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Recognizing with Anderson that the nation is an imagined 

thing, I also recognize the critical reciprocal of his insight,  

that it is the imagination that will have to carry us beyond  

the nation. 

   - Arjun Appadurai,  

“Sovereignty without Territory,” 41.

Objects of analysis do not occur as natural phenomena, but 

are partly formed by the discourse that describes them. 

The more natural the object appears, the less obvious this 

discursive manufacture will be.

 - Timothy Mitchell,  

Rule of Experts, 210.

Historically, Central Asians had no all-embracing term  

for the region or its peoples. The ties of clan, tribe, status, 

locale, or region were the primary components of Central 

Asian identities, and these were often multi-layered. For its 

large nomadic population, political delimitations were of  

little consequence. Control over people brought control  

over territory.

 - Peter B. Golden,  

Central Asia in World History, 1.
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In 1992, UNESCO published the first volume of a multivolume 

book-project, entitled History of Central Asian Civilizations. Frederico 

Mayor, Director General of UNESCO, wrote the introduction. In 

comparison with prevailing notions of the region today, Mayor’s definition 

of Central Asia was surprisingly broad. It encompasses, he wrote:

“[T]he civilizations of Afghanistan, north-eastern Iran, Pakistan, northern 

India, western China, Mongolia and the Soviet Central Asian republics. The 

appellation ‘Central Asia’, as employed in this History, refers to this area, 

which corresponds to a clearly discernible cultural and historical reality.[1] 

This definition did not simply trace a shifting geographical conception of 

the region, however: UNESCO’s expansive understanding of the region 

was already controversial and contested when the History was published. 

Indeed, Mayor had to emphasise explicitly that “topology alone does not 

prescribe clear boundaries” and point out that “[t]he systole and diastole of 

population movements down the ages add to the difficulty of delimiting a 

region”. 

 For all its complexity and depth, this definition failed to establish 

itself among a broad public in the years to follow. Whereas Mayor 

conceived of the region as an expansive geographical and cultural 

manifold with impermanent, permeable borders, today “Central Asia” is 

commonly taken to mean Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kirghizia, 

and Kazakhstan. In the space between these definitions, a dynamic 

regional consciousness has been reduced to five static states with distinct 

ethno-national identities. In this imagination of centralised states, 

whose sturdy boundaries stake out the limits of not just territories but 

cultures too, there is little scope for mapping complexity, ambiguity, and 

[1]  Mayor, Federico. “Preface,” in History of civilizations of Central Asia. Volume 1. The dawn of civilization: 

earliest times to 700 B. C., edited by A. H. Dani and V. M. Masson, (Paris: UNESCO Publishers, 1992): 6-8.
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ephemerality - no recognition of the transcultural exchanges and substate 

flows that make up so much of the region’s history.

 And yet, this was not always the case. This thesis shows how a 

distinct way of thinking about the history of Central Asia developed 

during the twentieth century in the Soviet Union that was strongly 

entangled with a novel way of conceptualizing world history; a vision I 

shall term “peoples’ internationalism” throughout this thesis. 

 By imposing my own neologism on the past, I aim capture the 

essential features of peoples’ internationalism as a form of historical 

thought that emphasizes the “non-territorial” (cultural, spiritual and 

intellectual) unity of mankind while simultaneously trying to do justice 

to the inherent diversity of experiences of the world’s inhabitants. 

Peoples’ internationalism should thus be perceived through the same 

historiographical prism as cultural nationalism.[2] Its historical method is 

interdisciplinary and its focus and cultural-historical: it aims to illuminate 

the trans- and sub-national cultural patterns connecting individuals 

and groups across assumed political, territorial (“material”) boundaries, 

stresses the relative autonomy of culture as a force of historical 

development. Historically, this historical vision found broad support 

among anti-colonial activists who sought to revise imperial narratives 

of the past while relativizing statist historical narratives that saw the 

construction of a standardized ethno-centric culture as a necessary asset 

of modern state building. Despite historians giving it different forms 

and emphases, the term peoples’ internationalism is nevertheless apt for 

drawing attention away from the nation-state: emphasizing the agency of 

peoples rather than states, demanding an international orientation that 

transcends rather than affirms the nation-state.[3] 

[2]  For a transnational or “cross-national comparative” approach to cultural nationalism see the work 

of Joep Leerssen, especially Joep Leerssen “The Cultivation of Culture: Towards a Definition of Romantic 

Nationalism in Europe,” in Working Papers European Studies Amsterdam 2 (2005). Leerssen reminds us 

that the developments in the cultural sphere that are generally regarded as expressions of cultural 

nationalism should not be approached as the “forerunners of something else” (p. 13), emphasizing that we 

run the risk of anachronism if we analyze cultural nationalism through the prism of “national categories 

that... later result from its activites” (p.14). For how this plays out in a European context, see Joep 

Leerssen, National thought in Europe: a cultural history (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006.)

[3]  While the scholars taking central stage in this thesis researched non-state phenomena in their local, 

translocal or transnational settings and would now perhaps be named transnational historians, peoples’ 

internationalism should not be regarded as a historical methodology. Rather, peoples’ internationalism 

represents an approach to history that is intuitive, heartfelt and that inspired an “internationalist” 
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  In the historical context that is outlined in this thesis, peoples’ 

internationalism was united by a central vision of culture and history 

that consisted of a few key elements. Firstly, it expressed a distinct anti-

colonial agenda, seeking to both emphasize the different experience of 

the non-West, as well as its role as an agent of an expansive dynamic 

humanism and modernity. Crystallized in the decade after World War 

II, the objectives of peoples’ internationalism were twofold. On the one 

hand its aim was to fissure open Eurocentric narratives of civilisation 

granting the East a rightful place in world culture. On the other hand it 

reframed narratives of nationalism: invoking a global vision that allowed 

to situate the modern nation-state in a larger, inherently pluralistic, ‘one 

world’ context. Armed with the insight of critical 19th century humanities 

scholars who emphasized the inherent heterogeneity of world culture, 

peoples’ internationalism illuminated the non-territorial solidarities 

and belonging that overlapped and intersected with modern secular and 

territorialized identities that took shape within the modern national 

framework. On the local level it served to preserve the multi-layered 

cultural and spiritual solidarities of local groups and individuals that, in 

the transition to modern statehood, threatened to fall outside of the state’s 

social and political institutions. In the USSR, peoples’ internationalism 

supported the argument that in the East historical processes bypassed 

the rise of the capitalist nation state. At the global scale, peoples’ 

internationalism relativized the centrality of the Eurocentric, Westphalian 

nation-state as prime agent of modernity thus resisting the equation of 

modernity with the secular West. 

 Secondly, peoples’ internationalism drew from local sources. 

Whereas dominant international discourses and projects, from Trotsky’s 

socialist internationalism to globalisation rhetorics today, have been 

grounded in Western cultural traditions, peoples' internationalism put 

forth an intellectual tradition and worldview that were in a large part 

indigenously “Eastern.”[4] As a global vision it tapped into myriad traditions 

worldview that was the oppositional counterpart to the “realist” state-based internationalism that 

dominated the UN from the mid-1960s onwards. For this realist brand of internationalism, see Glenda 

Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). 

For other varieties of internationalism see Glenda Sluga and Patricia Clavin, (Eds.). Internationalisms: A 

Twentieth-Century History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

[4]  For Western global visions, see Denis Cosgrove, Apollo’s Eye: A Cartographic Genealogy of the Earth in 
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that animated the “internationalist moment” in early twentieth-century 

in Europe and Asia. It amalgamated disparate intellectual traditions 

including Muslim modernism, Asian regionalism, Soviet socialism, Russian 

cultural philosophy, pacifism, and radical humanism.[5] By emphasizing 

the formative roles of local religious, intellectual or “spiritual” practices 

and solidarities, peoples’ internationalism undermined the Eurocentric 

notion that presented non-territorial identities as somehow inimical to 

the modern condition, thus disassociating modernity from the West.[6] 

 A third characteristic of peoples’ internationalism was that its 

approach of culture as a relatively autonomous force in history endorsed 

the “spiritual” or non-territorial sphere of the mind as a space where 

societal change could be negotiated. Cutting across assumed divisions 

between peoples and states, this historical perspective emphasizes the 

transcending potential of inner experiences - highlighting human affinity 

and spiritual recognition beyond class-boundaries or geographical locales. 

 It could be argued that in emphasizing the global, peoples’ 

internationalism risked perpetuating precisely the imperial narratives of 

civilisation it sought to amend, along with the fundamental inequalities 

they concealed. Yet while postcolonial scholarship has tended to 

represent the “global” as a foreign (and Eurocentric) category opposed 

to (and oppressive of) local, vernacular, or authentic cultures, peoples’ 

internationalism activated an alternative anti-colonialism that preserved 

a ‘one world’ consciousness as a space of Revolutionary activism.[7] 

the Western Imagination (Baltimore, London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), also see Simon 

Ferdinand, “I Map Therefore I Am Modern: Cartography and Global Modernity in the Visual Arts,” PhD 

Diss., University of Amsterdam, 2017.

[5]  For a collection of essays that seeks to situate interwar Asian and European activist movements in 

the context of a wider “internationalist moment”, see Ali Raza, Franziska Roy and Benjamin Zachariah 

(Eds.), The Internationalist Moment: South Asia, Worlds, and World Views, 1917-1939 (New Delhi: Sage 

Publications, 2014).

[6]  In recent years humanities scholars have been searching to acknowledge local and non-Western 

voices in the construction of global cultural and historical narratives and concepts. For literature, see 

Gould, Rebecca. “Telling the Story of Literature from Inside Out: Methods and Tools for Non-European 

Poetics,” in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 38, no. 1 (2018): 170-180. For 

Oriental studies, see Jean-Claude Vatin, “After Orientalism: Returning the Orient to the Orientals,” in 

After Orientalism: Critical Perspectives on Western Agency and Eastern Re-appropriations, edited by François 

Pouillion and Jean-Claude Vatin (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 272–277 For global intellectual history, see Samuel 

Moyn and Andrew Sartori, Global Intellectual History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 

especially the introduction.

[7]  For a classic approach to postcolonial theory that prioritizes the local as vector of anti-colonial 
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 In this thesis a close analysis of narratives of Tajik / Central Asian 

history attempts to tease out precisely such global visions. In focusing 

on Central Asian / Soviet discourse, this thesis brings to light a hitherto 

undisclosed and transnational archive that centers on the biography of 

one figure that was especially influential on peoples’ internationalism: 

Bobodzhan Gafurovich Gafurov (b 1980 or 1909 - d. 1977). Gafurov was a 

Central Asian communist who, in the late 1950s, became an important 

figure in the Soviet Academy of Sciences when he was installed as head 

of the Institute of Oriental studies (IVAN) in Moscow in 1956. Prior to 

that he was a leading politician in the Tajik Republic, and a well-known 

propagandist and historian writing on Tajik cultural history.[8] 

 A complex, liminal figure in modern intellectual history, Gafurov’s 

work was particularly representative of peoples’ internationalism. As an 

Asian intellectual in Moscow, Gafurov’s biography draws attention to the 

affinities that existed between Asian and European activists. On the one 

hand, Gafurov’s involvement with UNESCO ties peoples’ internationalism, 

and the historical projects it inspired, to Western Europe. And yet 

Gafurov’s background as a Central Asian moderniser and activist connects 

people’s internationalism with influences and concerns that lie beyond 

the borders of European intellectual history. Within the USSR, but also 

in international fora such as those provided by UNESCO-facilitated 

conferences and meetings, a diverse array of Asian and African 

anti-colonial activists, socialists as well as West European liberals and 

pacifists met and joined forces on account of a shared conviction that 

activism see Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton 

University Press, 1993).

[8]  In Tajikistan much has been written on Gafurov, who was declared a national hero of the Republic 

of Tajikistan in 1998 and who, in his home region Khujand, has a discipline of humanities scholarship 

and research named after him called “Garuvedenie”. See for instance: Akhror Mukhtarov, Shavkat 

Sharipov, Akademik Bobodzhan Gafurov (Dushanbe: Irfon, 1983); U. Gaffarov, The Star of the East (Khujand, 

1998); A. Mukhtarov, Akademik Ghafurov Bobojon Ghafurovich [in Tajik] (Dushanbe, 1979); Shashi Bushan, 

Academician Babajan Gafurov (New Delhi: Progressive Peoples Sector Publications, 1997); Abdullo Gafurov 

and Kabilova Bakhrinniso (Eds.), Akademik B. Gafurov - vydaiushchiisia issledovatel’ istorii Tsentral’noi Azii / 

Akademik B. Ghafurov - muhaqqiqi barjastai ta’rikhi Osiioi Markazi [Academician B. Ghafurov, a Prominent 

Researcher on the History of Central Asia] (Dushanbe: Akademiia nauk Respubliki Tasdzhikistan, 

Institut istorii, arkheologii i etnografii im. A. Donisha, 2009). As Stéphane Dudoignon asserts many of 

these biographies are of a polemical or hagiographical nature, see Stéphane A. Dudoignon, “Review of 

Gafurov, Abdullo and Kabilova Bakhrinniso, eds., Akademik B. Gafurov - vydaiushchiisia issledovatel’ 

istorii Tsentral’noi Azii / Akademik B. Ghafurov - muhaqqiqi barjastai ta’rikhi Osiioi Markazi.” In Central 

Eurasian Reader 2 (2011).
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postcolonial human society could not be reduced to a community of 

nations, separated along supposedly ethno-territorial lines.[9] 

 To show how peoples’ internationalism emerged as a diverse 

synthesis of intellectual currents in Gafurov’s work, and how it clashed 

and interacted with a variety of other agendas and approaches to world 

history, this thesis undertakes a set of close analytical and contextual 

studies of published historical narratives and other source material. 

Gafurov’s life-trajectory as an intermediary provides an internally 

coherent interstitial archive of new or rarely used source material. In 

trying to disentangle the vision of peoples’ internationalism, I have 

focused above all on Gafurov’s historical writings, starting off from an in-

depth analysis and comparison of the different editions of his influential 

book The History of the Tajik People.[10] Aiming to illuminate the way 

Gafurov’s work resonated with much broader intellectual currents, I also 

situate Gafurov’s work in relation to a wide variety of intertexts. These 

include publications on the history of Central Asia and Oriental studies 

derived from pre-revolutionary Russia, the Soviet Union, and UNESCO, 

as well as internal institutional documents from the archival and 

library-collections of the Russian and Tajik Institutes of Oriental Studies 

as well as various other archives and libraries in Dushanbe and Khujand (in 

the Republic of Tajikistan), Moscow and Kazan (in Russia), Amsterdam and 

Paris.  

 Documents preserved in the archive of the Russian Academy 

of Sciences (RAN) allowed me to hear Gafurov “speak” as an academic 

spokesperson among peers. But to grasp Gafurov’s life trajectory as an 

international intermediary the Paris-based UNESCO archives proved an 

indispensable addition to the Moscow-based archives of RGANI and GARF 

- these allowed me to trace the affinities between anti-imperial activists 

[9]  For the contention that UNESCO and other UN-affiliated organizations served as an important 

arena for anti-colonial international activism, see Vijay Prashad, The Darker Nations: A People’s History of 

the Third World (New York, The New Press: 2007). For the UN as a site of “competing universalisms” see 

the special issue of the Journal of World History edited by Sunil Amrith and Glenda Sluga including their 

introductory article, “New Histories of the United Nations,” in Journal of World History 19, no. 3 (2008); 

251-274. 

[10]  The book was published in three editions; in 1949; 1952 and 1955. Bobodzhan Gafurovich 

Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda: v kratkom izlozhenii. S drevneishikh vremen do velikoi oktiabr’skoi 

sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii 1917 g. [The History of the Tajik People: A Handbook. From ancient times until 

the great October socialist revolution 1917] (Moscow: Gos. Izd’vo Politicheskoi Literatury, 1949).   
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across the ideological and international spectrum. The collections at 

the International Institute for Social History (IISH) substantiated such 

connections and situated them in a context of rival internationalisms. 

 Establishing my corpus of source material also entailed conducting 

extensive interviews. The personal recollections as well as private archives 

of friends and colleagues of Gafurov in Dushanbe, Khujand and Moscow, 

have framed my way of thinking, and pointed me toward the most defining 

aspects of Gafurov’s life trajectory. As such they have had a diffuse but 

nevertheless profound influence on the narrative of this thesis and allowed 

me to situate the Soviet “East” in the wider landscape of anti-colonial 

forward-looking activism that inspired peoples’ internationalism as a 

historical perspective.

Although Gafurov’s life and biography provides this thesis with its central 

focus and temporal and spatial parameters, it is not intended as an 

intellectual biography. In fact, my specific aim is to chart the evolution of 

peoples’ internationalism as it came to shape the historical narrative of 

Central Asia in the Soviet Union and UNESCO in the decades following 

Stalin’s death. Accordingly, I situate this vision in relation to longer 

trajectories of cultural-historical thought in the Central Asian region; the 

ideological currents and constraints of working in the Soviet Union; and 

debates about the character and politics of world history in international 

institutions and among geopolitical allies. In each of these conjunctures, 

people’s internationalism faced a variety of challenging intellectual 

responses and political barriers and biases.

 This thesis begins from the premise that the content of 

internationalist narratives, like all human discourses, are profoundly 

shaped by the societal and intellectual circumstances in which they 

emerge and disseminate. Rather than analyzing the key texts of 

peoples’ internationalism in isolation from their social context, they 

are approached through the prism of Gafurov’s biography. Gafurov’s 

life trajectory illuminates various different conjunctures that came 

to affect peoples’ internationalism throughout the twentieth century. 

The concept was shaped and often constrained by a number of external 

forces, discourses, institutions, and circumstances, to which it had 

to adapt. As an official Soviet state representative, Gafurov traversed 
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several political and institutional contexts, and he reshaped his self-

presentation in line with the current Soviet Party line. Adaptations in 

his public performance affected his narration of Central Asian history, 

reshaping peoples’ internationalism at times beyond recognition. 

Nevertheless, Gafurov’s self-styling was notoriously contradictory and 

ambiguous, and he used this ambiguity to continue supporting peoples’ 

internationalism in practice.[11] For instance, when in the time of renewed 

political polarization and great state politics in the 1970s the language 

of peoples’ internationalism disappeared from his public statements, he 

continued to work towards it in his role as an organizer of scholarship 

and academic networks in UNESCO. Gafurov’s professional network, as 

such, allows us to trace the continuity in his approach at those moments 

when his public Soviet persona had to toe a political line contradicting 

peoples’ internationalism.[12] His activities as an organizer of scholarship 

and academic intermedary show how, until Gafuov’s death in 1977, 

peoples’ internationalism remained central to Gafurov’s work and career, 

inspiring a historical narrative of cultural heterogeneity and ‘one world’ 

transnational unity across the Euro-Asian landscape. 

 On the one hand this thesis contends that throughout the twentieth 

century peoples’ internationalism was marginalized in orientalist 

discourse, challenged by the regionalized historical imagination that grew 

prominent in the Soviet humanities on the wings of modern area studies. 

On the other hand, it also suggests that peoples’ internationalism was 

preserved in a human-centric approach of history that emphasizes both 

the local roots of culture and its global entanglement.[13]

[11]  In emphasizing performativity I build on the work of literature scholars who draw attention to the 

way literary poetics may be used to reassert multi-layered identites that cut across national or imperial 

boundaries, see for instance Rebecca Gould, “Telling the Story of Literature from Inside Out: Methods 

and Tools for Non-European Poetics,” in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 

38, no. 1 (2018): 170-180; Katarina Clark, Moscow the Fourth Rome: Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism, and the 

Evolution of Soviet Culture, 1931-1941 (Harvard UP, 2011); Harsha Ram, “Review of Crucifying the Orient: 

Russian Orientalism and the Decolonization of the Caucasus and Central Asia, by Kalpana Sahni,” in 

Journal of Asian Studies 57, no. 3 (1998), 860-862. 

[12]  A focus on networks is advocated by Moyn and Sartori who suggest that network-study may play a 

crucial role in the global history of concepts fpr allowing to trace their circulation. See Samuel Moyn and 

Andrew Sartori, Global Intellectual History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013).

[13]  In drawing attention to the manifestation of “peoples’ internationalism” in cultural-historical 

scholarship this thesis aims to contribute to the reappraisal of transnational trends in humanities 

scholarship. For a call to acknowledge also the transnational (or “cross-regional”) context of the so-called 
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*

My analysis of Gafurov’s biography supports the argument that in 

the immediate post-war period peoples’ internationalism inspired an 

internally variegated, loosely entangled movement of anti-colonial 

thinkers and activists across the globe. The historical vision provided 

a counter-weight to ethno- and state-centric nationalism. For Central 

Asians like Gafurov concepts of world culture or civilisation were no 

distant, superimposed phenomena repressing the lived experiences of 

local groups. Rather than serving as an abstract notion oppressing local 

communities and their way of life the “global” served as an arena where 

the often multi-layered and multi-lingual life experiences and solidarities 

of Central Asian individuals and groups could be preserved and nourished. 

Far from being imperialist, the global project of peoples’ internationalism 

provided an alternative to the culturally homogenizing trends of the 

centralized nation states and state-centric institutions.[14] 

 By situating Gafurov’s biography in an international movement 

of anti-colonial historical revisionism, this thesis thus also hopes to 

contribute to a broader historical debate on the place of the “global” 

in the world decolonization movement. Most importantly, perhaps, it 

attempts to recover Gafurov’s role, and that of Soviet Asian intermediaries 

like him, as creators of shared 'world community' that existed with and 

beyond the nation-state. On the one the hand, narratives of civilisation 

function prominently in this thesis. Indeed, peoples’ internationalism 

rested on a similar set of Enlightenment assumptions about the equality 

of men that had also rationalized colonialism, slavery and the imperial 

mission civilisatrice. At the same time, the orientalists, archaeologists 

and literature scholars that formed Gafurov’s close circle of colleagues 

field of Area studies, see the introductory chapter by Matthias Middell, “Elements for a Cross-regional 

History of Area Studies - Introductory Remarks,” in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-

Regional History of Area Studies, edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias 

Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2018): 7-22. For the attempt to retrieve a transnational 

and potentially global approach to the history of the humanities, see Rens Bod, A New History of the 

Humanities: The Search for Principles and Patterns from Antiquity to the Present (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014).

[14]  For this being part of the logic of modern state building see James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How 

Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).
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actively attempted to revise and adjust essentialist notions of cultural 

regions and distinct civilisations. Peoples’ internationalism aimed to show 

how civilisations were dynamic, internally heterogeneous and rooted 

in everyday life experiences that did not comply with state boundaries. 

Perceived in this way, narratives of civilisation allowed to recognize 

the “fuzzy” identities of non-state communities that intersected and 

transcended the territorialized borders separating modern nations and 

states. Moreover, Gafurov’s life trajectory provides the emancipatory 

agenda of peoples’ internationalism with local roots: showing how it was 

inspired by local traditions of Muslim modernism and the experience of 

cultural revolution in Central Asia. For Gafurov as a multilingual Soviet 

Tajik educated in Islam, peoples’ internationalism promised to preserve a 

sense of history, legitimacy and belonging that transcended the borders of 

nation-states. 

 By showing how the concept of peoples’ internationalism adapted 

to different demands and contexts while continuing to inspire a disparate 

group of activists and thinkers from across the globe, this thesis also 

attempts to investigate the global as a colonial category. Gafurov’s 

approach to Central Asian history emerged as part of a polyphonous 

debate on world history and culture that cut across the colonial axis, 

involving activists in the East and West. In emphasizing affinities between 

scholars, intellectuals and propagandists such as Gafurov, this thesis 

tries to add to a burgeoning literature that highlights a significant 

transnational manifestation of anti-colonial commitment within the 

world decolonization movement.[15] Gafurov’s internationalism carved 

[15]  Historians have argued for the need to redirect attention from social and political movements 

towards the activities of non-state actors and movements in the study of Cold War and decolonization. 

See the introduction to the special issue on Afro-Asian Networks in the Journal of World History by Su 

Lin Lewis and Carolien Stolte, “Other Bandungs: Afro-Asian Internationalisms in the Early Cold War,” 

in Journal of World History 30, no. 1 (2019): 1-19. Also see the introduction to Leslie James and Elisabeth 

Leake (Eds.) Decolonization and the Cold War: Negotiating Independence (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 

2015) Also see the manifesto of the Afro-Asian Networks Research Collective, “Manifesto: Networks of 

Deolonization in Asia and Africa,” in Radical History Review, no. 131 (2018): 176-182. Also see the editorial 

board’s “Mission Statement,” in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 33, no. 2 

(2013); as well as the introduction to Christopher J. Lee, Making a World after Empire: The Bandung Moment 

and Its Political Afterlives (Athens: Ohio Univestity Press, 2010) and the special issue of Modern Asian 

Studies on inter-Asian non-governmental connections by Tim Harper and Sunil S. Amrith, including 

their introductory article “Sites of Asian Interaction: An introduction,” in Modern Asian Studies 46, no. 2 

(2012): 249–257..
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out an infrastructure for anticolonial ‘world making’ that cut across a 

seemingly fragmented landscape. As such, it transcended both national 

and territorial borders and the axes of Cold War and colonization. This 

complicates the impression that decolonization as nation-state building 

proceeded self-evidently to the liberation of native subjectivities, and their 

formation as distinct territorialized institutions or states.[16] 

 Anti-colonial scholars and modernisers like Gafurov provided 

Western global visions of world humanism or civilisation with new 

meanings; investing them with local experiences and characteristics. 

In this sense, this thesis agrees with Sam Moyn and Andrew Sartori 

who claimed that if “the globe has been an actor’s category, it has not 

only been one for the colonizers.”[17] The work of Gafurov and his Central 

Asian colleagues emphasized the productive force of cultural, religious 

or non-territorial solidarities in world history, and the potential of 

cultural or spiritual knowledge to unite people across ethnic, religious 

and national traditions. Focusing on the activities of cultural or religious 

intermediaries in the Central Asian past, Gafurov’s historical work offers a 

holistic world view, where the boundaries between states and nations were 

vague, permeable and subject to change. 

 

Conjunctures

In tracing Gafurov’s biography this thesis ties together disparate 

socio-political and intellectual conjunctures that were of influence 

on Gafurov’s life and the way he positioned himself intellectually 

throughout his career. Some of these informed and influenced peoples’ 

[16]  In emphasizing the transnational (in this thesis also mentioned as “international” “internationalist”) 

features of anti-colonial thinking in Soviet Central Asia this thesis builds on previous works addressing 

the non-nationalist forms anti-colonial thinking in the East, global South or Third World initially took. 

For the anti-colonial project of global south elites active within the UN as framed by an “internationalist 

ethos” and as as a form of “internationalist nationalism,” see Prashad, The Darker Nations: 12. For a similar 

argument that focuses on Indian freedom fighters, see Harald Fischer-Tiné, Indian Nationalism and the 

“world forces”: transnational and diasporic dimensions of the Indian freedom movement on the eve of 

the First World War,” in Journal of Global History 2 (2007): 325-344. For an article observing a contrast 

between a state-based nation-centric and a rights-based internationalist narrative of decolonization, see 

Sunil S. Amrith, “Asian internationalism: Bandung’s echo in a colonial metropolis,” in Inter-Asia Cultural 

Studies 6, no. 4 (2005): 557-569. 

[17]  As quoted from Moyn and Sartori, Global Intellectual History, 19.
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internationalism; others criticised and sought to contain it. Although I 

go on to unpack peoples’ internationalism’s relation to these contexts at 

length in the dissertation, I lay them out here in introducing the actors 

and institutions that take central stage in this thesis.

 First, as said, this thesis situates Gafurov’s written work in an 

international moment of Muslim modernism and anti-Eurocentric 

activism. In the early twentieth century, agendas of Muslim modernism 

that were negotiated and debated among Central Asian intellectuals as 

well as circles of revolutionaries and internationalists drawn to the region 

in interwar period by the promise of change, reform and Revolution.[18] 

Across the wider Euro-Asian terrain, revolutionaries and reformers 

articulated vision of internationalism that were aimed to transcend the 

state-based visions of international community prominent in Western 

Europe and the US to the experiences of non-Western elites in (formerly) 

colonized or semi-colonized countries. Historians have argued that the 

internationalist visions of people like Nehru effectively marginalized 

other, vernacular forms of emancipatory struggle and the same may be 

said for Gafurov’s vision of peoples’ internationalism.[19] Nevertheless, 

Gafurov’s holistic approach to world history, as this thesis shows, had 

strong local origins and was entangled with his experience as a bilingual 

Muslim moderniser and revolutionary in Central Asia. Around the globe, 

Muslim modernisers were confronted with Western racialized narratives 

of modernity and civilization. As a counter-narrative they often embraced 

an essentialized vision of their own heritage, which failed to recognize the 

varieties of Muslim vernacular life and lived experience.[20] But for Gafurov, 

this thesis argues, the essentialized vision of Central Asia’s shared cultural 

heritage did more: it also restored a lived sense of non-state belonging 

and transnationalism symbolized by the multi-layered and multi-lingual 

[18]  For networks of reformers or revolutionaries passing through Central Asia, see Manjapra, M.N. Roy, 

45-56; Raza, Roy and Zachariah (Eds.) The Internationalist Moment, especially the chapters by Carolien 

Stolte and Ali Raza. Also see Carolien Stolte, “Orienting India: Interwar Internationalism in and Asian 

Inflection, 1917-1937,” PhD Dissertation. Leiden University, 8 October 2013, in particular chapter four.

[19]  For this critique see Sudipta Kaviraj, “On State, Society and discourse in India,” in The Imaginary 

Institution of India: Politics and Ideas, edited by Sudipta Kaviraj (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2010): 33.

[20]  See Cemil Aydin, The Idea of the Muslim World: A Global Intellectual History (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2017), in particular the conclusion.



- 15 -

heritage of the Islamic, Turco-Mongolian heritage of the Timurid 

dynasty.[21] For Central Asian elites educated in Islam, and in particular 

those who traced their lineage to descendants of the Turco-Mongol 

rulers, Soviet state building had brought not just modernity but potential 

partition: to carve out separate ethnocentric Republics might break apart 

a lived, shared, multi-layered culture and the personal networks this 

shared sense of culture sustained.[22]

 A second anti-Eurocentric influence on Gafurov’s thinking in 

this earliest stage of his career as a spokesperson for Tajik history was 

the intellectual heritage of Soviet Oriental studies.[23] The intellectual 

affinities uniting European and Eastern reformers, modernisers and 

anti-colonial revolutionaries have been granted attention in literature 

in the past years.[24] This chapter adds to this literature, showing how 

Gafurov built significantly on the intellectual legacy of a critical school 

[21]  For the centrality of the Timurids in the self-identification of Beatrice Forbes Manz, ”Tamerlane’s 

Career and Its Uses,” in Journal of World History 13, no 1 (2002): 1-25.

[22]  For more on cultured networks in early Soviet Tajikistan see Flora Roberts, “Old Elites Under 

Communism: Soviet Rule In Leninobod,” PhD Diss., The University Of Chicago, 2016.

[23]  The historiography on Soviet Oriental Studies has expanded in recent years. For an important 

reminder of the transatlantic context in which the discipline developed, see S. Marung and K. Naumann, 

“The Making of Oriental Studies: Its Transnational and Transatlantic Past,” In Rens Bod, Jaap Maat and 

Thijs Weststeijn (Eds.), The Making of the Humanities. Volume III: The Modern Humanities (Amsterdam 

University Press, 2014): 415-429. Also see Stéphane A. Dudoignon, “Some Side Effects of a Progressive 

Orientology,” in After Orientalism: Critical Perspectvies on Western Agency and Eastern Reappropriations, 

edited by François Pouillion and Jean-Claude Vatin (Leiden: Brill, 2015): 121-133; as well as the special 

issue devoted to Soviet Iranology edited by Stephanie Cronin and Edmund Herzig, including the 

introductory article by Cronin, “Introduction: Edward Said, Russian Oreintalism and Soviet Iranology,” 

in Iranian Studies 48, no. 5 (2015): 647-662; M. Kemper and A.M. Kalinovsky (Eds.), Reassessing Orientalism: 

Interlocking Orientologies during the Cold War (London: Routledge, 2015); M. Kemper and S. Conermann 

(Eds.), The heritage of Soviet Oriental studies (Londen: Routledge, 2011); Vera Tolz, Russia’s Own Orient: 

The Politics of Identity and Oriental Studies in the Late Imperial and Early Soviet Periods (Oxford University 

Press, 2011). Many works have also appeared in Russia; for an excellent recent survey of the history of 

Soviet Indology see L.B. Aleav, Istoriografiia Istorii Indii (Moscow: Institut Vostokovedeniia RAN, 2013) and 

Vladimir Bobrovnikov's discussion of the response to Edward Said's Orientalism in Russia: "Pochemu 

my marginaly? (Zametki na poliakh Russkogo perevoda "Orientalizma" Edvarda Saida)," in Ab Imperio, 

2 (2008): 325-344. for classic surveys see N.A. Kuznetsova and L. M. Kulagina, (Eds.). Iz istorii sovetskogo 

vostokovedeniia 1917-1967 (Moscow: NAUKA, 1970); A.P. Baziiants (Ed.). Vostokovednye Tsentry V SSSR, Two 

Vols. (Moscow, 1989). 

[24]  For affinities between activists in the colonial world and critical antimaterialistic thinkers 

in Western Europe, see Leela Gandhi, Affective Communities: Anticolonial Thought and the Politics of 

Friendship (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005); Kris Manjapra, “The impossible intimacies of M.N. 

Roy,” in Postcolonial Studies 16, no. 2 (2013): 169-184; Manjapra, M. N. Roy. For connections between 

antimaterialistic or “esoteric” Western thinkers and what Sedgwick calls Muslim modernizing 

“traditionalists,” see Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World: Traditionalism and the Secret Intellectual 

History of the Twentieth Century (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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of pre-revolutionary Russian Orientology. Scholars that greatly influenced 

his writing, such as Vasily Barthold and Alexander Semenov, defied the 

Eurocentric teleological assumptions of West European Oriental studies, 

including the insistence on Islamic backwardness and the tendency to 

present East and West as incommensurable civilizational blocs.[25] 

 A third context that influenced Gafurov’s approach to 

internationalism was historical materialism, and in this thesis I focus 

in particular on the Stalinist and Maoist interpretation of the historical 

approach. Gafurov began to publish broadly on questions of Tajik history 

in Russian after the Second World War - the period of High Stalinism. 

