices of Leninist nationality policy, with its promises of national
autonomy and cultural development. Ethnic Turkmen had received their
own “national territories” within the Turkestani, Bukharan, and Khivan
republics, as well as specially designated cultural institutions and sections
within the Communist Party.>* These measures paved the way for the cre-
ation of a Turkmen republic and encouraged Turkmen to view identity as
linked to territory.

Turkmen communists shared the official Soviet view that the Turkmen
population formed a single nation artificially fragmented by internal divi-
sions and by its dispersion among several different states. They hoped
that the creation of a republic would help to overcome those divisions
and consolidate a feeling of nationhood. Moreover, Turkmen communists
shared a strong sense of grievance against other Central Asian groups.
The Turkmen elite maintained that Turkmen minority populations were
politically and economically oppressed in Turkestan, Bukhara, and Khiva.
They willingly followed Moscow’s lead and redefined these long-standing

3 Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, p. 18; “Turk-
menizatsiia sovetskogo apparata,” Turkestanskaia pravda, April 25, 1924, p. 2; Rosliakov,
Sredazburo TsK VKP, pp. 78-79.
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communal disputes as “national” conflicts, arguing that the solution was
the creation of a Turkmen republic in which Turkmen would be the domi-
nant nationality. Turkmen officials believed that the Turkmen would get
a larger share of resources—jobs, power, spending on education and eco-
nomic development—as masters of their own republic than as a minority
in other republics. These officials also knew that the planned creation of
a Turkmen republic would transform them from relatively minor officials
in the larger Central Asian context into the leading political figures within
their own republic. As a direct consequence of the national delimitation,
they would become the founding fathers of the first Turkmen national
state. The Turkmen communists’ ready acceptance of Moscow’s views on
national delimitation may also have been due to their educational back-
ground. A significant number of them had attended Russian schools prior
to the revolution, making them generally more “russified” and more will-
ing to follow Moscow’s lead than their Uzbek and Tajik counterparts.
(Many of the latter were educated in Muslim schools and came out of the
jadid tradition, which tended to favor a unified Turkestan.)

In the aftermath of the February decree, the Politburo asked the Central
Committees of all the Central Asian communist parties to prepare draft
delimitation proposals for presentation at the thirteenth party congress
to be held in Moscow at the end of May 1924.% In March and April,
officials of the communist party organizations of Turkestan, Bukhara, and
Khiva worked out the broad issues related to the delimitation: the number
of national republics to be created, their constitutional status within the
Soviet federation, and the nature of their links to each other and to Mos-
cow.*® They were supervised in this work by the Central Asian Bureau of
the Russian Communist Party Central Committee. The Bureau, formed
in April 1922, was a regional party organization based in Tashkent that
was assigned the task of coordinating and overseeing the work of all the
Central Asian communist parties.’’

In Communist Party debates during the spring of 1924, Turkmen offi-
cials consistently emerged as the most avid and forceful supporters of the
plan for delimitation. They favored a self-sufficient republic that would
incorporate all the Turkmen of Soviet Central Asia, including Bukhara
and Khiva, with as few political or economic links as possible to other
republics. At a March 10 party meeting in Tashkent, Gaigisiz Atabaev, the
Turkmen vice chairman of the Bukharan republic’s Council of People’s

35 RGASPL f. 62, op. 1, d. 25, 11. 27-28.

3 Ibid., 11. 26-27.

37 The Central Asian Bureau succeeded the Turkestan Bureau, which had a similar func-
tion; the main difference between the two was that the Central Asian Bureau supervised the
communist parties of Bukhara and Khiva in addition to the Turkestani party organization.
Rosliakov, Sredazburo TsK VKP, pp. 11-13.
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Commissars, presented a lengthy document calling for the creation of a
Turkmen republic.’® Not long after this meeting, a group of sixteen Turk-
men party officials from Turkestan, Bukhara, and Khiva passed a resolu-
tion approving Atabaev’s proposal:

Taking into account the political, economic, and cultural unity of the Turkmen
settled in Central Asia, artificially disunited by the course of historical events
and by despotic states— [we] acknowledge the current necessity of separating
the Turkmen from the Turkestani, Bukharan and Khivan states in order to form
an independent, autonomous republic.*’

Nadirbai Aitakov, chair of the Turkestani Central Executive Committee,
added that Turkmen communist officials were unanimously in favor of a
national republic that would unite the Turkmen population of all three
republics.®

The Turkmen officials made the reasons for their position clear at subse-
quent meetings. At the Central Asian Bureau’s April 28 meeting, Atabaev
argued that the governments of Buhkara, Khiva, and Turkestan were fail-
ing to meet the special economic needs of Turkmen minority populations.
The Turkmen, he said, were reduced to begging for government services
and assistance from other nationalities—a fact that bred resentment and
conflict between Turkmen and their neighbors:

The Turkmen are a minority surrounded by other nations. Everywhere they are
cast in the role of supplicant among other dominating nations. The Turkmen
and their way of life require . . . specific economic conditions, and since this
circumstance is not being considered by Turkestan, Bukhara, or Khorezm, it
deepens the hostile attitude of the Turkmen tribes toward these nationalities.*!

For this reason, Atabaev said, “it is my deep conviction that the unifica-
tion and separation of the Turkmen into an independent republic is a
necessary historic step in the life of the Turkmen people.”*

Turkmen communists were particularly concerned about the situation
in Khiva, where relations between Turkmen groups and the predomi-
nantly non-Turkmen government and population had long been tense.
While Turkmen and Uzbek peasants competed over access to scarce water
resources, the Khivan Communist Party and government were almost to-
tally dominated by Uzbeks, Kazakhs, and Tatars. Only two or three of
the six hundred Communist Party members in Khiva were Turkmen, al-

3 RGASPI, op. 2, d. 101, I. 56; Karpych, “Iz istorii vozniknoveniia Turkmenskoi SSR,”
p. 37.

¥ RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 101, L. 56.

4 Ibid., 11. 28-29.

“1bid., op. 1, d. 25, 1l. 33-34.
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though Turkmen made up around 25 percent of the republic’s population.
Khiva was the site of an uprising against Soviet power in January 1924,
and secret Central Asian Bureau reports portrayed its government as in-
competent and totally lacking in support. Viewing the Khivan govern-
ment as an alien force incapable of defending their interests, Turkmen
residents bypassed the Khivan government and turned to Moscow’s local
representatives whenever they had a problem or complaint.®

The future status of Khiva became one of the thorniest problems raised
by the delimitation. The Khivan and Bukharan states, multiethnic in com-
position, possessed considerable legitimacy in the eyes of many of their
residents. The Soviet leadership apparently toyed with the idea of defining
Khiva and Bukhara as entities deserving territorial autonomy. At the tenth
party congress in March 1921, for example, Stalin listed Bukharans, Khi-
vans, Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Tajiks as Central Asian “nationali-
ties” deserving the help of the Soviet state.** As national autonomy came
to be defined in more narrowly ethnic terms, however, Khiva and Bukhara
came to be seen as anachronisms. The uprising in Khiva in January 1924
and the complaints of the Turkmen and Kazakh minority populations of
Khiva and Bukhara convinced Soviet leaders that the two republics should
be disassembled into separate ethnic components.

The Bukharan Communist Party rapidly passed a resolution approving
the breakup of its own republic. However, Khivan officials refused to
cooperate, and the status of Khiva remained unresolved for several
months largely because of their resistance.* Khivan officials argued that
their republic was a unified economic entity that should not be broken
up. They denied that the Turkmen minority population was in any way
oppressed or neglected, and they insisted that “their Turkmen” had no
desire to join a Turkmen republic. They declared, moreover, that the merg-
ing of all Turkmen in a single republic was impractical because Khivan
Turkmen were culturally and linguistically distinct from other Turkmen.*
Turkmen communists disputed all these points. Atabaev noted that the
handful of ethnic Turkmen who held positions of authority in Khiva sup-
ported the idea of a Turkmen republic but were “under the thumb of
Uzbek officials” and therefore “afraid to express their opinion.”* Aita-
kov argued that a republic that did not include the Bukharan and Khivan
Turkmen would be a sham.*
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Another controversial question in the discussions of national delimita-
tion was whether the new national republics would join the Soviet Union
as independent entities or as part of a Central Asian federation. Even
among those communists who supported delimitation, many believed
that national republics were only a short-term step toward the creation
of a single Central Asian republic. As Vareikis remarked in 1924, “Sooner
or later, we will see the formation of a Central Asian federation. This
is historically inevitable—-the shared interests and ideas that the Soviet
republics have fought for are too numerous.”* This point of view was
widespread among European communists, many of whom regarded the
promotion of national-territorial autonomy as a betrayal of internation-
alism. As one party member asked, “When are we finally going to drop
all this self-determination business? Can’t we all live under a single Inter-
national?”*® Some Central Asians also favored a federation, mainly Uz-
beks and Kazakhs who hoped that their own ethnic group would domi-
nate a unified Central Asia.’! The creation in 1923 of the Central Asian
Economic Soviet (SredazEKOSO), a regional economic coordinating
body, was a source of satisfaction for those communists who favored
greater regional integration.*

For Turkmen party members, however, the idea of a Central Asian feder-
ation was anathema. Turkmen feared falling under the domination of more
powerful and demographically numerous ethnic groups in such a federa-
tion; for this reason, they preferred to see the new Turkmen republic estab-
lish direct political and economic links to Moscow. The majority of Turk-
men communists also argued against an economic union of the republics,
a course favored by the leaders of the future Uzbekistan. Atabaev indicated
that he himself favored some sort of Central Asian economic regulatory
organ, but was overruled by some of his Turkmen colleagues. In good
Marxist fashion, they reminded him that since the economic base deter-
mined the political superstructure, political autonomy would be meaning-
less if the new republic lacked full economic autonomy.*?

On April 28, the Central Asian Bureau approved the plan for delimita-
tion of all three republics over the vehement objections of the Khivan
officials.’* A resolution adopted at the May 10 meeting of the Bureau
decreed that Turkestan, Bukhara, and Khiva would be divided into Uzbek
and Turkmen national republics and Tajik and Kara-Kyrgyz (soon to be

* Vareikis and Zelensky, Natsional’no-gosudarstvennoe razmezhevanie, p. 53.
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known simply as Kyrgyz), autonomous provinces. (The Tajik entity was
to be part of the Uzbek republic, while the Kara-Kyrgyz would join the
Russian federation.) In contrast to the initial Politburo decree, the Bureau
called for the Kazakhs in Turkestan to form their own autonomous unit,
rather than uniting with the existing Kazakh republic. The resolution also
rejected the establishment of a Central Asian federation, while calling for
the retention of the Central Asian Bureau and the Central Asian Economic
Soviet as suprarepublican coordinating bodies.*

The Politburo decree adopted on June 12 followed most of the commit-
tee’s recommendations, with two important exceptions: first, it empha-
sized that the Turkestani Kazakhs were to be united with the Kazakh
republic, not left to form their own separate autonomous region within
Turkestan. Second, the Khivan republic was not to be dissolved, although
its Turkmen population would be permitted to join the Turkmen repub-
lic.’¢ It is not entirely clear why the Politburo overrode the Central Asian
Bureau committee on these questions. One possible explanation is that
the Politburo was responding to lobbying by Khivan officials and Kazakh
communists, who felt strongly about these issues. However, this was not
the end of the story for Khiva. On July 26, the Khivan Communist Party
passed a resolution saying that it had rethought its position and now “wel-
comed” the dissolution of the republic. Heavy pressure from the Central
Asian Bureau, including a visit by Bureau vice chair Karklin, appears to
have produced the change in Khivan sentiments. Clearly anticipating op-
position to this decision among the party rank and file, the Khivan Central
Committee ordered party members not to “agitate” among the village
population, send telegrams or petitions, organize delegations, or in any
way voice their opinions on delimitation without explicit instructions
from the party.”’

If the enthusiasm of Turkmen communists at the prospect of a national
republic showed that they had already absorbed new ideas about territo-
rial nationhood, the process of delimitation only served to further stimu-
late a sense of common Turkmen identity. The broad outlines of national
delimitation were determined for the most part between late April and
mid-June. On April 28, the Central Asian Bureau created a committee to
work out the practical implementation of a preliminary plan for national
delimitation. The committee was divided into subcommittees by national-
ity, with each subcommittee assigned to come up with a draft plan for its

5 Ibid., op. 2, d. 100, 1l. 3-4.
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own national republic and present it to the Central Asian Bureau for re-
view on May 10.%® These draft proposals were presented to the Moscow
leadership at the end of May. During the summer, after the Politburo had
made final decisions on the contentious issues of Khiva’s status and a
Central Asian federation, the difficult process of drawing borders and
distributing economic assets began. New committees designated by the
Central Asian Bureau hammered out the specific details of borders, terri-
tory, capitals, and the division of economic resources. (These details were
subject, of course, to Moscow’s approval.) A Politburo decree of June 12
called for the delimitation to be completed by September 1924 and cre-
ated a territorial commission, consisting of representatives of five Central
Asian nationalities, to determine the precise borders of the republics and
handle the mechanics of delimitation.*

In July, the Central Asian Bureau divided the territorial commission into
subcommittees by nationality, known as temporary national bureaus. Each
of these was asked to submit a precise plan for its own republic to the
Bureau by August 12, including territory, borders, internal administrative
divisions, and information on the projected number of inhabitants and the
composition of the new Communist Party organizations.®® The national
bureaus, whose members were in many cases the future leaders of their
republics, naturally had an interest in maximizing their republics’ territory.
The drafts inevitably contradicted each other, and bitter conflicts erupted
over borders, territory, and the distribution of cities and economic assets.

THE TUuRKMEN REPUBLIC: DiSPUTED BORDERS
AND CONTESTED IDENTITIES

The prospective Turkmen republic was generally considered one of the
easiest to demarcate. Soviet officials noted that the Turkmen oblast’ was
the least ethnically mixed part of Turkestan.®! A study conducted by the
Central Statistical Administration in the spring of 1924 concluded that
“building a Turkmen republic purely on the ethnographic principle is en-
tirely possible” and predicted that the national composition of the repub-
lic would be “very homogeneous.”®* Nevertheless, border disputes did
arise between the prospective Turkmen republic and its neighbors.