Under Stalin, the rise of the modern nation-state had been canonized 

as part of the piatichlenka; the five-staged path Stalin had outlined that 

comprised the universal path of human historical development.[26] As Stalin 

embraced the nation-state as a necessary by-product of modernization, the 

spatial consequence of this was that the modern world was perceived as, 

necessarily, a community of nations.[27] In part, Gafurov’s subversiveness 

as a post-war Soviet historian is evidenced by his consistent attempts to 

emphasize the value of nonmaterial conditions, and cultural or spiritual 

solidarities and connections as stepping-stones for community building 

bypassing the nation state. At the height of Stalinism, as we will see in 

chapter two, the piatichlenka left room for the idea that culture and played a 

relatively autonomous transformative role in the pre-historic past, but not 

[25]  In this sense, this thesis builds in particular on the work of Vera Tolz who identified a critical current 

of thought among Russian imperial orientalists, see Tolz, Russia’s Own Orient; also see Vera Tolz, “European, 

National, and (Anti-)Imperial: The Formation of Academic Oriental Studies in Late Tsarist and Early Soviet 

Russia,” in Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 9, no. 1 (2008): 53-81. For the anti-Eurocentric 

and antimaterialistic tradition of German Orientalism that may have inspired these Russian thinkers see 

Suzanne Marchand, “German Orientalism and the Decline of the West,” in Proceedings Of The American 

Philosophical Society 145, no. 4 (2001): 465-473; to situate this in the larger context of German orientalist 

scholarship, see Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

[26]  For the piatichlenka and its effects on historiography see David Brandenberger and Mikhail V. Zelenov, 

“Stalin’s Answer to the National Question: A Case Study on the Editing of the 1938 Short Course,” in Slavic 

Review 73, no. 4 (2014): 859-880.

[27]  For Stalin’s politics of modernization as nation-formation, see Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action 

Empire: Nations And Nationalism In The Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 

2001); Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca, 

London: Cornell University Press, 2005). In my focus on the spatial effects in Tajik historiography my 

analysis also builds on the work of Alfred Rieber who argued that Stalinism produced a particular regionally 

spatialized imagination of state-based development, see Alfred Rieber, “Stalin, Man of the Borderlands,” in 

American Historical Review 106, no. 5 (2001): 1651-1691.
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in later periods, when such solidarities were throught to have developed 

through the prisms of historical materialism and socialist statecraft.[28] 

 A fourth conjuncture that influenced Gafurov’s historical work 

was the cultural and intellectual thaw in the Soviet Union after Stalin’s 

death, and more particularly the way this opened new opportunities to 

engage with decolonizing elites and activists in Africa and Asia. Gafurov 

was installed as director of the Institute for Oriental Studies in Moscow 

in 1956. This was a time when the new Soviet leadership sought to 

construct allies in the decolonizing world and this had a profound effect 

on Gafurov’s career.[29] As an expert on “Asian” (Tajik) history and director 

of a prestigious academic institute, Gafurov acquired seats on the Soviet 

Committee for Solidarity with the Countries of Asia and Africa (SKSSAA) 

at the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Organization (AAPSO) and the 

Soviet Committee at the UNESCO Major Project for Mutual Appreciation 

of Eastern and Western Values (East West Project).[30] His activities 

[28]  While Stalin’s approach of history was not crudely materialistic, it did prioritize an understanding 

of national culture as rooted, vernacular and local. For Stalin’s vision of national culture, see Erik van 

Ree, “Heroes and Merchants: Stalin’s understanding of National Character,” in Kritika: Explorations in 

Russian and Eurasian History 8, no. 1 (2007): 41-65. For how the development of a Stalinist culture as social 

conduct and etiquette was interconnected with processes of state centralization see Vadim Volkov, “The 

concept of kul’turnost’: notes on the Stalinist civilizing process,” in Stalinism New Directions, edited by 

Sheila Fitzpatrick, 210-230 (New York: Routledge, 2000).

[29]  In recent years historians have been drawing attention to the way destalinization heralded a new 

phase in Soviet and Eastern European relations with the decolonizing world, greatly enhancing the 

visibility of “Asians” in the Soviet system. For works emphasizing how Soviet “Eastern” representatives 

from the Caucasus and Central Asia played important roles as cultural intermediaries, even already in 

Stalin’s time, see See James Pickett, “Soviet Civilization through a Persian lense: Iranian Intellectuals, 

Cultural Diplomacy and Socialist Modernity 1941-55,” in Iranian Studies 48, no. 5 (September 2015): 805-

826; Eren Tasar, "Soviet Politics towards Islam: Domestic and International Considerations,” in Religion 

and the Cold War: A Global Perspective, edited by Philip Muehlenbeck (Nashville: Vanderbilt University 

Press, 2012): 168-169 [158-181]; Artemy Kalinovsky, “Not some British Colony in Africa: The Politics of 

Decolonization and Modernization in Soviet Central Asia, 1955-1964,” in Ab Imperio 2 (2013): 191-222; 

Mascha Kirasirova, “‘Sons of Muslims’ in Moscow: Soviet Central Asian mediators to the Foreign East, 

1955-1962,” in Ab Imperio 4 (2011): 106-132; Hanna Jansen, “Negotiating Russian Imperial Aryanism? Soviet 

Oriental Studies in the Cold War,” in Decolonization and the Cold War: Negotiating Independence, edited by 

Leslie James and Elisabeth Leake. (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015): 145-166. 

[30]  For recent work on the AAPSO as a space for international engagement, see the special issue of the 

Journal of World History edited by Su Lin Lewis and Carolien Stolte, including their introductory article 

"Other Bandungs"; and Nataša Mišković, Harald Fischer-Tiné and Nada Boškova (Eds.) The Non-Aligned 

Movement and the Cold War: Delhi – Bandung – Belgrade. (New York: Routledge, 2014). For a focus on 

the Afro-Asian Writers Association see Rossen Djagalov, “The People’s Republic of Letters: Towards a 

Media History of Twentieth-Century Socialist Internationalism,” PhD diss., Yale University, 2011. For the 

UNESCO East-West Project, see Laura Wong, “Relocating East and West: UNESCO’s Major Project on the 

Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western Cultural Values,” in Journal of World History 19, no. 3 (2008): 
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within these organizations brought him in touch with the cultural and 

intellectual elites of decolonizing states. Gafurov was able to rally Soviet 

resources and influence in support of an international project of historical 

revisionism supported by leading figures in the decolonizing world, 

above all the Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Finding a foothold 

in UNESCO, these figures aimed to establish an alternative narrative 

of Afro-Asian history and humanism that served to correct Western 

Eurocentric models of humanism and civilization as well as ethnocentric 

nation-state-building.[31] 

 Soviet and Asian diplomacy had successfully opened UNESCO’s 

doors to a historical revisionist project that emphasized peoples’ 

internationalism on a global scale. While the mid-1950s can therefore be 

seen as a crystallizing moment for peoples’ internationalism in world 

historical practice, its initial success did not spread. On the one hand, a 

changing mindset in the socialist camp abated support for it on the side 

of the Soviets. Fears of revisionism were fanned in the Chinese Peoples’ 

Republic as well as Eastern European Satellite States and in the late 1950s 

Gafurov was forced to abandon much of the revisionist cultural-historical 

research agenda at the Institute for Oriental Studies.[32] At the same time 

in UNESCO a similarly materialistic state-based national and regional 

mindset was on the rise. In the 1960s a Parsonian development paradigm 

349-374; as well as Laura Wong, “Cultural Agency: UNESCO’s Major Project on the Mutual Appreciation 

of Eastern and Western Values, 1957-1966,” PhD Diss., Harvard University, 2006. 

[31]  For the activities of former colonials in international organizarions, see the excellent special issue of 

Comparativ edited by Klaas Dykmann and Katja Naumann, including their introductory article “Changes 

from the “Margins”. Non-European Actors, Ideas, and Strategies in International Organizations: 

Introduction,” in Comparativ: Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsforschung 23, 

no 4-5 (2013): 9-20. For a focus on UNESCO, see Chloe Maurel, "Internationalization and Decentering 

of UNESCO: Representation and Influence of “Non-Western” Countries, 1945-1987,” in Comparativ: 

Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsforschung 23, no. 4-5 (2013): 68-117. In 

recent years attention for the activities of Asian and African actors in international organizations has 

been growing. See falso the recently published volume, Poul Duedahl (Ed.), History of UNESCO: Global 

Actions and Impacts (Palgrave MacMillan, 2016), with chapter five and twelve focusing on Japanese 

actors, chapter 11 on Mexican, chapter 13 on Egyptian, and chapter fifteen on Chinese actors. For Soviet 

Central Asian anti-colonial and internationalist activism in UNESCO, see Hanna Jansen, “Soviet ‘Afro-

Asians’ in UNESCO: Reorienting World History.,” in Journal of World History 30, no. 1 (2019): 193-221. 

[32]  For the growing rivalry between the PRC and USSR in the second half of the 1950s, see Austin 

Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance: an International History (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 

Press, 2014); Jeremy Friedman, Shadow Cold War: the Sino-Sovet Competition for the Third World (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Lorenz M. Lüthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the 

Communist World (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
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challenged the view that modern processes of human integration might 

be achieved through practices of cultural reform and revisionism on a 

non-state basis.[33] As it turned out, both socialist and capitalist worlds 

ended up championing a “realist” worldview skeptical towards the idea 

of internationalism beyond the nation-state. Focusing on Gafurov’s 

activities in UNESCO, we will see how new functionaries in the 1960s and 

1970s served to reassert an imagination of the global as a territorialized 

community of nations carved up by their particular spheres of influence, 

thus facilitating the marginalization of peoples’ internationalism and its 

near disappearance form the archive of universal history. [34]

Gafurov: a short intellectual biography 

Having briefly traced the content of peoples’ internationalism, as well as 

outlined the different conjunctures that constitute the case-studies in 

this research, the remainder of this introduction is structured as follows. 

In order to situate peoples’ internationalism in its original context, the 

following section offers a brief genealogy of Gafurov’s life and work 

on Tajik history, tracing the shifts in his intellectual biography and 

acknowledging how they responded to the particular intellectual and 

political climate of the time. This will be followed by a section situating 

peoples’ internationalism in a context of rival internationalisms. A 

[33]  For the growing influence of a development model based on the thinking of Talcott Parsons on 

American foreign politics in the 1960s, see Michael Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social 

Science and ‘Nation Building’ in the Kennedy administration. (University of Norh Carolina Press, 2000): 

esp. 30-39. For this model growing domiant within the UN, see for instance Sandrine Kott, “Cold War 

Internationalism,” in Internationalisms: A Twentieth-Century History, edited by G. Sluga and P. Clavin 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017): 340-362. 

[34]  This trend towards the territorial compartmentalization of culture was part of a broad shift 

in the world social sciences, see Timothy Mitchell, “The Middle East in the Past and Future of Social 

Science.” In The Politics of Knowledge: Area Studies and the Disciplines, edited by David Szanton (Berkeley: 

Univesity of California Press, 2004): 74-118. For social scientists getting involved with the UNESCO’s 

East-West Project’s programming, see Laura Wong. “Cultural Agency,” 133-135. For historical accounts 

emphasizing the difficulty of retrieving the interationalism imagination of historical movements after 

their institutionalization, see internationalist character of historical movements were lost from the 

historical archive due to their institutionalization see, Raza, Roy and Zachariah (Eds.) The Internationalist 

Moment. For this argument focused on the example of the socialist international imagination, see 

Patrizia Dorligiani, “The Fate of Socialist and Twentieth-Century Internationalism,” in Internationalisms: 

A Twentieth-Century History, edited by G. Sluga and P. Clavin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2017):  38-60. 
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third section elaborates the tension between the model of modernity 

that inspired peoples internationalism and the one that inspired Soviet 

state-building efforts. Finally, a fourth section focuses on the broad 

significance of the peoples’ internationalism as an approach to world 

history and its politicization in the era of Cold War. 

 All of the chapters in this thesis focus to different degrees on 

Gafurov’s life and work. In my analysis of Gafurov’s biography I have 

focused on his role as a public educator and spokesperson for peoples’ 

internationalism rather than that of Party leader or NKVD informer.[35] 

He performed this role in various societal contexts: as Tajik Party leader, 

Tajik historian, Soviet Party propagandist, director of a central academic 

institute in Moscow, and as Soviet representative at the Afro-Asian 

Peoples’ Solidarity Organization and UNESCO. 

 While Gafurov’s biography will be treated in greater detail in the 

chapters of this thesis, I will focus my attention here on why Gafurov’s 

writings are best understood, not as simply resisting or complying with 

Soviet modernization efforts, but within a broader context of multiple 

overlapping conversations that extended across and beyond the Soviet 

Union, contributing to an agenda of anti-colonial world making.[36] It is this 

thesis’ contention that Gafurov was part of a wider, internally variegated 

movement of anti-colonial activists who presented the emancipation of 

non-Western peoples as beneficial for world culture and modernity as a 

whole. This section teases out the continuities in Gafurov’s writings and 

public performances. While Gafurov’s self-presentation and language 

changed profoundly at times, there was a surprising consistency to his 

practical work on the whole. Despite the reversals I have indicated above, 

within the context of Gafurov’s biography peoples’ internationalism 

[35]  For glimpses into this more hidden part of Gafurov’s life, see for instance Dudoignon, “Some Side 

Effects of a Progressive Orientology”; as well as Dudoignon, “Review of Gafurov, Abdullo and Kabilova 

Bakhrinniso.” 

[36]  I thus depart from the dominant perspective within Central Asian historiography that tends to 

analyse the history of the region through the prism of Russian / Soviet empire. Historians of the former 

communist space have begun to draw attention the central historical roles played by regions that have 

traditionally been regarded as peripheral; on the edge of empire. Kalinovsky, for instance, emphasizes the 

global contexts in which Central Asian / Tajik planners and economists moved, see Artemy M. Kalinovsky, 

Laboratory of Socialist Development: Cold War Politics and Decolonization in Soviet Tajikistan. Ithaca; London 

Cornell University Press, 2018. For an excellent work re-situating Eastern Europe into a global context, 

see James Mark, Bogdan C. Iacob, Tobia Rupprecht, Ljubica Skaskovska, 1989: A Global History of Eastern 

Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).
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managed to circumvent the ebb and flow of the Soviet ideological climate.

 Gafurov began his career in cultural education (in Soviet rhetoric 

“enlightenment”) in the mid 1920s. At the time, the Tajik Republic was still 

a part of the larger Republic of Uzbekistan, due to the mixed historical 

and cultural (Islamic) ancestry of the Uzbeks and Tajiks.[37] In 1929 the 

independent Tajik Republic was set up and Gafurov moved to the capital of 

republic, where he soon became one of the central figures in Soviet Party 

propaganda and agitation circles. He rose through the ranks of the Tajik 

Party and by the mid-1940s he was installed as First Secretary of the Tajik 

Communist Party. 

  As this thesis highlights, this was a period of international 

optimism: the war had ended, and in Asia anti-colonial activists felt 

that change was underway in the British Empire. In Europe, meanwhile, 

anticolonial and pacifist activists came together and began to negotiate 

agendas of culture rejuvenation aimed to avoid the horrors of war for 

the future. Soviet scholars trained in the academic field of Orientology / 

Oriental studies (or: orientalists, the term I use consistently throughout 

this thesis to denote scholars of Asian, North African and Middle Eastern 

history and culture) participated in transnational conversations with 

these groups.[38] Academically trained orientalists became important 

[37]  For an excellent recent contribution to the body of literature investigating efforts at Central 

Asian nation-building in the region of what is now Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, see Adeeb Khalid, Making 

Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, And Revolution In The Early USSR (Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 

2015). For a recent account analysing processes of Central Asian statebuilding through the prism of 

Uzbek cinematography see Cloé Drieu, Cinema, Nation and Empire in Uzbekistan, 1919-1937. (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 2018). For classical works addressing Tajik nation-building, see Teresa 

Rakowska-Harmstone, Russia and Nationalism in Central Asia: the Case of Tadzhikistan (Baltimore, London: 

The Johns Hopkins Press, 1970); Lutz Rzehak,Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen. Sprachliches Handeln 

und Sprachplanung in Transoxanien zwischen Tradition, Moderne und Sowjetmacht (1900-1956) (Wiesbaden: 

Reichert Verlag, 2001); Reinhard Eisener, “Some Problems of Research Concerning the National 

Delimitation of Soviet Central Asia in 1924,” in Bamberger Mittelasienstudien, edited by Bert Fragner 

(Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1994): 109-117.

[38]  The creation of cross-border spaces was part of a distinct Soviet policy to allow transmitting 

knowledge on Soviet nationality to the outside world, as well as showcasing the successes of Soviet 

nationality politics. For the first approch, see Gilles Riaux, Ethnicité et nationalisme en Iran: La cause 

azerbaïdjanaise (Paris: Karthala (Meydan), 2012), 76-89. For the second, see Terry Martin, "Borders 

and Ethnic Conflict: The Soviet Experiment in Ethno-Territorial Proliferation," in Jahrbücher für 

Geschichte Osteuropas 47, no. 4 (1999): 538-555. A note on terminology: in English the word “Vostok” 

may be translated both as “Orient” and “East”. Following the example of M. Kemper and S.A. 

Dudoignon I distinguish my use of the term “Oriental studies” as describing a specific academic 

discipline from Edward Said’s use of the term “Orientalism” as indicating processes of subjectivization 

and essentialization through the reproduction of Imperial hierarchies in scholarly and cultural 
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intermediaries connecting Gafurov’s personal and professional networks 

in Tajikistan with these circles of anti-colonial activist circles abroad. 

While the focus of this thesis is on discourses of peoples’ internationalism 

rather than professional and institutional networks, the thesis does, 

nevertheless, situate Gafurov in a larger pool of like-minded colleagues 

and friends who pursued similar agendas of international unity through 

world cultural reform and modernization and the emancipation of 

marginalized groups and traditions. By 1947 Gafurov published the first 

edition of the officially endorsed Soviet Tajik history for a broad audience. 

This book and the many editions that followed it, I contend, was centrally 

animated by a vision of peoples’ internationalism that also inspired the 

agendas of various anti-colonial, pacifist circles in Europe and Asia.

  When the USSR experienced a period of intellectual and cultural 

thaw after Stalin’s death, Soviet orientalists had the chance to rekindle 

their relations with internationalist circles abroad. In this period, Gafurov 

was installed as director of the IVAN, a move at least partly inspired by the 

USSR’s new diplomatic mission toward the decolonizing world. In Nikita 

Khrushchev’s “Break to the East,” India played an important role, and in 

the mid-1950s Soviet orientalists threw their weight behind Indian Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s international agenda of decolonization and 

solidarity in the mid-1940s. Soviet academics and political intermediaries 

played an important role in advancing an anti-Eurocentric turn in 

UNESCO, initiated by Asian states such as Japan and India in pursuit 

of their own agendas. This reorientation opened up space for Asian and 

African states to kick-start a project of anti-colonial history-writing 

on a global scale. As director of the prestigious academic Institute for 

Oriental Studies, Gafurov was able to participate in these negotiations and 

to emphasize a Soviet perspective on the place of Central Asia in world 

history. The internationalist element in the vision overlapped with that of 

representations of the Orient, see Edward Said’s Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). Again 

in line with Kemper and Dudoignon I use the term Oriental Studies for describing the Soviet tradition 

of academic scholarship on the countries of the East, and the term Orientology for the Russian and 

European Imperial traditions, see the description of the international research project “The Legacy of 

Soviet Oriental Studies: Networks, Institutions, Discourses”, directed by M. Kemper and S.A. Dudoignon 

and funded by the NWO (The Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research),  

project number: 360-52-110. 
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state leaders in the East, such as Nehru, who sought the emancipation of 

the Third World in politics as well as world civilization, while ultimately 

supporting a universalist worldview.

 As indicated above, to present Gafurov’s oeuvre as inspired by 

peoples’ internationalism goes against the grain of most of the English-

language works on his life and work, and on the life and work of Soviet 

Central Asian state figures. Gafurov has often been portrayed as an ardent 

Stalinist, and for much of the postwar period historiography on Soviet 

nationalities policy has tended to present him first and foremost as a 

representative of the Soviet or Tajik state. While some appreciate how his 

intermediary activities served the interests of the Tajik Republic vis-a-

vis Moscow (or the other Central Asian Republics, notably Uzbekistan), 

others note how they contributed to Soviet objectives as a neocolonial 

empire or to his own objectives as a careerist. This thesis adopts, perhaps, 

a more generous approach to Gafurov’s activities. On the one hand, it 

presents Gafurov as a cultural nationalist working towards the cultural 

emancipation of Central Asians. In the 1920s, he was active in circles 

of cultural education and propaganda and in these years of radical and 

almost giddy experimentation, most radical activists in Central Asia 

rallied around an idea of emancipation within the context of nation 

states.[39] His idea of the nation, however, was ambiguous. Within the 

anti-colonial conversations of the interwar period, the question of what 

constituted a nation was still open to debate and did not yet exclude 

a notion of non-territorial solidarity based on a Muslim identity and 

international consciousness - both basic elements that defined Gafurov’s 

historical perspective.[40] This thesis defines Gafurov’s work as famed 

by an internationalist agenda first. In his public roles as an educator 

he consistently emphasized how local and national enlightenment 

contributed to a larger goal of community building beyond the state. 

Similarly in his historical work he consistently situated Tajik history in a 

[39]  Khalid, Making Uzbekistan..

[40]  For a recent project researching the ambiguous and international dimensions of the visions of 

early Bengali anti-colonial nationalists, see the oral history project Oral Histories of Decolonisation: 

Bengali Intellectuals, Memory and the Archive, directed by Kris Manjapra, Nellesh Bose and Iftekhar Iqbal, 

in particular the introductory article to a special issue devoted to the project by Kris Manjapra, “Third 

World Humanities from South Asian Perspectives: An Oral History Approach, South Asia,” in Journal of 

South Asian Studies 41, no 4, (2018): 828-845.
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broad context of overlapping traditions, seeing Tajik culture as a segment 

of a larger world civilisation or humanism.

 In his influential essay on the Soviet model of modernity, Terry 

Martin suggested that in the construction of the Stalinist state, Soviet 

modernisers celebrated the ethno-cultural traditions of Soviet peoples 

in order to construct a sense of shared identity for the Soviet population 

and forestall the threat of nationalism.[41] Gafurov’s writings follow a 

different path: while Stalin celebrated the rooted ethnic traditions that 

did not conflict with Soviet state-centrism, Gafurov’s writings emphasize 

precisely the “spiritual” or non-territorial heritage of the Central Asian 

Tajiks - presenting the territorialized traditions of local communities in 

a larger context of transformative cultural solidarities that bypassed the 

nation-state.[42] While some of Gafurov’s writings emphasize how ethnic 

cultural traditions transcend political divisions, his primary concern was 

on acknowledging Islamic cultural heritages as a source of world making. 

For him, and the academics and ideologues he worked with, national 

differences were balanced by a non-territorial as well as international (or: 

transnational) conception of world entanglement. It was this approach to 

culture as heterogeneous and multi-layered that inspired the historical 

vision and interdisciplinary research method of peoples’ internationalism. 

 Alongside highlighting the subversiveness of Gafurov’s historical 

approach within the context of Soviet historiography and state-centric 

narratives of nationalism, this thesis shows how Gafurov’s attempts at 

non-territorial world making formed part of an international historical 

moment and movement. His commitment to spiritual transcendence 

fed into a larger critique of Western modernity that inspired many 

anti-colonial intellectual elites across the Euro-Asian terrain. Soviet 

[41]  Terry Martin, “Modernization or Neo-Traditionalism? Ascribed Nationality and Soviet 

Primordialism,” in Sheila Fitzpatrick (Ed.), Stalinism: New Directions (London, New York: Routledge, 2000), 

348-367

[42]  Masha Kirasirova’s observation that the same was the case for the writing of the Iranian emigre 

poet Abdulqasim Lahuti suggests that this was customary throughout the Popular Front period. While 

Kirasirova productively shows that on the policy level Gafurov had to actively reject such approaches 

in the period of late Stalinism, this thesis’ analysis of his writing illustrates that he never completely 

abandoned this approach and continued to perpetuate it throughout the height of Stalin’s anti-

cosmopolitan campaign. See Masha Kirasirova, “My Enemy’s Enemy: Consequences of the CIA Operation 

against Abulqasim Lahuti,” 1953–54;” in Iranian Studies 50, no. 3: 439-465,
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Eurocentric approaches of the modern reproduced a teleological concept 

of historical development that took the emergence of the nation-state as 

a prerequisite for modernity.[43] Gafurov, by contrast, emphasized the role 

of non-territorial solidarities in the creation of community; both in the 

past and in the present. Awareness of one’s cultural and spiritual history 

and heritage could serve to construct solidarities on a new, transnational 

basis and allow communities to pass by the stage of modern capitalist 

nation-state formation. From this perspective, Gafurov’s insistence on 

non-territorial or religious solidarities and traditions served to also 

disassociate modernity from Westernization and in particular, from the 

Westphalian model of the nation-state. 

 To recapitulate, Gafurov’s biography places him at the center of 

a revisionist attempt to rewrite world history in the spirit of peoples’ 

internationalism. Destalinization allowed Soviet orientalists to activate 

an international project of historical revisionism that emphasized the 

role of formerly colonized peoples in the creation of world civilization 

and modernity. It was through Gafurov’s dual role as representative to 

UNESCO and director that the IVAN that Moscow became a central node 

on the map of peoples’ internationalism, which recognized the value of 

non-territorial solidarities and commitments in the modern era.

Rival internationalisms

The previous section focussed on Gafurov’s biography and vision 

of peoples’ internationalism. While harbouring roots in the pre-

Revolutionary interwar period, peoples’ internationalism was activated 

on a global scale after World War Two: a period in which visions of 

transitional/global affiliations proliferated. Its historical significance 

emerges, not when seen in isolation, but from its interaction with the 

variety of other internationalisms. The purpose of this section, then, is 

to situate Gafurov’s internationalist agenda in relation to other forms of 

internationalism - its European liberal and communist equivalents (or 

adversaries) in particular. 

 Firstly, Gafurov being a Soviet citizen, this section serves to explain 

[43]  Martin, “Modernization or Neo-Traditionalism?”
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how peoples’ internationalism departed from socialist internationalism. In 

the USSR and wider socialist bloc, narratives of peoples’ internationalism 

had a powerful competitor in proletarian internationalisms that regarded 

solidarities based on culture or spirituality as superstructural; the mere 

byproduct of fundamental socio-economic processes. In this comparison, 

the adjective “peoples” might raise some confusion, as often in 

historiography the term “people” is used as a popular denominator of the 

working class (aka: people’s press). Throughout the thesis I will therefore 

use the term proletarian internationalism for socialist / Marxist visions 

of internationalism. Nevertheless, the two internationalisms sometimes 

overlapped. One point of convergence, obviously, being that both peoples’ 

internationalism and proletarian internationalism rejected the nation 

as a meaningful category in the world historical progress, and aimed to 

ultimately deconstruct the boundaries separating nations and races. While 

in the interwar period both drew support from the same networks of 

Comintern-circulating individuals it is useful to distinguish between the 

two types of internationalisms for the sake of analysis. These distinctions 

become clearer if we approach proletarian internationalism through its 

post-Leninist incarnations of Stalinism and Maoism. 

 One basic point on which Stalinism (and later Maoism) could not 

agree with peoples’ internationalism was the latter’s emphasis on an 

inner revolution or a revolution of the mind. In its aim to revolutionize 

society, peoples’ internationalism insisted on the revolutionary qualities 

of culture; most specifically the imagination. It counted on the ability 

of cultural and intellectual elites to activate a revolution of the mind 

through education or artistic inspiration. Stalinism, by contrast, aimed 

to transform society at its material base; a cultural revolution was to take 

place through society and its institutions first. A revolution of the mind 

should follow from more concrete societal changes or it would encourage 

a false consciousness, as had been the case with the Imperial mission 

civilisatrice.

 Another point on which the Stalinist incarnation of proletarian 

internationalism disagreed with peoples’ internationalism was the latter’s 

implicit holism. In the view of the cultural historians, philologists and 

humanists supporting this historical vantage point human values and 

creative abilities were universal. While cultural trends and values differed 
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across time and place, they also overlapped and were potentially global 

in scope. Stalin however aimed to further revolutionize society through 

processes of communist state development based on rational planning.[44] 

This demanded the categorization of Soviet society into separate ethno-

national constituencies.[45] As evidenced by Stalin’s politics of socialism 

in one country (1924-1926) and the “anti-cosmopolitan campaigns” of the 

late 1940s this process of compartmentalization brought on new power 

hierarchies. Stalin’s vision of the USSR as a Russocentric multinational 

state with firm territorial and cultural borders stood in sharp contrast 

with peoples’ internationalisms defiant rejection of mechanisms of ethnic, 

cultural, or spiritual compartmentalization. 

 In its emphasis on non-territoriality, peoples’ internationalism 

was also distinct from dominant forms of international thinking in the 

capitalist world. The liberal internationalism that grew dominant within 

the UN from the late 1950s onwards presented the modern, rationally 

organized nation-state as a stable foundation of world international 

relations.[46] To envision internationalism as the interaction and exchange 

of particular nation-states left little room for an internationalism based 

on the liminal experience of multi-layered, multilingual identities of 

non-state communities and groups. Under the influence of the UN, 

a functionalist development paradigm soon eclipsed other forms of 

anti-colonial activism in the Third World.[47] In UNESCO, this served to 

marginalize a program of peoples’ internationalism that aimed to create 

change through cultural historical education and research. 

[44]  For Stalin never completely rejecting the role of culture in history, see Erik van Ree, “Stalin and the 

National Question,” in Revolutionary Russia 7 No. 2 (1994): 229 [215-238].

[45]  For how Central Asian historical narratives were meant to fit the national mould; Adeeb Khalid, 

Making Uzbekistan (2015)

[46]  Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism.

[47]  Kaviraj, "On State, Society and Discourse in India.". 
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The role of the nation-state  
in world history and culture 

At the heart of my argument is the interplay between rhetorics and 

politics based on the modern state on the one hand, and a world vision 

as articulated in peoples’ internationalism on the other. As set forth in 

the above, statism presented peoples’ internationalism with challenges 

and set backs throughout its development: in the Stalinist USSR, in 

Soviet dealings with the PRC, and at UNESCO. In the works of historians 

and orientalists this tension was projected onto historical narrative: 

was it regional power centres (the state) or diffuse cultural exchanges 

(internationalism) that brought people together?

 Despite the challenges and setbacks Gafurov continued to work 

to advance peoples’ internationalism on a global scale until the end 

of his life. His personal commitment and drive suggests that peoples’ 

internationalism was more than an abstract methodological question 

to him. Despite his internationally mobile lifestyle, this thesis regard 

his commitments as locally rooted; as strongly influenced by very close 

to home convictions and experiences. Highlighting those moments in 

Gafurov’s intellectual biography where he actively rejected ethnic and 

racial divisions, this thesis suggests that his commitment was towards the 

cause of trans-ethnic community, a notion that cultural solidarities could 

not be reduced to ethno-centric or state based connections. His biography 

suggests that this commitment derived at least from a desire to preserve 

culture; an awareness that his multi-lingual identity was challenged by the 

rise of the Soviet nation-state, as well his sense of belonging as a member 

of a transnational cultured Muslim elite who derived much of its status 

and sense of place in the world from its regional Turco-Mongolian Islamic 

heritage.[48]

 Below I will analyse how this focus on Gafurov’s life experience as 

[48]  For continuities of Islamic lineages and solidarities in Central Asia in the Soviet period see 

the work of Stéphane Dudoignon, for instance Stéphane A. Dudoignon and Ariane Zevaco, “Sur le 

‘mail des rhapsodes’: Sociabilités, traditionnelles, groupes de statut, ethnies minoritaires en Asie 

Centrale soviétique,” in Asiatischen Studien / Études Asiatiques LXIII, no. 2 (2009): 273-321; also see the 

contributions to the special issue of the Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient on 

cultural change in Muslim Eurasia edited by Devin DeWeese, Paolo Sartori and Jeff Eden, including their 

introduction, “Moving Beyond Modernism: Rethinking Cultural Change in Muslim Eurasia (19th-20th 

Centuries),” in Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 59 (2016): 1-36.
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a multi-lingual and cultured Central Asian stood in tension with Soviet 

practices of statecraft. In seeking to recognize the local knowledge and 

life experience of living communities and groups this thesis hopes to 

accommodate the historiography of Soviet Central Asia and that of 

Soviet Orientology.[49] In the Soviet Union, as in Western Europe, modern 

statecraft rested on the rational categorization and ordering of society 

for the attainment of a optimally organized state, with a well-functioning 

redistributive system.[50] Historians have emphasized how the Soviet 

promise for affirmative action stimulated competition between Republican 

elites for the distribution of resources.[51] Terry Martin famously presented 

the USSR as an “affirmative action” empire.[52] Francine Hirsch illuminated 

in particular how Stalinist state was reorganized as a multi-national state 

system, categorizing its population according to ethnic groups based on 

language, territory, history, way of life - traced to patterns and trends in 

material culture.[53] Next to that, this thesis suggests, elites also sought for 

the recognition of multi-layered identities and local experiences that could 

not be compartmentalized in particular, territorially situated Republics. 

 While suggesting that the Soviet model of state-based 

modernization failed to accommodate local experience, this thesis 

foregrounds one experience in particular: that of a multilingualism 

elite that didn’t identify according to ethnic lines (often being of mixed 

ethnic ancestry) and was formed by a Muslim consciousness as well as 

legitimating narrative that transcended the boundaries of nation-states. 

This element was specific for Gafurov’s biography and converged on 

points with the life-world of many others populating his professional 

networks. For instance, Joseph Braginsky, Gafurov’s mentor in the 1930s 

[49]  For the argument that state-based practices of high-modernism and revolutionary planning should 

be recognized as imperialist if failing to recognize the local knowledge and life experience of living 

communities and groups, see Scott, Seeing Like a State, 1-11. 

[50]  Whether the Soviet project of modernity should be viewed as alternative to the Western, capitalist 

modernity project, has been the subject of some controversy in historiography. For a good overview of 

this debate, see Michael David-Fox, “Multiple Modernities vs. Neo-Traditionalism: On Recent Debates in 

Russian and Soviet History,” in Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 54, no. 4 (2006): 535-555. The body of 

literature on Soviet state- and cultural engineering has been extensive. For a seminal work see Stephen 

Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (University of California Press, 1995). 

[51]  Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development.

[52]  Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire. 

[53]  Hirsch, Empire of Nations.
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was internationalist and cultural propagandist who sought to overcome 

vernacular communalisms by emphasizing cross-border links and 

connections in local and global (including, obviously, Russian) literatures. 

Similarly, the work of Boris Litvinsky, Tajik leading archaeologist and 

Gafurov’s alleged ghostwriter of the late 1960s and 1970s, underscored 

how Central Asians had contributed to the evolution of an alternative 

“Oriental” civilisation. 

  Gafurov’s writings consistently emphasized the richness of the 

multi-layered heritage of Turco-Mongol Timurid culture, which, as a Tajik, 

he was hardly in a position to cherish as part of his own cultural past. 

Narratives of internationalism beyond the state allowed him to embrace 

both a modern Tajik identity and a Turco-Mongolian Islamic heritage. In 

the logic of the Stalinist state’s order, the multilingual ethnically inclusive 

identities of Central Asian cultured families were suddenly marginalized, 

or presented as a sign of conservative neo-traditionalism. Gafurov’s 

writings on the Timurid cultural heritage, for instance, has been seen by 

historians as an act of appropriation; signalling the growing nationalist 

competition with the Uzbeks over a largely shared cultural heritage.[54] 

While nationalist competition did indeed arise, this thesis does not read 

Gafurov’s biography accordingly. To do so would reassert precisely the 

anachronistic nation-state centric approach to culture that Gafurov 

strove to decenter in his work. Rather, by situating Gafurov’s writings in 

a broader context of Muslim modernization and cultural revolution, this 

thesis suggests that his cultural nationalism fed into a larger polyphonic 

debate that aimed to reconcile transnational heritages and identities with 

practices of modern state building. 

 To recapitulate, Gafurov’s academic pursuits in the area of peoples’ 

internationalism drew upon the language of world civilization and supra-

ethnic, supra-religious unity in the service of agendas closer to home. 

This does not mean that his internationalist agenda was necessarily 

anti-statist. Gafurov, for instance, seemed to take the potential use of 

[54]  Marlène Laruelle, “The Concept of Ethnogenesis in Central Asia: Political Context and Institutional 

Mediators (1940–50),” in Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 9, no. 1 (2008): 169-188. For 

how similar mechanisms played out among Turkic Republics in Central Asia, see Victor Shnirelman, 

“Aryans or Proto-Turks? Contested Ancestors in Contemporary Central Asia,” in Nationalities Papers 37, 

no. 5 (2009): 557-587.
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a centrally governed redistributive welfare state for granted. However, 

this thesis contends, his activism was focused elsewhere: it aimed for 

the recognition, by the state and through the appeal to a higher order, 

of a particular local experiences of internationalism as transcendence. 

Gafurov’s biography suggests, indeed, that peoples’ internationalism 

allowed him, as a multi-layered and multi-lingual Central Asian local, to 

find a place of belonging beyond the ethno-centric nation state. 

The role of culture

Above I have argued that peoples’ internationalism provided a space 

where local multi-layered (multi-lingual, supra-religious) identities could 

be recognized, bypassing the logic of enumeration and measurement 

that characterized the Soviet state building project. This perspective 

draws heavily from the work of historians of Southeast Asia. As Kris 

Manjapra, Benjamin Zachariah and Sunil Amrith suggest, for instance, 

anti-colonialism was not a univocal ideal, and many radical anti-colonial 

modernist, reformist or revolutionary activists in the decolonizing world 

were critical of nationalist interpretations of modernity for its failure 

to recognize other identities and solidarities. Scholars including Leela 

Gandhi, Ali Raza, and Carolien Stolte have also shown how anti-colonial 

activists from British India had strong affinity with the worldviews 

and imaginations of critical internationalists across the spatially and 

temporally divided terrain of Euro-Asia.

 When perceived through the prism of Gafurov’s biography peoples’ 

internationalism had strong affinities with ‘one world’ efforts of the 

earliest generation of UNESCO functionaries.[55] This thesis highlights 

in particular the connections between Eastern and Western projects 

of historical revisionism aimed to reimagine world modernity and 

civilization on an equal, inclusive basis.[56] Soviet orientalists participated 

[55]  For such efforts, see Glenda Sluga, “UNESCO and the (One) World of Julian Huxley,” in Journal of 

World History, 21, no. 3 (2010): 395.

[56]  The project to rewrite world history on a non-national anti-colonial basis was central to the 

UNESCO post-war program. See for instance, Inés Dussel and Christian Ydese, “Unesco and the 

Improvement of History Textbooks in Mexico, 1945-1960,” in A History of UNESCO: Global Actions and 
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in the India-initiated attempt too rewrite the history of Asia in UNESCO. 

They aimed to correct the historical approach of prominent UNESCO 

personalities such as Julian Huxley, the organisation’s first Director-

General, whose scientific humanism they criticized for failing to highlight 

the world’s historical civilizations but failed to emphasize the agency of 

minority or oppressed communities.[57] 

 In the background of Gafurov’s efforts to advance peoples’ 

internationalism through the confines of UNESCO, thus, played out a 

broader discussion on the place of culture or humanism in history. Even 

historians believing in the value of cultural trends and tradition that 

transcended the nation state disagreed on how to define such traditions. 

For instance, as Cemil Aydin has recently pointed out, historians like 

Arnold Toynbee, tended to look at the world’s civilizations as essentialized 

entities.[58] Such views were criticized by Marxist or left-leaning historians 

who approached culture as manmade and therefore historically dynamic. 

In order to speak to all of mankind, they argued, a larger humanist canon 

or civilisation should acknowledge the entanglement and dynamism 

of local experience. How to conceptualize global cultural or intellectual 

phenomena is still the object of debate in various disciplines of the 

humanities and social sciences. What this thesis adds is one particular 

historical case study that illustrates how in UNESCO of the 1970s a rising 

functionalist state-base mindset served to marginalize global approaches 

of history and culture. 

 For Gafurov, literature studies in particular served to capture the 

non-territorial, multi-layered nature of modern processes of identity 

formation. The world republic of letters provided a space where multi-

Impacts, edited by Poul Duedahl (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016): 231-256; Thomas Nygren, “UNESCO 

Teaches History: Implementing International Understanding in Sweden,” in A History of UNESCO: Global 

Actions and Impacts, edited by Poul Duedahl (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016): 201-230. For a focus 

on UNESCO’s History of Mankind project, see Paul Betts, “Humanity’s New Heritage: UNESCO and the 

Rewriting of World History,” in Past and Present, no. 228 (August 2015): 249-285; Poul Duedahl, ”Selling 

Mankind: UNESCO and the Invention of Global History, 1945-1976,” in Journal of World History, 22, no. 1 

(March 2011): 101-133.

[57]  For more on Julian Huxley’s worldview, see Sluga, “UNESCO and the (One) World of Julian Huxley.”

[58]  As Cemil Aydin has recently argued the rhetoric of cultural solidarity beyond the state often 

encouraged a cultural essentialism that lay at the basis of current geopolitical oppositions between the 

West and a variety of anti-Western “Asian,” “Muslim,” or “neo-traditional” worlds. See Cemil Aydin, The 

Idea of the Muslim World.
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layered identities and solidarities could be recognized. To approach 

literature as a space for anti-colonial activism provides political meaning 

to the current debate on the nature of world literature. The current 

tendency to view non-Western literatures almost exclusively from within 

their own “territorialized” units of national history or religious studies 

results from an ethical and anti-colonial incentive. Nevertheless, from the 

perspective of a multi-layered and multilingual groups whose cultural 

affinities stretch beyond such fixed compartmentalizations, this tendency 

seems to deny non-Western intellectuals a place in broader trends of 

traditions. Recently, Rebecca Gould, who is an expert on the notoriously 

multi-layered literary heritage of the South Caucasian proposed to focus 

on the “multilingual locals” in order to move beyond the “monolingual 

frames of reference” that have been central to European traditions of 

literary analysis.[59] Indeed, this thesis’ survey of Gafurov’s life trajectory 

as a multilingual actor of peoples’ internationalism hopes to circumvent 

the, in Gould’s words, “constraints imposed by a nation-state model that 

makes territory coterminous with linguistic and ethnic identity”[60] and to 

provide new insights to question the tools and timeframes of Eurocentric 

modernity. 

Chapters 

The chapters in this thesis are organized chronologically as well as 

thematically; and their sequence follows the successive conjunctures 

outlined above. 

 The first chapter situates Gafurov’s first Russian-language 

publications in a larger context of his experience growing up in a time 

of anti-colonial upheaval and radical modernism in Russian Turkestan. 

Gafurov came of age in a phase of radical cultural and societal Revolution 

and Stalinist state-building, including terror. We start following Gafurov’s 

writings in the 1930s, when he stood at the beginning of his career 

within the Tajik Communist Party. In the 1930s and 1940s, Central 

[59]  Rebecca Gould, “Telling the Story of Literature from Inside Out: Methods and Tools for Non-

European Poetics,” in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 38, no. 1 (2018): 172.

[60]  Ibid.
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Asian Revolutionaries were confronted with an aggressively advanced 

politics of nation-building, a top-down agenda that sought to construct 

primordialist identities for the Soviet Republics. [61] This chapter presents 

Gafurov as a multilingual local whose identity served to blur the ethnic, 

political and territorial divisions created by communist statecraft.[62] 

This identity was expansive and international; accommodating local, 

territorial as well as non-territorial elements that connected the Tajik 

people with communities beyond the borders of political states and 

ethnocentric nations. This international consciousness mixed elements 

of Islam, spiritualism and a Russian, 19th century approach to culture 

as fundamentally holistic, variegated and globally entangled. As this 

chapter shows, in Gafurov’s writings of the 1930s a mode of thinking 

about Islam was revived that was strongly indebted to the heritage of pre-

Revolutionary, academically trained orientalists. While these orientalists 

presented the world religions as essentially commensurable and as part of 

the larger interconnected world culture, for Gafurov such imagery served 

to preserve a local lived experience.

 While the first chapter defines the distinct intellectual traditions 

and visions influencing Gafurov’s perspective on, and attitude towards, 

peoples’ internationalism, later chapters trace the agenda as conceptualized 

through Gafurov’s biography, on its path through history and various 

political and institutional landscapes. 

 Chapter two shows the effects of Stalins growing conservatism 

and étatism on Gafurov’s work. It focuses its analysis on the first and 

second edition of The History of the Tajik People, published in 1949 and 

1952 respectively, the first official popular history of the Soviet Tajik 

Republic. Most historians so far have approached The History of the 

Tajik People through the prism of Central Asian nationalism, showing 

how Stalin’s agenda of Soviet étatism served an agenda of national self-

aggrandizement on the Republican level.[63] This chapter, by contrast, 

[61]  Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire.

[62]  For Tajik academically trained orientalists functioning as internal intermediaries see Dudoignon, 

“Some Side Effects of a Progressive Orientology.” While Dudoignon does not mention Gafurov as one 

such intermediary, he does mention the Tajik Oriental scholar Abd al-Ghani Mirzayev (1908-1976), who 

collaborated with Gafurov on a UNESCO funded Central Asian Studies project in the 1970s and was an 

editor on the above mentioned volume on Central Asian history.

[63]  Clark, Moscow a Fourth Rome.
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aims to investigate how Stalinism affected the concept of peoples’ 

internationalism as retreived from Gafurov’s historical writings. As such it 

investigates the spatial imagination of the Tajik past focusing its analysis 

on how the books placed the hsitory of the Tajik in a cultural-historical 

context of international cultural and intellectual trends and traditions. In 

doing so, this chapter highlights how Stalinist étatism also encouraged a 

strongly state-based imaginary; the second edition no longer describing 

the Central Asian peoples as a brotherhood of peoples but a community of 

nations. In this way, Stalinist étatism encouraged the rise of a fragmented 

international imagery that viewed internationalism through the prims 

modern states and their distinct spheres of influence. When friendly 

relations between the USSR and Chinese Peoples’ Republic (PRC) were 

established, regional separations were added and rooted into the past. 

Doing justice to PRC’s atheist and communist self-image, the Chinese role 

in the region was imagined exclusively in terms of political-diplomatic 

and military relations. As a consequence, the non-territorial, spiritual 

traditions that characterized the Tajik past were separated from Chinese 

historical traditions. As this chapter concludes, in this period of extreme 

state-centrism, historical narratives emphasized the autonomous role of 

non-territorial, cultural solidarities for the unification of people across 

state boundaries acquired subversive characteristics. 

 The third chapter situates Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People 

in an international context of Afro-Asian Solidarity and Third World 

Unity that crystallized after the Second World War. After Stalin’s death 

the new Soviet Communist Party leader Nikita Khruchev tried to woo 

the decolonizing world for socialism. Gafurov was one of various Soviet 

Asians to acquire leading representative positions in Moscow, as a signal 

of socialism’s successes in decolonization. A particularly important ally 

in this period was Nehruvian India. This chapter describes how Indian 

and Soviet scholars collaborated on a project to rewrite the history of 

Asia; a project that had strong affinity with the History of Mankind 

project launched by UNESCO’s first director-general Julian Huxley. After 

partition, Nehru wanted to avoid alienation among India’s minorities, 

most specifically Muslims and sought to construct a shared heritage to 

unify a pluralistic population by granting all peoples and communities 

in India a place in world history. When the USSR decided to back Nehru’s 
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efforts this provided new opportunities for Gafurov to negotiate a 

shared vision of world culture and history as a counterweight to cultural 

compartmentalization.

 Huxley’s scientific humanism imagined world civilization or 

humanism as a scientifically retractable canon of human achievement. In 

the course of the 1960s in Europe this approach of culture as something 

stagnant and objectifiable, outside human experience became the object 

of stark criticism, especially within leftist intellectual circles. Chapter 

four shows how similar critiques were voiced within the Socialist Camp, 

in particular by Chairman Mao of the Chinese Peoples’ Republic (PRC). 

As this chapter shows, Mao’s critiques were at least partly inspired by 

political tensions close to home. Uprisings in Tibet fanned fears of US 

intentions in the region and the belief that discourses of transnational 

and non-territorial solidarity might undermine the state-centric historical 

narratives that legitimated PRC rule. Also the friendship between the 

USSR and India caused concern: Mao feared that in case of a conflict the 

PRC would be left in the cold.[64] As a consequence of Mao’s critiques of 

Soviet narratives of shared cultural heritage and civilization Stalinist 

orthodoxies were rehabilitated to the research agenda of the Soviet 

Institute for Oriental Studies, reasserting the socio-political boundaries 

between ideological camps and state-centric continents.

 In the final chapter peoples’ internationalism is traced to UNESCO’s 

project to write the history of wider Central Asia. Initiated by Gafurov 

in 1965, this project served to highlight the shared cultural-historical 

heritage of the Soviet Central Asian Republics and that of neighboring 

countries such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Iran. In the attempt 

to respond to UNESCO’s leftist critics, efforts were made to root culture 

more firmly in its socio-historical and dynamic human contexts. By this 

time, however, a state-based mindset had risen within the organizations 

and UNESCO functionaries and member-states effectively prioritized 

economic development to cultural-historical knowledge and revisionism 

to counter world inequality, complicating Gafurov’s mission to reorient 

world history in line with peoples’ internationalism. By the early 1970s 

[64]  Odd Arne Westad, Restless Empire: China and the World since 1750 (London: The Bodley Head, 2012). 
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moreover, leftist responses to Eurocentric world order grew increasingly 

confrontational - the publication of Edward Said’s famous Orientalism 

(1979) being a case in point. As the language of world non-territorial 

unity gave way to more regionalized conceptions, Chinese involvement 

in Central Asia project finally pushed the program into new directions 

that encouraged an approach of world cultural history as carved up as a 

conglomerate of heritages of particular state-centric regions. The final 

chapter of this thesis, then, suggests that despite Gafurov’s life-long 

efforts, the UNESCO project that aimed to situate Central Asia in its 

wider context of world cultural and intellectual history remained marked 

by similar challenges as the world literature project described by Gould 

above.
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Chapter 1.
Bobodzhan 
Gafurov: history 
and cultural 
revolution in 
Central Asia
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Bobodzhan Gafurov was concerned. It was 16 February 1956, the third 

day of the 20th All-Union Congress of the Soviet Cmmunist Party (CPSU) 

in Moscow, and in his presentation, the First Secretary of the tiny Tajik 

Union Republic shared his apprehension that modern Soviet literature 

did very little to fulfil the “spiritual needs” of the Tajik population.[1] He 

was nearing the end of his speech. Having fleshed out the Tajiks’ many 

achievements in the realms of agriculture and industry his focus shifted 

to the inner lives of people. Stating that the Soviet people had “surrounded 

their literary writers with nothing but love”, he had the impression, when 

looking at the Tajik people, that this love was “not mutual.”[2] 

 The 20th Party Congress was extraordinary in every respect. 

Stalin had died less than three years ago, and since his death on 5 

March 1953, the Soviet Party establishment had been looking for a new 

equilibrium. On the cultural front this had opened up space for a cultural 

and intellectual thaw at home and a politics of peaceful coexistence 

abroad. What, then, was Gafurov’s intention in putting forward a project 

of cultural reawakening? Obviously, by claiming that in recent years 

culture workers had failed to show the passion and fire that workers in 

agriculture and industry had, Gafurov reopened the path for a cultural 

offensive in Tajikistan. Such an offensive would have international 

diplomatic purposes. Gafurov’s talk underscored the fascination for 

socialist nationalities policy and Soviet development in the Republics and 

emphasized the need to improve the Soviet image in the eye of onlookers 

abroad. All this suggests that Gafurov’s speech should be seen as an appeal 

to the Party to showcase the experience of the Tajik Republic abroad 

to attract foreign interest and allies, and to focus particularly on Tajik 

achievements in the realm of culture. 

[1]  V. Gurevich, ed., XX s’ezd Kommunisticheskoi Partii Sovetskogo Soiuza: Stenograficheskii otchet Tom I 

(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stva politicheskoi literatury, 1956): 333.

[2]  Ibid.
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 When set in the context of the recent history of Soviet Central Asia, 

however, Gafurov’s proposals take on a heightened significance. While 

de-Stalinization offered new opportunities for emphasizing non-territorial 

(cultural, intellectual, “spiritual”) links between individuals and groups 

regardless of political and ideological boundaries, narratives of unity 

beyond state borders had older and local roots that reached well into the 

pre-Revolutionary history of Soviet Central Asia as a region. Through a 

close reading of Gafurov’s writings in the period following Stalin’s terror 

and during the Second World War, this chapter will show how Gafurov’s 

proposals at the 20th Party Congress also served to reassert elements 

of different, and older projects of internationalism. First, as this chapter 

contends, it served to revive an intellectual tradition that claimed an 

original, autochthonous path of development for Central Asia, based on 

a notion of cultural revolution through education. Second, it revived the 

worldview of a group of Russian / Soviet orientalists in the early 20th 

century who prioritized culture as a force of historical development 

and unity. Building on these traditions, Gafurov’s biography provided a 

historical perspective, one that I will call peoples’ internationalism, which 

emphasized the value of non-territorial elements in the formation of 

international unity and claimed for the East a path towards modernity 

that did not rest on the Westphalian model of ethnocentric nation-state 

building. 

 This is not simply a story of recovering a particular historical 

vision from the biography of a peripheral Central Asian Party leader. 

Gafurov’s academic writings were orchestrated by Moscow, compiled and 

written on Party demand and by collectives of Soviet experts and local 

interlocutors. While this chapter contends that his writings conveyed a 

coherent historical vision that is worthy of analysis, the dynamic between 

this vision and Gafurov’s persona as a powerful state leader should be 

taken into account. Gafurov’s performance as Tajik historian adds another 

layer to this chapter’s analysis of peoples’ internationalism. A focus on 

Gafurov’s biography suggests that the legitimacy of the Soviet Tajik 

Republic (and by extension Gafurov’s authority as a Soviet Party leader) 

rested to a large extent on narratives that blurred the boundaries between 

political states and nations. For Gafurov, these narratives of transnational 

community served a practical purpose. It allowed him to present the Tajik 



- 41 -

republic as heir to a cultural heritage that Soviet nationalities policy had 

allocated to the Uzbek Republic: a cultural heritage that could be traced 

back to Timur, the founder of the large empire that combined both Perso-

Islamic and Turco-Mongolian worlds. Traditionally, claims to Timurid 

descent provided legitimacy and prestige in the informal networks and 

hierarchies in Central Asian society. Global narratives allowed Gafurov to 

appeal to a symbolic layer of Tajik historical narrative that catered to an 

Islamic imagination, and served to legitimate the post-Revolutionary Tajik 

Republic as well as the new Soviet-Tajik elites. 

 In this chapter I will first provide a short overview of Gafurov’s 

biography as a multilingual local whose social world blurred the political 

borders between the Uzbek and Tajik Republic. I will briefly map out his 

career from propagandist to Tajik Party leader and Party historian and 

will show how the dynamic between the Terror and the need to preserve 

the local legacy of Muslim educational reform played out in his work. 

Then I will demonstrate that Gafurov’s references to pre-Revolutionary 

Orientology conveyed a distinct historical approach and understanding 

that encapsulates the global visions articulated by a group of academically 

schooled Russian / Soviet orientalists surrounding the figure of the 

eminent Central Asia specialist Vasily Vladimirovich Barthold (1869-

1930). Focusing on the task placed before the Tajik Communist Party 

to prepare a broad history of the Tajik people situating the Republic 

in a historical context that went beyond its territorial boundaries, this 

chapters supports the argument that Tajik historiography blurred the 

distinction between nations and states. While Gafurov’s task was to assert 

Soviet-Tajik authority, these historical narratives preserved a narrative 

of community and belonging that were rooted in the pre-Soviet era and 

could be contrasted with Stalinist narratives of historical development 

and state building. Gafurov’s plea for Tajik spiritual reawakening at the 

20th Party Congress of 1956 opened up new opportunities for advocating 

historical perspectives that emphasized the value of culture as a source of 

international community before a Soviet audience and the wider socialist 

world. 
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Gafurov as a Party Historian

Although there are many memoirs that describe the biography of 

Bobodzhan Gafurovich Gafurov (b. 1909 or 1908 - d. 1977), little first-hand 

information is available either on Gafurov’s personal life or on his role 

as a key figure in Soviet Tajik intelligence.[3] All published biographies 

currently in existence, including the short overview of Gafurov’s life below, 

suffer from this lack of access to primary source material. The point of 

the following biographical section is, therefore, modest: it is to provide 

a short overview of what we know from Gafurov’s life and biography, 

and to introduce Gafurov as an in-between figure whose life worlds were 

only partly Soviet. The purpose is not to identify Gafurov as a NKVD 

/ KGB informer or organizer of intelligence networks.[4] Rather it is to 

emphasize Gafurov’s skills as a Party careerist and agitator, and depict 

him as a key figure legitimating Soviet rule in the Central Asian periphery, 

someone who skilfully consolidated his personal authority and knew how 

to make use of local patron-client networks. Gafurov is known for having 

extended patronage to various Soviet scholars in exchange for academic 

credentials: by attributing their work to Gafurov these academics provided 

Gafurov with academic credentials and access to international scholarly 

infrastructures.[5] For Soviet orientalists and Oriental studies in general 

the patron-client constellation was not without its uses either. As Vladimir 

Alpatov suggests, Gafurov could be a terrifying, but also generous 

[3]  See Dudoignon, “Rev: Gafurov, Abdullo and Kabilova Bakhrinniso."  

[4]  That Soviet orientalist institutions played a crucial role in Soviet foreign intelligence missions 

has been suggested to me in personal conversations and interviews with co-workers of the institutes 

for Oriental studies in Moscow and Dushanbe in the years 2010-2012. For a reference, see Stephane 

Dudoignon, “Some Side Effects of a Progressive Orientology.” Many Tajik biographies, even post-Soviet 

ones, mention Gafurov’s role in the “unmasking” of religious figures in Tajik society, see for instance 

Khaidarsho Pirumshoev, “Bobodzhan Gafurov: Ot zhurnalistiki k istoricheskoi nauke,” in Akademik B. 

Gafurov - vydaiushchiisia isslefovatel’ istorii Tsentral’noi Azii / Akademik B. Ghafurov - muhaqqiqi barjastai 

ta’rikhi Osiioi Markazi [Academician B. Ghafurov, a Prominent Researcher on the History of Central Asia], 

edited by Abdullo Gafurov and Kabilova Bakhrinniso (Dushanbe: Akademiia Nauk Respubliki Tadzhikistan, 

Institut istorii, arkheologii i etnografii im. A. Donisha, 2009): 49-64. Also see Dudoignon, "Gafurov, 

Abdullo and Kabilova Bakhrinniso." We get glimpses of these activities in Gafurov’s militant-atheist 

newspaper articles of the late-1930s and in his aspirant thesis Ob Ismailizme. In what is purportedly 

Gafurov’s romanticized autobiography, the act of “unmasking” enemies of the Revolution takes central 

stage, see Bobodzhan Gafurov, Makhmud (Khujand, 2000).

[5]  For Gafurov’s role as an academic patron, see V.M. Alpatov, “Mudryi Direktor, B.G. Gafurov,” in: 

Iazykovedy, Vostokovedy, Istoriki (Moscow: Iazyki Slavianskikh Kul’tur, 2012), 252. Also see Pirumshoev. 

“Bobodzhan Gafurov.”
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patron.[6] Moreover, for the committed Soviet scholar Gafurov’s role as 

an international Soviet intermediary promised to open up a wide, global 

audience. However, it was a relationship rife with tension and, as will 

become clear when we discuss the publication of Gafurov’s magnum opus 

(written in large part by a Central Asian couple, the talented archaeologist 

and numismatic Boris Litvinsky and Elena Davydovich, who will figure 

more prominently in the second chapter of this thesis), Gafurov’s position 

also effectively politicized his work, sometimes distorting the authors’ 

intentions or making the work vulnerable to political challenges.[7] 

 While Gafurov’s biography draws on the work of different 

scholars, it encapsulates an approach to history and culture that proved 

surprisingly consistent and that emphasized the value of culture as a 

force in history and revolution and of non-territorial solidarities between 

peoples and groups as a counterweight to ethnocentric national identities. 

It is this vision of a non-nation-state peoples’ internationalism that is the 

focus of this dissertation.

Elites in-between: the multi-lingual Heritage of 
Culture and Auhority in Tajikistan

Gafurov was born on 31 December 1908 or 1909 in the rural village of 

Ispisor near Khujand, in the Ferghana Valley of Russian Turkestan.[8] By 

the early twentieth century, the Ferghana Valley was strongly religious, 

with most inhabitants being Sunni Muslims. Muridism (Sufi master-

disciple relationships) played an important role in structuring society 

in the Ferghana Valley and adherence to Naqshbandiyya Sufism was 

widespread.[9] By the time of Gafurov’s birth the village of Ispisor was home 

to the shrine Kuptuliuk.[10] Gafurov’s family was poor, but as Flora Roberts 

[6]  Alpatov, “Mudryi Direktor, B.G. Gafurov,” 252-253.

[7]  For the critiques on Gafurov’s work see Laruelle, “The Concept of Ethnogenesis in Central Asia," 184.

[8]  Gafurov’s family history is unclear and the published sources contain inconsistencies on certain 

points. As to the date of his birth, some say he was born in 1908 others say 1909. 

[9]  Eren Tasar, Soviet and Muslim: The Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia, 1943–1991 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2017). 

[10]  Khabibullo Kholdzhuraev and Osim Karimov, Ispisor: Rodina akademika B.G. Gafurov (Gafurov: 

Respublikanskii Muzei Akademika B.G. Gafurova, 1998): 27.
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suggests the old cultured families in Khujand accepted the family as one 

of their own kind – regardless of their poor economic circumstance.[11] 

The eldest son in a family of seven, Gafurov started doing odd jobs for 

various well-to-do Ispisor families from the age of eight onwards.[12] The 

daily profession of his father Gafur Sanginov is unclear, he is referred to 

as a gardener, weaver and railway worker by Gafurov’s biographers. His 

mother Roziia Boimatava appears to have come from a cultured family: she 

was from Uzbek background, and fluent in both Persian-Tajik and Turkic. 

She prided herself on her knowledge of Islam and her family lineage traced 

back to the 15th century Sufi Kamal-i Khujandi.[13] Especially important 

to emphasise given Gafurov’s later concern with cultural education in 

Central Asia, is that she seems to have acted as an otin; providing a basic 

Islamic education to local girls from her home.[14]

 For Gafurov the Bolshevik revolution meant a promise for change. 

Nevertheless, religiosity remained an important source of prestige in the 

1920s and Gafurov was educated in the region’s Islamic heritage. In 1922 

Gafurov was sent to boarding school in Kostakoz, a village reputed for its 

maktab held by a local “Jadid” teacher.[15] The people who have come to be 

known in literature as the Jadids were part of a diverse group of Islamic 

modernisers in Central Asia who had from the 18th century onwards 

sought to unleash a revolution of consciousness through educational 

reform. One of the aims was to reinvigorate Muslim society, which they 

felt had stagnated and fallen behind the West. In 1925 Gafurov enrolled 

at the Behbudi internat in Khujand for his high school education. 

[11]  As argued by Flora Roberts, “Old Elites Under Communism," 435. 

[12]  S.A. Abdullaev, Kh.Kh. Kholdzhuraev (Eds.), Akademik Bobodzhan Gafurov (Khujand, 1998), 10.

[13]  See Roberts, “Old Elites Under Communism,” 435.

[14]  This is implied for instance in the biography by Mukhtarov and Sharipov, Akademik Bobodzhan 

Gafurov, 4. For a history of forms of “unregisterable” Islamic life including “otins” in Tsarist Russia and its 

continuities in the Soviet period, see Tasar, Soviet and Muslim.

[15]  I thank Stéphane Dudoignon for bringing this to my attention. For an article on the schooling 

system in Bukhara and Russian Turkestan, see Stéphane Dudoignon, “La question scolaire à Boukhara 

et au Turkestan russe, du <<premier nouveau>> à la soviétisation (fin du XVIIIe siècle-1937),” in Cahiers 

du monde russe 37, no. 1-2 (1996): 133-210. In recent years the often uncritical use of the term “Jadid” and 

the fact that the focus on the so-called Jadid reformers has gone at a cost of historical interest in other 

groups in Central Asian society have been criticized, see Eden, Sartori and DeWeese, “Moving Beyond 

Modernism:." I will apply the term Jadid when it is used in the literature I consulted. Otherwise I will 

stick to the more productive terms educational reformers / cultural revolutionaries. For a good recent 

overview of the activities of the so-called Jadids, see Adeeb Khalid, Making Uzbekistan.
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Named after Mahmud Khoja Behbudi, a qadi (Islamic judge), playwright 

and influential spokesperson among the so-called Jadids, the school’s 

curriculum also seems to have attributed great importance to the study 

of Islamic heritage.[16] Among the first generation of teachers at the school 

were local notables educated at the Russian “native”-school that had 

served as a model for the internat.[17] Children at the Behbudi internat were 

educated to become the new Soviet cultural elite, as the “educators” and 

“enlighteners” of the Persian-Tajik communities in the mountainous areas 

of the Tajik Republic.[18] 

 In the Soviet period, work in cultural propaganda was often 

granted to figures knowledgeable about religion, to not alienate the local 

population.[19] In the next years, Gafurov began to focus his education 

on societal work. He joined the local Komsomol and started working 

for its children’s department in 1926, soon taking up jobs in cultural 

education and propaganda.[20] In 1928 Gafurov moved to Samarkand, the 

medieval city and traditional centre of Perso-Islamic high culture, where 

he studied law and worked as a special correspondent for a variety of 

Tajik newspapers. From that time onwards, he started publishing anti-

religious propaganda in the Tajik newspaper “Voice of Tajikistan”.[21] 

Komsomol activism for atheist propaganda often radicalized, leading 

to the bashing of religious elements rather than “educating” them.[22] It 

may be that Gafurov’s activities as a propagandist went too far - in 1931 

he was sent to Moscow where he enrolled at the Communist Institute for 

Journalism, while teaching Marxism-Leninism at the Pedagogical Institute 

[16]  For a short biography of Behbudi, see for instance Adeeb Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural 

Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998): 80-81. 

[17]  For more on the Behbudi internat, see Roberts “Old Elites under Communism.” 

[18]  For Gafurov’s class at the Behbudi internat, see U. Gaffarov, The Star of the East, 18. 

[19]  For Soviet militant-atheist policy in the Western areas of the USSR, see Daniel Peris, Storming the 

Heavens: The Soviet League of the Militant Godless (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1998). 

For the involvement of orientalist scholars in atheist propaganda in the Eastern regions of the USSR, 

see Vladimir Bobrovnikov, “The contribution of Oriental scholarship to Soviet anti-Islamic discourse: 

From the Militant Godless to the Knowledge Society,” in The Heritage of Soviet Oriental Studies, edited by 

Michael Kemper, Stephan Conermann (London, New York: Routledge, 2011): 66-85.

[20]  Mukhtarov, Sharipov  Akademik Bobodzhan Gafurov. 

[21]  Pirumshoev, “Bobodzhan Gafurov.” 

[22]  For a general (Western) account of Komsomol radicalism in the USSR, see Glennys Young, Power and 

the Sacred in Revolutionary Russia: Religious Activists in the Village (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1997).
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in Stalinabad and the Communist Agrarian High School in Khujand.[23] 

He was not the only Tajik in this period who sojourned in the capital; also 

other members of the Tajik cultural elite were sent to Moscow to polish 

their Marxist-Leninist worldview.[24]

 By the time of Gafurov’s enrolment in the Behbudi internat the 

Bolsheviks had started a large-scale operation of reorganizing Central 

Asia’s administrative boundaries. Initially, Khujand was integrated into 

the short-lived Bukharan Peoples’ Soviet Republic, which held sway from 

1920-1924 and had its seat in Bukhara. But in 1923 the party leadership 

in Moscow evicted many local revolutionaries from government circles 

and launched a cultural policy that aimed to establish national Republics 

in the region based on the principle of vernacular culture.[25] This process 

of korenizatsiia (literally: taking root) approached culture through a 

territorialized lens: aiming to demarcate distinct nations based on shared 

rooted cultural traditions, such as language, history and territory. For each 

territory modern Republics were to be set up, with their own state-centric 

titular languages and cultural elites.[26] In 1924 three separate Union 

Republics were established: the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), the 

Turkmen SSR and the Kyrgyz SSR. The Khujand area was integrated into 

the Uzbek Republic as part of the Tajik Autonomous Republic: while the 

region was predominantly Turkic speaking, the educated classes were 

bilingual and the region was to serve as an educational centre for the 

Iranian-speaking inhabitants of “Eastern Bukhara,” the mountainous area 

to the East of the city. For the time being, however, the Khujandi needed 

education in their Persianate heritage too, and the cities of Samarkand 

and Bukhara served as their main educational centres.[27] 

[23]  B.S Iskandarov, M.F. Fazylov (Eds.), Bobodzhan Gafurovich Gafurov (Dushanbe: Izd’vo Donish, 1969).