8 Ibid., op. 2, d. 100, 1. 1.
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In a conflict that predated the Soviet era, nomadic Kazakhs and Turk-
men each claimed the pasture land along the projected border between
the Turkmen and Kazakh republics in Mangishlak.® It was impossible
to sort out who had the historical right to the disputed territory, since it
fell along the migratory routes of both Turkmen and Kazakh nomads.
Repeated efforts by tsarist and Soviet authorities had failed to end the
conflict, and the two sides continued to raid each other’s villages and
steal each other’s livestock.** Elsewhere, the most vexing problems had
to do with distinguishing Turkmen from non-Turkmen. Compared with
the monumental task of disentangling Uzbeks from Tajiks, it was rela-
tively easy to identify core Turkmen populations in Transcaspia and
parts of Bukhara and Khiva. Yet despite the precision with which most
Turkmen calculated their genealogies, there were ambiguities of identity
that complicated the process of drawing borders. In frontier areas be-
tween the future republics of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, there were
groups whose identity could not easily be determined; in many cases,
they spoke dialects that fell somewhere between Turkmen and Uzbek,
claimed ambiguous genealogies, and could not name the ethnic group to
which they belonged.

Soviet ethnographers were responsible for sorting out the identities of
Central Asian populations, and they provided much of the information
on which the national delimitation commissions based their decisions. In
the years prior to the delimitation, ethnographers collected extensive data
on the ethnographic composition and socioeconomic characteristics of
Central Asia.® Continuing work that had begun under the tsarist regime,
they labored to produce ethnographic maps that included not just “na-
tionalities” but also tribes and lineages.®® Yet many regions, including the
more remote parts of Bukhara and Khiva and the steppes inhabited by
Turkmen nomads, remained poorly studied well into the 1920s. Because
of Civil War violence and Basmachi raiding, ethnographers could move
through these regions only with a Red Army Cavalry escort. When they
succeeded in penetrating the steppe, their attempts to query individuals
about their ethnicity often produced unsatisfactory results. Some of those
questioned would refuse to answer; others would name their tribe or clan
but could not name their nationality. When village elders, or aksakgals,
were asked about the number of people in their communities, their re-

8 Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii (henceforth GARF), f. 3316, op. 19, d.
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sponses were maddeningly imprecise: “God knows,” they would sigh.
“We have never counted, and no one has.”®’

In border regions with Uzbekistan, ethnographers were frequently hard-
pressed to determine whether a given population was Turkmen or Uzbek.
In 1923, members of a commission attempting to determine the boundaries
of a Turkmen autonomous area within the Bukharan republic were per-
plexed by the Salur and Bayad tribes, who sometimes called themselves
Uzbeks, sometimes Turkmen, and sometimes refused entirely to name their
nationality.®® The Amu Darya region in the former Bukharan republic
posed special problems because of centuries of intermingling among its
diverse population groups. On the right bank of the Amu Darya, a tribe
known as the Kurama was sometimes recorded as belonging to the Uzbek
ethnic group and sometimes described as Turkmen; during the delimita-
tion, the Uzbek and Turkmen national bureaus each sought to claim the
group as their own.® In the Farap region along the right bank of the Amu
Darya, the Khidir-Ali became the object of close scrutiny by ethnographers
and national bureau members. While the Uzbeks maintained that the
Khidir-Ali were Uzbek, the group’s elders unanimously declared them-
selves to be Turkmen; they were suspected of misidentifying themselves
because of their economic connections to Turkmen regions.” In the end,
these residents of Farap were—with a wink and a nod—classified as Turk-
men, a triumph for the principle of self-identification as well as a tacit
recognition of the importance of economic factors in drawing borders.”

Other groups in border regions also created headaches for ethnogra-
phers. There were tribes in Bukhara that claimed to be Ersari Turkmen,
but were not accepted as kin by other Ersaris.”> An Uzbek tribe called
“Turkman” claimed genealogical ties to the Turkmen even though its dia-
lect and way of life were considered “typically Uzbek” by Soviet ethnogra-
phers. (Ultimately, the “Turkman” were counted as Uzbek.) In the Gara-
gul, Bukharan, and Garshi oases along the Amu Darya, certain groups
claiming to be Uzbek carried tribal and clan names more typically found
among Turkmen; ethnographers suspected that they were former Turk-
men who had been absorbed by the Uzbek population.”

Groups of ambiguous ethnicity were not located exclusively along re-
publican borders; they also lived within core Turkmen areas, where they
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posed a challenge to the very idea of an ethnically homogeneous republic.
The Ahal region contained people who called themselves Turkmen and
spoke Turkmen dialects, but were not considered full-fledged Turkmen;
they were believed to be descended from Persians who had lived in the
region before the Teke conquest.”* Another problematic group was the
collection of “saintly” tribes known as the Ewlad, who claimed descent
from the early Arab caliphs. Despite their linguistic and cultural resem-
blance to Turkmen, they were not counted genealogically as Turkmen.”
It was not clear how the identity of such groups would be defined by a
Soviet state perpetually in search of ethnographic clarity. Should a group
be considered Turkmen based on self-ascription, even if other Turkmen
rejected their claim? Should the Ewlad be considered Turkmen despite
their own view—and that of other Turkmen—that they were not? Could
they be considered Arabs, in accordance with their putative ancestry, even
though they did not speak Arabic?

These ambiguities made life difficult for the ethnographers who ear-
nestly sought to draw clear lines between ethnic groups. For members of
the temporary national bureaus, however, they offered a prime opportu-
nity to exploit ethnographic uncertainty in the interest of gaining addi-
tional territory. In cases where the identity of border populations was
disputed, Turkmen communists generally took an expansive view of Turk-
men nationality, lobbying intensively to maximize the territory of their
republic. They claimed the entire right bank of the Amu Darya for Turk-
menistan, saying that the population there was “exclusively Turkmen.”
When the members of the Uzbek subcommittee countered that the popu-
lation in question was Uzbek, Atabaev called for the formation of an
ethnographic commission to decide the matter.”

Conlflicts between the national bureaus were negotiated in sessions that
were competitive and frequently acrimonious. Committee members occa-
sionally referred contentious matters to ethnographers and demographers
for further investigation, but they were willing to abandon the ethno-
graphic principle when it proved inconvenient. In such cases, they cited
economic factors or simply engaged in outright horse trading over dis-
puted regions. Turkmen negotiators, for example, tried to compensate for
the fact that there were no Turkmen-populated cities by claiming Uzbek
urban areas for their republic. Atabaev calmly observed that since Turk-
menistan had no cities of its own, the republic had the right to annex
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those cities that served as Turkmen “national markets.” Thus, he and the
other Turkmen officials lobbied successfully for the inclusion of the city
of Dashhowuz in Turkmenistan, although it was widely known that the
population of that city was overwhelmingly Uzbek.”” In ethnically mixed
border regions, the subcommittees struggled to find mutually agreeable
compromises. The Uzbek and Turkmen national bureaus tried to strike a
deal that would give the Farap region to Uzbekistan in exchange for leav-
ing Dashhowuz and Chirjew in Turkmenistan—even though there were
many self-proclaimed Turkmen in Farap and large Uzbek populations in
the latter two regions.”® At one meeting devoted to difficult border ques-
tions, the chairman grew exasperated at hearing the local communists
haggle like merchants at a Central Asian bazaar. The question of Farap
would be decided by ethnographic investigation, he said, not in bargains
struck in back rooms. “We are not a conciliation committee trading in
mutual concessions. We will decide the question according to what is
fair.”” Exactly what was “fair,” however, was open to question in such a
context of ethnographic uncertainty.

In some cases, Moscow decided contentious questions unilaterally.
Tashkent, Central Asia’s largest city, was noisily claimed by both Kazakhs
and Uzbeks until a preemptive Politburo decree assigned it to Uzbeki-
stan.®® In general, Moscow’s attitude toward the future Uzbekistan was
the cause of considerable resentment among communists of other ethnici-
ties. Kyrgyz, Turkmen, and Kazakh officials maintained that the Soviet
leadership regarded Uzbekistan as the “main” Central Asian republic,
viewing the other republics as secondary.?! In a joint letter to the Central
Asian Bureau, they accused the Uzbeks of bullying the “weaker nationali-
ties” and blamed Moscow for favoring the future Uzbekistan in these
disputes. They also expressed dismay about the composition of the territo-
rial commission, which, they claimed, was stacked so as to guarantee
Uzbekistan a majority of votes. Instead of “protecting the interests of
weaker nationalities against the dominance of economically powerful na-
tionalities,” as the principles of Leninist nationality policy required, Mos-
cow was caving in to Uzbek demands.%

Tensions grew so sharp that the Central Asian Bureau issued a repri-
mand to local party members on August 16, 1924, warning them to avoid
“nationalist deviations” and the public airing of national disagreements
in their discussions of national delimitation. The members of the national

77 Ibid.; see also d. 104, 1. 89.

7 Ibid., d. 100, 11. 9-20; d. 104, 1. 91.
7 Ibid., d. 104, 1. 90.

% Ibid., d. 100, II. 7-8, 13-14.

S Ibid., d. 101, II. 3-4.

2 1bid., d. 110, 1. 14-16.
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delimitation commission, said I. A. Zelenskii, the new head of the Bureau,
were particularly guilty of fomenting national discord.®® At a secret meet-
ing of the Central Asian Bureau on August 20, a decree condemned the
“personal, uncomradely attacks” made by some members of the commis-
sion on their colleagues.® Another Central Asian Bureau decree of August
31 noted that the propaganda campaign for national delimitation was in
some quarters assuming an “incorrect character.” Instead of educating
the masses by explaining communist views on the national question, com-
munists were publicly discussing the merits of specific territorial ques-
tions, which could lead to “conflict between nationalities.” The Bureau
admonished party members to refrain from publicly airing national dis-
agreements, discussing undecided questions with nonparty members, or
making personal attacks on fellow communists.’

Nationalist bickering was an unavoidable result of the process of divid-
ing Central Asia according to ethnicity. Despite the Soviet leadership’s
hope that national-territorial autonomy would prove less ethnically divi-
sive than extraterritorial autonomy, the territorial division of Central Asia
produced an inordinate amount of conflict. It served to heighten and con-
solidate a sense of national distinctiveness among communists of various
ethnicities who had previously worked together in a multiethnic context.
Conlflicts between the Central Asian republics over borders and territory
persisted for several years after the delimitation and ultimately had to be
resolved by special commissions appointed in Moscow.*® Communists
who disagreed with the results of delimitation wrote “dissenting opin-
ions,” while individual citizens and occasionally entire villages sent peti-
tions to Moscow or Tashkent complaining about their assignment to the
“wrong” republic.’” Republican officials learned to rally the support of
border populations in disputes with neighboring republics—a practice
that not only served to solidify the sometimes ambiguous identity of bor-
der groups, but also mobilized the rural population in support of ques-
tions of national interest once limited to communist elites.

In addition to the difficult task of defining the external boundaries of
the Turkmen community, the Turkmen republic faced serious threats to
its internal cohesion. Despite the optimistic projections of Soviet statisti-
cians, the new republic was far from ethnically homogeneous. Turkmen
made up only about 77 percent of the republic’s total population of
around one million. The remainder were Uzbeks, Russians, Kazakhs,

8 1bid., d. 104, 1. 2.

% Ibid., op. 1, d. 21, I. 194,

% Ibid., d. 22, II. 39-40.

% GARE, f. 3316, op. 64, d. 410; also op. 19, d. 309.

% A number of these petitions can be found in RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 109.



ASSEMBLING THE NATION 65

Tajiks, Persians, Armenians, Karakalpaks, Jews, Baluchis, Kurds, and
members of other minority groups.’® The dearth of Turkmen in urban
areas posed a particular problem for Soviet modernizers. Although So-
viet cities were supposed to spread national culture and Soviet ideology
to rural peasants and nomads in their own languages, the cities of the
future Turkmen republic were overwhelmingly populated by non-Turk-
men— Tatars, Russians, Uzbeks, Armenians, and Persians. According to
1923 data, fewer than 1,000 of the 943,701 residents of the cities of
Turkestan and Khiva were Turkmen. (No figures were available for
Bukhara’s cities.)®” As Isaak Zelenskii wrote, “Can capitals which have a
different national composition from the basic majority of the population
fulfill the task of planting national culture and national progress? Of
course not.” The solution, he added, was “to change the national compo-
sition of capital cities.”*

While Soviet policy privileged the titular nationality within each repub-
lic, it also guaranteed “national development” and cultural autonomy to
minorities. Thus, Kurds, Uzbeks, and Armenians in the Turkmen republic
had the right to their own national soviets and native-language schools.”
Despite the pledge that minorities would be treated as full and equal citi-
zens, however, non-Turkmen were concerned about their status in the
new republic. Rank-and-file party officials of Turkmen extraction were
reportedly “ecstatic” when the news of national delimitation was made
public in the summer of 1924, but European workers and party members
were noticeably less enthusiastic. At a party meeting in Ashgabat on Au-
gust 11, Russian workers expressed “confusion as to how they will live
and work in Turkmenistan if everyone is speaking the native language.”**
Muslim minorities were also worried about their fate in a Turkmen repub-
lic. Sultan Kary, the chairman of the Khivan TsIK, was one of a number
of Uzbeks upset about the ceding of Dashhowuz to Turkmenistan. In a
letter to Zelenskii, he cited an incident in which Turkmen “bandits” had
attacked Uzbek settlements, driving away 410 sheep and taking seven
people captive. The Turkmen authorities, Kary maintained, had done
nothing to help the victims—an indication of the neglect Uzbeks could
expect in a Turkmen republic.”

If the officials of the new Turkmen republic were relatively sanguine
about the fate of ethnic minorities, they were more concerned at the pros-
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pect of intra-Turkmen conflict. The members of the Turkmen national
bureau recognized that it would not be easy to promote a sense of unity
and cohesion among the various Turkmen groups making up the new
republic. The delimitation would unite the Turkmen minority populations
of Turkestan, Khiva, and Bukhara into a single political entity. Of the
Turkmen in Soviet Central Asia before the national delimitation, about
43 percent lived in the Turkmen oblast’ of the Turkestani republic, while
27 percent were in Bukhara and 30 percent in Khiva.”* In Turkestan, Turk-
men were a tiny minority—266,672 out of a total population of
5,664,481. In Bukhara, too, Turkmen made up less than 10 percent of
the population—246,646 out of a population of 2,682,130. In Khiva,
Turkmen made up closer to 25 percent of the population—184,200 out
of a total of 640,040.%

These three Turkmen populations differed not only in their tribal com-
position but also in their historical experiences. The Mari and Ahal oases
in the former Turkmen oblast’ were home predominantly to Teke Turk-
men and were considered by the Russians—and by the Tekes—to be the
most economically and culturally developed part of the republic. This
central region of the republic, having been the longest under Russian dom-
ination, had the largest number of Turkmen who spoke Russian and was
the main source of native officials for the Soviet regime. To the east of the
former Turkmen oblast’, the Yomut regions of Khiva and the predomi-
nantly Ersari regions of Bukhara were considered to be more “back-
ward.” Unlike the Teke lands, these areas had little exposure to Soviet
institutions and the Russian language prior to 1924. Similarly, the West-
ern portion of Transcaspia, home to numerous Yomut nomads, was con-
sidered economically and culturally underdeveloped.®

The concern of some Turkmen officials about the potential for friction
among these diverse Turkmen populations was reflected in the debate over
where to locate the republican capital. Four members of the Turkmen
national bureau—Aitakov, Atabaev, B. Nazarov, and V. Naubatov—fa-
vored moving the capital immediately to Chirjew, near Bukhara. The
other two members, Halmirad Sihetmiradov and Nikolai Paskutskii, in-
sisted that the capital should remain in Ashgabat (known briefly in the
1920s as Poltoratsk), the center of the former Transcaspian province of
tsarist Turkestan.”” The proponents of Chirjew were primarily concerned

% Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, p. 15.

% Vareikis and Zelensky, Natsional’no-gosudarstvennoe razmezhevanie, p. 72; RGASPI,
£. 62, 0p. 2, d. 108, 1. 68.

% Turkmenskoe Natsional’noe Buro, “Gde byt stolitse Turkmenii?” Turkestanskaia
Pravda, September 9, 1924, p. 2.

7 RGASPL, f. 62, op. 1, d. 22, 1. 205, 1. 209-12. See also Karpych, “K istorii voznikno-
veniia Turkmenskoi SSR,” pp. 46-52.
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about the political unity of the republic. They argued that moving the
capital would show the government’s commitment to developing the less
advanced parts of the republic, proving to the newly incorporated Yomut
and Ersari Turkmen that national unification did not simply mean they
were being “colonized” by Tekes. In an editorial published in September
1924, the proponents of Chirjew argued that a successful “tribal” policy
was essential to the future cohesion of the new republic. In parts of former
Bukhara and Khiva, they wrote, the population is “armed to the teeth”
and individual tribes are afflicted with a “downright pathological self-
love.” If the concerns of these tribes were not respected, they might try
to secede from the Turkmen republic.”® The majority of bureau members
considered Chirjew to be an ideal compromise capital because of its loca-
tion in a “neutral” area between the three main regions of the new repub-
lic: “Making Poltoratsk into the capital, given the ignorance and back-
wardness of the Khorezmian and Bukharan Turkmen, will create the
impression of their subordination to the Tekes and will threaten us with
a real rupture.” The choice of Chirjew would also be instrumental in
attracting back the many Bukharan Turkmen who had fled to Afghanistan
during the Civil War. Many of these emigrants “looked with hope on the
newly born republic, but only in the context of their own tribes.” For
those Turkmen, the authors added, “Tekes are just as hostile an element
as Uzbeks, and subordination to Poltoratsk will be a deadly insult.”

The proponents of Chirjew prevailed at a meeting of the national bu-
reau on August 24, 1924, but Sihetmiradov and Paskutskii continued to
campaign for Poltoratsk/Ashgabat.'® They scoffed at the concerns of
those who favored Chirjew, arguing that the most important thing for
the new republic was to set to work immediately establishing schools,
hospitals, and newspapers. Such a “running start” could be made only if
Ashgabat were used as the capital, at least for the time being. All the
“cultured” people in the republic, both European and native, lived in
and around Ashgabat, they noted, while Chirjew lacked the facilities to
accommodate the new government and its employees. Thus, a “correct
policy” would locate the capital in the center of the republic, “employing
all of its dynamic cultural strengths and technical potential, [and] using
the center’s resources to raise the east and the west to the necessary level”
(emphasis in original).'™

The two factions do not appear to have been motivated by regional or
tribal patriotism. The four members of the pro-Chirjew camp had diverse

% Turkmenskoe Natsional’'noe Buro, “Gde byt stolitse Turkmenii?” p. 2.
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backgrounds. Atabaev was a Teke from Transcaspia and Aitakov a Yomut
from Western Transcaspia, while Nazarov and Naubatov were from
Khiva and Bukhara, respectively. It may be significant that at least three
of these individuals had worked in Bukhara or Khiva before the delimita-
tion. This experience may have made them more aware than the two pro-
moters of Ashgabat—Paskutskii, a Russian, and Sihetmiradov, a Teke
who was perhaps the most russified and Moscow-oriented of the Turkmen
communists—of the potential resentments and centrifugal tendencies
within the republic.

The Central Asian Bureau approved the choice of Chirjew on September
1, 1924, after hearing the arguments of each side.!”? A committee was
formed to begin preparing Chirjew for its role as republican capital.!®
However, the move to Chirjew never took place, apparently because of
the practical difficulties involved in moving government institutions and
their staffs to a new town.!” Ashgabat, the former tsarist administrative
center, became the capital of the new Turkmen republic, and many of
the “tribal” problems anticipated by the proponents of Chirjew did in
fact arise.

The Turkmen National Bureau’s final proposal for a Turkmen Soviet
Socialist Republic was adopted by the Central Asian Bureau on September
7, 1924.1% The republic would include the five districts of the Turkmen
(formerly Transcaspian) province of Turkestan, the Chirjew and Kerki
provinces and a portion of the Shirabad (Kelif) province of the Bukharan
republic, and the Turkmen or Dashhowuz province of the Khivan repub-
lic. It would be bounded by Persia and Afghanistan in the south, by the
Caspian Sea in the west, by Uzbekistan in the east and northeast, and by
Kazakhstan in the northwest. The new republic would be divided into five
provinces, or okrugi: Poltoratsk, Mari, Chirjew (now renamed Leninsk),
Kerki, and Dashhowuz. Each of these provinces, in turn, would be broken
down into four or five districts, or raiony.!® In the months leading up to
the first meeting of the Turkmen republic’s new Congress of Soviets on
February 14, 1925, Soviet officials worked to organize and staff the cen-
tral party and state institutions of the republic.!” A revolutionary commit-
tee under the leadership of Aitakov took over the day-to-day administra-
tion of the republic until permanent institutions could be formed.!%
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Figure 4. Soviet Central Asia after the “national delimitation.” This map reflects
the later upgrading of the Tajik (1929), Kazakh (1936), and Kyrgyz (1936) auton-
omous republics to union republic status.

The Turkmen republic officially became a member of the Union of So-
viet Socialist Republics at the third all-union Congress of Soviets in May,
1925." The infant republic embarked on the process of natsional’noe
stroitel’stvo, or nation-building, with a distinct set of assets and liabilities.
On the one hand, it possessed a small but enthusiastic coterie of native
officials who were deeply committed to the idea of Turkmen political and
cultural autonomy—a commitment that had been reinforced by their par-
ticipation in the process of delimitation. On the other hand, the new re-
public faced significant threats to its cohesion: a divided Turkmen popula-
tion, restive ethnic minorities, and a tenuous connection between an
urban-based regime and an overwhelmingly rural population.

10 Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, p. 34.



Chapter Three

ETHNIC PREFERENCES AND
ETHNIC CONFLICT

THE RISE OF A TURKMEN NATIONAL ELITE

Party received an urgent assignment: find seven young women of in-

digenous nationalities to enroll in the new Central Asian Communist
University in Tashkent. For the 1925-26 academic year, the university
had reserved 20 percent of its admissions slots for native Central Asian
women. The Turkmen republic was allotted seven places—five for women
of the titular nationality and one each for members of the republic’s
Uzbek and Kazakh minorities. The deputy director of the women’s de-
partment, Comrade Ross, asked her subordinates in local offices through-
out Turkmenistan for help in finding seven prospective scholars. The
problem, she wrote, was that the university accepted only literate people,
“that is, those able to read and write in their native language and familiar
with the four operations of arithmetic,” yet few Turkmen women pos-
sessed these abilities. In seeking out “suitable candidates,” therefore, local
officials should simply look for women between sixteen and twenty-five
years of age, “healthy people, not suffering from trachoma or venereal
diseases,” who were willing to study in Tashkent and whose departure
would not cause “family difficulties.” An inability to read and write was
no obstacle, since the chosen seven would “liquidate their illiteracy” over
the summer before beginning their university studies.!

Comrade Ross’s task illustrates both the uniquely ambitious and the
uniquely problematic nature of Soviet nationality policy. In the brave new
world of Soviet Central Asia in the 1920s, there was nothing at all implau-
sible about plucking a young woman from her parental home in a remote
Turkmen village, teaching her to read and write, and sending her off to
the big city to study Marxist-Leninist political economy. Nor was there
anything unusual about the party’s attempt to manipulate the ethnic and
gender composition of the Tashkent university’s student body. If the
1924-25 Soviet partition of Central Asia into national-territorial repub-

IN MAY 19235, the women’s department of the Turkmen Communist

' RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 440, 1. 84.
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lics based on ethnic criteria had been unprecedented, so, too, was the
ambitious Soviet effort to promote local elites, languages, and cultures
within each republic. With good reason, the Soviet Union of the 1920s
and 1930s been called an “affirmative action empire.”?

According to the tenets of Soviet nationality policy, the promotion of
national cultures and elites in non-Russian republics would help to atone
for the past oppression of these regions by tsarist colonizers. Moreover,
local elites fluent in the native language and familiar with the native way
of life would be better able than outsiders to introduce socialist ideas to
the non-Russian masses. The Soviet efforts to recruit native cadres and
foster the use of local languages in education and government adminstra-
tion came to be known as korenizatsiia, a term derived from the Russian
words koren’ (root) and korennoi (indigenous) and usually translated as
“indigenization.” Indigenization was intended to make Soviet power
seem homegrown and approachable. In strictly pragmatic terms, it meant
that non-Russians would be able to communicate with the Soviet govern-
ment in their native language, whether they were applying for a job, con-
sulting a doctor, registering a marriage, or complaining about a high-
handed official. In political and psychological terms, indigenization
sought to distance the Soviet government from tsarist colonialism and
convince non-Russian nationalities that it supported their aspirations for
self-determination and cultural autonomy.?

In the 1920s and the first part of the 1930s, Soviet authorities passed
decree after decree on indigenization, adopting ever higher quotas for the
recruitment of local nationals and ever more stringent deadlines for the
use of indigenous languages in government work and education. In Turk-
menistan, however, this campaign faced an uphill struggle. The Soviet
administration needed individuals who could execute bureaucratic com-
mands and document government work in protocols and reports. But the
overwhelming majority of Turkmen were illiterate and lived in rural areas,
far from the cities where the new Soviet administration was based. Tradi-
tional Muslim confessional education, which emphasized oral transmis-
sion of knowledge and the memorization and recitation of sacred texts,
was not well suited to the production of Soviet bureaucrats. Moreover,
there was no history of modern state administration using the native lan-
guage in Turkmen-inhabited areas. Individuals had to be attracted to the

2 This phrase was coined by Terry Martin.

3 See Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, chap. 1 for a comprehensive analysis of
the goals and strategies of indigenization. See also Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal
Apartment,” 414-52; George Liber, “Korenizatsiia: Restructuring Soviet Nationality Policy
in the 1920s,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 14, no. 1 (January 1991), pp. 15-22; Simon, Na-
tionalism, pp. 20-70.
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city, acclimatized to urban life, and taught basic literacy before they could
even begin training for government work.*

In the decades before the Second World War, the pace of indigenization
was slow in Turkmenistan. Despite the strong support for the policy at
the highest levels of the Soviet state, Turkmen remained a minority within
the Soviet government and Russian continued to serve as the administra-
tive lingua franca. The most obvious reason for the slow progress was
that the goals of Soviet-style affirmative action were unrealistic, given the
tiny number of Turkmen who were culturally equipped to work in a mod-
ern state bureaucracy. Another reason was the deep hostility of many
Europeans toward preferential policies for the titular nationality. Viewing
indigenization as a form of reverse discrimination against the competent
and the qualified, they resisted the policy strenuously. Finally, there was a
high level of dissatisfaction among the beneficiaries of ethnic preferences.
Turkmen who worked and studied in Soviet institutions were often poorly
prepared for their new roles, shabbily treated by colleagues and class-
mates, and ambivalent about adapting to a Russian-dominated cultural
environment. The result, all too often, was a high rate of attrition among
Turkmen officials and students.

Although designed to appease national sentiments among non-Rus-
sians, the policy of indigenization led to sharp interethnic tensions within
the Turkmen republic and the emergence of an aggrieved and resentful
Turkmen nationalism. The incessant drumbeat of pro-indigenization pro-
paganda raised expectations among Turkmen that they would soon be
masters of their own republic; when Russians and the Russian language
remained dominant, Turkmen frustration was palpable. Moreover, dissat-
isfaction was greatest among those who were the main beneficiaries of
the policy—Turkmen who had been recruited into the Communist Party,
state bureaucracy, and higher education. Just as colonized elites in Asia
and Africa used the democratic rhetoric of their European rulers to justify
their demands for independence, Turkmen elites learned to turn the Soviet
rhetoric of national equality against its Russian originators. Citing the
principles of Leninist nationality policy, these Turkmen demanded that
the regime make good on its promises that natives and the native language
would predominate in the republic.’

* In Russian-ruled Turkestan, administrative business had been conducted in the Russian
language. After the revolution, the republic’s new Soviet administration was dominated by
Russians and urban Central Asians, while Russian continued to be the dominant language.
In the Bukharan and Khivan republics, state administration prior to 1924 was conducted
mainly in the Turkic dialects eventually codified as Uzbek. RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 490, 1l.
149-50; GARE, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, l. 47. On Muslim schools in Central Asia, see
Khalid, Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform, pp. 20-34.

> On the tendency of colonized elites to appropriate the ideology of the “mother coun-
try,” see Dagmar Engels and Shula Marks, eds., Contesting Colonial Hegemony: State and
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THE ORIGINS OF SOVIET ETHNIC PREFERENCES

Within the Soviet Union as a whole, the policy of indigenization received
its authoritative form in 1923. Resolutions adopted by the twelfth Com-
munist Party congress in April of that year declared that the administra-
tion of national republics should be “made up predominantly of local
people, knowing the language, way of life, morals and customs of the
corresponding peoples” and called for “special laws, guaranteeing the use
of the native language in all government agencies and all institutions serv-
ing the local non-Russian population and national minorities.”®

The policy laid out by the party was quite clear; the government should
be made up predominantly of local people and the native language should
be used in all government agencies and all institutions serving the local
non-Russian population. How to accomplish this, however, was open to
debate. Most officials recognized that there was a close link between the
recruitment of native personnel and the use of the native language. Soviet
authorities could hope to recruit and retain large numbers of Turkmen
only if their native language were widely used in the bureaucracy, since
few Turkmen knew Russian. But the use of the Turkmen language could
not be ensured without the presence of a critical mass of Turkmen employ-
ees, since even fewer Russians spoke Turkmen.