[24]  These included people who were accused of bourgeois nationalism in this period, see Roberts, “Old 

Elites Under Communism.” 

[25]  For a recent work addressing Stalinist nation-building through the prism of cinema, see Cloé Drieu, 

Cinema, Nation and Empire in Uzbekistan, 1919-1937 (Bloomington Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2018).

[26]  For a classic account on national delimitation of Central Asia see Eisener, “Some Problems of 

Research Concerning the National Delimitation of Soviet Central Asia in 1924." Also see Arne Haugen, 

The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). 

[27]  Rzehak, Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen, 118.
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 In many ways, the Uzbek SSR was the Soviet incarnation of the 

ideal of a Turkestani state based on a Chaghatay Muslim-Mongolian 

high culture; in the eyes of leading Jadid Fayz-Allah Khwaja it was 

the territorial continuation of the Emirate of Bukhara in its widest 

extension.[28] However, Stalin’s logic of nation-building differed from the 

way local modernisers imagined the community: in the local imagination 

of the millat (community; nation) Islam played a central role, while the 

Stalinist vision of the nation was ethnocentric and language-based.[29] 

As korenizatsiia intensified the turkification of Uzbek society, Persianate 

elites began to seek ways to preserve the Persian Islamic heritage of the 

region.[30] Intellectuals like Sadriddin Ayni (1878-1954), the Samarkandi 

playwright and poet and self-acclaimed Jadid, embraced the Iranian 

speaking Tajik population as the potential safe keeper of the region’s 

Persian-Tajik language and cultural literary heritage.[31] On 5 October 1929 

the Tajik Autonomous Republic acquired independent status as a Soviet 

Union Republic. The Pamir Mountains were integrated into the Tajik SSR 

as an Autonomous Region (AO). The Khujand area was allocated to the 

Tajik SSR to become the centre of culture and education in the Tajik SSR, 

while the capital Dushanbe (Stalinabad from 1929 -1961) was located in the 

South near the border with Afghanistan. 

 The reorganization of the Tajik SSR corresponded with a new 

phase in Soviet cultural policy: between 1928-1932 the first Five Year 

Plan was executed on a Union-wide level. The aim to optimize Soviet 

development intensified korenizatsiia policies in the Soviet East from 

1926-1927 onwards.[32] What has been known as the period of Soviet 

Cultural Revolution swept through the countryside, with the Soviet 

population taking it upon themselves to rid society from its last remnants 

[28]  For the Uzbek SSR as the extension of a Chaghatay nation-state see Khalid, Making Uzbekistan. For 

the quote see Donald S. Carlisle, “Soviet Uzbekistan: State and Nation in Perspective,” in Central Asia in 

Historical Perspective, edited by Beatrice F. Manz (Colorado: Westview Press, 1994): 106-107.

[29]  Khalid, Making Uzbekistan.

[30]  For growing ethnocentrism (and anti-Tajik sentiments) in the interwar Uzbek Republic, see Drieu, 

Cinema, Nation and Empire in Uzbekistan, 1919-1937; Khalid, Making Uzbekistan.

[31]  For Ayni and his role in the creation of a Tajik culture see Rzehak, Vom Persischen Zum 

Tadschikischen; for his Ayni’s role in the education of the Tajik cultural elite under Stalin, see Artemy 

Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development.

[32]  Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire.
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of feudalism – including the outward markers of Islam.[33] It was in 

this period that Gafurov moved to Stalinabad, and began his career in 

militant atheist propaganda at the Party newspaper Qizil’ Tojikiston 

(“Red Tajikistan”). Gafurov wasn’t the only Khujandi to make the move to 

Stalinabad. Flora Roberts shows how many of his fellow Khujanids moved 

to the capital near the Soviet-Afghan border, lured by the prospects of 

careers and adventure. In these first years, Khujandis would dominate the 

Tajik ranks of the Party and state apparatus.[34] 

 From 1931-1932 the violent iconoclasm that accompanied the Five 

Year Plan began to ebb down and a new phase in the construction of a 

centralized Soviet state began. Characteristic for Soviet cultural politics in 

the 1930s was Stalin’s aim to establish a cultural history and heritage for 

the USSR, meant to arouse patriotism for the Soviet state and a feeling of 

national belonging.[35] The Stalinist project of culture building allowed for 

the rehabilitation of pre-revolutionary elements in the Soviet historical 

narrative.[36] Throughout the 1930s Central Asian intellectuals would 

devote much effort to trying to craft a Perso-Islamic heritage for the Tajik 

Republic that was distinct from the Chaghatay heritage of the Uzbek SSR 

with which it was historically closely intertwined. Aside from that, the aim 

was to also include the Iranian traditions of the Tajik mountainous areas, 

from which the Khujandi elites felt far removed, both historically and 

culturally. 

[33]  For the Soviet Cultural Revolution, see Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front: Power and Culture in 

Revolutionary Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992). For the unveiling campaigns in general, 

Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca; London: Cornell 

University Press, 2004); Marianne Kamp, “The New Woman in Uzbekistan: Islam, Modernity, and 

Unveiling under Communism,” in The American Historical Review 113, no. 5 (2008), 1630-1631.

[34]  From that time onwards, Khujandis dominated the Central Asian representatives in Tajik state 

and Party ranks see Roberts, “Old Elites under Communism,” 155. For insight into how these networks 

developed from the 1930s until the early years of independence, see Stéphane A. Dudoignon, “Local 

Lore, the Transmission of Learning, and Communal Identity in Late Twentieth-Century Tajikistan: 

The Khujand-Nama of ‘Arifjan Yahyazad Khujandi,” in Devout Societies Vs. Impious States? Transmitting 

Islamic Learning In Russia, Central Asia And China, Through The Twentieth Century, edited by Stéphane A. 

Dudoignon, (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 2004): 215-242.

[35]  David Brandenberger and A. M. Dubrovsky. “The people need a tsar’: The emergence of national 

Bolshevism as Stalinist ideology, 1931–1941,” in Europe-Asia Studies 50, no. 5 (1998), 873-892; also see 

David Brandenberger, National Bolshevism. Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern Russian 

National Identity, 1931-1956 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). 

[36]  Katerina Clark, Moscow the Fourth Rome: Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism, and the Evolution of Soviet 

Culture, 1931-1941 (London: Harvard Harvard University Press, 2011).
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 When in 1935 Gafurov returned to Stalinabad from his studies in 

Moscow, he was given his first job in the Party apparatus as instructor 

for the Department of the Printed Press and Publishing. This was the 

time of Stalin’s Great Terror. The death of Central Asian Party figures 

was perversely beneficial for Gafurov’s career. In 1937 he was installed 

as head of the printed press department and when the terror subsided, 

he emerged as one of the young members of the Tajik cultural elite that 

would come to fill the now vacant places in the Tajik Party and State 

apparatus, only to become one of Tajikistan’s most prominent politicians. 

From 1939 till 1940 he worked as the head of the Sector for Cultural 

Enlightenment. In 1938 he was elected as member of the Upper Soviet of 

Tajikistan. After a stint as doctoral candidate at the Institute of History 

in Moscow (1940-1941) he was chosen as Secretary for Propaganda and 

Agitation at the Tajik Central Committee – who was usually the number 

two in the Soviet party and state hierarchy – in March 1941. In 1944 he 

was installed as Second Secretary and in 1946 as First Secretary of the 

Tajik Communist Party. In his role as a key player on the Tajik “ideological 

front”, Gafurov became deeply involved in the abovementioned project to 

compose a history and heritage for the Tajik Republic.

Cultural Nationalism for Socialist Internationalism 

Gafurov’s biographers suggest that his concern with history was inspired 

by cultural nationalism: a desire to raise the consciousness of the Tajik 

people for the creation of a new, modern sense of community. At the same 

time, his oeuvre indicates a strong orientation towards the international, 

wider Asian or Central Asian front. Historians have shown how at different 

times throughout the USSR’s existence Gafurov and other Republican 

Party leaders convinced the All-Union leadership of their Republic’s 

diplomatic value for demonstrating the successes of socialist development 

in the East, subsequently attributing their newly found leverage to 

negotiate resources and heighten their Republic’s status at home.[37] 

[37]  For the way the Central Asian development model functioned in Soviet foreign diplomacy, see 

Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development; Rakowska-Harmstone, Russia and Natoinalism in Central 

Asia. For Gafurov’s role in this process, see Kalinovsky, “Not some British Colony in Africa." Kirasirova, 

“Sons of Muslims in Moscow." 
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To quote Kalinovsky, “[n]o one was better at this game than Bobojon 

Gafurov.”[38] 

 At the same time Gafurov’s foreign strategy also differed from 

that of the Soviet leadership in Moscow that sought to advocate a Soviet 

model of development in the East. In fact, as this chapter section indicates, 

Gafurov’s aim was not to showcase the Tajik Republic as a model of Soviet 

development abroad. Rather, he used his new leverage to garner support 

for a process of international cultural revolution, aimed to change the 

cultural traditions’ heritages and conceptions that shaped peoples’ lives 

both within and without the Tajik Republic.[39] However, Gafurov was 

clever at adapting this message to a Soviet audience, boasting of Tajik 

successful socialist development. With few extraordinary achievements 

to boast in the field of agricultural or industrial development, he would 

present the Tajiks as a model of cultural development, capitalizing on the 

Khujandi experience of spreading awareness for the region’s Perso-Iranian 

High Culture as part of the Soviet-Tajik heritage.  Gafurov represented 

Tajik cultural reform and a role for Tajikistan as a “beacon” of socialist 

development in the East as interconnected aims. By showcasing Tajikistan 

as a “model” for cultural development Gafurov drew the Soviet authorities’ 

attention to the value of cultural traditions for the Soviet project. 

Moreover, by proposing that Central Asian intellectuals could take the lead 

in a process of cultural modernisation abroad, he underscored the need for 

successful cultural reform projects at home. Together, this created space 

for the preservation of an international agenda of cultural modernisation 

that can be traced, at least in part, to the heritage of pre-Revolutionary 

Central Asian cultural reformers and revolutionaries in Turkestan. Below I 

will show how elements of this pre-Revolutionary heritage were preserved 

in Gafurov’s writings of the late-1930s and 1940s. 

  In 1936 the Tajik Communist Party received a memorandum in the 

name of Abdinov, the Peoples’ Commissar of Enlightenment. It called for 

an approach of history for the Tajiks oriented not towards the territorially 

[38]  For the quote, see Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development, 27.

[39]  For an early attempt of mine to do differentiate between a cultural and developmental strategy in 

the East, see Hanna Jansen, “Negotiating Russian Imperial Aryanism? Soviet Oriental Studies in the Cold 

War,” in Decolonization and the Cold War: Negotiating Independence, edited by Leslie James and Elisabeth 

Leake (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015): 145-166.
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defined Republic, but to the Tajiks as a cultural community, a “people” 

rather than state (Republic). The aim was to correct an approach to the 

past as exclusively seen through the grid of modern state territories 

(mentioning works with titles such as “Achaemenid rule in Tajikistan”, or 

“Alexander of Macedonia” in Tajikistan).[40] The memorandum marked a 

shift in the official appreciation of the Tajik cultural past: it was adamant 

that Tajik history should not be restricted to its current state boundaries, 

pointing out its strong entanglement with the cultural history of peoples 

within and beyond Soviet borders. To do so meant to highlight the history 

of the Tajiks in the broader historical context of such connections, and 

because this asked for the study of all kinds of sources (“in the broadest 

sense of the word”) the project required the cooperation of specialists in 

different disciplines. Importantly, the project meant a break with Stalinist 

nation building in the sense that the emphasis would be not on local 

vernacular heritages that Stalinist state-building had prioritized, but on 

the transnational heritages associated with literary languages as Latin, 

Armenian, Chaghatay, Persian and Arabic.[41]

 The embrace of elements of High Culture for the Tajik historical 

past did not stand on its own: in the first half of the 1930s Soviet 

cultural policy had shifted to a conservative étatism that demanded the 

rehabilitation of great achievements and great men to the history and 

cultural heritage of the Soviet peoples.[42] Moreover, from 1935 onwards 

the Comintern leadership endorsed the “popular front” tactics that meant 

to construct alliances with other leftist (democratic and socialist) parties 

in the attempt to counter the rising fascist threat in Western Europe. 

Boundaries were stretched to also include “bourgeois democratic” forces, 

and by all appearances, the memorandum meant to activate Tajik cultural-

historical narrative to support Soviet alliances with people abroad.[43] 

This contributed to the attempt of the USSR to spread abroad and to 

showcase the contrast between Nazism and socialism, and the latter’s 

moral superiority. This also involved a world-wide campaign emphasizing 

[40]  See Pirumshoev, “Bobodzhan Gafurov,” 60.

[41]  Ibid., 58.

[42]  Brandenberger, National Bolshevism; Clark, The Fourth Rome. 

[43]  For Central Asian culture as part of war-propaganda, see Hirsch, Empire of Nations; and for the role 

of Islamic institution see Tasar, Soviet and Muslim. 
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socialism’s hostility towards racism and Eurocentrism, the inclusive 

character of the USSR and its respect for minority cultures. One part of 

this was the construction of new institutions aimed to partly allow Islamic 

life in Central Asia: from 1941 onwards, in the Muslim Republics private 

mosques were condoned, and in 1943 a Spiritual Administration for the 

Muslims of Central Asia and Kazakhstan (SADUM) was set up in Tashkent 

in order to oversee Muslim religious activities in the region. The SADUM 

was mobilized to support Soviet policy abroad, the Mufti playing a role in 

international propaganda. During the war, several Soviet Muslims were 

allowed to go on hajj – these events were broadly outlined in the Soviet 

press and used for anti-Nazi agitation purposes.[44]

 The objective of the 1936 memorandum on the need for a “broad” 

Tajik history had a similar political, agitational purpose: when the author 

proposed to set up an association to coordinate the active cooperation 

between scientific institutes in Stalinabad, he rationalized this by pointing 

to the need for close connections with politics. Stalinabad was said to be 

“the only place where sufficient contact with executive Party organs” could 

be realized.[45] Gafurov’s work in the next years shows how his role as a 

Soviet state representative became deeply invested with this historical 

reorientation, the organization of research materials and a suitable 

institutional infrastructure. 

  By the time the memorandum appeared, Gafurov had just enrolled 

in the Institute of History in Moscow. But it was only a few years later 

that his first popular articles on the Tajik cultural past would start to 

appear. What these articles show, first of all, is a tendency to integrate 

elements of Persio-Islamic High Culture into vernacular traditions.[46] 

[44]  For the institutionalization (or the incorporation into the state) of Central Asian Islam, see Tasar, 

Soviet and Muslim..

[45]  See Pirumshoev, “Bobodzhan Gafurov,” 58.

[46]  The starting point of the new trend to rehabilitate High Culture in the Soviet Republics was the 

1937 Pushkin commemorations in Moscow. To rehabilitate the partly non-Russian ancestral heritage of 

Pushkin served a powerful symbolic function: first it reminded the audience that what once was foreign 

could become domestic. Second, it added an extra layer to the statement that literature was able to 

unite people from different cultural backgrounds, as Pushkin’s poetry helped newcomers familiarize 

themselves with Soviet culture and to unite “all the peoples of the Soviet land.” For this quote see D. 

Brandenberger, “The People’s Poet’: Russocentric Populism During the USSR’s Official 1937 Pushkin 

Commemoration,” in Russian History 26, no. 1 (1999): 71. For the folklorization of Persio-Tajik civilization 

being traced to Pushkin celebrations of 1937, see Rzehak, Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen, 315. In 

the Soviet period traditions of Perso-Islamic court culture were uncovered in all realms of Soviet Tajik 
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Most importantly, in his writings, Gafurov rehabilitated the notion of a 

transnational moral community that would reach modernity through 

education, thereby unleashing a Revolution of the mind. 

 “From the History of Tajik Culture” (1939), one of Gafurov’s first 

articles published in Kommunist Tadzhikistana, the organ of the Tajik 

Communist Party, indeed invoked a multi-layered image of the Tajik 

cultural heritage as at least partly transcending the boundaries of the 

Tajik state. One striking feature was that the article approached classic 

Persio-Islamic writers and thinkers as being deeply involved in the native 

tradition of culture and folklore. Whenever Gafurov mentioned the great 

writers, poets and scientists of medieval Central Asia, he emphasized 

the way they had been deeply influenced by, native, vernacular cultural 

traditions. Listing Tajik skills in the craft of musical instrument making, 

such as, for instance, the tambourine and the ghijaq (a bowed string 

instrument), he underscored their popular character, claiming that these 

instruments continued to be played all over the countryside. By then 

claiming that Rudaki had been an enthusiastic ghijaq -player, and that the 

instrument was in fact invention made by Ibn Sina and Nasir- i Khusrau, 

he directly situated the big names of Central Asian Islamic civilization in 

a context of popular culture. “[A]lthough they lived many centuries ago” 

he argued, these people still “enjoy great popularity” in Tajikistan.[47] “Our 

people love to sing,” he asserted, inserting the Tajik musical tradition with 

militant, revolutionary fervour: Creating songs, the Tajiks dreamt of a 

happy life of singing songs, and were damning their oppressors.”[48] 

 Emphasizing local enthusiasm for the heritages of Rudaki and 

Nasir- i Khusrau chimed with the Stalinist populist approach to culture. 

But it also rehabilitated the heritage of medieval Islamic court culture, 

which was broadly respected in the wider Muslim world. In his first 

monograph The Fall of the Emirate of Bukhara (1940), written together with 

a certain N.N. Prokhorov, Gafurov similarly underscored the transnational 

character of Tajik cultural heritage, notably entangling Tajik culture with 

vernacular life. For the fact that this was also the case for the biographies of Sufi saints, see Stephane 

A. Dudoignon, “From Revival to Mutation: The Religious Personnel of Islam in Tajikistan from De-

Stalinization to Independence (1955-1991),” in Central Asian Survey 30, no. 1 (2011): 61-64.

[47]  B.G. Gafurov, “Iz Istorii,” Kommunist Tadzhikistana (1940). 

[48]  Ibid. 
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that of the Uzbek Republic. [49] Depicting the Tajiks and Uzbeks as shared 

heirs of the Bukharan emirate, Gafurov and Prokhorov argue: “Twenty 

years of revolution in Bukhara – a joyful celebration for all peoples that 

once found themselves under the yoke of the Emir of Bukhara, and a 

celebration for all peoples of our great Soviet Union.”[50] 

 The book clarifies that the cultural history of the Tajiks overlapped 

with that of the Uzbeks, which was why the twentieth anniversary of the 

fall of the emirate was an important event for the history of the Tajiks 

too.[51] By the time of the October Revolution, the authors claim, the Tajiks 

were already deeply involved with a local project of Uzbek state formation: 

“the Tajik people had already been integrated into the Uzbek khanates – 

of Bukhara and of Kokand” before the Bukharan Emirate came to its fall 

(which they claim was one of the “greatest events in the life of the Tajik 

people”).[52] Crucially, in the cited passage, the term “people” refers not to 

nation-states, but to sub-state cultural communities. In this period, the 

Emirate Bukhara was a multilingual and ethnically diverse state, with 

many inhabitants speaking Persian, Turkic and Arabic, at least until the 

start of the twentieth century. By presenting the modern Tajiks as heirs 

of Bukharan history, Gafurov and Prokhorov suggest that the boundaries 

of the modern Tajik Republic did not necessarily run parallel with the 

historically formed solidarities and cultural connections in the region. 

Moreover, they rehabilitate a non-territorial sense of belonging rooted 

in the pre-Revolutionary past: namely, in the then-existing solidarities 

between Uzbek and Tajik peoples. Gafurov and Prokhorov underscore 

how projects of cultural cultivation contribute to a sense of international 

rather than national belonging: “in the Soviet Union every contribution 

to national culture is for the whole of the people as the Soviet fatherland 

[49]  B.G. Gafurov, N.N. Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata. K 20-letiiu sovetskoi revoliutsii v Bukhare 

(1920-1940 g.) (Stalinabad: Gosizdat, 1940). The identity of Gafurov’s co-author N.N. Prokhorov has not 

been revealed to me. 

[50]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 6. 

[51]  In Tajik historiography of the post-Soviet period ownership of the heritage of Samarkand and 

Bukhara is greatly contested. Richard Frye suggests that during the 1940s and 1950s, however, relations  

between Uzbek and Tajik intellectuals were still strong and cooperative, Richard N. Frye, “Oriental 

Studies in Russia,” in Russia and Asia: Essays on the Influence of Russia on the Asian peoples, edited by 

Wayne S. Vucinich (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1972): 50. 

[52]  Gafurov and Prokhorov. Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 5.
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unites all nations.”[53] In short, they suggest that cultural education 

projects based on shared heritage deepen rather than break the bonds of 

solidarity across state boundaries. Overall, the book presents an image 

of the Tajik people as cultural educators and reformers in the East and 

argues that the USSR should revive a politics of transnational cultural 

education and reform.

Revolutionizing the Mind vs. the Nation-State:  
the Shadow of M.N. Roy 

Gafurov’s writings of the late 1930s / early 1940s contradicted the 

dominant course of Stalinist state-building in at least one respect. While 

the Soviet Party leader was adamant that Russia led the Revolutionary 

path of development, the authors revived a way of thinking, canonized in 

the Komintern Theses on the National and Colonial Question (accepted at 

the Second Congress of July 1920) that highlighted an alternative path of 

Revolutionary development for the decolonizing world. Historians usually 

refer to the Theses as indicating a disagreement within the Komintern 

taking place around this time about potential allies in the struggle for 

decolonization: to accept the national bourgeoisie as a potential ally 

(as Lenin argued in the Theses) or to reject such alliances and focus 

squarely on communist parties (as was argued by the Indian Communist 

Maranbendra Nath Roy in the Supplementary Theses).[54] However, as this 

section will point out, Roy’s Supplementary Theses also suggest that in 

the decolonizing world a socialist modernity could be achieved through a 

revolution of consciousness. 

 To Lenin’s mind, communist development by necessity entailed 

passing through a stage of nation-formation. Lenin argued that the 

Soviet state should respect the “equality of nations” and should be set 

up as a federation of nation-states. While the federative form was only 

“a transitory form towards complete union,” further development was to 

be based on cooperation between nations: union should be achieved by 

[53]  Gafurov and Prokhorov. Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 77.

[54]  See for instance Oded Eran, Mezhdunarodniki: An Assessment of Professional Expertise in the Making of 

Soviet Foreign Policy (Ramat: Turtledove Publishing, 1979).
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setting up “ever closer federative connections.”[55] For Lenin, propaganda 

served the goal of societal development and reorganization: it would 

help “the backward countries... arrive at soviet organization” and reach 

communism “through a series of stages [of development]” without 

having to pass through the capitalist stage of development.[56]  

 According to Roy’s Supplementary Theses, by contrast, capitalism 

could be avoided, which meant to also avoid the construction of modern 

nation-states. Roy’s socialist revolution in the East was first and foremost 

a revolution in consciousness: “...the masses in the backward countries 

may reach communism, not through capitalist development, but [by 

being] led by the class-conscious proletariat of the advanced capitalist 

countries.”[57] Communism could be reached if the Komintern carried out 

the “vigorous and systematic propaganda of the Soviet idea” (italics mine 

– HJ).[58]

 In contrast to Lenin, Roy emphasized the importance of mental 

revolutionary processes for communist development.[59] Rather than 

advocating an alliance with bourgeois nationalists, he recommends the 

Komintern should ally itself with the “revolutionary forces” currently 

“working for the overthrow of imperialism.”[60] He believed that 

international networks of communist parties had an important role 

to play in supporting the development of a “class consciousness” that 

could arm the workers and peasants in the colonies against temptations 

[55]  Theses and Statutes of the III Communist International adopted by the II Congress, undated, 

inventory number 3, International Institute of Social history (hereafter: IISH), Amsterdam.

[56]  The literature on communist debates on theories of communist development bypassing the 

capitalist stage of development, and on the Asian Mode of Production in particular, has been extensive. 

See for instance Stephen Dunn, The Fall and Rise of the Asiatic Mode of Production (London: Routledge 

& Kegan Paul Ltd, 1982); Samuel Haskell Baron, “Feudalism or the Asiatic Mode of Production: 

Alternative Marxist Interpretations of Russian History,” in Windows on the Russian past: Essays on 

Soviet Historiography since Stalin, edited by S. H. Baron and N. W. Heer (American Association for the 

Advancement of Slavic Studies, 1977): 25-27; Samuel Haskell Baron, “Marx’s Grundrisse and the Asiatic 

Mode of Production,” in Survey 21, no. 1-2 (1975): 128-147; Lowell Tillett, The Great Friendship: Soviet 

Historians on the Non-Russian Nationalities (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1969). 

[57]  Theses and Statutes of the III Communist International.

[58]  Ibid.

[59]  For an early view that it was precisely Roy’s faith in a revolution of the mind that set him apary 

from Lenin, see John P. Haithcox, “The Roy-Lenin Debate on Colonial Policy: a New Interpretation. The 

Journal of Asian Studies, 23 no. 1 (Nov., 1963): 97. 

[60]  Theses and Statutes of the III Communist International.
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to surrender the “leadership of the revolution.”[61] The passage cited by 

Gafurov and Prokhorov mentions none of the notable characteristics that 

set the Supplementary Theses apart from Lenin’s Theses.[62] So the fact 

that the authors trace the passage to Lenin could imply that they were 

simply unaware that they cited from Roy’s contribution to the Congress. 

But when situated in the broader context of Gafurov’s publications on 

Tajik culture in this period, it seems more likely that this was not just 

an omission. Instead, it was meant to convey a point about the value of 

cultural education and awareness for the spread of Revolution in the East.

 On this basis, The Fall of the Emirate of Bukhara advocates for a 

culturally diverse strategy of internationalist propaganda and activism, 

based on cultural education (raising cultural awareness) and reform. 

Aiming to justify this vision, they remind the readers that in the mid-1920s 

Stalin had himself supported a culturally diverse international policy. 

The authors paraphrase the Soviet leader’s speech at the celebration of 

the official delineation of the Tajik ASSR in March 1925, where he had 

reminded the Tajiks of their international mission by calling the Republic 

“a workers Republic at the gates of Hindustan,” and urging the Tajik 

population to work with “tripled energy” towards cultural development.[63] 

In the same passage, Gafurov and Prokhorov argued that Stalin had meant 

for Soviet “Turkestan” to “raise the cultural level of the masses,” with the 

particular aim of “revolutionizing” the Orient.” [64] 

 Here Gafurov and Prokhorov indeed underscored that the Tajik 

Republic should play a role in Soviet foreign politics, exporting a model 

for socialist development based on the Tajik revolutionary experience. 

Their focus was squarely on the sphere of culture, as this was the field 

where “most of Tajikistan’s achievements were made.”[65] However, the 

[61]  Tasar, Soviet and Muslim.

[62]  The quoted passage merely emphasizes that the colonized countries can read communism 

too, bypassing the capitalist stage of development, a point on which Lenin and Roy agreed. Gafurov, 

Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 81.

[63]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 76-77. As historians have pointed out, Stalin 

presented Central Asia as a model or show case for the East: flagging the acheivements of Central 

Asians as a beacon for the East. Gafurov and Prokhorov by contrast, argue that “Hindustan” may be 

revolutionized through cultural reform and education.

[64]  Ibid. 76-77.

[65]  Ibid., 87.
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narrative of the The Fall of the Emirate (1940) does point at a paradox. 

In the field of culture building, Gafurov and Prokhorov emphasized the 

value of Stalin’s nationality politics for having effectively dismantled 

imperialism in Central Asia.[66] But in its consistent emphasis on 

transnational connections and cultural revolution, The Fall of the Emirate 

also suggests that processes of cultural reform and revolution existed 

relatively autonomously from the state.[67] While Stalin’s nationality 

politics foresaw the creation of separate state-centric national cultures, a 

politics of cultural revolution emphasized the need to cultivate and reform 

cultural heritages and traditions that did not necessarily comply with 

modern state boundaries.[68] Rather than compartmentalized into distinct 

modern nation-states this seems to have allowed for a more pluralistic 

and multi-layered imagination of culture, as potentially undercutting and 

superseding the boundaries of modern states and republics.

 To situate Gafurov’s plea for a culturally sensitive politics towards 

the East in a context of M.N. Roy’s thinking about a non-territorial path of 

Revolutionary development, brings us back to the local agenda of cultural 

reform and education supported by Central Asian modernisers and 

cultural revolutionaries in the interwar period. In the 1920s, Central Asia 

was an international meeting-place for a diverse group of revolutionary, 

reformist and anti-colonial thinkers in wider Asia and the Middle East. 

The Bolshevik Revolution brought hope to many radicals from the 

colonial world. M.N. Roy came to Tashkent in the fall of 1920 with the 

task to prepare the establishment of a Communist Party for India. He 

was installed as head of the Tashkent School and when the school closed 

down in 1921 he became an instructor at Kommunisticheskii Universitet 

Trudia Vostoka (KUTV - the Communist University for Toilers of the 

East) in Moscow. Roy was but one of the many radical intellectuals and 

activists drawn to Tashkent for a promise of profound societal change. 

[66]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 43.

[67]  Gafurov and Prokhorov’s insistence on sub-state cultural processes complies with Vladimir 

Bobrovnikov’s suggestion that Soviet orientalists might have aimed to construct a pluralistic Empire of 

“national minorities” rather than self-contained nation-states, see Vladimir Bobrovnikov, “Novaia Kniga 

Very Tol’ts: Kommentarii Vostokoveda,” in Ab Imperio 3 (2011): 392-412.

[68]  A recent excellent book by Arch Getty suggests that this opposition might be merely ideological as 

in practice Stalinist state-building preserved many pre-Revolutionary practices, J Arch Getty, Practicing 

Stalinism: Bolsheviks, Boyars, and the Persistance of Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).
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Many prominent figures in the Indian anti-colonial and communist 

movements were drawn to the place. In the early 1920s, the region was 

hardly a priority for Moscow, and Central Asian visions of educational 

reform, cultural revolution, Islamic modernism and anti-colonial state 

building were negotiated within these circles of radical thinkers as part 

of a profoundly international and polyphone conversation that for a large 

part evaded the Moscow-Central Asia metropolis-periphery axis.[69] One 

point of convergence between M.N. Roy’s Supplementary Theses and the 

local “Jadid” vision of modernity was that both emphasized the value of 

ethical and spiritual revolution and that both believed that they had their 

own, original path to modernity independent from the Bolsheviks. The 

next section shows how Gafurov took steps to reassert and legitimize this 

aspect of their thinking, including elements of their work for the reform of 

Turkestan’s educational institutions.

 Obviously, in the Soviet Union the shift toward embracing elements 

of High Culture for the history and culture of the Soviet Republics should 

be understood in a context of the Great Terror of 1936-1939, in which most 

members of the former Central Asian Party elites were purged and killed. 

Stalin’s construction of a new heroic Soviet culture or civilization was 

entangled with his terror campaign that would rid this Soviet culture of 

unreliable “elements.”[70] One of Gafurov’s first tasks as a head of the sector 

of Cultural Enlightenment was to legitimate the new course of the Tajik 

Communist Party, while retaining some of the legacy of the elite members 

who had recently been killed at the hands of the state. 

 Gafurov’s articles of that time endorse the purges. At the same time, 

they also rehabilitate elements of the former elites’ work towards cultural 

reform. A case in point is his article entitled “Increasing the Awareness of 

[69]  For anti-colonial activists in Central Asia, see Raza, Roy and Zachariah (Eds.), The Internationalist 

Moment; Manjapra, M.N. Roy; Stolte, “Orienting India: Interwar Internationalism in and Asian Inflection, 

1917-1937,” PhD Diss., University Leiden, 2013: 119-129. The other way around, also Central Asian Muslim 

modernisers participated in wider circles of movement. See Stéphane A. Dudoignon, Komatsu Hisao, 

and Kosugi Yasushi (Eds.), Intellectuals In The Modern Islamic World: Transmission, Transformation, 

Communication (London, New York: Routledge, 2006); to a certain extent see also Adeeb Khalid, The 

Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California 

Press, 1998).

[70]  For the Stalinist Terror, see J. Arch. Getty, Origins of the Great Purges: The Soviet Communist Party 

Reconsidered, 1933-1938 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985). For the effect of the purges on 

Tajik cultural and social life: see Roberts, “Old Elites Under Communism.”
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Religious propaganda” in Kommunist Tadzhikistana. Adopting the rhetoric 

of the purges, it targets specific individuals and social groups, criticizing 

various members of the former ruling elites who had been killed in the 

terror.[71] At first sight, the central message of the article appears to be a 

call to arms against Islam. To protect Tajik society from this supposed 

threat of Islam, Gafurov argues, the League of the (Militant) Godless 

should be revitalized. Moreover, the article warns against the threat of 

Islam that to him was still immanent: “Mullahs and ishans (Sufi shaykhs)” 

had gone underground, changed their tactics, and were now “cunningly” 

recasting themselves as supporters of the common good. “The mullahs of 

today have the appearance of a simple and poor person, and sometimes 

make their way into the kolkhoz, where they open mosques in private 

homes.”[72] 

 At the same time, the author of the article seems intent on 

preserving elements of the reform movement’s initiative. First of all, 

Gafurov approaches education as a revolutionary method. Referring 

to Molotov, Gafurov’s states that from now on, the primary means for 

“liquidating the last remnants of capitalism left alive in the worker’s mind” 

would be “education” rather than military struggle.[73] Later on in the 

same article, Gafurov accuses the former Tajik elites of having supported 

the preservation of Islamic institutions at a cost of state schools: “...with 

schools they built mosques, and with the repair of schools and cultural 

centres (ochags) they repaired mosques on state resources.”[74] By attacking 

Islam, he also preserved part of their educational legacy.[75] In The Fall 

of the Emirate (1940), published one year later, Gafurov and Prokhorov 

rehabilitate the idea that cultural reform and critical education might 

stimulate socialist Revolution. The book uses a mechanism similar to that 

[71]  For the rhetoric of the purges see Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Ascribing Class: The construction of social 

identity in Soviet Russia,” in Journal of Modern History 65 (1993): 745-770

[72]  B.G. Gafurov, “Bol’she vnimaniia,” Kommunist Tadzhikistana (1939) ; also see Peris for the fact that the 

League of the Godless was revitalized in 1937, borrowing much of its rhetoric from the purges see Peris, 

Storming the Heavens (1998), 209, 210.