In the first years of the republic’s existence, Soviet authorities made a
concerted effort to forge ahead in both spheres of indigenization. The
campaign to create a Turkmen elite began before the division of Central
Asia into national republics in 1924-25. Within the Turkestani, Bukha-
ran, and Khivan republics that were subsequently dismantled by the “na-
tional delimitation,” Soviet authorities attempted to recruit Turkmen into
village soviets, district executive committees, and the Communist Party.
Local authorities also made the first steps toward promoting the use of
the Turkmen language in education and publishing in the first half of the
1920s. In May 1920, the Turkmen-language newspaper Tiirkmenistan
began to appear in Ashgabat. In Tashkent, a Turkmen cultural commis-
sion was established in 1922 and charged with standardizing the Turkmen
language and publishing Turkmen textbooks.” Training courses for Turk-
men-speaking teachers were offered in the cities of Tashkent, Ashgabat,
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ASSR (Ashgabat: Turkmengosizdat, 1959), pp. 38, 140.
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and Mari, and a new Turkmen pedagogical school opened its doors in
April 19228

The creation of a Turkmen national republic in 1924-25 meant that
indigenization would need to be practiced on a much more ambitious
scale. The republic would have an extensive hierarchy of party organiza-
tions, ranging from the Central Committee at the top to village party
cells at the bottom; a complete hierarchy of soviet organizations, from
the Central Executive Committee of Soviets (TsIK) to the village soviets
that dotted the countryside; and a republican Council of People’s Com-
missars (Sovnarkom) overseeing commissariats devoted to agriculture,
education, criminal justice, health, finance, labor, and other spheres of
government activity. The republic would also have its own economic or-
gans duplicating those on the all-union level, including its own branches
of the state economic planning agency (Gosplan) and the Central Statisti-
cal Administration (TsSU). Finally, every national republic had to have a
full complement of cultural institutions—book publishers, newspapers,
museums, libraries, and institutes of higher education. Finding the huge
number of employees required to staff all of these new institutions became
an urgent problem.

The campaign to recruit local people was stymied from the start by the
shortage of literate Turkmen; Soviet sources estimated that between 97
and 99 percent of Turkmen were unable to read and write.” In order to
meet the critical need for native government officials, the Soviet regime
initially employed all those who were even remotely qualified, whatever
their class background and political orientation. This meant that many
of those hired were members of the “exploiting classes”—wealthy land-
owners, merchants, Muslim clergymen, former tsarist army officers and
administrators—since such individuals were the ones most likely to have
the necessary qualifications for civil service. In the early and mid-1920s,
some compromise of the regime’s class principles was thought to be un-
avoidable in the non-Russian periphery; as Stalin said in 1923, “In the
eastern republics and provinces, intellectuals, thinking people, even liter-
ate people are so few in number that you can count them on your fingers—
how, in view of this, can we not treasure them?”'® Over the long term,

8 Ibid., p. 139; D. Chersheev, Kul'turnaia revoliutsiia v Turkmenistane (Ashgabat: Izda-
tel’stvo Turkmenistan, 1970), p. 46.

9 RGASPL f. 62, op. 3, d. 42, 1. 2; op. 2, d. 545, 1. 23; GARE, f. 3316, op. 19, d. 105,
I. 11. Soviet illiteracy figures may have been exaggerated. Just a few years earlier, tsarist
administrators had estimated that around 88 percent of the native population of Transcas-
pia was illiterate. Obzor Zakaspiiskoi oblasti za 1912-1913-1914 g. (Ashgabat, 1916), p.
237.

10 Sultanbekov, Tainy natsional’noi politiki, p. 81.
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the plan was to replace this “old intelligentsia” with a new Soviet elite
forged in socialist educational institutions."

In Turkmenistan, the small number of natives who had received more
than a rudimentary education in the prerevolutionary period fell into two
main categories: those who were Russian educated and those who had
attended Muslim confessional schools. The former had attended the so-
called Russian-native schools established by the tsarist regime in Transcas-
pia, which sought to train local boys as Russian-speaking translators,
clerks, and assistants.!> The second group of Turkmen had received a tra-
ditional Muslim education and had had relatively little contact with Rus-
sian colonial authorities; many of them lived in Bukhara and Khiva,
which were nominally sovereign states under tsarist protection.

Cutting across this line between Russian-educated and Muslim-educated
Turkmen was a division between Communist Party members and “non-
party intellectuals.” Most of the leading political jobs within the new re-
public were occupied by Turkmen Communist Party officials who had
joined the party between 1917 and 1924. Party members tended to be
russified Turkmen; many of them had attended tsarist Russian-native
schools prior to the revolution and spoke Russian well, and most were
from the Russian-colonized Transcaspian province of the Turkestani re-
public. A typical example was the influential communist Gaigisiz Atabaev,
who had attended a Russian-native school in Tejen and worked as a teacher
in Russian-native schools in Mari and Biherden before the revolution.?

While the Communist Party members were mainly Russian-educated,
the “nonparty intellectuals” included both russified and nonrussified Turk-
men. Some of the non—party members recruited to work for the Soviet
regime had attended Russian schools or served in the tsarist army. These
individuals were most often recruited into the new republic’s cultural and
educational institutions, rather than into positions of political leadership.

"'T. Durdyev, Formirovanie i razvitie Turkmenskoi sovetskoi intelligentsii (Ashgabat,
1972), pp. 35-43.

12 Pierce, Russian Central Asia, pp. 214-17; B. A. Khodjakulieva, “Russko-tuzemnye
shkoly v Zakaspiiskoi oblasti (konets XIX-nachalo XX v.),” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk
TSSR, seriia obshchestvennykh nauk, no. 4 (1995): 18. These schools were similar to the
IPminsky schools founded earlier in the nineteenth century by tsarist authorities in Kazan, in
that they stressed bilingual education in Russian and the native tongue. Unlike the II’'minsky
schools, however, the Russian-native schools in Turkestan did not proselytize for the Rus-
sian Orthodox faith, since the Turkestani governor-general had prohibited attempts to con-
vert the Muslims of Central Asia. On II’'minsky schools, see Robert P. Geraci, Window on
the East: National and Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist Russia (Ithaca and London: Cor-
nell University Press, 2001).

13 Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, pp. 190-91;
Berdi Kerbabaev, Chudom rozhdennyi (Kaigysyz Atabaev): Roman-khronika (Moscow: So-
vetskii Pisatel’, 1967), pp. 7-14.
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The prominent Teke leader Seidmirad Ovezbaev, for example, was an offi-
cer in the tsarist army and commanded the Ahal cavalry regiment for the
Whites during the Civil War. After defecting to the Bolsheviks, he first
worked as an education official and later became a member of the presid-
ium of Gosplan.'* Hajimirad Hojamiradov, a graduate of the Aleksandrov
military academy and a highly decorated veteran of the tsarist army in
World War I, served as director of the state museum of the Soviet Turkmen
republic.” Karash-Khan Ogly Yomut Khan (known as Yomutskii in Rus-
sian-language sources) received a Russian military education and served as
an officer in the tsarist army. After retiring from military service, Yomutskii
became a scholar, ethnographer, and critic of Russian colonial rule in Turk-
menistan, writing extensively on Turkmen culture and traditions. He held
various cultural posts within the Turkmen republic after 1925.1¢

A second group of noncommunist intellectuals had a traditional Mus-
lim education. They were educated in local mekdeps (confessional elemen-
tary schools) and in some cases had attended medreses (Muslim secondary
schools) in Bukhara and elsewhere. They were literate in Turkic languages
and in many cases Arabic and Persian, though not necessarily in Russian.
The most prominent among them were Muhammet Geldiev, a Mangi-
shlak Yomut educated in medreses in Bukhara and Ufa who played a
leading role in creating a standardized Turkmen language; Berdi Kerba-
baev, born in Tejen and educated in a Bukharan medrese, who became
editor of the satirical journal Tokmak and perhaps the best-known of all
Soviet Turkmen writers; and the Bukharan Turkmen leader Abdilhekim
Gulmuhammedov, a poet and literary scholar who became deputy editor
of the Turkmen-language newspaper Tiirkmenistan and wrote extensively
on Turkmen culture in the 1920s."

Even after the recruitment of virtually every qualified Turkmen—com-
munists and noncommunists, graduates of Russian and Muslim schools
alike—the Soviet government’s voracious hunger for manpower was not
slaked. Nor were republican institutions even close to being staffed pre-
dominantly by indigenous Turkmen, although the number of Turkmen had
increased slightly. Between January 1925 and January 1926, the propor-
tion of Turkmen employees in the republic’s central bureaucracy had risen
from 8.6 percent to 13 percent. In absolute terms, 109 of the 804 employ-
ees in central republican institutions in early 1926 were Turkmen. The
remainder were overwhelmingly Russians and other Europeans, along
with representatives of other “Eastern nationalities” such as Uzbeks and

14 Kerbabaev, Chudom rozhdennyi, pp. 168-70; RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 3086, 1. 12.

5 Ivanchenko. “Pravda i domysli ob odnoi neordinarnoi lichnosti,” pp. 37, 41-42.

16 Turkmenskaia iskra, April 21, 1929, p. 3.

70n Geldiev, see T. Tichmiradov, Muhammet Geldieving 6mri we doredijiligi (Ashga-
bat, 1989), pp. 14-15; on Kerbabaev, see A. Aborskii, Vremia oglianut’sia: sapiski literatora
(Moscow: Sovetskii Pisatel’, 1988), pp. 27-29.



ETHNIC PREFERENCES AND CONFLICT 77

Kazakhs."® Even though Turkmen officials were disproportionately placed
in highly visible leadership positions, their presence was not enough to
ensure that the Turkmen language would be the lingua franca of the bu-
reaucracy or that the Soviet regime would seem “indigenous.”

To address this problem, the republican Central Executive Committee
(TsIK) established the Central Commission on the Indigenization of the
State Apparatus on October 13, 1926. Nadirbai Aitakov, chair of the
TsIK, was the commission’s formal head. His deputy—and the man who
actually did most of the day-to-day work—was TsIK deputy chairman
Begjan Nazarov.” The indigenization commission was responsible for in-
creasing the recruitment of Turkmen into industrial and governmental
jobs. Nazarov attempted to fulfill this mandate by wheedling, cajoling,
and twisting the arms of employers throughout Turkmenistan. The com-
mission had little enforcement power, however, and most non-Turkmen
regarded its efforts with a jaundiced eye.

In the mid-1920s, the indigenization commission tried a variety of strat-
egies to encourage the employment of Turkmen. One was the praktikant-
stvo, or internship program, under which Turkmen recruits received a
salary while participating in on-the-job training with a government
agency. The ineffectiveness of this approach quickly became evident. Be-
cause nearly every minimally qualified person in the republic was already
employed by the state, the people recruited as interns had absolutely no
qualifications for government service. They were often illiterate and com-
pletely unfamiliar with the conventions of office work. As a result, they
were simply a burden on the institutions that employed them. For the
most part, they failed to receive the training they had been promised, but
instead were assigned to run errands or simply given nothing at all to
do.?® A slightly more successful approach involved the training of Turk-
men recruits in special courses before placing them in jobs. Republican-
level institutions such as the commissariats of justice, finance, education,
and internal affairs offered specialized training for potential employees.*
Once again, however, the high level of illiteracy among the population
and the small number of Turkmen living in the cities made it difficult to
find people eligible for such training. Preparatory courses in basic literacy
had to be offered in order to create a contingent of qualified students.?

18 GARE, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, II. 42-3; RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 545, 1. 14.

Y RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 490, 1. 119, 1. 128; GARE, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, 1. 43.

2 GAREF, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, 1l. 40-41, 119. Terry Martin has pointed out that host
institutions disliked the praktikantstvo system since they had to pay the interns’ salaries out
of their own budgets. By 1926-27, this system was being phased out throughout the USSR.
Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, p. 135.

2 GARE, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, 1. 40.

2 RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 490, 1. 120.
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The effort to create a Turkmen “technical intelligentsia” by recruiting
students into higher education faced similar problems. Soviet authorities
believed that the formation of cadres of Turkmen “specialists”—doctors,
accountants, agronomists, and so forth—would have beneficial effects for
indigenization more generally. First, it would create a new pool of Soviet-
educated people from which to recruit for government jobs. The emer-
gence of Turkmen technical specialists would also ensure the presence of
Turkmen-speaking individuals in professions that required considerable
contact with the rural population. Yet the quotas for recruitment of Turk-
men students were rarely met. So few Turkmen were qualified for entry
into technical institutes that prospective students generally had to attend
special preparatory courses before they could begin the actual program
of study.”

On a basic level, these problems were caused by the Turkmen popula-
tion’s lack of exposure to modern, secular education. Comrade Ross’s
casual approach to the liquidation of illiteracy notwithstanding, it was
extremely difficult to go directly from the mekdep to the medical institute
or budget office without at least a brief sojourn in European-style elemen-
tary and secondary schools. Only the spread of Soviet schools throughout
the republic could create a larger pool of potential recruits for the Soviet
regime. Yet Soviet authorities did not expect to introduce universal pri-
mary education in the Turkmen republic until the 1939-40 academic year.
Moreover, the “universal education” envisioned by republican authorities
would guarantee every child just one year of schooling; only children in
urban and “more advanced” rural areas would be entitled to attend for
a longer period. It would be decades before a contingent of Turkmen
youngsters would graduate from Soviet secondary schools.?*

“Ir I WERE SOME AHMET-BA1, THEY WouLD HaVE TAKEN ME.”

Given all the difficulties involved in transforming members of a largely
rural and partly nomadic population into cogs of a modern bureaucratic
state, a sizable and competent Turkmen Soviet elite simply could not be

2 On preparatory divisions, see T. Durdyev, “Rol’ rabfakov v podgotovke kadrov intelli-
gentsii v Turkmenistane,” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk TSSR, seriia obshchestvennykh nauk,
no. 1 (1981): 50-51; RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1611, 1. 25; f. 17, op. 30, d. 123, 1. 57.

2 M. Vereshchagin, “Balans kadrov narodnogo khoziaistva i kul’turnogo stroitel’stva
Turk. SSR,” Revoliutsiia i natsional’nosti, no. 10-11 (October-November 1931): 101;
M. Mikhailov, “VNO i likbez v Turkmenii,” Revoliutsiia i natsional’nosti, no. 9 (September
1931): 95-98. On weaknesses in secondary education in the national republics more gener-
ally, see Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 374-75; Blitstein, “Stalin’s Nations,”
p. 192.
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conjured up overnight. Nevertheless, many Turkmen expected rapid re-
sults from indigenization and blamed the obstructionist tactics of Russian
officials for the slow progress. They were not entirely wrong to do so.
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, there was considerable resistance to the
policy among Russians and other non-Turkmen, especially at the lower
echelons of the Soviet bureaucracy and the Communist Party. Opponents
of indigenization complained that important jobs would be filled by un-
qualified and illiterate natives. Typically, a European employer would ob-
ject, “How can I take a Turkmen into my organization? I won’t fulfill the
plan and I’ll mess up the work.”* A Russian agronomist at the Bairamali
state farm declared in 1931 that a job opening “should be filled by a
literate and intelligent Russian. Placing an illiterate and undeveloped na-
tional minority person in this position is not desirable—they won’t be
able to handle the work. I categorically protest against this.”?

Russian industrial workers and students vigorously opposed preferen-
tial hiring and admissions policies for the titular nationality, believing that
such preferences came at their expense. As a Russian applicant said after
being rejected by the Higher Communist Agricultural School: “If I were
some Akhmet-Bai, they would have taken me, but they won’t take a Rus-
sian.”? Factories were often reluctant to hire Turkmen. According to an
October 1926 estimate, only about 11 percent of all workers in industry
and transport were Turkmen.”?® Many employers refused to cooperate
with the efforts of the indigenization commission to raise these numbers.
When Nazarov called the director of a meat processing plant to complain
about the plant’s failure to hire Turkmen workers, the director retorted,
“Comrade Nazarov, you’re not responsible for my job, so don’t inter-
fere.”” The railroad, one of the leading employers in Turkmenistan, was
notorious for its resistance to indigenization. In early 1925, fewer than 4
percent of its workers were Turkmen.* Railway workers in Krasnovodsk
expressed their opposition to the preferential hiring of Turkmen, claiming
that “Turkmen are poorly trained, but they make lots of material de-
mands,” and “they’re throwing out Russians and putting in Turkmen.”3!

While some Russians believed that they were victimized by preferences
for the titular nationality, Turkmen maintained that they were unfairly

¥ Ja. A. Popok, O likvidatsii Sredne-Aziatskikh organov i zadachakh kompartii Turk-
menii: Doklad sekretaria TsK KPT na sobranii partaktiva Ashkhabada, 16. okt. 1934 (Ash-
gabat, Turkmenpartizdat, 1934), p 30.

2 RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 2587, 1. 36.

¥ Popok, O likvidatsii, pp. 28-29.

% RGASPL f. 17, op. 60, d. 814, 1. 81.

 Ibid., f. 62, op. 3, d. 397, 1. 108.

3 GARE, f. 3316, op. 20, d. 156, 1l. 40-41.

% RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 545, 1. 35.
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passed over in favor of “foreigners” within their own republic.’* A Turk-
men newspaper correspondent lamented in 1927 that Persians and Europe-
ans were invariably able to land jobs in the Turkmen republic, while “our
own people” were unable to find a position.** Mirroring the Russian com-
plaints about incompetent Turkmen, Turkmen officials maintained that
Russians came to work in Turkmenistan because they were unqualified for
jobs elsewhere. An official in the Sayat region told villagers that most of
the Russians working in the Turkmen republic were dishonest and only
came to Turkmenistan because they couldn’t find jobs “in the USSR.”3*
Turkmen proponents of indigenization believed that an understanding of
local conditions was more important than the formal qualifications empha-
sized by Russians; it was unfair, in their view, that Russians who lacked a
basic knowledge of the local language were taking jobs away from native
Turkmen.* Turkmen also accused Russians of having little commitment to
the republic; those who worked in Turkmenistan were merely building up
“political capital” in the periphery in order to land a more prestigious
job in Moscow.*® This dual sense of victimization, in which Turkmen and
Europeans each felt deprived of their rightful due by ethnic rivals, proved
to be a potent source of conflict in the 1920s and 1930s.

In addition to disputes over sheer numbers of Turkmen hired, contro-
versy erupted in the mid-1920s over the responsibilities and behavior of
Turkmen officials on the job. In 1925 and 1926, a number of Turkmen
had been appointed to highly visible positions in the state and party appa-
ratus. They were people’s commissars, first secretaries of party commit-
tees, and leaders of a host of other government organizations. However,
it was widely acknowledged that Turkmen officials often did not wield
the authority that should go with their positions. Frequently, a European
deputy working behind the scenes had the real decision-making power.
Everyone agreed that this was a problem, but there was little consensus
on who was to blame.

In August 1926, Atabaev, chairman of the Turkmen republic’s Council
of People’s Commissars, and Shali Ibragimov, the Tatar first secretary of
the Turkmen Communist Party, addressed a harshly critical letter to high-

32 Tokmak, no. 69 (1927). Cited in RGASPL, £. 62, op. 2, d. 1185, 1. 100.

3 Tokmak, no. 20-21 (1927) and no. 31 (1927). Cited in RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 1185,
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see Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad: Turksib and the Building of Socialism (Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), pp. 138-39.



ETHNIC PREFERENCES AND CONFLICT 81

ranking Turkmen officials. The two claimed that Turkmen officials placed
in high positions “have not yet devoted enough attention to learning their
jobs and are more figureheads than genuine leaders.”*” As a result, Atabaev
and Ibragimov wrote, “all questions that arise in the process of an institu-
tion’s work are dealt with by European comrades, and a question often
will not receive the essential corrective from the point of view of local
specificities.” For this situation, “the main share of blame falls on the native
employees.”* Atabaev and Ibragimov urged Turkmen officials to make a
greater effort to become the “genuine leaders” of their organizations.

Begjan Nazarov responded indignantly to the charge that Turkmen offi-
cials were themselves to blame for their lack of authority. In a letter to
the Turkmen Central Committee, he argued that Turkmen officials found
themselves in an impossible position due to the “Europeanization” of the
government—in other words, the dominance of Europeans and the Russian
language. This, he argued, prevented Turkmen-speaking officials from un-
derstanding what was going on around them, let alone exercising real lead-
ership. Moreover, it was unfair to blame Turkmen officials for failing to
provide a local perspective when policies were formulated, since European
officials almost never turned to natives for advice and information.*

This dispute underscored the tensions that had arisen not just between
Turkmen and Europeans, but also between russified and nonrussified
Turkmen. Nazarov noted that Bukharan and Khivan Turkmen were at a
disadvantage relative to those who lived in the tsarist-colonized Transcas-
pian province, since government business in the first two republics had
been conducted in Persian or Turkic and officials there had not been ex-
posed to Russian. The result of the “Europeanization” of republican insti-
tutions, therefore, was to divide Turkmen officials into two groups: “those
who know Russian, and are therefore able to cope with their work, and
those who don’t know that language, whom we are now calling ‘figure-
heads.” ”* To Nazarov, a Bukharan Turkmen who did not speak Russian,
the Russian-educated Atabaev appeared to be criticizing his fellow Turk-
men from a position of unfair advantage.

Accusations of differential treatment were not limited to the highest ech-
elons of the Soviet bureaucracy. In factories, state farms, schools, and li-
braries, Turkmen complained that they were treated as second-class citi-

7 GARE, f. 3316, op. 64, d. 265, 1. 1-2.
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zens within their own republic. At a January 1927 meeting of the Central
Asian Bureau, the chair of the Turkmen Central Executive Committee,
Aitakov, said that unequal treatment of Turkmen industrial workers was
hindering the development of a Turkmen proletariat. Because “certain Eu-
ropean comrades . . . think that Turkmen are used to living in their yurts
and therefore don’t need to live in a building,” Turkmen workers were not
permitted to live in factory housing along with their Russian comrades.
Instead, “at the end of the work day, Turkmen are forced to walk three or
four versts home to their yurts, only to return to work the following morn-
ing.” Denied the opportunity to socialize with Russian workers after
hours, Turkmen were unable to become acquainted with true proletarian
culture." The Turkmen Communist Party secretary Halmirad Sihetmira-
dov agreed, noting that under such conditions Turkmen production work-
ers would never shed their backward peasant mentality.*

Along with segregated housing conditions, Turkmen workers claimed
that they were given last priority in the allocation of consumer goods. A
party cell secretary at the Bairamali state farm in 1931 told Central Asian
Bureau investigators, “Russian workers throw Turkmen and national mi-
norities out of line at the cooperative stores—the most and best groceries
are always given out to the Russians, while the leftovers are for Turkmen
and national minorities.”* Turkmen also reported separate and unequal
treatment in educational and cultural institutions. In the republic’s insti-
tutes of higher education, they complained about being assigned to infe-
rior dormitories and special “preparatory divisions” for those without
knowledge of Russian. In one particularly egregious case, Turkmen stu-
dents at the Bairamali polytechnical institute in May 1928 claimed that
the school’s director, a former professor at Tomsk University, had prohib-
ited them from entering the Russian dorm or socializing with Russian
students.* Even in the public reading rooms where citizens could peruse
the latest newspapers and magazines, Russians reportedly received better
treatment. A Turkmen-language satirical magazine claimed that the Rus-
sian reading room in Ashgabat boasted two large lamps that “shone like
the moon,” while Turkmen readers were forced to decipher their newspa-
pers by the light of a single dim bulb. Seeking to explain this difference,
the editors slyly suggested that the authorities were simply trying to pro-
tect Turkmen eyesight: “In the old days, our eyes weren’t used to so much
bright light, so they might be damaged if suddenly exposed to too much
of it.”¥

4 RGASPL £. 62, op. 1, d. 220, L. 59.
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Figure 5. Turkmen worker at lunch in a Soviet cafeteria, 1930. (From the col-
lection of the Russian State Archive of Film and Photographic Documents at
Krasnogorsk.)
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Like the campaign to recruit Turkmen personnel, the attempt to man-
date the use of the Turkmen language was fraught with problems. In Au-
gust 1924, the Turkmen National Bureau adopted a decree calling for the
linguistic “Turkmenization” of the state apparatus. It declared that village
and district-level organs should conduct their work exclusively in Turk-
men, while higher-level organs should conduct correspondence simultane-
ously in Turkmen and in Russian.* The first Turkmen Congress of Soviets
passed a similar resolution in 1925, adding that the Kerki, Chirjew, and
Dashhowuz provinces—those that had been part of Bukhara and Khiva—
should conduct all correspondence in the local language.*” These were the
first of many such decrees within the republic. Throughout the 1920s and
1930s, however, attempts to require the use of Turkmen enjoyed little
success, largely because most government institutions were still domi-
nated by Russian speakers.

Around 1927, the Central Asian Bureau signaled a new, more language-
oriented approach to indigenization throughout Central Asia. There would
be less emphasis on recruiting members of the titular nationality; the focus
now would be on hiring individuals able to speak the local language, re-
gardless of their ethnicity. This shift resulted from a growing awareness of
the difficulties involved in recruiting indigenous nationals. The hostility of
Russians to ethnic preferences may have also played a role; the new ap-
proach to indigenization was less overtly discriminatory, allowing Russians
a chance to compete for the best jobs as long as they were willing to learn
the local language.*® Under the new policy, the main focus of linguistic
indigenization would be on those organizations that “served the masses”
most directly, such as the commissariats of agriculture, justice, education,
and health. While most state institutions would be expected to produce
paperwork in both Russian and Turkmen, these commissariats would be
required to use Turkmen exclusively in their work.*

Central Asian Bureau chairman Isaak Zelenskii presented the rationale
for the new, language-focused approach to indigenization at a Bureau
plenum in January 1927. Indigenization did not mean simply increasing
the number of natives in Soviet jobs, he argued. The most important thing
was that Soviet officials should be able to speak the local language, what-
ever their ethnic background.’® The result of this new policy was not just
a narrowing of the scope of indigenization efforts, but also a shift to a
more strictly practical view of the policy and a discounting of its political

4% RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 114, 1. 12.
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and psychological aspects. The goal now was not so much to make the
Soviet government seem truly indigenous as to render it comprehensible in
practical terms. A government unable to communicate with its population
simply could not function effectively. To illustrate his point, Zelenskii
discussed the potentially dangerous consequences of a doctor’s inability
to speak the local language:

People come to him with the most intimate diseases . . . and it’s very unpleasant
to explain such things through an interpreter, especially since the interpreter
doesn’t always convey the explanation of the ill person accurately or correctly.
What guarantee do we have that when a patient tells the translator that he has
tuberculosis, he won’t be treated for syphilis?3!

Many Turkmen officials were critical of this more narrowly focused
approach to indigenization. In a lead editorial in the Turkmen-language
newspaper Tiirkmenistan in April 1927, Begjan Nazarov accused “some
comrades” of showing a “lack of understanding of the essence of indigeni-
zation,” believing that it meant simply “the translation of outgoing and
incoming documents into the Turkmen language.”? Not only did the new
approach violate the premise that Soviet cadres in the national republics
were supposed to be made up predominantly of local people: it also made
little sense in practical terms. Since few Europeans knew Turkmen or were
willing to learn it, it was unrealistic to imagine that government agencies
would communicate with the population in the native language if they were
staffed mainly by Russians. For many Turkmen, moreover, the Turkmen
language was not just a tool for the practical purposes of medical treatment
or mail delivery, but a symbol of national identity and the basis of national
culture. Its psychological and political value was even more important than
its practical function as a means of communication. If the Turkmen lan-
guage were not used regularly in schools, government, and the press, Turk-
men intellectuals feared, their national culture would stagnate.*

Because the Turkmen language had such immense symbolic value for
many Turkmen, its use—or rather, its nonuse—became a focal point of
contention in the republic. There were frequent complaints in the press
and at party meetings about bureaucrats who refused to accept peasants’
petitions written in Turkmen, demanding instead that they submit the
paperwork in Russian.* A 1928 article in the republican newspaper Tiirk-
menistan complained that shop employees in the city of Chirjew had no
knowledge of Turkmen: “Peasants who don’t know Russian can’t buy

St Ibid., 11, 26-27.

5 Tiirkmenistan, no. 61 (April 1, 1927), p. 1.
% RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 397, 1. 100.

S 1bid., 1. 109.
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what they need, and are even afraid to go into the store, because they fear
they’ll be scolded.”