[73]  B.G. Gafurov “Bol’she vnimaniia,” Kommunist Tadzhikistana (1939).

[74]  Ibid. For a report on the Bukharin-trial see: Robert Conquest, The Great Terror: Stalin’s Purge of the 

Thirties (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 356-359. 

[75]  To resituate this discourse within the successive historical constructions of Muslim 

“enlightenment”: see Stéphane A. Dudoignon, “Djadidisme, mirasisme, islamisme,” in Cahiers du monde 

russe: Russie, Empire russe, Union soviétique, États indépendants 37, no. 1. (1996): 13-40.
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found in the article “Increasing the Awareness” (1939): the purged elites 

are denunciated while their work for cultural reform and education is 

validated.

  On the one hand, Gafurov and Prokhorov’s book can be read as a 

text defending the socialist credentials of the current Party elites in the 

Tajik Republic. This was done by contrasting their biographies with those 

of the elites killed in the purges, which, in turn, are contrasted with the 

decadence and traditionalism of former elites.[76] For instance, Gafurov 

and Prokhorov cite the satiric work of leading Jadid and former Party 

Secretary Abdurrauf Fitrat: “[Bukhara was] the sun of civility, the paradise 

of world humanity, the splendid house of world science, the auditorium 

of knowledge for the whole of the universe.” Ignoring the irony in these 

phrases, Gafurov and Prokhorov claim: “the ideology of Jadidism crawled 

for the Emir.”[77] 

 Between the lines we also find a more positive evaluation of 

the Jadid legacy in The Fall of the Emirate (1940). In various instances 

Gafurov and Prokhorov’s denunciations go hand in hand with the positive 

evaluation of the legacy of cultural reform. Gafurov and Prokhorov argue 

that the “Bukharan Jadids” did “not even consider taking up struggle 

with the Emir.” [78] Rather than taking issue with their work itself, 

however, they blame the Jadids for not having taking their work further: 

“…all work of the Bukharan Jadids came down to a civilizing mission, 

and to the organization of the so-called secular new-method schools.”[79] 

The accusatory texts hint at doublespeak when Gafurov and Prokhorov 

state: “… the insipid, wavering Jadids, ready to make any concession, 

were satisfied with congratulations on progressive school reform, and 

the introduction of a new orthography and better methods of education 

(italics mine – HJ).”[80] 

 As such, while criticizing the “Trotskyite-Bukharan bourgeois-

[76]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 12, 13.

[77]  Ibid., 39, 40. For Fitrat and other modernist cineasts of early twentieth-century Uzbekistan making 

use of doublespeak (saying one thing while meaning the other) see Drieu, Cinema, Nation and Empire in 

Uzbekistan, 1919-1937, 188-191.

[78]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata, 39.

[79]  Ibid.

[80]  Ibid.
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nationalist agents of fascism” for having allowed Islam to grow and 

flourish, Gafurov’s writings of the late 1930s left elements of Jadid 

legacy of cultural reform and education intact and allowed for the new 

leadership of Tajikistan to further expand this legacy.[81] Making use of 

textual ambiguity, Gafurov’s writings made it appear as if Tajik projects 

of cultural enlightenment and educational reform were a clean break 

with the past, thereby distancing them from the indigenous tradition of 

cultural revolution and Muslim modernism. While justifying the murder 

of old Central Asian elites, Gafurov and Prokhorov’s choice of words makes 

clear that they too wanted to preserve the good reputation of the “so-

called new-method schools” that the old elites helped construct, and to 

continue their progressive work for Tajik cultural development. 

 While both Jadidism and Roy’s internationalism had fallen out of 

favour in Stalin’s era, also Gafurov and Prokhorov’s next monograph The 

Tajik People and the Struggle for Freedom (1944) rehabilitates elements 

of both traditions of thought. The book is framed as war agitation, its 

declared purpose being to strengthen “Soviet patriotism among the 

broad popular masses of Tajikistan” and to stimulate the “fiery love of the 

Soviet homeland and the hatred of their archenemy: the German-fascist 

occupiers” among the Tajik population.[82] At the same time, the book 

emphasizes that Tajik solidarities are historically shaped and at least 

partly non-territorial, transcending the borders of the Tajik Republic. 

This observation is then turned into an argument for a diversified foreign 

strategy based on shared cultural solidarities and a revolution of the 

mind. Together, these books illustrate how the Second World War opened 

up opportunities to revive a diversified approach to world Revolution 

and Soviet modern state building, granting leading roles for the Soviet 

Republics but also to narratives of non-territorial belonging.[83] 

[81]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Padenie Bukharskogo Emirata.

[82]  Gafurov and Prokhorov (Eds.), Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be za svobodu i nezavisimost’ svoei rodiny 

(Stalinabad: Gosizdat, 1944), 1. 

[83]  In its emphasis on non-territorial solidarities, the strategy differed from what Terry Martin 

has called the Piedmont Principle (the strategy of the 19240s to propagate minority emancipation as 

modern state building with the aim to attract minority cultures abroad to come and settle in their Soviet 

“homeland” and that served as a key strategy of Soviet foreign propaganda and agitation suring the war), 

see for this Martin, “Borders and Ethnic Conflict.".
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Oriental studies and the Heritage of an 
anti-Eurocentric Humanities Tradition 

As suggested above, Gafurov’s biography connects the broad approach 

to Tajik history advocated in the 1936 memorandum with an agenda of 

internationalist activism that presented the Tajik experience of cultural 

revolution as a model for revolution in the East. We have situated this 

strategy in a Marxist tradition of thinking about how to decolonize the 

East, in particular that of the early Komintern tradition of Revolutionary 

agitation represented by M.N. Roy. We have emphasized the convergence 

with elements of “Jadid” thinking, and have argued how Gafurov aimed to 

preserve parts of the legacy of these educational reformers who had begun 

to transform Muslim institutions to enforce a revolution of consciousness 

(or, in Stéphane Dudoignon’s words, an “ethical revolution”).[84] 

 In the next section we will show how Gafurov’s agenda of cultural 

revolution played out in his work on Tajik history. Historians have often 

emphasize how, as part of the Stalinist project to compose a history for 

the Soviet Union and its republics, Central Asian historiography came 

to reimagine Islam as part of national Soviet heritage.[85] In addition, this 

chapter has suggested, it was in facy also imagined as part of a modern, 

pluralistic and transnational heritage. Below we will show how the task to 

elaborate a “broad” history of the Tajiks served to rehabilitated a historical 

vision that, perhaps even more prominently than M.N. Roy did, decentred 

the ethnocentric nation-state as vector of modernization. Gafurov’s 

historical work rested heavily on the tradition of pre-Revolutionary 

Orientology. The orientalist-philologists who came to participate in the 

Soviet effort of state building were no nationalists in Stalin’s sense; while 

supporting the elevation of minority cultures they also aimed to preserve 

traditions of High Culture as a source of ethical community.[86] They 

criticized korenizatsiia and the separation of Turks and Tajiks according to 

vernacular language traditions; language had never functioned as a means 

[84]  Dudoignon, “Djadidisme, mirasisme, islamisme.” 

[85]  Ibid. 

[86]  On terminology: in the tradition of Soviet / Russian Oriental studies it is common to distinguish 

between orientalists trained as historians or philologists, see for instance Alexander Dmitriev, 

“Philologists-autonomists and autonomy from philology in late imperial Russia: Nikolai Marr, Jan 

Bedouin de Courtenay, and Ahatanhel Krymskii,” in Ab Imperio 1 (2016): 125-167.
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of self-identification in the region and created an artificial boundary 

within a historically entangled community.[87] 

 If we perceive the plea for a history of the Tajiks in its general 

historical context, seeing the Tajik from the vantage point of a 

contemporary nation-state centric timeframe, we might be tempted 

to understand it as a plea for diaspora studies. However, this section 

supports the argument that in Central Asia of the 1930s the plea for a 

“broad” view on Tajik history appealed to both older and locally-specific 

approaches of history. First of all, and similar to Jadid historiographies 

of the early 20th century, the broader approach of Tajik history opened 

up ways to preserve the Islamic context that provided society with much 

of its structure and legitimacy. Also in the Jadid historical imagination, 

the particular story of a community’s past was entangled with a more 

general story of Islam: Khalid quotes the Jadid Hajji Mu’in ibn Shukr-Allah 

in 1915 for emphasizing that more was needed than just “knowing [our 

own] national history is as necessary as knowing the history of Islam.”[88] 

By shifting attention towards a trans-border history of the Tajik “people,” 

the 1936 memorandum opened up ways to preserve this broader sacred 

context of Tajik community building; embraced as part of the Tajik's 

secular, modern Soviet reality. 

 Aside from a sacred Muslim imagination, the general approach to 

history advocated by the 1936 memorandum opened up opportunities to 

preserve the historical perspective of academically trained orientalists. 

The last generation of imperial Russian scholars was ambivalent about 

the place of the nation-state in history, regarding particular communities 

as strongly embedded in larger processes of human development. In 

contrast to local sacred historical narratives, early Soviet orientalist 

discourse drew up an image of world culture as dynamic, heterogeneous, 

and potentially global. As such the Party’s demand for a general approach 

to Tajik history allowed for the preservation of a multilayered heritage 

[87]  Here, and in further sections on Barthold, I build on the analysis of the “Rozen School” of Russian 

and later Soviet Orientology by Vera Tolz, Russia’s Own Orient: The Politics of Identity and Oriental Studies 

in the Late Imperial and Early Soviet Periods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

[88]  As quoted from Adeeb Khalid, “Nation into History: The Origins of National Historiography in 

Central Asia,” in Devout Societies Vs. Impious States? Transmitting Islamic Learning In Russia, Central Asia 

And China, Through The Twentieth Century, edited by Stéphane A. Dudoignon (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz 

Verlag, 2004): 136.
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ofhistorical thought that drew from different sources and emphasized the 

value of non-territorial traditions and trends as a source of solidarity and 

community building, both in and beyond the nation-state.  

The Imperial legacy:  
Heritage as a Global Gesamtkunstwerk

In the course of the 1940s, Gafurov became actively involved in the 

reorganization of the Tajik Filial of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. From 

1942 to 1948, he headed the historical section at the Institute for History 

Language and Literature at the Tajik Filial of the Soviet Academy of 

Sciences. His writings of this period began to show the clear influence of 

academic Oriental studies. 

 In 1944, Gafurov and Prokhorov published their firs monograph 

to provide a general outline of the history of the Tajik people from the 

ancient past into the present. The book is entitled The Tajik People in their 

Struggle for Freedom and Independence (1944), and while it was framed as 

anti-war propaganda, the book was written in coordination with a group 

of academically trained scholars and based on a sophisticated, multi-

lingual source-base. 

 Strikingly, the book evokes a multi-layered version of Tajik history, 

combining elements of different narratives of origin and culture. This 

mulilayeredness is already visible in the book’s source base. On the 

one hand, on the first page of the first chapter, Gafurov and Prokhorov 

claim indebtedness to Michael Stepanovich Andreev (1873-1948), an 

ethnographer whose research focused on the cultural and spiritual 

traditions of the Pamir Mountains. The authors credit Andreev for 

identifying the Tajiks as the oldest inhabitants of the Central Asian 

region.[89] On the other hand, the authors quote Vasily Vladimirovich 

Barthold (1869-1930), the internationally acclaimed orientalist-philologist 

specializing in the medieval history of Central Asia and the Middle East to 

draw attention to a completely different source of Tajik community: “Not 

from the cities of Sassanid Persia, but from Balkh came both dynasties 

[89]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be, 3.
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with which the birth of Iranian culture in the Muslim world is connected 

– the dynasty of the Barmenikov-ministers from the Abbasid Caliphate in 

Bagdad and the dynasty of the Samanids – the rulers of Central Asia.”[90] 

To this Gafurov and Prokhorov add that the ancient city of Balkh was “the 

oldest centre of Tajik-Iranian culture.”[91] As we will explicate below, the 

references to Barthold and Andreev served to establish a multilayered 

vision  of Tajik community on the symbolic level, tracing the origin of the 

Tajiks to both the cultural heritage of the Pamir Mountains as well as that 

of the Khujand area in the north. 

 Vasily Barthold was an internationally recognized authority 

on Islamic Turkestan and a leading member of a group of orientalists 

based at the Faculty of Oriental Languages of St. Petersburg University 

(Department for the History of the Orient), who all had received their 

training under the orientalist Viktor Romanovich Rozen (1849-1908).[92] 

The last generation of Russian historians and orientalists was inspired by 

insights from positivist sociology, approaching religion as part of human 

heritage and from within its societal context.[93] If we situate Barthold’s 

quote that placed Balkh at the heart of a Persianate tradition in Islam 

in the intertext of his wider oeuvre, we see that Barthold saw Islam as 

influenced by older spiritual heritages too, especially Buddhism. It was 

this socio-geographical situatedness that granted Islam a local colouring. 

Buddhism, he believed, was particularly strong and resilient among the 

ancient Sogdians, which he regarded as the ancient predecessors of the 

modern Tajiks.[94] 

 While throughout his life Barthold attempted to make his historical 

research useful for the improvement of Russian policy towards the 

[90]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be, 49.

[91]  Ibid., 24.

[92]  For a short biography see Yu.E. Bregel, “Akademik V.V. Bartol’d (biograficheskaia spravka),” in 

Akademik Bartol’d Sochineniia. Tom I: Turkestan v Epochu Mongol’skogo Nashestviia, edited by Yu.E. Bregel 

(Moscow: Izdvo Vostochnoi Literatury, 1963), 14-21.

[93]  For the case of Russian historians see Terrence Emmond, “The Problem of Russia and the West” 

in Russian historiography,” in The Cultural Gradient: The Transmission of ideas in Europe, 1789-1991, 

edited by Catherine Avtuhov and Stephen Kotkin (Lanham: 2003) 99. For orientalists, see Tolz, Russian 

Academicians and the Revolution: Combining Professionalism and Politics (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 

1997).

[94]  V.V. Bartold (1971), “Vostochnoiranskoi Vopros,” in Bartol’d Sochineniia. Tom VII: Raboty po 

istoricheskoi geografii i istorii Irana, edited by Yu. Bregel (Moscow: Izdvo Vostochnoi Literatury, 1971): 434.
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Muslim minorities, his aim was not to support Russian nation-building by 

suggesting that Islam only sat lightly on the shoulders of Central Asian 

Muslims.[95] Rather, his intention was to show the compatibility of Russian 

and Islamic worldviews by emphasizing the original compatibility and 

heterogeneity of all world religions.[96] Barthold was convinced that the 

East was “subject to the same historical laws” as the West. He emphasized 

that Islam was completely compatible with modernity and that the 

supposed divide between Western and Eastern civilization was a myth. [97] 

In his article “Islam and modern culture,” for instance, Barthold expressed 

a “firm conviction that it was completely possible for Islam and modern 

culture to agree with each other”.[98] 

 Barthold and his colleagues rejected the purported separation 

between the secular literary and artistic heritages of the West and the 

supposedly religious or spiritual heritage of the non-Western world 

and sought, instead, to appreciate both traditions through the same 

positivist philological lens. Accusing orientalists who emphasized the 

incompatibilities between Islam and Christianity of suffering from a 

Eurocentric bias, Barthold argued that Islam was part of world civilization 

too.[99] He was annoyed by the obsession of Russian orientalists and 

[95]  The imperial administration had approached Islam as a religion without an essence; claiming 

the religion onl sat lightly on the Muslim inhabitants of the Russian empire. This narrative supported 

the imperial state-building agenda; the argument went that Islam had served as a casket under which 

traditions had been able to develop that were compatible with the other communities inhabiting the 

Tsarist lands. See Lisa Yountchi, “The politics of scholarship and the scholarship of politics: imperial, 

Soviet, and post-Soviet scholars studying Tajikistan,” in The Heritage of Soviet Oriental Studies, edited by 

Michael Kemper, Stephan Conermann (London: Routledge, 2011): 217-240. 

[96]  An understanding of religion as multil-ayered and pluralistic due, for instance, to its taking shape 

in particular and changing contexts is underwritten in scholarship. See Peter van de Veer, Religious 

Nationalism. Hindus and muslims in India (California, 1994); and Cemil Aydin, The Idea of the Muslim World: 

A Global Intellectual History (Cambridge, London: Harvard University Press, 2017). 

[97]  Bartold argued that the Western conviction of Eastern backwardness was rooted precisely in the 

view that it was situated “outside the impact of Graeco-Roman civilization; and in more recent and 

contemporary periods outside the impact of the Renaissance.” As quoted in Tolz, Russia’s Own Orient, 54. 

[98]  In doing so he expressed support for the worldview of Dutch orientalist and Indonesia expert 

Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936) who objected to the claim of an American orientalist that 

Christianity and Islam were incompatible. Barthold now stated that he completely agreed with the Dutch 

orientalist in V.V. Bartold, “Islam I sovremennaia kul’tura,” in Sochinennia Tom VI: Rabotii po istorii islama i 

Arabskogo khalifata, edited by I.N. Vinnikov (1966), 136.

[99]  Tolz, Russia’s Own Orient. For the argument that Euroscepticism was part of the drive to more 

relativistic research in German Orientology see Marchand, “German Orientalism and the Decline of the 

West.” 
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historians with uncovering the noble (Aryan) sources of Western 

civilization: insisting on the diverse origin of the world’s races, he argued 

that Russian culture was enriched and strengthened by both “western” 

Indo-European elements and Turco-nomadic elements.[100] When pressed 

for a definition of historical progress, Barthold defined it in terms of 

a dynamic process of greater cultural integration regardless of kind 

or of geographic location: “the integration of an increasing number of 

people” from an ever “expanding geographical realm” into one mutually 

recognized “Gesamtkunstwerk,” or a project of “shared culture work.”[101] 

 Orientalists closely collaborating with Gafurov shared this 

culturally entangled wolrdview. The first director of the Tajik Base 

of the Academy of Sciences (to be installed in 1951) was Alexander 

Alexandrovich Semenov (1973-1958), the main Soviet expert on the Pamirs 

by the late 1930s. As Matthias Battis has recently suggested, Semenov’s 

work remained free from Soviet Marxist perspectives, representing the 

historical perspectives of the oldgeneration of imperial orientalists.[102] 

In the 1920s, Semenov published a series of ethnographic works on the 

Pamirs. At the time he also aimed to publish a book on Ismailism, but all 

he could manage before he was arrested in 1931 was a book on Nasir-i 

Khusraw: under Stalin it was possible to discuss the Fatamid da’i if 

approached as a neo-Platonist philosopher, separate from Ismailism as a 

religion.[103] 

 Semenov’s particular interest seems to have been to find proof of 

a “world soul” or common humanity. Semenov’s research of the 1920s 

on the living traditions in the Pamir Mountains had focused on the 

doctrinal aspects of Ismailism, and had emphasized both the multi-layered 

character of the religion and the central meaning of “universal love”.[104] He 

[100]  For Bartold criticizing Russian “Aryanism” see Marlene Laruelle, Mythe aryen et rêve imperial das la 

Russie du XIXe siècle (Paris: CNSR Editions, 2005).

[101]  Bartold, “Islam i sovremennaia kul’tura,” 137.

[102]  Matthias Battis, “The Aryan Myth and Tajikistan: From a Myth of Empire to one Natoinal Identity,” 

in Ab Imperio 4 (2016): 155-183. 

[103]  For Semenov approaching Barthold with the proposal to write such a book, see the biography of his 

student Boris A. Litvinsky, I.M. Akramov, Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Semenov: Nauchno-Biograficheski Ocherk 

(Moscow: Izd’vo Nauka, 1971): 143

[104]  A.A. Semenov, Pamiatniki Ariiskoi Kul’tury Srednei Azii (Otpisk iz knigi “Tadzhikistan. sbornik statei”), 

(Tashkent, 1925). According to Saidmuradov and Mai’tsev, Semonov and Andreev produced the best 

survey works on the pamirs, in 1900 and 1925 respectively. For information on the series on Ismailism 
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had a deep fascination for the Pamir Mountains, for instance, derived from 

the hypothesis that this was the birthplace of some of the oldest peoples 

inhabiting this world and that to study them would allow us to unravel 

some of the greatest mysteries of mankind.[105] He saw the mountains 

as home to a multi-layered and trans-border identity: emphasizing that 

certain local elites identified as both descendants of Alexander the Great 

and as Muslims and that the Tajik Pamiri also felt ethnically united with 

the ruling elites across the Afghan border (1880-1901).[106] Common ground 

between imperial orientalists such as Semenov and the Bolsheviks was 

based on the understanding that imperial divide-and-rule tactics had 

contributed to the corruption of the original spiritual unity of mankind. 

 Also in Gafurov’s journalistic writings of this period, pre-Soviet 

orientalists took centre stage in emphasizing the religious element in 

Tajik heritage and, at the same time, its global embeddedness. In 1940, 

Gafurov published an article, entitled “The Cult of the Shrines” (Kul’t 

Mazarov), in Kommunist Tajikistana devoted to the Sufi practice of shrine 

worship. Again, the article could be perceived as a straightforwardly 

militant-atheist pamphlet claiming that the medieval practice of 

venerating shrines was invented by historical elites only to consolidate 

their power and legitimate economic exploitation.[107] But there is more to 

it: drawing on the Hungarian Orientalist Ignac Goldziher who interpreted 

Islam as a dynamic, modern religion entangled both with the other 

world religions and with local spiritual trends, Gafurov argues that Tajik 

spiritual heritage unites different traditions such as Zoroastrian “fire 

worship” and Buddhist ancestor worship.[108] As such, Gafurov suggested 

that Sufi practices were part of an ancient native Tajik tradition, which he 

described as an inherently dynamic and open unifying religious culture 

that accommodated different spiritual practices and rites.

see: D.S. Saidmuradov and Iu.S. Mal’tsev, Iz Istorii Vostokovedeniia v Tadzhikistane 1917-1958 (Dushanbe, 

1990): 31-32. 

[105]  For the view that Semenov was in fact fascinated by Aryanism, see Battis, “The Aryan Myth and 

Tajikistan”.

[106]  Ob Ismailizme.

[107]  For how the Soviets tried to make sense of Islam, see Michael Kemper, “The Soviet Discourse On 

The Origin And Class Character Of Islam, 1923-1933,” in Die Welt Des Islams 49 (2009): 1-48.

[108]  I. Goldziher, “The Cult of Saints in Islam,” in The Muslim World 1, no. 3 (1911),: 302-312. For a short 

biography of Goldziher see Marchand, German Orientalism.
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Global Visions and its Uses:  
State Legitimacy and Muslim Historical Imaginaries

Visions of modernity that emphasize the multi-layered, non-Islamic 

origins of Islam do at times support a racialized political agenda that 

insits on the inferiority of Islam as compared to other, and often older 

cultural or spiritual traditions.[109] Focusing on Soviet Tajikistan, we would 

like to suggest, however, that the global visions inherited from Russian 

Orientalists also fitted an international (in the sense of translocal or 

transnational) Muslim imagination, rehabilitated by Gafurov in the service 

of Tajik statehood and legitimacy.

 In a presentation given at the first scientific session of the 

Tajik branch of the Academy of Sciences in the same year that his and 

Prokhorov’s book was published, Gafurov slightly alters Barthold’s phrase, 

stating that “ancient Bactra” (Balkh) was “the place of origin of the Tajik 

people” and urges Tajik scholars to step up the archaeological research 

of Afghanistan.[110] In the common imagination of the (former) Muslims in 

the Khujand area who mostly adhered to Sunnism, to claim Balkh as the 

birthplace of the Tajiks meant to situate the origin of the Tajik community 

squarely in the Perso-Islamic and Turco-Mongolian heritage. While in The 

Tajik People in Their Struggle for Freedom (1944) Gafurov and Prokhorov 

cite Barthold, who identified Balkh as the birthplace of a Persianate Islamic 

heritage that flourished under patronage of the Samanid emperors, Balkh 

also played a crucial role in the history of the Timurid Empire: in 1969 or 

1970 it was the site of a siege that established Timur’s rule in Transoxania, 

the heartlands of which encapsulated the territories of modern Soviet 

Uzbekistan including Khujand. For a cultured Tajik like Gafurov, this 

statement served to underscore the message that had been prominent in 

The Fall of the Emirate (1940): that the Tajiks were heir of a heritage they 

shared with the Uzbeks.[111] While it is tempting to view Gafurov’s claims 

[109]  For a good overview of how this is the case with Sufism see Mark Sedgwick, “Vestlig sufisme og 

traditionalisme,” in Den gamle nyreligiøsitet: Vestens glemte kulturarv [Old New Religiousness: The West’s 

forgotten cultural heritage], edited by Mette Buchardt and Pia Böwadt (Copenhagen: Anis, 2003): 139-151.

[110]  B.G. Gafurov, “Glubzhe izuchat’ bogatoe istoricheskoi proshloe tadzhikskogo naroda,” in Trudy 

Tom XXI Nauka v Tadzhikistane. Pervaia nauchnaia sessiia k XV-letiiu Tadzhikskoi SSR. (Stalinabad, 1945): 19 

[16-20].

[111]  On Timur being a hero in Uzbek historiography, see Manz,”Tamerlane’s Career and Its Uses.”
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as a sign of competition with the Uzbek Republic over a shared heritage, 

it is most likely that his concern lay elsewhere, namely with providing 

legitimacy for the Soviet Tajik state while preserving a sense of belonging 

to a community that transcended the borders of the Tajik Republic and 

that was strongly entangled with the way society was structured inside 

it.[112]

 Aside from opening up possibilities for reasserting a sacred Sunni 

historical imagination, the reference to Balkh may have also appealed to 

a Shii Tajik imagination. In the Pamir Mountains a strand of Islam was 

adhered to that differed from the forms of worship predominant in the 

Ferghana Valley (among the Sunni Muslims here Naqsbandi Sufism was 

particularly widespread). In contrast to these areas, in the Pamirs the 

dominant religion was Shii Ismaillism, in particular its Nizari branch 

that regarded the Aga Khan seated in Delhi, as its spiritual leader.[113] 

In the late 1930s, Semenov advised Gafurov to defend a manuscript on 

Ismailism as his master’s thesis.[114] In 1941 Gafurov defended his thesis, in 

archival sources entitled either Ob Ismailizme (About Ismailism) or Istoriia 

sekty ismailitov (The History of the Ismaili Sect). While his thesis has since 

then disappeared from the archives, the above mentioned brochure Ob 

Izmailizme has remained, which was published by the Department for 

Propaganda and Agitation of the Tajik Communist Party in 1943. The 

brochure does not mention any author by name, but since Gafurov was by 

now installed as Secretary of Propaganda and Agitation at the Tajik SSR, 

it seems likely that the text shows an affinity with the thesis he defended a 

few years earlier.[115] 

[112]  For the competition between the Russian Turkic republics over their shared heritage, see 

Shnirelman, “Aryans or Proto-Turks?" For Tajikistan, see Laruelle, "The Concept of Ethnogenesis in 

Central Asia."

[113]  For more on the history of Ismailism see the work of Farhad Daftary, for instance: The Isma‘ilis: 

Their History and Doctrines (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

[114]  This thesis would grant Gafurov the “aspirantura” degree that allowed him to pursue a doctoral 

degree; roughly comparable to a master’s thesis.

[115]  It may even have been that this brochure and Gafurov’s thesis were the same: Gafurov’s 

bibliography as preserved at the Archive of the Academy of Sciences in Moscow makes no mention of a 

thesis published in 1941 and does mention his thesis under the name Ob Ismailizme (year of publication: 

1943), see Arkhivnaia Spravka, 27 June 2011, f.411, op.3, d.373, Archive of the Russian Academy of Sciences 

(hereafter ARAN), Moscow.
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 Ob Izmailizme (1943) probably became a very different book than 

the one Semonov had initially imagined. As said, the brochure is set up 

primarily as an anti-Ismaili tract. While it offers, first and foremost, a 

chronological-geographical overview of the development of the religion 

in Tajikistan and its neighbouring countries, it also contains many 

distinctive anti-religious passages – aimed at “unmasking” the hostile 

activities of the “reactionary” Ismaili believers living along the shores 

of the Upper Amu Darya in Tajikistan and Afghanistan, a porous border 

until the Soviet closed it off in 1936. But upon closer reading, more 

nuanced and even positive evaluations of Ismailism also emerge. Shifts in 

narrative style suggest that the manuscript is composed of the work of 

several authors, and when the brochure discussed the content of Ismaili 

teachings it changes its style and argument. It appears that the outline of 

the thesis is similar to that of Gafurov’s atheist writings of the period. On 

the one hand, it emphasizes the “reactionary” character of the religion and 

actively engages in “unmasking” various individuals groups of believers 

in Badakhshan engaged in “anti-Soviet” activities. However, between the 

lines, we can also read about the multi-layered, universalist “essence” that 

the authors invest in the religion. In a style reminiscent of Semenov’s 

earlier work, it identifies the “authentic” core of the Ismaili religion as 

poroous, that is, as having incorporated elements from Zoroastrianism, 

Judaism and Christianity.

 The positive evaluations of Ismailism that emerge between the lines 

of Ob Izmailizme convey this same fascination. As the brochure reads, the 

Ismaili teachings were “philosophically rooted” and all revolved around the 

Universal concept of asas, which the brochure explains as “world soul” or 

“world spirit.”[116] They positive evaluations that we find in Ob Izmailizme 

all stress the global scope of the religion’s essence, accusing the ruling 

elites of having corrupted it. For instance, the brochure claims that the 

sixth Fatimid Khalif played an exceptionally reactionary role in the history 

of Ismailism and “destroyed Christian and Jewish symbols [of Ismailism] 

and purged ... the Christian and Jewish followers of the cult.”[117] Similarly, 

the “dynasty” of the Aga Khan had allegedly “vulgarized” the original 

[116]  Ob Ismailizme, 10, 12, 14 respectively.

[117]  Ibid, 18.
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doctrine of the “embodiment of the world spirit and of the world soul”.[118] 

This interpretation of the Ismaili heritage paved the way for the “broad” 

approach of Tajik history as situated not just in a wider tradition of Islam, 

but of a potentially global “soul” or civilisation.

 What this shows is that Tajik history, as it gradually was taking 

shape under Gafurov’s patronage, bears, to use Adeeb Khalid’s words, “the 

mark of tangled history” and was pliable enough to preserve an historical 

imagination that was both multilayerd and transnational. 

 Perhaps, this pliability catered to an Ismailism-centric imagination 

as well. For the Ismaili inhabitants of the Pamis, we may assume, Balkh 

was not primarily a Timurid battlefied, but rather the base from where 

Nasir-i Kusraw, the Ismaili missionary in service of the Fatimid dynasty 

lived and worked.[119] The Pamiri Ismaillis mostly adhere to the Naziri 

branch of Ismailism, and they generally regard Naris-i Khusraw as the 

missionary who converted the Pamiris to Ismailism. He was the only 

Fatmid da’i to have written in Persian, and the Pamiris are viewed as 

“the first major Muslim community [to have] adopted Persian as their 

religious language.”[120] By the end of his life, Nasir-Khusraw settled down 

in Badakhshan where he received patronage from a local Ismaili ruler. 

For Pamiri Tajiks, we may therefore assume, Balkh was a central node 

in a sacred imagination that traced the origin of the community, not 

to the battles that won Timur his authority over medieval Turkestan 

(Transoxiana or Mawerannahr), but to the missionary activities of the 

founder of Pamiri Ismailism. In this way, a “broad” approach of Tajik 

history allowed the Tajiks to reassert different and overlapping sacred 

histories that were centred on Balkh, and legitimated new political 

hierarchies in old, recognizable ways.  

[118]  Ob Izmailisme, 26.

[119]  Daniel Beben, “The Legendary Biographies Of Nāsir-I Khusraw: Memory And Textualization In 

Early Modern Persian Ismailism." PhD diss., Indiana University 2015. 

[120]  Daftary, Ismaillism in Medieval Muslim Societies, 117.
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Cultural Revolution and the Internationalism  
of Peoples

As suggested in the above, the global visions of Russian / Soviet 

orientalists also served Gafurov’s agenda of state building in the sense 

that they emphasized the value of non-territorial solidarities and 

connections, thus allowing Gafurov to preserve a sense of community that 

united both Perso-Islamic and Turco-Mongolian worlds and that played a 

large role in structuring the social fabric of the Khujand area. 

 Still, his commitment to cultural education and modernisation my 

be taken seriously as an agenda in itself. Also Russian orientalists were 

committed to non-state processes of cultural reform and education. While 

their work supported the interests of the Russian Imperial authorities, the 

research of Barthold and his colleagues did not grant states or empires 

a leading role in the development of world culture or history. This role 

he reserved for non-state communities and groups: cultural minorities, 

intellectual or diasporic elites, tradesmen and other internationally mobile 

groups such as wandering Sufis and soldiers.[121] The orientalists did not 

aim to dismantle the Tsarist state institutions. To the contrary, Barthold 

reserved a special role for historical empires as facilitators of peace, 

trade and infrastructures.[122] Neither did they aim to “liberate” national 

minorities through the construction of nation-states.[123] Rather, Barthold 

and his colleagues believed one needed to stimulate cultural consciousness 

among minorities. As a side-effect, this would strengthen the unity among 

the citizens of the Russian Empire as self-conscious worldly citizens.[124] 

 Both before and after the revolution, many orientalists, including 

[121]  Yuri Bregel, “Barthold and Modern Oriental Studies,” in International Journal of Middle Eastern 

Studies 12, no. 3 (1980): 387. Bregel here mentions not just merchants and missionaries but also 

industrialists.

[122]  For the activation of Russian Orientology for Soviet state building see Tolz, “Imperial Scholars and 

Minority Nationalisms in Late Imperial and Early Soviet Russia,” in Kritika: Explorations in Russian and 

Eurasian History 10, no. 2 (2009): 261-290. Also others have addressed the role of Orientalists in Russian 

and Soviet state-building processes, see Laruelle, Mythe aryen; and Hirsch, Empire of Nations.