Russian officials sometimes balked at providing translators at meetings,
leaving their Turkmen colleagues to languish in frustrated incomprehen-
sion. An official in the town of Powrize reported that Russian colleagues
had cursed him when he requested that the proceedings of a meeting be
translated into Turkmen.’® Turkmen officials also complained that it was
hard to find published materials in their native language, while Russian
publications were widely available. Except for the newspaper Tiirkmeni-
stan, the satirical magazine Tokmak, and a handful of propaganda pam-
phlets, few publications existed to help Turkmen-speaking officials keep
up with current events and broaden their political and cultural horizons.”’
A 1927 article in Tokmak decried this situation: “Turkmen literature, like
the Turkmen woman, is ashamed to show itself—or perhaps our officials
are ashamed of their own literature,” the editors commented.’® Some
Turkmen maintained that their language was even being neglected in na-
tive-language schools, since parents and teachers alike believed that a
child’s future success depended on knowledge of Russian.’’ As a Turkmen
official lamented, “Once again, we’re putting the Turkmen language into
such a position so that no one will be interested in it, not just Europeans
but even the Turkmen themselves.”®

European officials often dismissed Turkmen demands as impractical,
downplaying or ignoring the symbolic significance of Turkmen language
use. The first secretary of the Turkmen Communist Party, G. N. Aron-
shtam, suggested in 1929 that non-Russian speaking Turkmen officials
should be given “one or two months off” to learn the language. Having
revealed a certain lack of appreciation for the intricacies of Russian gram-
mar (not to mention the basic principles of Leninist nationality policy),
Aronshtam went on to explain that this strategy would ultimately save
time and money: “It’s much easier for us to completely eliminate illiteracy
in Russian than to guarantee a full translation of all materials into the
Turkmen language.” Aronshtam’s response to the complaints about the
unavailability of published materials in Turkmen was similarly inventive.
European subscribers to the Russian periodicals Pravda or Bolshevik
should summarize the contents for their Turkmen colleagues, he sug-

55 Tiirkmenistan, no. 211 (September 16, 1928). Cited in RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 1641,
1. 58.

¢ Tokmak, no. 32-33 (1927), p. 10.

7 RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 490, I1. 148—49.

8 Tokmak, no. 31 (1927), p. 3.
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I. 116.
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Peasants: “Comrade! Do you have any Turkmen books left?”
Sales clerk: “The old ones are all gone, and the new ones haven’t come in yet.”

Figure 6. “In the bookstore of the Turkmen State Publishing House.” (Tokmak,
no. 31 [1927]: 8.)

gested, thus helping to keep them up to date.®! This would be both cheaper
and easier than increasing the number of Turkmen-language publications.
With such suggestions coming from the republic’s top Moscow-appointed
official, it is little wonder that many Turkmen questioned the regime’s
commitment to linguistic indigenization.

In the absence of a sufficient number of Turkmen officials, the only way
to ensure the use of Turkmen in government work was to require non-
Turkmen to speak it. “Learn the Turkmen language!” urged the leading
Russian-language republican newspaper, Turkmenskaia iskra, in 1928. If
Europeans were required to study Turkmen for an hour every morning
before work, the newspaper’s editors noted, within six months they
would have a basic vocabulary of three hundred words. This would allow
them to communicate with the Turkmen masses in their own language.®
For most Europeans, however, this was three hundred words too many.
They regarded Turkmen as an inferior tongue whose acquisition would
be a monumental waste of time; wouldn’t it make more sense, they asked,

6 Ibid., 1. 131.
2 K., “Voprosy natsionalizatsii: [zuchaite turkmenskii iazyk,” Turkmenskaia iskra, May
15,1928, p. 2.
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for the natives to learn the language of Pushkin and Lenin? Faced with
demands that they learn the local language, Europeans would offer feeble
excuses, citing overwork, business travel, or a shortage of Turkmen-lan-
guage textbooks. To counter such attitudes, Turkmen Commissar of Edu-
cation K. A. Boriev proposed that officials who demonstrated a “mali-
cious unwillingness” to learn Turkmen should be fired from their jobs.
“We can fire ten or fifteen people and publish their names in the press.
This will have a strong moral impact and will force others to learn Turk-
men language,” he suggested at a 1929 party plenum.®

For the most part, the more limited, language-focused approach to indi-
genization was a failure. A 1929 investigation of twenty-one government
institutions in Ashgabat found that none of them were meeting the re-
quirement that they use the Turkmen language in their work. In central
republican institutions such as the Central Executive Committee, the
Council of People’s Commissars, and the commissariats, the proportion
of employees who knew the Turkmen language actually dropped between
January 1, 1927, and January 1, 1928, from 7.7 percent to 7.1 percent.
Only in provincial and district Soviet organs did the situation improve
somewhat in the same period, with the proportion of Turkmen-speaking
employees rising from 15.4 percent to 24.7 percent.®*

“TURNING INTO RUSSIANS”: AMBIVALENCE
AMONG THE TURKMEN ELITE

The cultural revolution and launching of the first Five-Year Plan in 1928
brought an accelerated push for indigenization. Opponents of the policy
hoped that the cultural revolution’s radical campaign against all forms of
“backwardness” would bring about a declining emphasis on national and
ethnic distinctions. Instead, Stalin declared that the Soviet Union would
accelerate its efforts to promote non-Russian nationhood. In the Central
Asian republics, there were new campaigns for the recruitment of natives
into government work and higher education, along with new decrees on
the use of native languages.®® At the same time, the increased tempo of
“socialist transformation” emboldened the opponents of indigenization,
who argued that the employment of illiterate and poorly qualified natives
would slow down the tempo of economic development.

8 RGASPYL, f. 62, op. 3, d. 397, 11. 100, 109.
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A special plenum of the Turkmen Central Committee in July 1929 de-
plored the unsatisfactory results of indigenization and called for the accel-
erated promotion of Turkmen into the bureaucracy and greater attention
to teaching Europeans the local language. The Central Committee also
called for the translation of all bureaucratic paperwork into the Turkmen
language, with the greatest emphasis to be placed, once again, on those
branches of government that directly served the “peasant masses.”® In
August 1931, a joint plenum of the republican party’s Central Committee
and Central Control Commission adopted “final” deadlines for the trans-
lation of all government work into the Turkmen language: for the central
bureaucracy, the deadline was January 1, 1933; for the regional govern-
ment, June 1, 1932. By January 1933, all officials within the republic were
also expected to learn the Turkmen language.®’

There were also ambitious new quotas for the recruitment of Central
Asians into higher education and a major new campaign for vydvizhenie,
the promotion of natives into positions of responsibility. In the Turkmen
republic, the 1932 plan called for 303 Turkmen nationals to be promoted
into republican-level government agencies and 212 into district agencies.
In a departure from the earlier willingness to hire prominent members of
the “old intelligentsia,” Soviet officials were now expected to hire only
members of “exploited classes.” Since the number of Turkmen industrial
workers was small, the usual Soviet policies favoring proletarians were
insufficient; promotion efforts focused instead on poor and landless peas-
ants. A certain number of slots were also set aside for women and mem-
bers of national minorities.®

This intensified push heightened the tensions surrounding indigeniza-
tion. At a special July 1929 party plenum devoted to indigenization, Na-
zarov called the slow progress in this area “intolerable.” Another Turk-
men official argued that government organizations should be prosecuted
for their failure to hire more Turkmen.®” The Russian official Mikhailov,
a leading opponent of indigenization, responded by accusing Turkmen
party members of “placing national questions above class ones, when
the reverse should hold true.” Indigenization should be pursued only
when it did not conflict with the needs of central economic planning, he
argued. Promoting large numbers of Turkmen would undermine eco-
nomic efficiency because of their “natural sluggishness, inertia, and ex-
cessive ambition.””

5 RGASPL f. 62, op. 3, d. 397, II. 153-54.
7 Ibid., op. 2, d. 3163, 1. 169.
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While Mikhailov may have been gratuitously offensive in his descrip-
tion of the Turkmen national character, it was true that Turkmen recruits
were often fresh from the countryside and totally unprepared for the jobs
into which they were thrust. The fact that Russian was the dominant
language in the bureaucracy only compounded their difficulties. Some
European officials simply refused to take Turkmen promotees. At the state
bank, the party member Beksler refused to hire the Turkmen promotee
Durdi because he was “semiliterate in the Russian language.” He told the
prospective recruit, “We write our reports only in Russian, it will be hard
for you.” When Turkmen promotees did get jobs in the bureaucracy, they
often had no idea what they were supposed to be doing, and Russians
resented having to take time away from their own duties to teach them.
At the cotton procurement agency, the head accountant and his assistant
refused to train the promotee assigned to them, a Turkmen named Ovez-
merad. “We’re compiling an annual report and we don’t have time to
occupy ourselves with you. Anyway, there’s no work for you to do,” the
two Europeans explained. At the Commissariat of Agriculture, a Turk-
men party member hired in 1931 as inspector of animal husbandry com-
plained that his Russian colleagues refused to give him any assistance,
even though he was “barely literate” and unable to understand the Rus-
sian documents that came his way. The new inspector’s colleagues
scarcely concealed their eagerness to be rid of him, neglecting to assign
him a desk or chair and continually sending him off to the countryside
on assignments that had nothing to do with his job.™

Turkmen promotees had other concerns as well. Many feared that their
lack of experience and poor understanding of Russian would lead them
to make mistakes in their work, which could cause them to be fired or
stripped of their party membership. Some left their jobs rather than risk
such consequences.” Other problems were created by the fact that most
Turkmen officials starting new jobs were former peasants who were living
in the city for the first time. They needed help not only with work, but
also with finding housing and adjusting to city life. The republican party
secretary Chari Vellekov described the psychological state of a Turkmen
recruit in such circumstances:

Imagine the situation of this comrade. This guy arrives from the village, from
the collective farm, barely literate and seeing the city for the first time. He sits
in an office or in an institution where business is conducted in the Russian
language, but no one translates for him, no one gives him any work to do, and
even if they do, they don’t explain how to complete the assignment. Therefore

7 bid., 1. 17, 24.
7 1bid., 1. 24.
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it’s totally understandable that this person is miserable and offended and de-
mands: either help me or send me back home.”

The attempt to accelerate indigenization during the first Five-Year Plan
was for the most part unsuccessful. Although there was an initial surge
of recruitment into industry, the bureaucracy, and higher education, by
1933 many of these gains had been lost. In June 1933, investigators found
a decline in the proportion of Turkmen employees of people’s commissari-
ats between March 1932 and June 1933, from a peak of around 19 per-
cent to under 14 percent. In absolute terms, out of 1,125 employees of
commissariats in June 1933, only 154 were Turkmen. In the republic’s
economic and financial organizations, the percentage of Turkmen de-
creased from 15 percent to 11.7 percent. The Commissariat of Education,
one of the few with a high proportion of Turkmen, saw a decrease in
Turkmen employees from 69.7 percent to 28.2 percent, largely because
of a major purge of cultural and educational officials in 1933. Only the
republican Central Executive Committee saw an increase in the propor-
tion of Turkmen officials, from 64 percent to 71 percent.”

The effort to recruit Turkmen into higher education had similarly disap-
pointing results during the first Five-Year Plan. The republic’s institutions
of higher education were ordered to increase the proportion of Turkmen
students to 70 or 75 percent—figures that corresponded roughly to the
proportion of Turkmen within the population of the republic. Not enough
prospective students could be found, however, and many who were admit-
ted lasted only a few months before dropping out. At the pedagogical
institute, the most heavily Turkmen of all educational institutions in the
republic, only 36 percent of the students were Turkmen. At the medical
institute, a mere 4 percent of the aspiring doctors were Turkmen.” Finally,
the resolutions mandating the use of the Turkmen language were not im-
plemented. Not a single institution had complied with the requirement
that it translate all its paperwork into Turkmen by January 1933, and
most European officials remained ignorant of even the barest rudiments
of the Turkmen language.” Industry was one of the few spheres that
showed gains in indigenization during the first Five-Year Plan; the propor-
tion of Turkmen industrial workers rose from 24 to 27 percent between
1929 and 1933. Even so, there were extremely high rates of dissatisfaction
and turnover among Turkmen production workers, in part because of
inadequate access to food, housing, and transportation.”
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7 1bid., op. 2, d. 3133, 1L 8-9; d. 3163, 1. 169.
75 Ibid., d. 3133, 1I. 12, 13-14.

7 Ibid., 1. 6.

7 Ibid., op. 1, d. 1039, 1I. 138-39.



92 CHAPTER THREE

As we have seen, the dearth of qualified Turkmen and the resistance
of non-Turkmen were primary reasons for the failure to achieve rapid
indigenization. Another problem—Iess tangible but nonetheless im-
portant—was the pervasive sense of ambivalence and anxiety that gripped
many Turkmen who were recruited by the Soviet regime. Much of this
discontent was due to the frustrations of working in an alien and unwel-
coming environment. Because the bureaucracy remained dominated by
Europeans and the Russian language, working for the Soviet regime re-
quired adapting to a foreign environment and an alien worldview. Many
Turkmen, even as they welcomed the political influence and economic
advantages brought by government service, were ambivalent about be-
coming russified. They feared that assimilation into the urban, Russian-
speaking Soviet elite would bring estrangement from their roots in the
rural Turkmen community.

Certainly, there was evidence that some ordinary villagers resented fel-
low Turkmen who imitated foreign ways. Turkmen who attended Soviet
schools, learned Russian, or worked for the Soviet regime were sometimes
accused of betraying Turkmen values or “turning into Russians.””® Turk-
men boys who returned to their home villages from Soviet boarding
schools complained of fathers who refused to acknowledge them or older
brothers who chased them away, saying, “Get out of here, Russian kid.””
Yet it was the members of the Turkmen elite themselves, particularly those
who worked for Soviet-sponsored cultural institutions and publications,
who monitored their compatriots most closely for signs of russification.
Articles in the Turkmen-language press ridiculed those Turkmen who en-
thusiastically adopted Western or urban ways, such as carrying a brief-
case, wearing a necktie, or drinking vodka. One correspondent reported
in mock seriousness the “good news” that “city culture” was at last begin-
ning to spread into the Turkmen village; young Turkmen were ap-
proaching Russian levels in their consumption of the “water that increases
bravery.”% Turkmen who abandoned their own language and culture for
Russian became special targets of scorn. A Turkmen official in Gizilarbat
drew criticism in the press when he refused to speak Turkmen with the
local population and shouted at Turkmen peasants, “Quit bugging me,
speak Russian!”® A commentator in Tokmak wrote scathingly about
Turkmen who were attracted by the greater “prestige” of the Russian
language:

7 Ibid., op. 2, d. 287, 1. 107; d. 757, 1. 17.
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Newspaper vendor: “Comrade! Would you like to buy a copy of
Tiirkmenistan?”
Official: “No, get out of here with your Tiirkmenistan! Hey, boy! Do you have

1»

[Turkmenskaia) iskra? Give me a copy

Figure 7. A Turkmen government official reveals his preference for Russian-lan-
guage newspapers. (Tokmak, no. 31 [1927]: 8.)

Some Turkmen officials are indifferent to literature in their own language. As
soon as they arrive from the desert, these thirsty camels throw themselves upon
Russian literature, even though they themselves are unable to put together two
words in Russian. They are only interested in having other people say, “This

guy learned Russian and became a human being.”®

A 1926 discussion in the newspaper Tiirkmenistan revealed the social
and professional dilemmas faced by Turkmen who sought to join the So-
viet elite. The topic was interethnic marriage; specifically, whether it was
acceptable for young Turkmen men to marry Russian women. Some of
the participants in the debate insisted that such marriages were a good
thing. A Russian wife could be highly advantageous, they noted, since
fluency in the Russian language was essential for a successful career in
Turkmenistan. Moreover, since Turkmen girls scorned Russian-educated
Turkmen as “infidels,” such men had little choice but to marry foreigners.

82 Tokmak, no. 31 (1927), p. 4.
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Other contributors were strongly opposed to the idea of intermarriage,
arguing that it would result in the russification of the Turkmen elite and
the destruction of the Turkmen language and culture.®

There were good reasons for the preoccupation of Turkmen elites with
the threat of russification. The notion of a Turkmen national identity was
still new and insecurely rooted in this period. Rural villagers, who had
not yet been exposed to modern mass education and its powerful nation-
making capabilities, tended to identify with their local community and
kinship group; a “national” identity was of little interest to them. Urban-
ized Soviet elites, on the other hand, were much more likely to identify
with an overarching sense of Turkmen-ness. These new elites were drawn
to Ashgabat from all tribes and all regions of Turkmenistan. In their posi-
tions as Soviet officials, they encountered members of other Turkmen sub-
groups along with Russians and other Europeans. In this environment,
the subdivisions within the Turkmen population came to seem less im-
portant than the huge cultural and linguistic gap between Turkmen and
Europeans. The policy of indigenization, too, had the effect of making
a broader Turkmen identity politically and professionally relevant to a
growing number of Turkmen. It was now less important to be a Yomut
or a Teke than to be a member of the titular nationality, with all the
preferences and privileges this implied. Finally, the new identification with
“Turkmen-ness” among the elite was intensified by the conviction that
Turkmen were not accorded the preeminence they deserved within their
own republic. The educated elite was well aware that Russians looked
down on them and their language, notwithstanding the official Soviet
rhetoric of national equality. They also knew that some Turkmen had
internalized this hierarchy of values, imagining that they had to learn
Russian to “become a human being.” This knowledge stimulated resent-
ment not just against Russians, but against those Turkmen who tried to
act like Russians.

The comments in the Turkmen-language press of the 1920s suggest that
Turkmen intellectuals were coming to define their identity by contrasting
it with Russian-ness. A true Turkmen was a person who did #ot do the
things Russians typically do: carry a briefcase, drink vodka, or speak Rus-
sian in everyday life. Ironically, the Turkmen putting forward this defini-
tion of national identity were those who were most likely to adopt “Rus-
sian” attributes—living in the city, holding an office job, perhaps even
speaking Russian and drinking vodka. These Turkmen had been recruited

8 A series of articles and letters on this topic appeared between October 15 and Novem-
ber 7, 1926 in Tiirkmenistan. Cited in RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 757, 1l. 16-18. A number of
the leading Turkmen officials in the republic, including Atabaev and Sidhetmiradov, were
married to European women.
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to work for the Soviet regime because of their Turkmen-ness, yet their
new way of life threatened to make them less Turkmen.

The slow progress on indigenization had potentially ominous political
consequences within the republic. For one thing, it ensured that the Soviet
regime and its goals continued to be popularly viewed as “Russian” rather
than as home grown—precisely the perception Soviet nationality policy
had originally sought to combat.** For many members of the Turkmen
elite, indigenization had the effect of fostering an aggrieved sense of Turk-
men identity and a resentment of the Russian “other.” Tensions over indi-
genization also laid the foundation for future persecution of Turkmen
officials and intellectuals in the terror and purges of the 1930s. In the late
1920s, despite the official position that Russian chauvinism was the most
dangerous threat to Soviet internationalism, the secret police devoted con-
siderable attention to the search for signs of Turkmen nationalism. Turk-
men who insisted on proper implementation of the stated goals of Soviet
nationality policy, such as the use of the Turkmen language or the hiring
of Turkmen cadres, risked being identified as “nationalists.” So, too, did
those who vociferously condemned “Great Russian chauvinism.” The
OGPU, an organization overwhelmingly dominated by Europeans in the
1920s, closely monitored the Turkmen-language press and the public and
private utterances of Turkmen officials for evidence of such “anti-Rus-
sianism” or “anti-Europeanism.” They could be labeled “nationalists” if
they showed a preference for hiring Turkmen over Russians, reading the
Turkmen poet Migtimguli rather than Pushkin, or speaking Turkmen in-
stead of Russian in government offices—all attitudes ostensibly sanc-
tioned by Leninist nationality policy.

OGPU analysts ferreted out any hint that Turkmen considered them-
selves “masters of their own republic” and able to dispense with the sup-
port and guidance of their Russian elder brothers. Thus, Artik Rahmanov,
chief prosecutor of the Turkmen republic and former first secretary of the
Chirjew provincial party committee, was identified as a “nationalist” in
1927 because he gave preference in hiring to Turkmen officials over Euro-
peans.® Articles criticizing the dominance of the Russian language in the
republic or lamenting the unavailability of Turkmen-language publications
similarly drew sharp criticism. In response to the claim that non-Russian-
speaking Turkmen peasants were treated rudely by store clerks, one OGPU
analyst wrote: “The author clearly is exaggerating the situation when he
says that Turkmen who don’t know Russian can’t buy anything. This is

% RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 396, 1. 119.
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factually untrue. Sariev [the author]| deliberately chooses negative facts,
leaving out a number of positive aspects of indigenization.”*

The frequent articles lamenting the shortage of Turkmen language publi-
cations, meanwhile, were said to be “exclusively intended to fuel Turkmen
antagonism toward the European population.” “The significant quantity
of published literature in the Turkmen language can serve as a fact to dis-
prove these attacks,” an OGPU analyst wrote. “The claim of a dearth of
Turkmen literature is just an excuse for attacks against the study of the
Russian language, especially since every correspondent knows perfectly
well that a significant number of Turkmen publications have come out
since the national delimitation.” Turkmen journalists who wrote critically
of the dominance of the Russian language in government offices were ac-
cused of “adhering to the view that a Turkmen should know exclusively
his own language.”®” These OGPU comments were at odds with the official
Soviet policy of the time, which sought to end the dominance of the Rus-
sian language and to require the use of Turkmen within the republic.

Turkmen were treading on dangerous ground even if they criticized tsar-
ist colonial rule, although Moscow’s official stance in the 1920s was to
draw a sharp distinction between oppressive tsarist colonialism and pro-
gressive Soviet rule.’® A November 1927 article by the commissar of educa-
tion, Biashim Perengliev, drew fire because the author claimed that the tsar-
ist regime had suppressed Turkmen education, denigrated the Turkmen
language and culture, and practiced russification in the schools of Transcas-
pia. Perengliev, in the view of the OGPU analyst, was slandering the Rus-
sians by suggesting that they were solely to blame for Turkmen backward-
ness. Instead, he should have pointed out that “the backwardness of the
Turkmen people was not only the fault of the Russian capitalists, pursuing
a policy of oppression, but also the fault of the population itself.”*

The comments of these OGPU analysts convey the hostility some Euro-
peans felt toward the indigenous population of Turkmenistan, and they
foreshadow the persecutions of “local nationalists” that would come in
the 1930s. Despite the official discourse of national equality and condem-
nation of “great Russian chauvinism” in the 1920s, an alternative dis-
course held sway among many Russians within Central Asia. In this paral-
lel universe of ideas, Russian dominance and non-Russian inferiority were
taken for granted, and natives who insisted on equality and respect were
viewed as troublemakers. In the 1920s, those Turkmen accused of being

8 Ibid., d. 1641, 1. 58-59.
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too zealous in their approach to indigenization did not face any serious
consequences. As we will see in the next chapter, however, the most vocal
proponents of indigenization were among the first to be accused of “coun-
terrevolutionary nationalism” when the OGPU began arresting Turkmen
officials in the 1930s.

RETREAT FROM INDIGENIZATION?

By 1934, the ambitious push for indigenization within the Turkmen re-
public had sputtered to a halt. For several years, little was said about
the policy in public or at party meetings. The apparent abandonment of
indigenization was not limited to Turkmenistan; a similar shift took place
throughout the Soviet Union. Until recently, in fact, most Western histori-
ans believed that the Soviet regime ended its campaign to promote native
elites and languages in the 1930s and adopted a more russocentric policy
in its place.”

There were indeed indications in the mid- and late 1930s that the Soviet
regime was shifting away from its enthusiastic promotion of non-Russian
nationhood. There was an increasing emphasis on the Russian language,
as exemplified by a 1938 law mandating the study of Russian by all non-
Russian schoolchildren.” Moreover, the threat posed by non-Russian na-
tionalism was being reconsidered. In 1923, the twelfth party congress had
unambiguously declared Great Russian chauvinism to be more dangerous
than local forms of nationalism, especially since such “great power na-
tionalism” was responsible for inflaming local national sentiments.”? Sta-
lin had repeated this formulation in 1930 at the sixteenth congress, noting
that Great Russian chauvinism was the main threat to the party’s nation-
ality policy. Yet in 1934 Stalin changed his position, declaring that “local
nationalism” could be just as harmful as “great power chauvinism,” de-
pending on the circumstances.”

None of this meant the wholesale abandonment of indigenization, how-
ever. Well into the 1940s and beyond, Soviet authorities continued to pro-
mote native elites into Soviet jobs, set quotas for natives in higher educa-
tion, and support native-language education. However, these efforts were
transformed in several important ways in the mid- to late 1930s. First,
there was a retreat from the noisy, public indigenization campaigns of the

% See, for example, Simon, Nationalism, chap. 2.
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1920s and early 1930s, possibly because of an awareness that the rheto-
ric of ethnic preference was exacerbating ethnic conflict. Second, prefer-
ential policies came to focus primarily on the national or union republics,
while smaller autonomous republics and regions saw their national cul-
tures and languages neglected. Third, indigenization came to refer almost
exclusively to the recruitment of native elites, as attempts to require the
use of native languages in government administration were gradually
abandoned.”

In Turkmenistan, concern about the promotion of local elites remained
evident in the late 1930s, but the results continued to be disappointing.
In June 1937, a lead editorial in Turkmenskaia iskra called the slow pace
of indigenization within the republic “intolerable.” In higher education,
the proportion of Turkmen students within the republic averaged only 14
percent in institutes and 28 percent in technical schools. Meanwhile, in
government institutions the all-too-meager gains of indigenization were
evaporating. The proportion of Turkmen employees in the Commissariat
of Agriculture, for example, had dropped from 8.9 percent in 1935 to 3.8
percent in January 1937. Not surprisingly, government business was still
being conducted in Russian.” Even in the mid-1940s, studies continued
to find that Turkmen constituted a small minority within republican insti-
tutions of higher learning and that they remained underrepresented in
central and regional government institutions.”

More than two decades after the twelfth party congress, then, the reso-
lutions requiring that local institutions be staffed predominantly by the
local nationality and that all administrative organs use the local language
remained unfulfilled. The Soviet bureaucracy and higher educational insti-
tutions within the Turkmen republic were still dominated by Europeans
and the Russian language. Yet it would be wrong to conclude from this
that indigenization was a failure. Because of the inflated expectations sur-
rounding the policy, Soviet authorities viewed even modest successes in
recruiting an indigenous elite with disappointment. In fact, the gains
brought by indigenization were far from trivial. The number of Turkmen
students in technical institutes in the late 1930s seems more impressive
when one recalls the complete absence of such institutions in the region
before 1917. Similarly, the fact that nearly 30 percent of white-collar
workers in 1939 were Turkmen should be seen as a remarkable achieve-

% Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 372-73, 376-79; Blitstein, “Stalin’s Na-
tions,” pp. 140-41, 163, 190-91; Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” pp.
442-46.

% “Korenizatsiia i natsionalizatsiia apparata—ser”ezneishaia zadacha partorganizatsii,”
Turkmenskaia iskra, June 23,1937, p. 1; RGASPL f. 17, op. 30, d. 123, 1. 57; Turkmenskaia
iskra, July 15,1937, pp. 2-3.

% Blitstein, “Stalin’s Nations,” pp. 202-3, 223-24.
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ment in light of the nearly universal illiteracy of the native population just
two decades earlier.””

Nevertheless, the policy of ethnic preferences failed to achieve the goals
set by its originators. It had not produced a Soviet apparatus that had a
“Turkmen face” and was accessible to the masses, nor had it undercut
potential anti-Russian feeling within the republic. If anything, the policy
had exacerbated conflict between Turkmen and non-Turkmen. Turkmen
officials took for granted that the republic belonged to them, as the titular
nationality, and that most if not all important posts should be filled by
Turkmen. Europeans generally believed that the Turkmen were not capa-
ble of running things themselves and should therefore be suitably grateful
for any positions they were offered. In the end, the grandiose promises of
indigenization served to antagonize Turkmen and Europeans alike.

°7 The figure on white-collar workers is based on 1939 census data. Cited in Martin, The
Affirmative Action Empire, p. 381.



Chapter Four

HELPERS, NOT NANNIES

MOSCOW AND THE TURKMEN COMMUNIST PARTY

leadership in June 1929, Turkmen communists complained bit-

terly about ethnic discrimination within the party. Although they
were technically the equals of their Russian comrades, the Turkmen
claimed that they were bypassed whenever important decisions were
made. Russian party leaders, instead of consulting with native commu-
nists about conditions in the republic, listened solely to the opinions of
“Petrov” and “Smirnov.” Chari Vellekov, first secretary of the KPT Cen-
tral Committee and the highest-ranking Turkmen communist in the re-
public, spoke for many when he described his own feelings of power-
lessness: “I have the impression that no one takes me into account at all,
that I was just placed in my job nominally as a representative of the titular
nationality.”!

Ethnicity was not supposed to matter within the Communist Party. The
party was, in theory, a multinational vanguard of politically conscious indi-
viduals who would lead the masses to socialism. In a Soviet state structured
along ethnic lines, however, no institution was immune to the pervasive
importance of ethnicity. Ethnic affirmative action extended to the ranks of
the KPT, which recruited aggressively and successfully among the Turkmen
rural population in the 1920s and 1930s. At the same time, Moscow placed
Turkmen communists at the highest levels of party leadership within the
republic. Like the indigenization policies discussed in the previous chapter,
which focused primarily on government agencies dealing directly with the
“native masses,” the recruitment of Turkmen into the Communist Party
was a way of ensuring that the republic would present a “Turkmen face” to
its own people and the rest of the world. In the party, too, the preferential
recruitment of Turkmen served to foster a sense of Turkmen identity and
to heighten tensions between Turkmen and non-Turkmen.