[123]  Barthold was upset with Stalin’s plans of nation-building and korenizatsija, probably because they 

went against older, religious or spiritual identifications, see M. Olimov, “V.V. Bartol’d o national’nom 

razmexhevanii v Srednei Azii,” in Vostok: Afro-Aziatskie Obshchestva - Istoriia i Sovremennoist’ 5 (1991).

[124]  For the last imperial generation of historians breaking with the historiographical tradition that 

reserved a central role of the state in Russian historiography see Emmond, “The Problem of Russia and 

the West” in Russian historiography.”
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Barthold, became actively involved in educational projects among 

local communities, aiming to advance a basic literacy and cultural 

consciousness among the rural population of Russia’s Eastern regions 

in the Caucasus and Central Asia.[125] The idea was that this would allow 

them to claim their rightful position as autonomous subjects within the 

Russian state and the wider constellation of world political institutions.[126] 

To these Orientalists, the cultural traditions of a people were strongly 

international: the autochthonous “essence” of a country’s history was “the 

extent to which it is participating in world cultural intercourse.”[127] Too 

their mind, cultural reform and revolution at home was inextricably linked 

with cultural development on the international level too.

 Furthering on this, the Tajik People in their Struggle for Freedom 

(1940) emphasize the need for an educated cultural diplomacy. The 

dominant message of the book is that cultural education should be 

activated for Soviet strategies in the East. At various instances in the text, 

Gafurov and Prokhorov suggest that international diplomatic conduct 

should be based on cultural respect, including respect of religion and 

Islam. Expanding on well-known themes in Persian-language Muslim 

chronicles, they criticize culturally insensitive dynasts, denouncing 

for instance the “provocative” international diplomacy of the ruler of 

Khwarezm in the early 13th century who ordered to “plunder” a diplomatic 

envoy of “Muslim salesmen”, thus accelerating the Mongol invasion of 

Central Asia by igniting the wrath of Chinggis Khan.[128] Also Timur, 

the founder of the Perso-Islamic and Turko-Mongol dynasty seated in 

Samarqand was criticized for his “barbarity,” emphasizing his “pillaging” 

tactics in India and Iran or the mass-beheadings in Iraq that killed 

“innocent women.”[129] 

 Apart from indicating how Soviet orientalists reproduced themes 

to be found in medieval Persian chronicles both in Central Asia and Iran, 

these passages clear the grounds for yet another positive evaluation of 

[125]  Vera Tolz, “Imperial Scholars and Minority Nationalisms. 

[126]  Ibid. and Bobrovnikov, “The contribution of Oriental scholarship to Soviet anti-Islamic discourse."

[127]  Bartold, “Islam I sovremennaia kul’tura,” 136. Also quoted by Bregel, “Barthold and Modern Oriental 

Studies.” 

[128]  Gafurov and Prokhorov, Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be, 125.

[129]  Ibid.
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Muslim conduct. Remarkably, the authors also criticize Timur for not 

living up to the norms of Islam, stating that “Timur regarded himself 

as a Muslim,” but insinuating that this pretence was false, as he also 

beheaded ninety thousand people “on a day that was holy for the orthodox 

believers.”[130] By emphasizing that Timur failed to live up to Muslim ethics 

they implicitly grant Islam a positive evaluation as an essentially ethical 

mode of conduct. Elsewhere, they criticize the Soviet Party apparatus for 

having failed in clarifying their activities to the public: The “reactionary 

clergy (…) made use of the fact that many of the measures implemented 

by Soviet power in that period (the prohibition of personal trade, food 

distribution, and the separation of church from state) were in complete 

opposition to the Muslim worldview.”[131] On the last pages of the book, 

Gafurov and Prokhorov describe how Russian soldiers continued to sing 

the International while they lay dying on the battlefield. Taken together, 

these statements in The Tajik People in Their Struggle for Freedom 

underscore the value of an international politics based on cultural 

awareness and respect for tradition.

[130]  Gafurov and Prokhorov, Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be.

[131]  Ibid.
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Conclusion

In the period of collectivization, the Barthold school suffered from 

terror and forced deportation and exile. Gafurov’s educational activities, 

however, show affinity with the work of pre-Revolutionary orientalists, 

including their understanding of culture development as an intrinsically 

transnational phenomenon. After the war, Gafurov published a series 

of newspaper articles highlighting the need for Tajik cultural education 

and enlightenment. The core message of these articles was that the Tajik 

people should emancipate themselves, and find their place in universal 

“enlightened” world culture. These articles were the direct precursors of 

the statement, made by Gafurov at the 20th Congress of the CPSU in 1956, 

with which this chapter began: the Tajiks, he stressed, were to elevate 

their literature in order to fill a “spiritual demand”. His comment went 

against the grain of Stalinist policy for which nation-state building was 

the main locus of Soviet decolonization strategies. As we have seen in the 

above, Gafurov’s written work of this period, indeed, rehabilitated a trend 

of international thinking that had become marginalized in the Marxist-

Leninist canon: to claim that the colonized countries had their own 

revolutionary path towards modernity, one based on cultural revolution 

and education rather than ethno-centric nation building. We have also 

seen how Gafurov’s writings of the late-1930s/early-1940s rehabilitated 

elements of Jadid thinking that corresponded to the message of cultural 

revolution as articulated by the Indian Communist M.N. Roy. Roy’s 

intellectual legacy was marginalized in the canon of Marxism-Leninism, 

and so was his vision of anti-colonial struggle: under Stalin’s leadership 

a model of rational state development replaced the idea of anti-colonial 

Revolution through education and a change in consciousness.[132] 

  Moreover, we have seen how the legacy of pre-Soviet Oriental 

studies was rehabilitated for Tajik history writing, situating Muslim 

culture not just in a Soviet but also a pre-Soviet mould. These orientalists 

developed their historical perspective as part of an international academic 

conversation in which they often criticized Western orientalists for 

harbouring a Eurocentric gaze. One aspect of their critique was that these 

[132]  For the marginalization of M.N. Roy as a leading ideologue within the canon of Marxism-Leninism, 

see Manjapra, M. N. Roy.
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scholars tended to overemphasize temporal and geographical boundaries, 

thereby neglecting the non-material (spiritual, cultural, religious) trends 

connecting people and groups. Despite the fact that contemporary 

Marxists would probably reject such historical visions for creating a “false 

consciousness”, Gafurov embraced this approach of the past. For Gafurov, 

narratives of world spiritual unity and cultural internationalism served to 

preserve elements of the Muslim cultural heritage for the Tajik Republic. 

They also provided an argument for internationalism beyond the nation-

state, reconnecting the Tajiks with a transnational Muslim heritage that 

was at the basis of various patron-client relations in Khujand and that 

served to legitimate new and established power hierarchies.

 After the establishment of the Soviet Tajik Republic, Gafurov 

became a central figure in the Tajik Central Committee, a “man who 

knew how to get things done,” even in the worst years of Stalin’s rule.[133] 

In the next chapter we will follow his activities through different political 

contexts and on different scales.

[133]  For Gafurov being described as someone who knew how to get “things done” see Eden Naby, 

“Bobodzhon Gafurovich Gafurov, 1908-1977,” in Slavic Review 37, no. 2 (1978): 284.
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By the end of the war Gafurov published a series of articles in the local 

newspaper that forecast his speech at the 20th Party Congress of 1956, 

urging Tajik writers and other artists (musicians, painters, directors, 

composers etcetera) to step up production and improve the quality of 

their work. The previous chapter supported the argument that Gafurov’s 

writing in the Second World War was inspired by a vision of socialism 

as cultural revolution that had roots in local traditions of reformist 

and modernist thinking. This approach of history and culture, dubbed 

“peoples’ internationalism” in this thesis, has roots in local sources 

of inter-Asian modernist and revolutionary thinking, as well as ideas 

maintained by members of the last generation of imperial Russian 

orientalists (personified in the prevous chapter by the eminent Central 

Asia scholar Vasily Barthold). It approached culture or civilisation as 

carried onward by people rather than states, and as an inherently global 

and internally variegated phenomenon that was both historically dynamic 

and productive. Gafurov’s writings in the mid-1940s reproduce such an 

approach of culture. On the one had his work emphasized the need for 

cultural reform and modernisation. Modernity, to Gafurov, was not devoid 

of cultural particularisms. Rather, Gafurov’s writing underscored the need 

to celebrate cultural traditions (including “the brilliant achievements” of 

the Tajik past).[1] However, he consistently approached these traditions as 

progressive dynamic phenomena, placing the emphasis on cultural reform 

and modernisation.  

 On the basis of an in-depth analysis of Gafurov’s work on Tajik 

history the current chapter illuminates how in the immediate postwar 

period the vision of peoples’ internationalism was compromised. In 

Gafurov’s propagandistic articles we may recognize a vision of cultural 

change and revolution as a process brought on by teachers and cultural 

elites. At times Gafurov consciously appealed to a Muslim moral code of 

[1]  B.G. Gafurov, “O nekotorykh voprosakh kul’tury i nauki," in Kommunist Tadzhikistana (15 July 1945)
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conduct, arguing for instance that writers should be of “a clean, and deep 

soul”.[2] But he fitted this in to a reformist framework, emphasizing that a 

writer should be a “modern person”.[3] He urged Tajik party functionaries 

to battle conservatism, and while steeped in Stalinist rhetoric, his writing 

consistently reproduce an internationalist outlook, for instance when 

Gafurov writed that Party functionaries need to confront “the hostile 

outlook of individual workers who believe that Tajik culture good on 

its own and that there is no need to enrich [it].”[4] While his work of 1945 

initially suggests optimistism about the prospects of cultural reform, 

framing its benefits with an internationalist worldview, with the end of 

war censorship returned and circumstances for peoples' internationalism 

quickly deteriorated. As the dust of the war settled a stricter model for 

humanities studies came to dominate the Soviet Academy of Sciences, 

one that sought to accommodate the Russocentric approach to historical 

materialism that had dominated in the (pre-) war years as well as grant 

each Republic in the USSR an ancient history and culture of its own. As a 

consequence, the positivist philological approach of Russian Orientology 

became problematic. The vernacularism of the pre-war years was 

rehabilitated again, and the first major works of Tajik history published 

under Gafurov’s name reflect a broadening of the notion of culture. 

 Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People: A Handbook, came to light in 

1949. It was republished twice: in 1952 and again three years later, after 

Stalin’s death. In the late Soviet period, against a backdrop of competition 

between the Central Asian states for symbolic resources, a later edition 

of the book would become the object of great controversy; regarded 

as an ethnocentric contribution to nation building, characteristic of 

Soviet national historiography, sometimes opposed to the necessity 

of more global appraisals.[5] By situating this book in its historical 

context, however, this chapter analyzes the History of the Tajik People 

(its first and second editions in particular) as a useful source to see how 

historical materialism produced vision of internationalism that both 

[2]  B.G. Gafurov, “Soveshanie Pisatelei Tadzhikistana,” in Kommunist Tadzhikistana (9 September 1945). 

[3] Ibid.

[4]  Gafurov, “O nekotorykh voprosakhrazvitiia kul'tury i nauki," in Kommunist Tadzhikistana (1945).

[5]  For the controversy surrounding Gafrov’s historical writing see Laruelle, “The Concept of 

Ethnogenesis in Central Asia.” 
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rivaled and affected peoples' internationalism as well as the History of 

the Tajik People. First of all, Gafurov’s approach to religious heritage as 

a component of civilisation became controversial, as did his emphasis 

on the pre-Soviet Tajiks as historical agents of cultural reform and 

modernity - which was now taken as contrary to the established vision 

of cultural development as based on a universal succession of standard 

historical steps (piatichlenka). A particular conjuncture affecting the 

narrative of peoples’ internationalism in the post-war period was Stalin’s 

attempt to popularise the idea of a Soviet civilisation.[6] Sergey Pavlovich 

Tolstov, leading ethnographer at the time, attempted to establish a new 

scientific foundation for this vision, combining a focus on the state as 

harbinger of historical progress with an understanding of civilisation as a 

broader, widely autonomous category. While Tolstov’s civilisational model 

emphasised the historical and cultural agency of oppressed groups and 

peoples, it served the creation of ethno-centred national histories thus 

challenging the transnational approach of peoples’ internationalism.  

  Specifically, this chapter will show how in the late 1940s the 

historical perspective of peoples’ internationalism as discussed in the 

previous chapter was challenged by a regionalized vision of cultural 

development and internationalism. In the 1940s, projects to rewrite the 

history of Asian peoples took place in a wider international contexts, 

responding to trends ongoing outside the Soviet space. [7] This chapter 

will conclude with a passage that explores the changed brought on to 

the History of the Tajik People after the establishment of the Chinese 

Peoples’ Republic (PRC) in 1949. Responding to changing circumstances 

in the East, the Institute of Oriental studies (Institut Vostokovedeniia 

Akademii Nauk - IVAN) in Moscow was reorganized to activate an agenda 

of international agitation and propaganda in the decolonizing world. A key 

figure in this reorganization was Joseph Samuilovich Braginsky, who held 

various positions within the Tajik Communist Party between 1922-1940, 

including the presidency of the Propaganda and Agitation Department at 

[6]  The literature on the Soviet Union as civilisation is extensive. For books that have been particularly 

influential on my thinking: Clark, Moscow the Fourth Rome; Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain.

[7]  While the next chapter will focus in particular on project of history writing within the confines of 

UNESCO one can also imagine drawing productive comparisons with the discourse on civilisations in 

Western states; for instance that of Andre Malraux (1901-76), French minister of culture under De Gaulle, 

through the influential L’Univers des Formes initiative (1960-97). 
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the Tajik Central Committee.[8] He started working with Gafurov in 1936 

or 1937 and served as leading editor on all three editions of Gafurov’s The 

History of the Tajik People. Apparently it was Braginsky who encouraged 

Gafurov to start a career in history and it seems only fitting that it was 

Braginsky who would pave the way for the re-ignition of Soviet Oriental 

studies as a tool for international propaganda in the East, thus enabling 

Gafurov to continue agendas closer to home. As this last section of the 

chapter suggests, Braginsky capitalized on the emergence of a communist 

state in Asia in 1949 to plead for the activation of Oriental studies for 

Soviet foreign affairs, including peoples' internationalism as a historical 

perspective. While Oriental studies was indeed reactivated, shifts in the 

narrative of the History of the Tajik People indicate that a new regionalized 

approach of cultural development was inserted into the text. In line with 

new regional separations, the PRC was excluded from the expansive 

civilisational areas that characterized the history of the Tajik people. This 

regional dynamic, and the way it affected Gafurov’s vision of peoples’ 

internationalism will also be further explored in later chapters of this 

thesis. 

Post-war Oriental studies: Materializing Culture 

Within Marxist theory, the place of culture in history is contested.[9] In the 

Soviet Union it was generally regarded as part of society’s superstructure 

– its development determined by shifts and changes taking place in 

the socio-economic base of society’s organisational make up. This 

approach should be contrasted with that of the pre-Soviet orientalists 

who influenced Gafurov’s writing; this group of scholars and activists 

was convinced that culture and education played a role in history, and 

contributed to the progressive unification of peoples. To repeat Barthold's 

words: “For the historian who knows about the Greek influence on Muslim 

[8]  Lutz Rzehak, Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen: Sprachliches Handeln und Sprachplanung in 

Transoxanien zwischen Tradition, Moderne und Sowjetmacht, 1900-1956 (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2001): 

315.

[9]  For works exploring of the place of culture in history, including Marxist history, see the work of 

Peter Burke, for instance: Peter Burke, What is Cultural History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004); Peter 

Burke, Varieties of Cultural History (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1997).



- 85 -

culture and the influence of Muslim culture on West-Europe, there can 

hardly be any doubt about of the possibility that the West might unify 

with the East for [the sake of] general cultural work.”[10] The conviction 

that culture had a progressive historical role to play shaped the vision 

and method of pre-Soviet Oriental studies. Barthold and his colleagues 

regarded vernacular culture as an aspect of human civilisation too and 

advocated an interdisciplinary approach that might capture the historical 

development of culture in its variety of forms. Nevertheless, philology, 

here understood as the study of historical languages and literatures, 

played a central role in their research. 

 While Stalin did not abandon the thought that culture had a 

constructive role to play in history, he did set out to Sovietize culture and 

his attempts at vernacularisaton had its effects on the Soviet humanities.[11] 

At the time of the first Five Year plan, the number of humanities scholars 

in the Academy of Sciences shrunk comparatively.[12] Most Orientalists 

of the pre-Revolutionary period were philologists; trained in the study 

of historical literatures and texts. Relaxation of censorship during the 

war had allowed Soviet Orientalists to rehabilitate the approaches of the 

“philologist-autonomists”, which emphasized the productive aspects of 

culture, and culture’s inherent openness, heterogeneity and dynamism.[13] 

During the war this relaxation paved the way for Gafurov’s embrace 

of Islamic civilisation as a marker of shared heritage and vector for 

cultural revolution. When the war ended, however, the Marxist efforts to 

modernize Soviet cultural study were re-activated. As part of this process, 

the idea that culture developed in relative autonomy from society’s 

material base was rejected and processes of world cultural unity (or, of 

“general cultural work”) were reimagined as the result of processes of 

ethnographic integration. Below we will see how Gafurov and Prokhorov 

were officially reprimanded for the historical vision that spoke from 

their book The Tajik People in their Struggle for Freedom (1944). As we will 

[10]  Vasilii Bartol’d, “Islam i sovremennaia kul’tura,” in Sochinenia Tom VI: Raboty po Istorii Islama i 

Arabskogo Khalifata., edited by I.N. Vinnikov (Moscow: Izd’vo Vostochnoi Literatury, 1966): 136-137 [131-

137].

[11]  Van Ree, “Heroes and Merchants."

[12]  Tolz, Russian Academicians, 35-36, and in particular chapter 2.

[13]  For the term philologist-autonomists see Dmitriev, “Philologists-autonomists and autonomy from 

philology in late imperial Russia.” 



- 86 -

see, in this process, ethnography played a role in the materialization 

and territorial compartmentalization of culture. After the war, sources 

of material culture came to replace textual and literary sources as 

prioritized source of Tajik historiography. As such Tajiks cultural history 

was territorialized - and as we will see, this established a Russocentric 

hierarchy between the Soviet nations. 

 After the war, the Russocentric chauvinism that had characterized 

the public climate in the USSR during the war did not disappear.[14] To the 

contrary, it became a central characteristic of Soviet historical narrative. 

In Stalin’s Soviet Union ethnography was at the fore of the formulation of 

an anti-bourgeois method of cultural research and it became functional in 

articulating a Russocentric approach of the past.[15] In the Soviet Union it 

was up to Sergey Pavlovich Tolstov (1907-1976), director of the Institute of 

Ethnography in Moscow from 1942 onwards, to reinitiate the Stalinization 

of Soviet historiography after the war.[16] 

  In 1944 Tolstov wrote a report (including an extensive appendix) for 

the Department of Propaganda and Agitation in the Central Committee of 

the All-Union Communist Party entitled The historical core of the friendship 

of the peoples in the USSR (1944), which meant to set the standard for 

[14]  David Brandenberger, National Bolshevism.

[15]  Also in the West ethnography was regarded as the field that might revolutionize cultural thinking, 

see Adam Kuper, Culture The Anthropologists’ Account. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999): 

introduction. Much has been written on Soviet ethnography, with authors often adoptig a dismissive 

attitude. For more dispassionate assessments, see Roland Cvetkosvki and Alexis Hofmeister (Eds.), An 

Empire of Others: Creating Ethnographic Knowledge in Imperial Russia and the USSR (Budapest: Central 

European University Press, 2014); Florian Mühlfried and Sergey Sokolovskiy (Eds.), Exploring the Edge of 

Empire: Soviet Era Anthropology in the Caucasus and Central Asia (Zürich: Lit Verlag GmbH & Co, KG Wien, 

2011).

[16]  For Sergey Tolstov’s biography, see V.A. Germanov. “S.P. Tolstov: maître, docteur, commandeur, 

ou l’histoire à travers l’archéologie et l’ ethnographie,” in Cahiers d’Asie Centrale 10 (2002): 193-215. 

For more recent assessments of Tolstov’s role in the formation of Stalinist Ethnograhy, see Sergey 

Alymov, “Etnhnograpjy, Marxism, and Soviet Ideology,” in An Empire of Others: Creating Ethnographic 

Knowledge in Imperial Russia and the USSR, edited by Roland Cvetkosvki and Alexis Hofmeister 

(Budapest: Central European University Press, 2014): 121-143; and Sergey Abashin, “Ethnogenesis and 

Historiography: Historical Narratives for Central Asia in the 1940s and 1950s,” in An Empire of Others: 

Creating Ethnographic Knowledge in Imperial Russia and the USSR, edited by Roland Cvetkosvki and Alexis 

Hofmeister (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2014): 145-168. For Tolstov and his group 

identifying Marr’s theories and how their main conceptual framework and how this played out in the 

post-Stalinist period, see Sergey Alymov, “World War II and the Cold War as a Context for Discipline 

Formation: The Case of Soviet Ethnography, 1940s-1960s,” in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards 

a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and 

Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2018): 23-50.
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Soviet ethnographic studies.[17] In the report, Tolstov rejected the role 

of High Culture in historical progress, emphasizing the role of local 

vernacular ethnic communities. Rather than understanding cultural 

integration as the result of a transformative, education-based process of 

cultural elevation and revolution as Gafurov had done, he saw cultural 

spread as an unmediated process, resulting from the confrontation 

and merger of lifestyles of different peoples. The roots of this process 

of merger or cultural unification were located in history: directly 

resulting from changes in the socio-economic base of society. So Tolstov 

remarked that the original tradition of Central Asian art emerged in line 

with changes in the socio-economic base: it happened when the people 

progressed to a “more advanced stage” of agricultural work, developing “a 

social way of life that was original for its time.”[18] 

  An essential step in Tolstov’s thinking was his approach of cultural 

integration as a highly territorialized process. After all, the lifestyles of 

peoples in a particular area were directly affected by shifts in society’s 

base: changes in a group’s socio-economic formation were entangled 

with the organization of land and living environment, and enforced the 

adoption of new lifestyles and new cultural practices. The unity between 

different Soviet peoples was explained by the fact that they had lived on 

the same lands and territory, in close proximity for many years: “... these 

peoples have been connected to one another, they have intermixed, and 

grown closer culturally, for the duration of many ages. It is clear that the 

results of this process of rapprochement is now entering a new stage in 

the history of the peoples of our country.”[19]  

  Rather than presenting cultural education or change as a force of 

historical progress in itself, he presented cultural change as the result of 

changed lifestyles engineered in the socio-economic base of society. In 

this process, states had an important role to play: “One has to consider 

the ancient history of our country as a history of a complex system of 

political interactions among ancient powerful states, that were closely 

connected culturally and politically both among themselves and also with 

[17]  Sergey Tolstov, “Prilozhenie.” [Appendix] In Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, no. 5 (2007): 145-162; as well 

as Sergey Tolstov, “Dokladnaia Zapiska.” [Report] In Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, no. 5 (2007): 163-166.

[18]  Sergey Tolstov, “Prilozhenie.” In Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, no. 5 (2007): 148.

[19]  Ibid., 149. 
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related northern tribes that were deeply affected by them in terms of their 

economy, politics, and culture.”[20] 

  Within this “complex system of cultural interaction” cultural 

intermediaries played important roles, but they were no longer imagined 

as the teachers and intellectuals whose activities contributed to the 

emergence of a cultural sphere that was relatively autonomous from 

the state. Rather, Tolstov emphasized the intermediary activities of the 

“backward” communities of the ancient Scythian nomads; not because 

of their intellectual or creative capabilities but because of their mobile 

way of life did these communities serve as “intermediaries between... 

ancient centers of civilisation.”[21] Despite the fact that Tolstov rejected 

racial explanations for cultural unification and merger, his reading of the 

Soviet past did allow for a Russocentric reading of the history of the USSR. 

On the one hand, in the 19th century Russian nationalism had embraced 

the ancient Scythians as the ancient predecessors of the Russian Slavs.[22] 

On the other hand, by regarding cultural unification as a process rooted 

in history he gave primacy to communities and states that were at the 

vanguard of historical development. Having been granted a leading role 

in the Revolutionary process this created a hierarchy where the Russian 

Slavs were at the forefront of Soviet historical and cultural development 

too.[23] 

[20]  Ibid., 159.

[21]  Tolstov, “Prilozhenie,” 150.

[22]  For the place of the Scythians in Russian nationalist thought, see Marlene Laruelle, Mythe aryen et 

rêve imperial. 

[23]  For a relatively recent analysis of how Russian leadership roles were reflected in the structural 

adjustments of the scholarly discipline of ethnography producing for instance sliianie theories in Soviet 

humanities, see Florin Curta, “From Kossinna to Bromley: Ethnogenesis in Slavic Archaeology.” In: On 

barbarian identity: critical approaches to ethnicity in the early middle ages, edited by Andrew Gillett (Brepols 

Publishers, 2002): 201-218. For a critical assessments highlighting the increasingly state-centric and 

nationalist trend in Stalinist ethnography, see Victor Shnirelman, “From internationalism to nationalism: 

forgotten pages of Soviet archaeology in the 1930s and 1940s,” in: Nationalism, Politics and the Practice of 

Archaeology, edited by Philip L. Kohl and Clare Fawcett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995): 

120-138; as well as Yuri Slezkine, “N. I. Marr and the National Origins of Soviet Ethnogeneics,” in Slavic 

Review 55, no. 4 (1996): 826-862.  
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Abandoning Philology

While Gafurov’s vision of peoples’ internationalism had counted on 

cultured elites as the vanguard of internationalism and cultural revolution 

in the East, Soviet historiography in the post-war period began to 

emphasize state-strength, charismatic leadership and rooted, vernacular 

cultural traditions as sources of popular unity. Stalinist ideology now 

emphasized the role of the Soviet state and its leadership as a harbinger 

of progress, drawing attention to strong leaders and stable state 

institutions as benefactor of cultural revolution and unity. In Tolstov’s 

work, historical cultures were described in a qualitatively new register, 

emphasizing masculinity and vigour, and the fight and victory of mankind 

over nature: “The artistic style of this huge territory of the Scythians... 

is characterized by extraordinary intensity, dynamism, extraordinary 

command of the artist over the him surrounding nature. The struggle 

with wild animals with the strengths of warlike enemies is the main 

subject of the production of that art.”[24] This shift to emphasizing heroism 

and vitality affected Central Asian historical narrative and allowed for 

Timur’s rehabilitation for the heritage for Central Asia: in 1946 Iakubovsky 

wrote an article embracing Timur as a national hero for the Soviet Uzbeks, 

celebrated for his charisma, warrior skills and political bravery.[25]

 Throughout the 1940s, Sergey Tolstov came to fulfil important 

academic functions handing down the new post-war norms for Soviet 

humanities scholarship.[26] The new trend in the Soviet humanities 

initiated by Tolstov meant to stimulate Soviet patriotism after the 

devastation of the war, providing all Soviet peoples with their original 

historical trajectories and ancient cultural heritages.[27] This demanded 

for a new approach of the Central Asia’s cultural past. While the book 

of Gafurov and Prokhorov had imagined the ancient culture of Central 

[24]  Tolstov, “Dokladnaia zapiska,” 149. 

[25]  See A. Iakubovskii, “Timur. Opyt Kratkoi Kharakteristiki,” in Voprosy Istorii 8-9 (1946). For an 

asessment of Timur’s place in Russian / Soviet historiography, see Manz,”Tamerlane’s Career and Its 

Uses.” 

[26]  Germanov, “S. P. Tolstov”; Abashin, “Ethnogenesis and Historiography.” 

[27]  For the propagandistic nature of Soviet historiography and literature, see Keven M.F. Platt and 

David Brandenberger (Eds.), Epic Revisionism: Russian history and literature as Stalinist propaganda 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006). 



- 90 -

Asia in the singular, Tolstov’s proposal was to compartmentalize this. 

Moreover, cultural communities in Tolstov's view were vernacularized, 

territorialized, and reimagined as vounded, self-contained wholes.

Paraphrasing Stalin, Tolstov claimed that Soviet patriotism was marked 

by the “deep devotion and faithfulness of the people to their Soviet 

homeland, by the brotherly cooperation of the workers of all nations of our 

country.”[28] 

 In the next years, the worldview presented in Gafurov’s biography 

was forced to be adapted. Tolstov’s report for the Department of 

Propaganda and Agitation in 1944 contained hidden criticism of Gafurov 

and Prokhorov’s recently published The Tajik People in their Struggle for 

Freedom (1944). In the report Tolstov accuses “a few Tajik historians” of 

appropriating Central Asian ancient civilisation for the Tajiks alone: “...a 

few Tajik historians tried to attribute the whole of the ancient civilisation 

of Central Asia to the ancestors of the Tajiks alone, on the grounds that 

the ancient inhabitants of Central Asian spoke in languages of the Iranian 

linguistic group, that nowadays belongs to the Tajiks.” [29] He claimed the 

authors had failed to acknowledge how the ancient civilisation was shared 

by all peoples populating the region. Thus, Tolstov, Gafurov and Prokhorov 

had made it seem as if the Tajiks were “the sole inheritors of Central Asian 

Indo-Iranian culture; they had “driven a wedge” between the other, Turkic 

speaking Central Asian peoples and their cultural ancestors.[30]

 Tolstov’s critique justified his demanded for a methodological 

reorientation: at the root of their neglects, Tolstov argued, was Gafurov 

and Prokhorov’s prioritization of linguistic, textual sources. This 

philological focus created, according to Tolstov, a biased view of the 

past for failing to acknowledge the ancient cultural heritages of peoples 

without a written or literary culture. To make up for this, Tolstov believed, 

Soviet historians should focus not on the textual sources alone, but view 

[28]  Tolstov, “Prilozhenie”, 145.

[29]  Tolstov, “Dokladnaia zapiska,” 164. 

[30]  Tolstov, “Dokladnaia zapiska,” 165. For this critique, including the quote, also see Abashin, 

“Ethnogenesis and Historiography,” 163. For an assessment of how Tolstov’s critiques inspired the 

competition between turkic-speaking Central Asian republics over a largely shared ancient heritage 

see Shnirelman. “Aryans or Proto-Turks?” Also see his previous, largely overlapping article, Victor 

Shnirelman, “A Symbolic Past.” In Russial Politics & Law 48 no. 5 (Sept / Oct 2010): 48-64. For a Tajik 

perspective, Laruelle, “The Concept of Ethnogenesis in Central Asia.” 
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texts and cultural artefacts in their complex material circumstance. 

“Things speak where writing falls silent”, he wrote.[31] Gafurov and 

Prokhorov weren’t the only ones criticized by Tolstov. Alexander Semenov 

was also accused of driving a “wedge” between the Uzbeks and their 

ancient heritage.[32] 

 In response, Gafurov adapted Tajik historiography. As we will 

see, however, he also preserved his message of internationalism and 

cultural revolution. In 1949 the first Russian language history of the 

Tajiks for a general public saw the light, entitled The History of the Tajik 

People: A Handbook. From Ancient Times until the Great October Socialist 

Revolution of 1917 (1949).[33] Gafurov was credited as the book’s author, and 

Joseph Braginskii, Gafurov’s former superior at the Tajik Department for 

Agitation and Propaganda as its main editor.

 The book clearly took Tolstov’s complaints to heart. In The Tajik 

People in their Struggle (1944) the ancient inhabitants of “the enormous 

territory... [presently encapsulated by] Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, 

Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Western and even Eastern, so Chinese Turkestan” 

were still presented as “sedentary and nomadic Iranian tribes.”[34] In The 

History of the Tajik People (1949), by contrast, an effort was made to suggest 

that the Turkic peoples of Soviet Central Asia were active contributors to 

this ancient culture too: “The historical fate of the Tajik people is tightly 

entangled with the fates of the Uzbek, the Turkmen, the Kazakh and the 

Kyrgyz people. All peoples united already in the furthest past in a shared 

struggle against local and foreign oppressors. All of them followed the 

same historical path of development...”[35] Later on in the book, Gafurov 

also emphasizes the historical entanglement of Turkic and Tajik peoples: 

“All these Eastern Iranian peoples merged in the mix of ethnic elements 

[31]  S.P. Tolstov, Po sledam drevne Khorezmiiskoi Tsivilizatsiei (Moskva, Leningrad: Izd’vo Akademii Nauk 

SSR, 1948): 317

[32]  Abashin, “Ethnogenesis and Historiography.”

[33]  B.G. Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda: v kratkom izlozhenii. S drevneishikh

vremen do velikoi oktiabr’skoi sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii 1917 g (Moscow: Gos.Izd’vo Politicheskoi 

Literatury, 1949). The 1949 book differed radically from Gafurov and Prokhorov’s Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be 

(1944). Prior to its publication, in 1947, also a Tajik-language version of the book was published, which 

appears to have been a popularized and extended edition of Gafurov and Prokhorov’s 1944 book on Tajik 

history.

[34]  Gafurov, Prokhorov, Tadzhikskii narod v bor’be, 3.

[35]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 5-6.
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of all Central Asian peoples: not only of the Tajiks but also of the Turkic 

speaking peoples, in particular the Uzbeks and Turkmens,” who “adopted 

the cultural heritage of her ancient inhabitants,”[36] The authors present 

the book’s approach as the direct result of anti-Eurocentric and socialist 

commitments, arguing that the new findings disproved the speculations 

of “bourgeois historians” that.the Iranian-speaking peoples were one a 

“pure race” of “pure-blooded Aryans.”[37]

 Moreover, in The History of the Tajik People (1949) culture is 

territorialized. Whereas The Tajik People in their Struggle (1944) volume 

still focused on textual sources to describe the ancient history of the 

Tajiks following linguistic traces to map the influence of historical Tajik 

communities in the region, in 1949 the ancient history of the Tajiks is 

mapped on the basis of ethnographic and archaeological material. This 

produces a new, territorialized conceptualization of the Tajik community. 

The History of the Tajik People (1949) describes the ancient Tajiks as a 

particular ethnic community belonging to the “Pamir-Semirechiye ethnic 

type” that had emerged within a distinct “geographical zone” stretching 

from the mountainous areas of South Tajikistan towards the river delta 

of the Illi River in South-Eastern Kazakhstan, with the Hissar Mountains 

(in Soviet Uzbekistan and Tajikistan) at its centre.[38] Processes of cultural 

unification are described in similarly “rooted” ways - they are no longer 

presented as a messy process of cultural-linguistic cross-fertilization, 

but as a grounded, territorialized process of “interbreeding”, or merger, 

of ethnic groups. In the book, peoples become ethno-centric nations 

separated by firm cultural edges; what unites these groups is externalized, 

regarded as a consequence of historical development: “The particular 

histories of the Central Asian Republics and their original influence on 

the general treasury of human culture is inextricably tied up with the 

general moments in their histories.”[39] As such, in The History of the 

[36]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 26-27.