Of course, not all divisions within the party were ethnic in nature. Cob-
bled together out of fragments of the predelimitation communist parties
of Turkestan, Khiva, and Bukhara, the KPT was far from cohesive. The

QT A SECRET MEETING of the Turkmen Communist Party (KPT)

' RGASPL £. 62, op. 2, d. 396, 11. 207, 210-13.
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“local Europeans” who had dominated the region’s party organizations
before 1924 resented the European career communists sent from Tash-
kent and Moscow after the delimitation.? Turkmen communists them-
selves were divided by tribe, region, ideology, and personal loyalties. As
the party expanded rapidly beyond its original core and recruited large
numbers of Turkmen, new fracture lines appeared. In particular, the Rus-
sian-speaking Turkmen communist elite found that it had little in com-
mon with the rural members of village party cells, who soon made up the
overwhelming majority of Turkmen communists.

Most disturbing in its implications for nationality policy, however, was
the rift between Turkmen and European communists that emerged within
the upper reaches of the party in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Before
the creation of the Turkmen republic, Turkmen party officials had seen
European communists as potential allies in their disputes with other Cen-
tral Asians and as supporters in their quest for Turkmen autonomy. After
1924, other Central Asian ethnic groups no longer posed a threat to Turk-
men national aspirations; the main competition for jobs and political
power now came from Europeans. As more Turkmen were promoted into
positions of responsibility within the party, there was fertile new ground
for friction between Turkmen and European communists.

Soviet hiring and promotion policies contributed to this rift. Despite
the rhetoric of a single internationalist Communist Party, Turkmen and
European communists were treated differently by Moscow and could ex-
pect different career trajectories. Turkmen officials tended to spend their
careers within their own republic, while Europeans (who might be Rus-
sians, Jews, Armenians, Latvians, or even Muslim Tatars) alternated be-
tween jobs in national republics and positions with the central party appa-
ratus in Moscow.> Moreover, the Soviet leadership relied on European
communists to carry out central policies and to report on the views and
activities of their “national” comrades. Within the Turkmen republic, this
two-tiered system was epitomized by the appointment of dual secretar-
ies—one Turkmen and one European—at every level of the party bureau-
cracy. Despite the rhetoric of equality, the European secretary was always
the real decision maker and the one entrusted with the implementation of
central directives.

2Ibid., f. 17, op. 67, d. 205, 1. 46.

3 Turkmen were often sent to Moscow or Leningrad to study, and occasionally they
worked in the capital (usually in nationalities-related positions). They might also hold
positions with the Central Asian Bureau apparatus in Tashkent. But they were less likely
to be transferred to Latvia or Armenia or promoted to a regular position in Moscow, as
European communists routinely were. Benedict Anderson describes a similar lack of verti-
cal and horizontal mobility among creole elites in Latin America. See Imagined Communi-
ties, pp. 47-65.
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In the second half of the 1920s, Turkmen communists began to chafe
at their second-class status within the party, arguing that it violated the
spirit of communist internationalism. Like the complaints about the slow
pace of indigenization, however, this criticism ultimately served to fuel
the suspicions of an increasingly paranoid regime. In the early 1930s,
Moscow launched a major campaign to purge Soviet government and
party institutions in non-Russian republics of “counterrevolutionary na-
tionalists,” and Turkmen cultural officials who had complained about the
dominance of Russians and the Russian language were among its first
victims. In the Great Terror of 1937-38, these accusations of nationalism
expanded to encompass the republican communist elite. Even Turkmen
communists previously considered beyond reproach by Moscow fell vic-
tim to allegations that they were “counterrevolutionaries” seeking inde-
pendence from Soviet rule.

THE FORMATION OF THE TURKMEN COMMUNIST PARTY

The Soviet system of rule was formally divided into party and state
branches. In broad terms, the Communist Party served as the behind-the-
scenes force determining the overall direction of policy, while state institu-
tions were charged with executing the party’s directives. Within the Turk-
men republic, the Communist Party of Turkmenistan formed a pyramid
headed by the Central Committee. At the apex of the Central Committee
was the executive bureau (Ispolburo), the republican equivalent of the all-
union Politburo and the real ruling body within the republic. The leading
institutions on the state side were the Central Executive Committee (TsIK)
and the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom). The TsIK super-
vised the network of elected soviets, or councils, throughout the republic,
ranging from the Congress of Soviets (in theory the main legislative body
in the Soviet system) to the village soviets that were the primary point
of contact between the regime and the rural population. The Sovnarkom
oversaw the commissariats that were the Soviet equivalent of ministries,
each of which was responsible for a specific sphere of government activity.
In a small republic such as Turkmenistan, the party-state distinction was
not nearly as rigid as the formal structure implied, and there was a great
deal of overlap in personnel between party and state institutions. At the
highest levels, many of the individuals who served on the republican Cen-
tral Committee and its executive bureau were simultaneously leading offi-
cials of the Sovnarkom or the TsIK; in the countryside, the same group of
people often dominated both the village soviet and the village party cell.*

* See, for example, RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 2589, 1. 7; d. 618, 1. 171. The overlapping of
party and state has been noted in other areas as well. See Merle Fainsod, Smolensk under
Soviet Rule (1958; reprint, Boston: Unwyn Hyman, 1989), p. 93.
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Figure 8. Building housing the offices of the Turkmen republic’s Council of Peo-
ple’s Commissars, Central Executive Committee, and KPT Central Committee,
Ashgabat, 1930. Note misspelling of the Russian word “commissars.” (From the
collection of the Russian State Archive of Film and Photographic Documents at
Krasnogorsk.)

The Turkmen Communist Party was formed at the same time as the
Turkmen republic. The Politburo decree of June 12, 1924, mandating the
creation of national-territorial republics called for the creation of national
communist parties in each of them.’ Through a series of institutional reor-
ganizations, the Turkmen National Bureau, the six-member committee
responsible for delineating the new Turkmen republic, became the nucleus
of the new Turkmen Communist Party. The National Bureau was recon-
stituted in the autumn of 1924 as the Turkmen National Party Bureau
and then as the organizational bureau of the Communist Party of Turk-
menistan. On October 30, 1924, the Politburo appointed a twelve-mem-
ber Turkmen Temporary Party Bureau, which included most of the mem-
bership of the earlier committees and ultimately became the executive
bureau of the KPT Central Committee.®

S RGASPL f. 62, op. 2, d. 100, . 7; £. 17, op. 3, d. 443, 1L 17-18.
¢ Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana (Ashgabat:
Turkmengosizdat, 1964), pp. 29-30.
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The membership of the new KPT was an amalgamation of three different
components: the Turkmen (formerly Transcaspian) provincial party orga-
nization of the Turkestani republic, the Dashhowuz (also known as Turk-
men) provincial party organization of the Khivan Communist Party, and
the Turkmen section of the Bukharan Communist Party.” The core of the
Turkmen communist elite within the republic was made up of officials who
had joined the party between 1917 and 1924 and worked in the state
and party organs of Bukhara, Khiva, and Turkestan prior to the national
delimitation. This group consisted of only a few dozen individuals, yet it
played an extremely important role in the first decade and a half of the
republic’s existence. Not only were these early Turkmen communists in-
strumental in negotiating the borders of the Turkmen republic, but they
also held most of the leading positions within its party and state structures.

As a group, these prominent Turkmen communists shared a number of
characteristics. Many of them had attended tsarist Russian-native schools
prior to the revolution. Unlike most Turkmen, therefore, they were Russian
speaking and familiar with Russians and Russian culture. The majority
were from the former Transcaspian province of the Turkestani republic;
that s, they lived in the Turkmen areas that had been longest under Russian
rule and influence. The main Turkmen groups represented in the Commu-
nist Party were Tekes from the Ashgabat and Mari regions of Transcaspia
and western Yomuts from Mangishlak, near the Caspian shore.

The three most important Turkmen officials in the new republic—
Gaigisiz Atabaev, Nadirbai Aitakov, and Halmirad Sihetmiradov—all fit
this dominant profile. Atabaev, the most influential of the Turkmen com-
munists, was a Teke Turkmen from the Tejen district of Transcaspia. He
was born in 1887 to a prominent family, but was orphaned in infancy.
Atabaev attended a Russian-native school in Tejen and the Tashkent
Teacher’s Seminary, then worked as a teacher in Russian-native schools
in Mari and Biherden before the revolution. He joined the Bolshevik
Party in February 1919 after a brief period of membership in the left
Socialist Revolutionaries and served as deputy chair of the Bukharan
Council of People’s Nazirs (the local equivalent of the Sovnarkom). After
the national delimitation, Atabaev became the first head of the Turkmen
republic’s Sovnarkom, a position he held until 1937.8

Nadirbai Aitakov, another leading Turkmen communist who partici-
pated in the creation of the Turkmen republic, was born in 1894 to a
fisherman’s family in a Yomut region along the Caspian Sea. Like Ata-

7 Ocherki istorii Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, 2d ed. (Ashgabat: Izdatel’-
stvo “Turkmenistan,” 1965), p. 288.

8 Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, pp. 190-91;
Kerbabaev, Chudom rozhdennyi, pp. 7-14.
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baev, he was orphaned at an early age.” He attended a Russian-native
school in Fort Aleksandrovsk and later worked at a variety of menial jobs.
Aitakov began his career with the Soviet regime as chairman of a village
soviet, later rising to become a member of a district executive committee.
He joined the Communist Party in January 1922. After the national de-
limitation, Aitakov became chair of the Turkmen Central Executive Com-
mittee, where he remained until 1937.1

Halmirad Siahetmiradov was a Teke, born in 1898 in the Ashgabat re-
gion. He too received a Russian-language education, attending a Russian
agricultural school and the Tashkent Teacher’s Seminary. Sihetmiradov
joined the Bolshevik Party in November 1919, and in the same year be-
came secretary of the Transcaspian branch of the Muslim Bureau of the
Communist Party. Prior to the national delimitation, he served as a mem-
ber of the Turkmen provincial party committee and the Poltoratsk (later
Ashgabat) district-city party committee. Sihetmiradov also spent time in
Moscow in 1921 as a deputy representative of the Turkestani republic. In
1925, Sihetmiradov became first secretary of the Central Committee of
the Turkmen republican Communist Party."!

A smaller number of Turkmen communists were from the less-russified
Turkmen regions of Khiva and Bukhara. One prominent Bukharan offi-
cial was Artik Rahmanov, who joined the Communist Party in 1918. He
served as chairman of the Chirjew and Kerki executive committees before
the national delimitation. In 1925 he became first secretary of the Chirjew
province party committee, and was subsequently appointed chief prosecu-
tor of the Turkmen republic.!* Begjan Nazarov, from the Dashhowuz
province of the Khivan republic, was educated in a traditional Muslim
confessional school and did not speak Russian. Nazarov joined the party
in 1921 and worked for the Khivan Central Executive Committee prior
to the national delimitation. Nazarov was a member of the organizational
bureau of the Turkmen Communist Party when the republic was formed,
and in 1924 was appointed deputy chair of the Turkmen republic’s Cen-
tral Executive Committee.'3

° It was often orphaned or poor children who attended Russian-native schools, since
many Turkmen parents were reluctant to deliver their offspring into the hands of Russian
educators. Khodjakulieva, “Russko-tuzemnye shkoly v Zakaspiiskoi Oblasti,” p. 18. One
can speculate that the lack of close family ties made it easier for these individuals to distance
themselves from Turkmen society and adopt Russian or communist values.

0 Turkmenskaia iskra, no. 50 (March 4, 1925), p. 2; Khudaiberdyev, Obrazovanie Kom-
munisticheskoi Partii Turkmenistana, p. 190; RGASPI, f. 17, op. 9, d. 3256, 1. 206.

HRGASPL f. 17, op. 9, d. 3280, I. 195; B. P. Palvanova, Tragicheskie 30-e (Ashgabat:
Turkmenistan, 1991), pp. 56-57.

12 RGASPL, f. 62, op. 2, d. 874, 1. 22.

3 Palvanova, Tragicheskie 30-¢, p. 63.
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The KPT, like the other Central Asian communist parties, dealt with
Moscow through the Central Asian Bureau of the Russian Communist
Party Central Committee. The Bureau, formed in April 1922 to coordi-
nate and supervise the work of local party organizations, was one of sev-
eral regional party organs in the Soviet Union that served as intermediar-
ies between Moscow and local communist parties.!* Moscow considered
the Bureau necessary in order to keep a close watch on local communists,
whom it viewed as less than politically reliable and prone to succumb to
nationalist tendencies.'” The Bureau, based in Tashkent, was in frequent
contact with local communists and thus was better able than far-off Mos-
cow to spot brewing problems. Its officials reported to Moscow on the
political situation in Central Asia and recommended personnel and policy
changes when necessary. Leaders of republican party organizations re-
ceived instructions from the Bureau and reported to its leadership on their
successes and failures.'

VILLAGE COMMUNISTS: “POLITICALLY AND
ALPHABETICALLY ILLITERATE”

The KPT went through a tremendous expansion in the first years of the
Turkmen republic’s existence, recruiting with particular success among
the Turkmen population. In 1920, when the Transcaspian province was
reconquered from the Whites in the Civil War, the provincial party organi-
zation had had 1,818 members and 788 candidates, only a few hundred
of whom were Turkmen and other Muslims. The overwhelming majority
were Russians and other Europeans. By the time of the first congress of
the Turkmen Communist Party in February 1925, there were 5,240 mem-
bers and 2,484 candidates within the republic, 24.5 percent of whom
were Turkmen.'” On January 1, 1930, out of a total of 10,448 communists
in the republic, 40.5 percent were Turkmen. Fifty percent were Russians
and other Europeans, and 9 percent belonged to other “Eastern nationali-

" Rosliakov, Sredazburo TsK VKP, pp. 11-13. For a useful discussion of the Central
Asian Bureau, see Shoshana Keller, “The Struggle against Islam in Uzbekistan, 1921-
1941: Policy, Bureaucracy, and Reality” (Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 1995),
pp. 29-38.

5 The Politburo decree of June 12, 1924 outlining the basic principles of national de-
limitation explicitly called for the retention of the Central Asian Bureau. RGASPL {. 62, op.
2,d. 100, 1. 7. also f. 17, op. 3, d. 443, 1. 17-18.

16 Rosliakov, Sredazbiuro TsK VKP, pp. 10-12.

17 Mel’kumov, Ocherki istorii partorganizatsii Turkmenskoi oblasti, p. 37; V. Vorshev,
“QOsnovnye etapy razvitiia partorganizatsii Turkmenistana,” Revoliutsiia i natsional’nosti,
no. 12 (December 1934), p. 69.
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ties.” By Janua