[37]  Ibid., 26.

[38]  Gafurov’s Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda  (1949) will be republished twice within the decade after 

its first publication, once in 1952 (the second edition) and then again in 1955 (the third edition). While 

all editions involve textual adjustments, the passage rejecting bourgeois concepts of the Aryan race 

remains the same in all three editions. For the pages see Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 19; Istoriia 

Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 14; Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1955): 22.

[39]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 6.
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Tajik People(1949) the cultural connections and solidarities interlinking 

the Central Asian peoples historically are no longer described in terms 

of a shared High Culture, but as a material landscape uniting a range 

of particular, internally coherent, ethnic traditions. Or to use Tolstov’s 

phraseology they are place on the larger “map on which the history of the 

Russian people acts in organic entanglement with the histories of the 

other peoples of our country”.[40] 

Sufi Literature: a Shared Islamic Heritage Retained

As we have shown in the previous chapter, Gafurov approached Islamic 

civilisation as a vector of peoples’ internationalism and cultural 

revolution) and in The History of the Tajik People (1949), elements of 

Central Asia’s Islamic heritage are still mentioned as a progressive force 

in history. However, in his 1944 report for the Central Committee, Tolstov 

had approached Islam as a divisive historical force, arguing that the 

“Islamisation of Central Asia and part of the Caucasus” had “dis-united” 

the peoples, claiming it was now up to the ethnographers to show this 

process had been “far from absolute.”[41] 

 Nevertheless, in The History of the Tajik People (1949) several positive 

evaluations of Islam were preserved. To do so, several adjustments to the 

text had to be made. In contrast to the 1944 book, The History (1949) traces 

the unifying characteristics of Islam not to its ideas and doctrines but to 

the activities of people involved in socio-political struggle or wars against 

oppression. Here the Abbasid uprisings against Umayyad rule serve as 

an example: the local community was attracted to the Alid resistance to 

Umayyad rule, seeing this as a means to weaken the Arab yoke.[42] Secondly, 

Gafurov’s language is literally materialized: instead of the term civilisation 

the book coins the term “treasure-box,” invoking an image of world culture 

as an object meant to preserve cultural valuables and artefacts.[43] Third, 

the “casket” image of Islam is reasserted (see the previous chapter): Islam 

[40]  Tolstov, “Prilozhenie,” 149.

[41]  Tolstov, “Dokladnaia zapiska,” 166.

[42]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 156.

[43]  Ibid., 6.
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is now portrayed as a foreign religion that sat only lightly on Central Asian 

Muslims. As the book has it, the local communities “only appeared to adopt 

Islam” while they secretly continued to hold on to their previous spiritual 

practices, “the largest part of the population kept practicing his former 

religion.”[44] 

 Here the book makes an exception for Sufism - the tradition that, 

as we have seen, was strongly entangled with social life in Gafurov’s home 

region of Khujand and elsewhere in Central Asia and remained so in the 

Soviet period. Reminiscent of the assessments of Orientalists such as 

Goldziher and Semenov, Sufism is still described in gnostic, holistic terms, 

with Gafurov claiming that it “mixed different philosophical systems” 

and incorporated elements of various religions such as “Neo-Platonism, 

Manichaeism, Brahmanism, Buddhism, Nestorian monks, Muslim 

hermits, and elements of Ismaillism.”[45] A connection with Hinduism is 

also hinted at when Gafurov argues that “Sufism uses for the foundation 

and explanation of her belief, a special erotic symbolism and natural 

description of carnal love.”[46] 

  Not only does Gafurov argue that Sufi mysticism incorporated local 

cultural and spiritual practices, he also argues that Sufism could not be 

separated from Islam: Sufism “did not a represent a denial of Islam, but 

rather a liberal interpretation of Islam, which was united with lingering 

elements of ancient, predominantly Zoroastrian beliefs.”[47] He states that 

the tradition bore a progressive influence on Tajik cultural and intellectual 

development, discussing various Sufi masters who were involved in 

dialectic philosophical debates with non-religious thinkers, mentioning 

for instance the disputes between Ibn Sina and the Sufi Shaykhs Kushiaiiri 

and Imam Gazoli.[48] 

 If Gafurov mentions any negative sides of the religion, he does his 

best to relativize them. In its initial stage, he asserts, Sufism “reflected 

the dissatisfaction of the people,” but over time it has lost its progressive, 

[44]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 143.

[45]  Ibid., 272.

[46]  Ibid.

[47]  Ibid.

[48]  Ibid., 273.
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critical characteristics and became “a tool of the ruling classes.”[49] He 

accepts the trope that in its officially sanctioned form, the religion 

became “passive” and started calling on its adherents to cherish values of 

“ascetics, piety, subordination to power, and docility to orthodoxy.” Still, 

he also underscores that it wouldn’t be right to judge the religion only 

by its “unofficial” character, suggesting that the religion beheld a strong 

“philosophical ethical tendency” [50] Even at this time, many practicing 

Sufis were propagators of “free-thinking and humanistic ideas”[51]

 There is even a hint that Gafurov sees in Sufism a vehicle of 

internationalism. Gafurov emphasizes that Sufism became widespread all 

over Central Asia (Khurasan, Mawarannahr and Tokharistan - so including 

Northern Iran and Afghanistan) and mentions that many famous Sufis 

(under the heading “literature”) acquired great followings in Western 

Asia, India and Iran. Concluding that, “in its mystical form” also official, 

state Sufism reflected “many elements of opposition and anti-feudalism,” 

the 1949-edition of The History of the Tajik People preserves elements of 

Islamic heritage, most notably the widespread tradition of Sufism as a 

source of peoples’ internationalism and, possibly, cultural revolution.[52]

Anti-Cosmopolitanism:  
Central Asian Unity from Spirit to Matter 

The post-war period was not just a time of state restoration, but also one 

of mounting tensions between the USSR and its former wartime allies. On 

both sides of the Atlantic, governments invoked geopolitical imaginaries 

that presented the world as subdivided into opposed political blocs with 

a particular cultural-organic character. In the USA, President Roosevelt’s 

successor Harry Truman embarked on a confrontational political mission 

to “contain” world communism. Truman’s foreign politics was built on 

[49]  Ibid.

[50]  Ibid.

[51]  Ibid., 274. 

[52]  Ibid. For the notion that Sufism was past of Soviet everyday life in Soviet Central Asia, even after 

Stalin, see Eren Tasar, “Sufism on the Soviet Stage: Holy People and Places in Central Asia’s Socio-

Political Landscape after World War II,” in Sufism in Central Asia: new perspectives on Sufi traditions 1st-21st 

centuries, edited by Devin DeWeese and Jo-Ann Gross (Leiden: Brill, 2018): 256-283. 
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the belief that America’s interests were best secured in a world where 

free trade and political stability was securely based on the existence 

of strong nation-states. In support of this worldview, USA diplomats 

revived a geopolitical discourse that, in a style reminiscent of Oswald 

Spengler, described society as a living organism in order to underscore 

the threat of socialism.[53] In 1946, the famous plea of US diplomat George 

Kennan to contain world communism for instance made abundant use of 

Spenglerian symbolism, depicting the USSR as a pestering disease that 

should be stopped for the sake of world stability: “World communism is 

like malignant parasite [sic] which feeds only on diseased tissue,” Kennan 

asserted. It was therefore incompatible with world stability, which 

according to Kennan “depended on the health and vigour of one’s own 

society.”[54] 

 In this period, narratives emphasizing the idea of a Soviet homeland 

brought together by strong statehood and history radicalized. This 

rhetorical shift went hand in hand with a new wave of terror, meant 

to purge society of all foreign, or “cosmopolitan” cultural traditions. 

From 1948 onwards, Stalin embarked on a mission to purge the Soviet 

public sphere from non-native cultural elements in a series of so-called 

“anti-cosmopolitan” campaigns, targeting groups of “foreigners” with 

purportedly weaker connections to the Soviet homeland, and Jewish 

communities in particular.[55] As the section below shows, it was the anti-

cosmopolitan climate that allowed Gafurov to attract new academic cadres 

to the humanities departments of the Tajik Branch of the Academy of 

Sciences, which were still in great need for qualified cadres. 

[53]  For my attempt to connect this to contemporary Russian political discourse, see Hanna Jansen, 

The Russian-Dutch Year of Friendship: LGBTI-Rights as a Marker of Antagonism? In Tijdschrift voor 

Economische en Sociale Geografie / Journal of Economic and Social Geography 107, no. 2 (2016): 203-208. 

For Spengler’s reception in Russia / the USSR, see Zaur Gasimov, “Bolshevik post-colonialism, Eurasian 

perspective and entangled intellectuals: Russian Debates on Spengler in the interwar period,” in Oswald 

Spengler als europaisches Phanomen Der Transfer der Kultur- und Geschichtsmorphologie im Europa der 

Zwischenkriegszeit 1919-1939, edited by Zaur Gasimov and Carl Antonius Lemke Duque (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013).

[54]  As quoted in Michael Davidson, “Phantom Limbs: Film Noir and the Disabled Body,” in A Journal of 

Lesbian and Gay Studies 9, no 1 (2003): 71.

[55]  For the Soviet attack on people from Jewish background from a perspective of state-enforced 

ethnicization politics, see Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004): 

297-314.
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Stalinism: a Culture of Strong States and Nations

In the late 1940s, the work of Soviet humanities scholars and agitators 

adopted a confrontational style and Spenglerian imagery reminiscent 

of Kennan’s long telegram. This is clear for instance in the published 

manuscript of Tolstov’s research into the ancient state of Khorezm (12th-

13th century). The book was published in 1948 as a doctoral dissertation 

entitled On the Trail of the Ancient Civilisation of Khorezm (1948).[56] It was 

awarded the Stalin Premium, the only work on historical Oriental studies 

that had been awarded this prestigious prize in years.[57]  

 Khorezm (1948) set the standards for the interpretation of the 

history of the Soviet Central Asian Republics. The introduction was 

written as a purely anti-cosmopolitan agitational text: it emphasizes the 

physical strength and vigour of these historical predecessors of the Soviet 

people and the parasitical nature of foreign invasions, describing for 

instance the 12th century Mongol invader of Soviet territory as “a fearful 

octopus that sucked the lifeblood from the former countries they had 

chained,” and arguing that the Empire of Khorezm “shared with Rus the 

high cost of saving the blood of European civilisation.”[58] 

 In general the introduction of Khorezm (1948) is specked with 

anti-cosmopolitan tropes. The book draws up an image where national 

strength and stability is derived from living cultural roots. Nomadic 

cultures in this framework are “unstable” per definition, and contrasted 

to the sedentary agricultural nations that were rooted, literally, in the 

soil. The book argues that the ancient civilisation of Khorezm was based 

in tradition of “agriculture and crafts.” In the book, the cosmopolitan 

civilisations of transnational Empires are portrayed as weak and fleeting, 

while those of strong-rooted states are strong and firm: “Behind the “Great 

Khorezmshahs” stood the economic strength of Khorezm” with “centuries-

old economic ties with the Turkic Steppe and Eastern-Iranian countries.”[59] 

The reason for ancient Khorezms successes was its strong state apparatus 

[56]  Tolstov, Po sledam drevne Khorezmiiskoi Tsivilizatsiei.

[57]  A. Iakubovskii, “Timur. Opyt Kratkoi Kharakteristiki,” 5. For the general desinterest or chauvinistic 

attitude on the side of the Soviet Party authorities with regard to the history of the Soviet peoples, see 

Brandenberger and Dubrovsky, “The people need a tsar.” 

[58]  Tolstov, Po sledam drevne Khorezmiiskoi Tsivilizatsiei, 218, 321, respectively.

[59] Ibid., 319.
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that was the product of ages of local history. As the authors conclude, it 

“was no fleeting product of arbitrary political alliances but a ‘a giant with 

feet of clay.’”[60] 

Litvinsky and Davydovich:  
World Unity in an Age of Nationalism

As leading figures in the humanities put the screws on Gafurov to adjust 

his approach of history, the anti-cosmopolitan climate came to affect the 

lives and careers of people around him.[61] But when in 1951 two talented 

former students of Alexander Semenov saw their careers obstructed 

in Tashkent, their deteriorating career prospects in Uzbekistan (they 

were Jewish) provided Gafurov with opportunities: Gafurov was able to 

convinced them to come to Stalinabad and help consolidate and expand 

the Tajik Base of the Academy of Sciences despite the poor working 

conditions in the Tajik Republic.[62] 

 In 1936 the memorandum calling for a broad approach of Tajik 

history had recommended setting up an organization that might 

coordinate this historical undertaking and attract the necessary means 

and expertise from all the relevant scholarly research centred and 

academic institutes in the Soviet Union. The organization should have 

its base in Dushanbe, where Party headquarters and government circles 

were within close reach, and the memorandum advised to establish the 

organization within the institutional infrastructure provided by the 

Tajik base of the Academy of Sciences.[63] Soon after graduating from 

the Institute of History in Moscow, Gafurov began to devote much of his 

energy to the reorganization of the Tajik Base of the Academy of Sciences. 

The reorganization was complete by November 1940, and the structure of 

the new Tajik Branch (Filial) of the Academy of Sciences was ratified by the 

[60]  Tolstov, Po sledam drevne Khorezmiiskoi Tsivilizatsiei, 318. 

[61]  That Gafurov had a hand in executing these political shifts is implied by Lahuti, who after Stalin’s 

death embarked on a mission to unmask Gafurov, see Kirasirova, “My Enemy’s Enemy.”

[62]  By this time the Tajik SSR still remained an underdeveloped Republic, see Kalinovsky, Laborartory 

of Socialist Development. Also see Botakoz Kassymbekova, Despite Cultures: Early Soviet Rule in Tajikistan 

(Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh University press, 2016).

[63]  Pirumshoev, “Bobodzhan Gafurov,” 57-58.
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Presidium of the Academy of Sciences in 1944.[64] From 1942 - 1958 Gafurov 

headed the sector for history at the Institute for History, Languages and 

Literatures. He also supervised a group of aspirant-doctoral candidates 

focusing on the history of the peoples of Soviet Central Asia.[65] 

 In 1941 Alexander Alexandrovich Semenov was invited to a scholarly 

meeting at the Tajik Branch of the Academy of Sciences in Dushanbe. 

In 1945 he was installed as senior co-worker at the Institute for History, 

Languages and Literatures at the Tajik Branch, while still working at the 

Central Asian University as well as Director at the Institute for Eastern 

Manuscripts in Tashkent. When in 1948 he is discharged from his position 

as director of the Institute he must have decided to try his luck elsewhere: 

in 1951 Semenov is installed as Director of that institute, and is granted 

membership of the Tajik Academy of Sciences.[66] 

  In the meantime, Semenov introduced Gafurov to his former 

students Boris Anatotelevich Litvinsky (1923-2012), archaeologist, and 

Elena Abramovna Davydovich (1922-2013), numismatic. The couple had 

had to switch jobs due to a recent conflict with their superior, Mikhail 

E. Masson. In his memoirs Litvinsky suggests that he and his wife were 

reluctant to leave Tashkent (there was little good working material 

available in Tajikistan), but that they eventually decided to do so when 

Alexander Iurevich Iakubovsky, Leningrad orientalist-ethnographer and 

a student of Barthold, told him he worried about their fates (they were 

Jewish).[67] 

 In his review of The History (1949) of 1950 that same Iakubovsky 

suggested that he would like Gafurov include more research on ancient 

Tajikistan based on non-textual sources. As an archaeologist Litvinsky 

was cut out for this task and he was immediately installed as head of the 

sector for Archaeology and Heritage studies. He became a key figure in 

formulating a broad history and cultural heritage for the Tajiks. In 1954 he 

[64]  D.S. Saidmuradov, Iu.S. Mal’tsev, Iz Istorii Vostokovedeniia v Tadzhikistane (1917-1958) (Dushanbe: 

Donish, 1990): 67.

[65]  Arkhivnaia Spravka, 27 June 2011, f.411, op.3, d.373, ARAN.

[66]  Litvinskii, Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Semenov, 113-120.

[67]  Kh. Kholdzhuraev, O. Karimov, Vydaiushchiisia arkheolog i znatok Srednei Azii (Khujand: Izd’vo Nuri 

Ma’rifat, 2003): 21. For more on Iakubovskii, see Abashin, “Ethnogenesis and Historiography.” 
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outlined the new tasks for Tajik archaeology in 1954.[68] When in the course 

of the 1950s five scholarly volumes were put together based on Gafurov’s 

The History of the Tajik People, Litvinsky was leading editor of the first two. 

For the rest of his life he remained one of Gafurov’s closest co-workers, 

composing much of Gafurov’s written work, including (large parts of) 

his magnum opus The Tajiks: A pre-historic, Ancient and Medieval History, 

published in Moscow in 1972.[69] Litvinsky was an internationalist, who, in 

his own words, was convinced that “civilisation had no boundaries and 

was impossible to confine to the borders of one country.”[70] His approach 

of history was strongly reminiscent of the peoples’ internationalism 

we find in the work of pre-Russian orientalists. While emphasizing the 

unboundedness of culture, he also underscored its inherent diversity 

and dynamism: “under the influence of one nation or nationality, of one 

individual country or state, or of one religion or belief, new civilisations 

emerge, constantly forming new civilisations, worldviews and belief-

systems.”[71] In the next years this worldview would come to speak 

prominently from the pages of Gafurov’s biography.[72]

[68]  Because of the predominance of Litvinsky’s views in Gafurov’s written work, especially after 1951, 

Litvinsky’s biographers credit him for having preserved the “tradition of Gafurov” in his writing, and for 

having handed this worldview down to a new generation of historians in Tajikistan: Kholdzhuraev and 

Karimov, Vydaiushchiisia arkheolog, 5.

[69]  B.G. Gafurov, Tadzhiki: Drevneishaia, drevniaia I srednevekovaia istoriia (Moscow:

Izdatel’stvo Nauka, 1972). Litvinsky and Davydovich were the un-acknowledged ghostwriters of Gafurov’s 

book, and to them Gafurov was a generous and loyal patron. When Litvinsky admitted as much in an 

interview this led to a severe outcry in the Tajik press, see for instance, D. Ikrami, "Kto na samom dele 

napisal “Tadzhiki”? (otvet B. Litvinskomu)," in TsentrAziia (16 April 2009), to be accessed online on: http://

www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1239875040 (last accessed on 16 January 2016). 

[70]  Kholdzhuraev and Karimov, Vydaiushchiisia arkheolog, 105.

[71]  Ibid.

[72]  In their emphasis on the “transnational” reach of the Tajik heritage, Litvinsky (and Gafurov), 

rehabilitated the internationalist understanding of Central Asian heritage that had dominated among 

Soviet scholars prior to the period of Stalinist étatist culture building. For early Soviet attempts at 

heritage formation in Central Asia, see Svetlana Gorshenina and Vera Tolz, “Constructing Heritage in 

Early Soviet Central Asia: The Politics of Memory in a Revolutionary Context,” in Ab Imperio 4 (2016): 

77-115.  
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Ancient History: Preserving Peoples’ Internationalism 

Litvinsky’s arrival could not have been more timely. In the second half 

of the 1940s Soviet humanities scholars were tasked with providing 

the Soviet people with a grand classical history or civilisation and 

archaeologists were needed fast. Moreover, with Islam reimagined as a 

part of native rather than transnational cultural heritage, new sources of 

culture were needed to activate Tajikistan for a politics of internationalism 

and cultural revolution. 

 When Tolstov reviewed The History of the Tajik People in 1950, 

he was generally positive, even expressing his appreciation of how the 

book served to decenter Western narratives of Perso-Tajik civilisation; 

correcting the views of “bourgeois historians” who regarded the past 

of Central Asia either as a “provincial” element of Persian history or the 

Hellenistic world.[73] The problem, he believed, was that The History of the 

Tajik People (1949) did not do enough to emphasize the leading historical 

role of Russians; failing for instance to recognize that capitalist relations 

(hence: modernity) had only been established in the region due to the 

region’s “rapprochement” (soedinenie) with the Russian Empire. 

 A second review of the same period was less overtly Russocentric in 

his critiques: in July 1950 Alexander Iakubovsky published a long review 

of The History (1949) in Voprosy Istorii. He credited Gafurov for having 

subdivided the Tajik past into separate national paths and trajectories: 

“The author regarded it as one of his most important of his tasks to show 

the reader that the rich, cultural life of the Tajiks and Uzbeks occurred 

according to their own laws, their independent, original paths.” He did 

acknowledge that the book made the “more than doubtful” statement that 

capitalist economic relations had already been developing in the region 

prior to the Tajik soedinenie with Russia, but also claimed that most of 

the mistakes Gafurov had made were of a “non-fundamental” character 

and could easily be amended. One particular neglect he highlighted 

however, to his mind the book did not devote enough attention to material 

sources.[74] 

 Iakubovsky seems to have been of an entirely different disposition 

[73]  S.P. Tolstov, "Kniga po istorii Tadzhikskogo Naroda," in Kommunist Tadzhikistana (1950).

[74]  A. Iakubovskii, “B.G. Gafurov. Istoriia tadzhikskogo naroda,” in Vorprosy Istorii 7 (1950): 164 [159-164].
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than Tolstov, He was one of the people who had suggested Litvinsky and 

Davydovich had better leave Tashkent for Stalinabad. He was also the 

scholar whose favourable review of Timur in Vorposy Istorii in the August-

September issue of 1946 added a non-Western figure to the pantheon 

of Soviet historical heroes in a time of rampant Russocentrism. Now he 

paved the way for Gafurov to continue supporting a historical narrative 

that emphasized the shared Central Asian heritage and its importance for 

the world at large. 

 This seems to have opened up new opportunities to emphasize 

Central Asian cultural-historical agency. While the introduction to the 

1949 and 1952 edition are almost literally the same, two sentences have 

been adjusted. The 1949 introduction hardly mentions the specific role the 

region has played in world history and culture, stating in typical historical-

materialist fashion that, throughout the ages “several socio-economic 

formations” were formed on the territory of Central Asia, and that the 

peoples of this region were now “buidling socialism” under the guidance 

of the Bolshevik Party.[75] The 1950 introduction by contrast, carved out a 

great role for the region in history: reserving for it an independent role 

as center of ancient history and culture: “Central Asia is one of the most 

ancient centers of world civilisation.”[76] 

 Next to that, the 1952 volume marginalizes "spiritual" elements 

as a source of unity. In the new volume of The History (1952) all positive 

evaluations of the gnostic heritage of Sufism have been abandoned.[77] 

What has been added in its place is an entirely new source base composed 

of findings in material culture, especially from the ancient past. Soviet 

unity is reimagined through the lense of material culture: in the 1952 

editions patterns of material culture interlinked ethnic communities 

from all sides of the Soviet Bloc, interlinking the Baltic States with 

Central Asia and beyond. For instance, the new edition points out that 

in pre-historic Tajikistan, findings were uncovered that were “similar to 

[75]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 5.

[76]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 5.

[77]  Also in other ways the language of the 1952 edition is more radically disenchanted than the 

previous edition, for instance, while in the 1949 edition the Prophet is still mentioned as “the founder of 

Islam” (see Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 149) in the 1952 edition he is just mentioned as 

“Muhammad”, see Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 142.
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the Scythian monuments of Eastern Europe” and illustrated the links 

between “culturally different tribes of Central Asia” and of the peoples 

of “West-Siberia, the Volga region and Iran”.[78] At the same time, while 

the 1949 edition already suggested that in ancient times Central Asian 

peoples actively contributed to the development of civilisation too, 

this is foregrounded in the 1952 edition. In discussing the age of “the 

forefathers of Tajiks, Uzbeks, Turkmen and other peoples of Central 

Asia in the ancient period played a leading role in the development of 

universal human [obshechelovecheskoi] civilisation.”[79] As it appears, the 

Stalinist quest for a Soviet civilisation opened up new opportunities to 

grant Central Asia an active role in the formation of transnational cultural 

heritages too.

Revolution in the East: reactivating Oriental studies

Geopolitical contexts changed again by the late 1940s, when suddenly 

the global political balance seemed to tilt in favour of socialism. The 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) secured a revolutionary victory against 

the Guomindang, establishing the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 

October 1949. Mao Zedong visited Moscow in December 1949, and by 

February 1950 a Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance was 

signed between the PRC and USSR. When China invaded Korea in June 

1950, the Soviet Union looked on with anticipation. This was the moment 

for peoples’ internationalism to reassert itself. Orientalist agitators and 

propagandists used the historical moment for socialism in Asia to try and 

energize Oriental studies. As a result, in 1950, the Institute of Oriental 

Studies (Institut Vostokovedeniia Akademii Nauk - IVAN) was moved from 

Leningrad to Moscow, to merge with the “Moscow Group” of Orientalists 

that had established itself in the capital during the war, to try and activate 

the war machine for propaganda abroad.[80]Above we have emphasized how 

Stalin’s project of Russocentric etatism played out in Gafurov’s narrative 

of Tajik history. In the remainder of this chapter we will show how these 

[78]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 14.

[79]  Ibid., 86.

[80]  See Hilger, “Area Studies in times of global Cold War.”
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tensions played out as a new geopolitical reality was registered in Soviet 

Oriental studies in general and the 1952 edition of Gafurov’s The History 

in particular. On the one hand, as this section shows, the book further 

increases the role of the nation-state in Tajik history. On the other hand, 

after 1952 a new regional imagination emerged in The History of the 

Tajik People (1952) that reflected PRC independence from Moscow and 

forecast the new politics of state-based regionalism that would come to 

characterize PRC politics in years to come.[81] 

 One of the people who actively tried to activate the historical 

experience of the Tajik Republic for socialist internationalism was Joseph 

Samuilovich Braginsky (1908-1989), Gafurov’s colleague and erstwhile 

superior at the Tajik Party Communist Party Department for Agitation 

and Propaganda and the leading editor of all three editions of The History 

of the Tajik People.[82] Braginsky was an expert in Persianate languages 

and literatures, educated between 1923-1925 at the Higher Valery Briusov 

Institute for Literature in Moscow, named after the pre-Revolutionary 

poet well-known for his editorial work and for creating several anthologies 

of international works of poetry. [83] Between 1922-1940 he held various 

positions within the Tajik Communist Party, and he was a member of a 

circle of people surrounding the enigmatic Sadriddin Ayni.[84] He worked 

as a lecturer among the Persian speaking communities of Soviet Central 

Asia and neighbouring countries at the Communist University for Toilers 

of the East (KUTV) in Moscow from 1925 onwards, also teaching courses 

on Marxism-Leninism for the Tajik Central Committee in Tajikistan and 

at various Tajik institutions.[85] In June 1936 Braginsky was transferred to 

[81]  For CCP foreign policy during the second half of the 20th century see for instance Enrico Fardella, 

Christian F. Ostermann and Charles Kraus (eds.), Sino-European Relations During the Cold War and the Rise 

of a Multipolar World: A Critical Oral History (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center, 2015).

[82]  The below section leans heavily on the description of Braginsky’s biography of D.S. Kommissarov, 

“Kratkii Ocherk Nauchnoi, Pedagogicheskoi i Obshchestvenno-Politicheskoi Deiatel’nosti,” in Iosif 

Samuilovich Braginskii, edited by Z.Sh. Radzhabov and D.S. Leivi (Dushanbe: Akademiia Nauk Tadzhikskoi 

SSR, 1966): 3-32.

[83]  Komissarov, “Kratkii Ocherk”, 10. For the Briusov’s legacy and its links with the Soviet World 

Literature project see Maria Khotimsky, “World Literature, Soviet Style: A Forgotten Episode in the 

History of the Idea,” in Ab Imperio 3 (2013): 123-124.

[84]  Rzehak, Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen, 315. For Braginsky being part of Ayni’s circle, see 

Saidmurado, Mal’tsev, Iz Istorii, 60.

[85]  Komissarov, “Kratkii Ocherk”: 14.
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Tajikistan to head and reorganize the Tajik propaganda department. Here 

he started his close collaboration with Gafurov as head of the Department 

for Printed Materials and Publishing. The two departments merged in 

early 1939, and Gafurov became Braginksy’s deputy – which he remained 

until September 1940. 

 One life experience Braginsky shared with Gafurov was that of 

culture (especially languages and literature) transcending ethnic, religious 

or political boundaries. Braginsky was born in 1908 in Baku, Azerbaijan, 

into a cultured Jewish Persian speaking family. He started his career 

in agitation among Persianate communities in Northern Iran and the 

Transcaucasus, utilizing their shared cultural heritage to bridge ethnic 

and religious backgrounds. [86] For Braginsky, like Gafurov, literature was 

multi-layered and constituted a vehicle of international solidarity. In 

much of his agitational work he warned against overestimating ethnic, 

territorial political divisions. He took active part in the second Congress of 

Writers in Tajikistan, and helped organize the ten-days celebrations of the 

twenty years anniversary of the Tajik Republic in 1949. At the Congress of 

Writers, for instance, he warned his audience not to overestimate the role 

played by natural borders in shaping peoples’ identities and solidarities: 

claiming that the Tajik Republic was one of youngest nations in the world, 

and simultaneously home to one of the “oldest peoples” around, warning 

audience not too place too much emphasis on geographic elements - as 

this might make you believe that it made a difference whether you live 

on the right or left bank of the Amu Darya.[87] In this period he tended to 

separate between a literature’s peoples “core” and its remaining feudal 

content, which suggests that he aimed to preserve the Timurid literary 

heritage for the Tajiks.

 While it is unsure that Braginsky was involved with the 1936 

memorandum calling for the need to compose a “broad” Tajik history and 

reorganize the Tajik Base of the Academy of Sciences to further this goal, 

he did indeed actively contribute to Soviet international propaganda as 

[86]  Komissarov, “Kratkii Ocherk”, 8.

[87]  Rzehak interprets this comment by Braginsky as an attack on Marrism. It seems however, an attack 

on Stalinisy “isolation” and nationalism; suggesting that the transnational Persian heritage of the Soviet 

Union should be used in foreign diplomacy towards the Persian world outside the Soviet borders. Rzehak, 

Vom Persischen Zum Tadschikischen, 316, 317.
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part of the war effort. During the war Braginsky had served in Germany 

as part of the Red Army troops, as an agitator among German civilians 

and army troops, and probably as intelligence officer. He also worked as 

instructor at the Military Academy, and as deputy director at the Political 

Administration of the Red Army (PURKKA).[88] After the war he taught for a 

few years at the Military Institute for Foreign Languages. With everything 

in his biography emphasizing his internationalist outlook, for Braginsky 

the Russocentrism of the post-war period must have been an exasperating 

experience.

 A few months before The History of the Tajik People (1949) 

appeared in November, he published an unnamed article in Vosprosy 

Istorii, that called for the activation of Soviet Oriental studies, calling 

for a reorganization similar to the one that had already taken place in 

Tajikistan. The article in Voprosy Istorii was probably meant to smooth 

the waters – for it claimed that Soviet orientalists should actively support 

national liberation movements in the decolonizing world through the 

preparation of textbooks on the history of the East. The core purpose of 

the article however was to underscore the value of Orientalist knowledge 

in world affairs, and it did so by drawing attention to the decolonizing 

world.[89] In certain countries where communism was already strong, 

the article asserted, Soviet cultural experts and philologists should help 

foster the national consciousness in service of socialism and its anti-

colonial promises. Taking the example of Africa it argued: “In Africa the 

progressive and democratic forces are growing and gaining strength, and 

what is most important, in the struggle against the oppressors entered 

the young working class of the African continent. Soviet Orientalists have 

to create works on the history of the peoples of Africa, highlighting the 

struggle of those peoples for their liberation.”[90]. 

[88]  Komissarov, “Kratkii Ocherk”,16.

[89]  “Neotlotlozhnye zadachi Sovetskikh istorikov-vostokovedov,” in Voprosy Istorii 4.(1949): 4 [3-9].

[90]  Ibid., 4.
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Asserting the Nation-State in Oriental studies

It took a while before these recommendations took effect. In June of that 

year Stalin rejected the New Theory of Language, which had been the 

leading paradigm for the approach to culture in the Soviet humanities 

including ethnography since 1923. The NTL of was the brainchild of 

the orientalist Nikolai Iakovlevich Marr (1865-1934), a contemporary of 

Barthold and student of V.R. Rozen. His vision was shaped by a similar 

understanding of culture as inherently diverse, dynamic and open to new 

cultural influences, and like Barthold, he was a critic of Eurocentrism: 

his experimental “Japhetic Theory” held that the development of a 

“Japhetic” proto-language based on the common roots of the Semitic, 

Caucasian (Kartvelian) and Basque languages, had emerged prior to that 

of a Indo-European proto-language, thus displacing the center of cultural 

development from Europe to its peripheries.

 Marr’s most famous scientific contribution was in the field of 

linguistics. As a positivist, he understood individual languages as 

variations of a global, dynamic language pattern (or proto language).[91] 

His Japhetic Theory was based on his insight that linguistic and cultural 

traditions did not migrate across a human terrain untouched by local 

traditions and circumstance, but rather that it mixed with local traditions, 

creating culture anew in a process of “linguistic interbreeding”.[92] After 

the Revolution, Marr formulated his New Theory of Language that brought 

his approach of linguistics in line with historical materialism, proposing 

that patterns of linguistic development occurred in parallel with patterns 

of socio-economic development of mankind - later canonized as the 

piatichlenka. From his holistic understanding of language as variations 

of larger patterns he developed a radical anti-nationalism: rather than 

perceiving language as the expression of a stable Volksgeist of sorts, he 

believed that languages came and went as a result of a continuous process 

of re-assembling and mixing linguistic particulars over time. To his mind, 

linguistics illuminated the mixed ancestry of all languages and cultures 

thus proving the inconsistency of racist and nationalist convictions.[93] 

[91]  For more on Nikolai Marr, see Tolz, Russian Academicians and the Revolution.

[92]  Shnirelman, “From internationalism to nationalism,” 121.

[93]  Tolz, Russian Academicians and the Revolution.
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By denouncing Marr, Stalin created room for understanding linguistic 

particularism as a historically stable phenomenon, and to view the 

linguistic core of a nation as somehow resistant to the universalizing 

tendencies of world history and general linguistics. Influenced by the 

post-war trends in ethnography, Stalin adopted a strongly territorialized 

vision of historical development, in which the bonds of mutual dependency 

that existed between strong states and their historical peripheries 

ensured the stability and future development of both the state and 

communist system in general.[94] The new contention became that within 

these particular centers a measure of socio-cultural stability could be 

retained that wasn’t manageable elsewhere. 

 Stalin’s public denunciation of Marr legitimated a shift in Oriental 

studies towards the study of particular historical nations. In August 1950, 

the Institute of Oriental Studies reorganized. While traditionally located 

in Leningrad, its main buildings were now set up in Moscow, within reach 

from the Party institutions at a street located in Moscow’s ambassadorial 

area. A department remained in Leningrad (Leningradskii Otdel’ IVAN - LO 

IVAN), which was tasked with the maintenance and philological study 

of the great Leningrad collection of ancient and medieval manuscripts. 

The Moscow institute’s focus, rather, was on the contemporary 

period: research modern problems and to “cover all aspects, skills and 

specializations involved in Oriental studies.”[95] To this end, the Moscow 

Institute merged with other expertise- and research centers specializing 

in Eastern countries: the Pacific Institute (Tikhookeanskii Institut - TIAN) 

and the former Colonial Sector of what was now a branch of the Institute 

of World Economics and World Politics (Institut Mirovoi Khoziaistvo i 

Mirovoi Politiki - IMKhMP).[96] The reorganized IVAN was to lead and 

coordinate all orientalist research in the country. 

Sergey Tolstov became the new IVAN director. As deputy directors were 

installed V.I. Avdiev, Joseph Braginsky and Ye. M. Zhukov - all personalities 

[94]  For this argument, see Alfred Rieber, Stalin and the Struggle for Supremacy in Eurasia (Cambridge 

University Press, 2015), chapter one. Also see his article on the same theme, Alfred Rieber, “Stalin, Man of 

the Borderlands,” in American Historical Review 106, no. 5 (2001).

[95]  For more informationon on the LO IVAN, see for instance Eran, Mezhdunarodniki. For the quote see 

Ibid., 92. 

[96]  Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 89-91.



- 109 -

with a background in international agitation and politics.[97] The IVAN’s 

scholarly council was organized into three disciplinary sections: one for 

history, one for economy and one for philology. Nevertheless, the choice 

for Tolstov as director suggests that philological study was no longer the 

prioritized field in Oriental studies. In the organizational structure of the 

Academy of Sciences, accordingly, Oriental Studies was moved from the 

Literature- and Language Department to the Department of History and 

Philosophy. [98]

 In 1951 the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences outlined the 

following subjects as the priority themes of research for the reorganized 

IVAN: the crisis of the colonial system, the national-liberation movement, 

processes of socio-economic and cultural transformation in the people-

democracies of the Orient, the politics of Anglo-American imperialism 

in the countries of Africa and Asia. As part of this shift the Institute’s 

research profile became now more attuned to the history of particular 

countries. There was a sector for China; a sector for Mongolia and Korea; 

a sector for Japan; one sector for the countries of Southeast Asia; a sector 

for India and Afghanistan; one for Iran; a sector Turkey and the Arabic 

Countries; one for the Soviet Orient and one for Oriental Manuscripts. [99] 

 Yuri Slezkine summarized the new normative position of 

linguistics: “Languages could only belong to ‘whole societies’; ‘societies’ 

were always equal to ethnic groups (from tribe to nation); and ethnic 

groups-inseparable as they were from languages and therefore thinking-

existed ‘incomparably longer than any base or any superstructure.’”[100] 

While Stalin did not stop to regard cultural development as an inherently 

global process, he gave greater primacy to the role of strong states as 

benefactors of a particular way of life. As Slezkine concluded, in Stalin’s 

new historical paradigm “[c]lasses and “epochs” came and went, but 

nationalities remained.”[101]

[97]  Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 57.

[98]  For the structural reorganization of academic Oriental studies in the Soviet Union, see Kuznetsova 

and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia 1917-1967; Baziiants, Vostokovednye Tsentry V SSSR;  

Baziiants, Stanovlenie Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia; Eran, Mezhdunarodniki.

[99]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia 1917-1967, 135.

[100]  Slezkine, “N. Ia. Marr and the National Origins of Soviet Ethnogenetics;” 858.

[101]  Ibid., 186.
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Compromising with Regionalism:  
the 1952 Edition of Gafurov’s History 

Stalin’s rejection of Marr allowed reimagining cultural development as a 

regionalized process centred on the centrifugal tendencies of historical 

state centres. The new emphasis on particular paths of historical 

development was not only reflected in the organizational structure of the 

IVAN. It was also reflected on the pages of the new edition of The History 

of the Tajik People that was published in 1952. In the new understanding 

ethnic culture developed within particular bounded societies or state-

systems. As will be illuminated below, this trend inspired a historical 

image of Central Asian history as divided between competing state 

centers, from where particular cultural traditions spread. Crucially, it 

presented the Central Asian cultural heritage as separate from that of the 

cultural history of the Chinese People’s Republic. 

 As historians have pointed out, Chairman Mao was sensitive to 

signs of Soviet intervention in Chinese affairs.[102] In the first period 

of Soviet-PRC relations, Stalin had explicitly distanced himself from 

Russian imperial cultural politics in the East (notably Greater India 

interventionism), promising Mao not to intervene on behalf of the fates of 

Soviet minorities living on Chinese territory: instead he would allow the 

Kazakhs, Uighurs and Mongols to “find their place within the new Chinese 

community of nations”.[103] 

 As an analysis of the 1952 edition of The History of the Tajiks People 

shows, the book invoked a map of Central Asian historical development 

representing a similar tendency to separate Soviet and Chinese spheres 

of influence. For instance, when discussing the ancient origin of the 

Persian-Tajik culture The History of the Tajik People (1949) approached 

the ancient Kushan Kingdom, centred on ancient Bactria (Afghanistan), 

as an important cradle of culture, particularly religion. However, in the 

second edition of The History of the Tajik People (1952) a new center of 

Tajik culture appears, the state of the ancient Kangiui with its center in 

Khorezm (the Ferghana Valley). The two states are each other’s opposite in 

[102]  See for instance, Erik van Ree, Wereldrevolutie: de communistische beweging van Marx tot Kim Jong Il. 

(Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt Uitgevers, 2005): 184-185.

[103]  Here I quote Westad, Restless Empire, 318.
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many respects: while the Kushan Kingdom is renowned for its flourishing 

culture, while the Khorzmians had a powerful aristocracy, strong 

centralized state traditions and a regular army. While the 1949 version 

traced early trade relations with China to West Asia through Bactria, the 

1952 edition no longer mentioned these contacts passing through Bactria, 

tracing the establishments of trade routes between China and Central Asia 

to Khorezm instead.[104] Also in other subtle ways the founding of trade 

relations between China and Central Asia now sideline Bactria. While the 

1949 edition for instance claimed that the nomadic Tokhary (who the book 

views as the original founders of the Kushan state) settled in Bactria, the 

1952 edition states that the Tokhary settled “along the upper Amu Darya”, 

establishing their state with its center “in present day Tajikistan”.[105] As 

it appears, in the 1952 edition ancient Bactria, is ignored as a centre for 

flourishing Chinese-Central Asian trade relations while the kingdom 

of the Kangiui takes central place. Thus, in the second edition the most 

meaningful relations between ancient China and Central Asia (in the field 

of military alliances, the exchange of technological skills, and knowledge 

of centralized state building practices) are traced to the territory of Soviet 

Central Asia rather than Afghanistan. 

 From this territorial separation, a spiritual one followed. In the 

1952 edition, a divide is drawn up between ancient Sogdia and Khorezm 

on the one hand, and Bactria on the other hand. While the 1949 edition 

asserts that Buddhism flourished in the Kushan Kingdom presenting this 

as a time of great cultural progress when Buddhism was spread both in 

Sogdia and China on the trail of trade routes passing through Bactria, the 

1952 edition excludes “Sogdia and Khorezm” (territories located within 

the borders of modern Soviet Union) from the historical influence of 

Buddhism, arguing that here, “in distinction from Bactria”, not Buddhism 

but “Zoroastrianism remained the main religion”.[106] While not denying the 

spread of Buddhism, the 1952 edition suggests that the religion eventually 

spread in China through the intermediary activities of Central Asians, 

most probably Sogdians.

[104]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1949): 90-92; Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 79.

[105]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo Naroda (1952): 74.

[106]  Ibid., 86.
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 In this way, two separate trajectories of Chinese-Soviet relations 

emerged. One centred on the ancient Kangiui and passing through the 

Ferghana Valley; a trajectory untouched by Buddhism. The other was 

cultural or religious and centred on Sogdia located in the Tajik south. To 

summarize, the second edition of The History of the Tajik People came to 

emphasize direct historical relations between the territories of modern 

China and Central Asia, outlining two type of relationships: one political, 

military and economic relations; the other cultural-religious. While the 

1949 edition had presented all relations as following the same trajectory, 

the 1952 version offered a new layer of Tajik-Chinese relations, based on 

traditions of strong statehood rather than culture. 

 

Conclusion

As we have seen in this chapter, after the Second World War new 

experimental guidelines for humanities scholarship reoriented Tajik 

historical narratives emphasizing shared cultural, notably religious 

heritage. After the war Stalin sought to strengthen Soviet patriotism and 

nationalism. In the late 1940s this was followed by the “anti-cosmopolitan” 

terror campaigns, which aimed to eradicate foreign influences on the 

Soviet family of nations. While these ideological trends gave rise to 

a strongly territorialized understanding of culture, Tajik religious 

and spiritual heritages were invented as strictly “native,” and ceased 

functioning as a marker of an internationally shared tradition. New 

opportunities to emphasize the international spread of Tajik culture were 

granted by Stalin’s search for a Soviet civilisation and by 1952 The History 

of the Tajik People came to emphasize the global reach of Central Asian 

ancient culture.

 In this period, moreover, events in international politics promised 

to increase the value of the Central Asian Republics as a tool in Soviet 

international affairs and propaganda. As the IVAN was reorganized 

and moved to Moscow to be closer to Soviet government- and Party 

circles, this mirrored events that had already take place in Tajikistan one 

decade earlier. Indeed, discursive adjustments in the 1952 edition of The 

History illustrate how changes in Soviet foreign affairs came to affect 
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the historical narrative of the Tajiks: by that time the Soviet Union had 

established friendly relations with Communist China and the history was 

adjusted accordingly: tracing direct relations between China and the USSR 

into the past (side-lining the influence of ancient Bactria, on the territory 

of modern Afghanistan for instance) and opening up a two-track approach: 

spatially separating Chinese and Central Asia’s cultural-religious relations 

from connections that developed in the realm of trade, military relations 

and state development (for instance agriculture). The regional divisions 

thus created seemed to have emerged in response to the interests of the 

communist Chinese Peoples’ Republic who aimed to revise its historical 

narrative, rejecting its spiritual heritage. Similar regional divisions would 

come to interfere with peoples’ internationalism in future years.
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Chapter 3.
History,  
Afro-Asian 
Solidarity 
and peoples’ 
internationalism  
in Delhi, Stalinabad, 
Moscow and Paris
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On 17 February 1956, at the same Congress of the Soviet Communist Party 

where Gafurov had pleaded for the rise of the cultural level of the Tajiks, 

Anastas Ivanovich Mikoyan (1895-1978), long-time Politburo member and 

old Bolshevik from Armenia, held a speech criticizing the current state 

of Soviet Oriental studies. The Institute of Oriental studies had been 

radically reorganized in 1950, but for Mikoyan this wasn’t enough: “[while] 

the entire East is awakening the institute has continued its slumber up 

until this very day”.[1] As far as Mikoyan was concerned, the Soviet Union 

was in dire need of expertise – economists, linguists and cultural experts 

– concerning the current state of affairs in the decolonizing world. 

 Mikoyan’s speech reflected the spirit of the mid-1950s. After 

the death of Stalin in 1953, the new Party leadership had abandoned 

the confrontational “two camp” approach and endorsed the new trend 

towards peaceful coexistence in international relations. Having thus 

cleared the way for a charm-offensive towards the decolonizing world, new 

First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev went on a diplomatic tour of Asia in 

1955. While the 20th Party Congress is usually remembered by historians 

for Khrushchev’s opening the book on Stalin’s crimes against humanity, 

it was also the first major political event in the socialist world where he 

advocated the idea of a “zone of peace” where peace-loving peoples of 

both the socialist and capitalist “camp” could stand united. By calling 

for the activation of the Institute for World Economy and International 

Relatoins (Institut Mirovoi Ekonomiki i Mezhdunarodnykh Otnoshenii - 

IMEMO) and the Moscow Institute for Oriental Studies (Moskovskii institut 

vostokovedeniia - MIV), Mikoyan’s speech at the Congress contributed to 

this diplomatic mission, emphasizing the value of scholarly expertise of 

the Orient and of the global political economy.[2] More in particular, as 

[1]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” in XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi Partii Sovetskogo Soiuza: Stenograficheskii Otchet 

(Moscow: Gos.Izd’vo Politicheskoi Literatury, (1956): 328.

[2]  Vor MIV see Michael Kemper, “Red Orientalism,” in Die Welt des Islams 50 (2010): 435-476. For the 

IMEMO, see Kyung Deok Roh. “Stalin’s Think Tank: The Varga Institute And The Making Of The Stalinist 
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this chapter will argue, the speech also responded to the specific agenda 

of cultural reform and international cultural revolution that we have 

connected with Gafurov’s biography. 

 A special aim Mikoyan highlighted was to call for the diversification 

of Soviet historical narrative. So far no proper textbooks on the experience 

of Soviet modernization have been composed, he said, while this “would 

be of great value to both for our cadres and for all the progressive people 

(liudei) in the world!”[3] Although Mikoyan does not mention the beast by 

its name, it is clear that he means for the USSR to pay greater attention 

to the specific experience of revolution and modernization in the Soviet 

Asian Republics. He rejects the idea that there is nothing particular to the 

history of the Soviet Republics and urges Soviet workers on the ideological 

front to “seriously engage themselves with creative academic work” and 

to bring an end the Party’s “detachment from life.”[4] In this chapter we will 

show how the speech sparked off a large-scale reorganization of Oriental 

studies on the All-Union level, providing new opportunities for Gafurov to 

advance his politics of cultural revolution in the East. 

  In 1956, Gafurov was installed as the new director of the Institute 

of Oriental studies in Moscow, overseeing a reorganization that can be 

situated both in the context of Moscow’s political demands in Asia as 

well as in an older international context of inter-Asian conversations 

on decolonization and modernity. Keeping the focus on Gafurov and 

his professional network, this chapter highlights the activity of Soviet 

orientalists and Central Asian culture workers in India-dominated arenas 

of academic activism and Afro-Asian solidarity – referring in particular 

to the Asian Relations Conference (ARC), the UNESCO East-West Project 

and the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Movement (AAPSM).[5] To trace 

the affinities between the peoples’ internationalism represented in 

Idea Of World Economy And Politics, 1927-1953,” Phd Diss., University Of Chicago, 2010.

[3]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 325.

[4]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 327.

[5]  As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis there is a budding literature on the Afro-Asian 

Solidarity Movement as well as Afro-Asian Solidarity Organization – which was the institutional context 

of which the SKSSAA was to be a constitutive element. For earlier works see David Kimche, The Afro-

Asian Movement: Ideology and Foreign Policy of the Third World (Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1973); 

G.H. Jansen, Afro Asia and non-alignment (London: Faber & Faber, 1966). For the ARC, see Stolte, “'The 

Asiatic Hour’”. For the East-West project, see Wong, “Cultural agency in UNESCO”.
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Gafurov’s biography, on the one hand, and cultural or historical visions 

of other (Central) Asian culture workers and orientalist-propagandists, 

on the other, this chapter attempts to map out the fate of peoples’ 

internationalism as it was mediated through international institutional 

infrastructures attempting to cross East-West-global South divisions, 

all the while being centered squarely on the Western world. Ending this 

sojourn in UNESCO, the chapter shows how peoples’ internationalism 

encountered new adversaries and stakeholders within UNESCO’s global 

institutional landscape, explicating how the vision was forced to adapt and 

modify itself while Gafurov aimed to preserve its original cause of cultural 

revolution in the (former) Muslim world.[6]

Thaw and the Rehabilitation of Diversity:  
New Directions in the Historical Sciences

Stalin died on 15 March 1953. The death of the Party leader opened up 

space for a cultural and intellectual thaw. In Vladislav Zubok’s words, in 

these years, a “cult of humanism” swept through Soviet artistic circles, 

with writers emphasizing the progressive role of cultural and intellectual 

activity and claiming that “great ideas” could “transform the world”.[7] This 

process would entail certain first “shifts in historical consciousness”.[8] 

Soviet intellectuals and artists agitated against strict historical 

materialism, arguing that socialist revolution also involved cultural and 

spiritual evolution and reform. From spring 1953 onwards, various critical 

intellectuals were installed in key-positions at the Soviet Academy of 

Sciences. Figures like Alexei Rumyantsev, who was installed as director of 

the newly established Department for Science and Culture at the Central 

Committee in September 1953 would direct a cultural thaw within the 

[6]  For the Soviet Union in UNESCO, see Louis H. Porter, “Cold War Internationalisms: the USSR in 

UNESCO, 1945-1967.” PhD Diss., University of North Carolina, 2018. 

[7]  As quoted in Vladislav Zubok, Zhivago’s Children (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009): 71.

[8]  In his research of the historical sciences in the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death, Roger Markwick 

emphasized the contribution historians have made to revisionist thought in the Soviet Union, also 

inspiring the “New Thinking” that greatly influenced Gorbachev’s political agenda in the 1980s. Roger 

Markwick, “Thaws and freezes in Soviet historiography, 1953-64,” in The Dilemmas of De-Stalinisation: 

Negotiating Cultural and Social Change in the Khrushchev Era, edited by Polly Jones (London: Routledge, 

2006): 174. 
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Soviet humanities and kick-start a process to revise Marxist approaches 

of history. One direct consequence of this was the reorientation of 

Russocentric chauvinism in the history of the Central Asian Republics.[9] 

Reinforced by humanist enthusiasm, Soviet historians and orientalists 

seized the moment and began to negotiate a broader understanding 

of historical materialism, adjusting the cultural conservatism and 

essentialisms of the Stalin era. The aim of the thaw historians was to show 

the human side of history – and leading historian Anna Pankratova for 

instance strongly emphasized the cultural-historical unity of West and 

East.[10] 

 A crucial platform, in this regard, was provided by the United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), of 

which the Soviet Union became a member in April 1954. At the UNESCO 

General Conference of that year, the Soviet delegation agreed to 

participate in the international History of Mankind research project. Soviet 

academics were actively involved in evaluating the History of Mankind 

project proposal. Among them were the historians Alexei Rumyantsev 

and Anna Pankratova as well as the economist Konstantin Ostrovitianov 

and the propagandist and Pyotr Pospelov who was the vice-director of 

the department for Propaganda and Agitation at the Central Committee 

and editor at Pravda.[11] The group criticized various characteristics of the 

project, accusing it of a bourgeois liberal orientation. At the same time, 

they believed it could be used as a platform for flagging the achievements 

of Soviet development. In this context, the academics mentioned Soviet 

national policy in particular, arguing that Soviet participation could 

ensure that “the history of the peoples of the USSR and the development 

[9]  For Rumyantsev facilitating revisionist historiography see Markwick, “Thaws and freezes,” For 

Rumyantsev’s role in advancing a liberal perspective within the Soviet Academy of Sciences and 

intellectual life in general, see Robert English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals 

& the End of the Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000). For Rumyantsev defending 

Pankratova’s approach of the history Kazakhstan against its critics, thus implicitly supporting an 

approach of history that granted agency to Central Asian, see [Letter of A. Rumyantsev to P.N. Pospelov], 

6 December 1953, f.5, op.17, d.425, Rossiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Noveishei Istorii (hereafter: RGANI). 

For Pankratova’s history of the Kazakh SSR falling victim to a slander campaign in the age of High 

Stalinism, see Brandenberger, National Bolshevism.

[10]  Obshchego sobraniia Otdeleniia istoricheskikh nauk, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.02 ARAN.

[11]  Pospelov had also been a leading editor on Stalin’s Short Course (1938), see Arup Banerji, Writing 

History in the Soviet Union: Making the Past Work (New Delhi: Social Science Press, 2008).
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of their economy and culture was correctly described.”[12] Moreover, Soviet 

academics agreed with the communist Lucien Febvre, a leading member 

on History of Mankind editorial committee, who emphasized the value 

of the project in fostering peace: the “’history of mankind,” he wrote, “is a 

history of peace, not of war.”[13] 

Preparing the Grounds:  
rehabilitating Philological Oriental studies 

One month after the USSR had acquired UNESCO membership, the 

Soviet History of Mankind-evaluation committee recommended that 

the orientalist Alexander Guber, expert on Southeast Asia and head 

of the “eastern section” of the All-Union Society for Cultural Ties with 

Foreign Countries (VOKS - Vsesoiuznoe obshchestvo kul’turnoi sviazi 

s zagranitsei), be appointed to the History of Mankind international 

research committee.”[14] In May 1954, the presidium of the Soviet Academy 

of Sciences decreed that Guber would be installed as the new director 

of the (IVAN) in Moscow.[15] His dual role as VOKS official and director of 

a prestigious academic research institute for the history and culture of 

the “East” illustrated the growing importance attributed to academic 

cooperation and international exchange for Soviet diplomacy in Asia. In 

August 1954, Guber was the designated leader of a delegation of Soviet 

orientalists to the International Congress for Orientalists in Cambridge – 

which they visited for the first time since 1938.[16] Although he eventually 

[12]  “Zapiska P.N. Pospelova, K.V. Ostrovitianovam A.M. Pankratavoi, A.M. Rumyantseva ob uchastii 

sovetskikh uchenykh v podgotovke ‘Istorii nauchnogo i kul’turnogo razvitiia chelovechestva’,” in 

Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS: Biuro Prezidiuma, Prezidium, Sekretariat TsK KPSS 1952-1958, 

edited by V.Yu. Arfiani and V.D. Esakov (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2010): 314 [313-315]. 

[13]  “Zapiska P.N. Pospelova.” 

[14]  Ibid., 315. Guber was head of the oriental sector in the VOKS and by training an expert on South-

East Asia. For more on VOKS organizing cultural relations with Western countries, see Michael David-

Fox, Showcasing the Great Experiment. For more on VOKS organizing cultural relations with Eastern 

countries see Kirasirova, “Sons of Muslims in Moscow.”

[15]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 143, 199 [fn 21]; Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 

66.

[16]  For Guber being asked to participate in international cultural networks as VOKS representative see, 

“Zapiska V.P. Stepanova, M.D. Yakovlev o vstupleniii sovetskikh vostokovedov v Mezhdunarodnyi Soiuz 

Vostokovedov,” in Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 140-141. 
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did not attend the Conference, it is clear that the choice for Guber as 

IVAN director was strongly entangled with his activities as Soviet cultural 

intermediary. 

 Guber's tasks as IVAN director were also in the sphere of 

international propaganda. At the International Congress for Orientalists 

in Cambridge, Guber’s presentation (which was taken up in the volume of 

the conference proceedings published in the USSR) was explicitly critical 

of American imperialism; emphasizing the historical agency of Philippine 

locals he depicted the Americans not as harbingers of modernisation or 

liberty, but as modern day annexators.[17] Soviet orientalists capitalized 

on the new opportunity to showcase their anti-imperial credentials, and 

various orientalists distanced themselves explicitly from Eurocentric 

approaches. The thaw liberalizations had allowed Soviet humanities 

scholars to rehabilitate the study of cultural patterns as relatively 

autonomous from history’s socio-economic base, and several scholars 

seized the opportunity to openly distance themselves from Stalinist 

Russocentrism. The lecture by Soviet ethnographer Kononov, for instance, 

presented a radical anti-ethnocentrism. Discussing the topic of linguistic 

communities, he proposed that these should be understood as “complex 

ethnic formations,” emphasizing how the Altaic Turkic group that “in fact 

incorporated different ethnic formations.” Reminiscent of the peoples 

approach in history, Kononov’s work underscores that cultural diversity 

went hand in hand with the acknowledgement that mankind’s was globally 

united.[18] 

 It took some time before the thaw orientation was effectuated on 

the level of the IVAN’s organizational structure – Guber was only officially 

installed as director in the course of 1955 with the first reorganization of 

the IVAN’s research agenda and oraganizational structure announcing 

[17]  A. Guber, “The Philippine Republic of 1898,.” in Papers presented by the Soviet Delegation at the XXIII 

International Congress of Orientalists: Section for the Far East (Moscow: Izd’vo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1954): 

24. 

[18]  For more on this and the consecutive instalment of the International Congress for Orientalists, 

see Michael Kemper, “Propaganda for the East, Scholarship for the West: Soviet strategies at the 

1960 International Congress of Orientalists in Moscow,” in Reassessing Oriental Studies: Interlocking 

Orientologies during the Cold War, edited by Michael Kemper and Artemy M. Kalinovsky (London: 

Routledge, 2015): 170-210. 
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itself only in August 1955.[19] His first task as director was to oversee 

the reorganization of the IVAN. The institute’s structure was still 

characterized by a two-camp approach in the sense that it only granted 

independent country-based sectors for socialist countries and allies: 

one sector for China was established, and so were separate sectors for 

Mongolia, Korea, and Japan (while India was mentioned separately in the 

Institute’s structure it was grouped together with wider Southeast Asia). 

These acquired sectors for the study of languages and literatures that 

existed next to, and separate from, sectors for historical and economic 

analysis.[20] The study of languages of non-socialist countries was also 

given serious attention and in their 1970 survey of the institutional 

development of Soviet Oriental studies Kuznetsova and Kulagina 

mentioned a rise especially in the study of the vernacular languages of 

colonized groups: Punjabi, Burmese, Tai, Tagalog (Philippine), Malay, 

Tamil, Gujerati, and Marathi.[21] 

 In the Soviet printed press of subsequent years, the emergence 

of separate country-based sectors at the IVAN was presented as a key 

factor in the de-Stalinization of Soviet intellectual culture, and the sign 

of a renewed socialist commitment to cultural diversity and global 

decolonization. However, in their detailed survey of the development 

of Soviet Oriental studies published in 1970, Kuznetsova and Kulagina 

identified yet another key element of de-Stalinization: the return of 

general philology understood as the study of general, potentially global 

patterns in historical languages and literature. After 1955, Soviet 

orientalists began to “devote serious research to general language 

study and individual linguistic problems”, adding that in doing so Soviet 

[19]  One reason for this might have been that the CPSU was still finding its feet ideologically: as 

Markwick observed, the editors of Voprosy Istorii (who set the course of Soviet humanities scholarship) 

were criticized in spring-summer of 1955, and this may have been a needed to justify the changes that 

were about to affect the Soviet humanities, including Oriental studies. See Markwich, “Thaws and 

freezes,” 175.

[20]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 144.

[21]  Ibid., 145. The historical-philological study of written monuments in Africa was conducted at 

the Leningrad division of the IVAN. At the IVAN, a sector for the study of Africa was set up in 1957. 

Kuznetsova and Kulagina suggest that by 1955 the IVAN did not yet possess enough expert knowledge 

on modern African literatures and languages. For the time being, therefore, the study of the modern 

“history, economy, languages and literatures” of the peoples of South and Central Africa was restricted to 

Institute of Ethnography. See Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 146.
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Orientalists were “gradually liberating themselves from the burden of 

past imaginations”.[22] As Kuznetsova and Kulagina suggest, “the basic 

organizational principle” of Soviet Oriental Studies was now “complexity” 

– the manifold relations between general and particular patterns of 

human development, beyond national compartmentalization.[23]

Gafurov in Moscow:  
Orientalizing Soviet Foreign Policy and Scholarship 

Against the backdrop of these changes the ground was prepared for a 

more fundamental reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies. In 1956, 

Gafurov sent a proposal to the Soviet Central Committee arguing that 

the study of African and Asian countries should be reoriented from a 

historical to a contemporary focus. The proposal repeated many of the 

suggestions made in the 1936 memorandum that had kick-started both 

the reorganization of the Tajik Base of the Academy of Sciences in the 

1940s, in general, as well as Gafurov’s career as historian-propagandist, 

more specifically. Gafurov also proposed to establish an independent (non-

governmental) society for the study of Oriental countries: an All-Union 

Association for the Study of the Countries of Asia and Africa (Vsesoiuznoe 

Obshchestvo po Izucheniiu Stran Azii i Afriki - VOISAA).[24] The main aim of 

such a society would be to step up international propaganda and establish 

scholarly networks with scholars in the East. The goal of this association 

would be to organize scholarly exchanges and lecturers from countries of 

the Orient and the Soviet Union and to gain access to foreign broadcast 

services in countries of Asia and Africa. The Society was also to have its 

own publishing house, journal and bibliographical departments.[25]

Gafurov also proposed that some tasks allocated to VOKS could be 

transferred to the VOSISAA. While underscoring that the Society “should 

not transform into some sort of tourist organization” and that its focus 

[22]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 147.

[23]  Ibid., 143.

[24]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova ob uluchenii nauchnogo izucheniia sovremennogo Vostoka,” in Akademiia 

Nauk v resheniiakh TsK, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 554 [553-554].

[25]  Ibid., 554.
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should remain on scholarship, he hinted at the value of a separate policy 

towards East and West, arguing that such a division would allow VOKS 

to focus its energies exclusively on the West (Europe and America).[26] To 

Gafurov’s mind, an East-West separation should also take place on the level 

of the Central Committee. To “improve coordination” of Soviet activities in 

the East, at the TsK the Department for Relations with Communist Parties 

should be subdivided, creating one Department for Relations with Europe 

and America and one for Relations with the Communist Parties of Asia and 

Africa”.[27] 

 As Michael David-Fox has pointed out, cultural policy towards the 

East was also used for educating the public at home.[28] While Gafurov’s 

proposal opened up space for a particular “Eastern” strategy in Soviet 

foreign affairs, it also proposed to elevate the role of Soviet “Easterners” in 

the Soviet Party hierarchy. As Gafurov proposed, departments within the 

Society should be headed by people versed in the language and culture of 

African and Asian countries.[29] Moreover, by recommending that special 

departments of the Society should be set up in Asia and Africa, Gafurov 

effectively pleaded for the diversification of Soviet policy, reasserting the 

value of the Republics for Soviet foreign affairs as well as within the Soviet 

state hierarchy. Gafurov’s plea to carve out a separate trajectory in Soviet 

relations towards the East also emphasized the difference and value of the 

socialist experience of the “Eastern” Republics, thereby contributing to the 

diversifying trend supported by thaw intellectuals such as Rumyantsev.

The 1936 memorandum advising the Tajik Central Committee to set up 

a similar organization that was to activate scholarship for the socialist 

mission in the East also suggested that such an organization could 

perhaps be established within the institutional infrastructure provided 

by the Academy of Sciences. The same seems to have been concluded with 

regard to Gafurov’s 1956 proposal. Only a few weeks after the proposal was 

[26]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554. By late 1957, VOKS had been disbanded and most of its activities taken 

over by the Republics overseen by the Soviet State Committee for Relations with Foreign Countries, see 

Frederick C. Barghoorn, The Soviet Cultural Offensive: The Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Soviet Foreign Policy 

(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1960). 

[27]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554. 

[28]  Michael David-Fox, Showcasing the Great Experiment: Cultural Diplomacy and Western Visitors to the 

Soviet Union, 1921–1941 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

[29]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554.
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made, Anastas Mikoyan legitimated the activation of scholarly research 

(historical studies in particular) for Soviet foreign affairs in the East at the 

20th Party Congress of the CPSU.[30] This appears to have been the official 

starting sign for a large-scale reorganization of Soviet Oriental Studies.

  In May 1956, Gafurov was transferred to Moscow to be installed 

as the new director of the Institute of Oriental Studies. He was replaced 

as First Secretary of the Tajik Communist Party by his protégé Tursun 

Uldzhubaev.[31] In October of that same year, the Academy of Sciences 

discussed the new five-year plan of the IVAN. One of the most important 

outcomes was that from now on the IVAN was to focus its research on 

non-socialist countries.[32]

 In subsequent months, major adjustments were made to the IVAN’s 

research agenda and profile that reflected Khrushchev’s new “Break to 

the East”. From this time onwards, the Marxist character of the IVAN 

was no longer reflected in the institute’s structure, as the communist 

East lost its privileged status in the Institute’s departmental order: 

Mongolia and Korea became subsectors in the larger Departments for 

the Far East and South East Asia, while Chinese studies disappeared from 

the IVAN research agenda altogether. In 1956, a separate Institute for 

Chinese Studies (Institut Kitaevedeniia Akademii Nauk, IKAN) was set up 

with the aim to study the history and culture of what Gafurov called the 

“Great Chinese people”.[33] India, by contrast, did acquire special status 

in the IVAN’s institutional structure. After 1956, it was the only country 

granted with its own Department. Other departments at the IVAN were 

the Department for Countries of the Near- and Far East, the Department 

for Countries of the Arabic Orient, and the Department for Africa.[34] 

Thematically, the research program abandoned its focus on orthodox 

Marxist themes: while in 1955 a permanent thematic sector for modern 

socio-political questions had been set up it was now integrated into the 

[30]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 327.

[31]  For Ul’dzhubaev and his relationship to Gafurov see Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development. 

For a path breaking work on the history of Tajik political elites, see Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone, Russia 

and Nationalism in Central Asia.

[32]  Stenogramma obshchego sobraniia, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.502, ARAN.

[33]  Ibid.

[34]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154.
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Department for International Questions. From now on, research on the 

international workers movement, peasant movement and the agrarian 

question was to be carried out, on an ad hoc basis, by non-permanent 

research groups. In 1957, an independent publishing house for “Oriental 

Literatures” was set up under the jurisdiction of the IVAN. One of its 

explicit aims was to increase the output of “fundamental” research 

and to increase the publication of ancient Oriental monuments and 

manuscripts.[35]

 The reorganization also implied an ideological reorientation. From 

early 1956 onwards, Soviet orientalists began to publically debunk the 

“former conclusions” of Stalinist scholarship and rehabilitate the legacy 

of pre-Revolutionary Oriental Studies. The February issue of the academic 

journal “Soviet Oriental Studies” (Sovetskoe vostokovedenie) rehabilitated 

the 1920s view that the bourgeoisie could play progressive roles in the 

world historical process, arguing that the role of bourgeoisie was of “dual 

nature” and that national elites could “take up positions of both pro-

imperial and counter-imperial forces.” In previous years, as the journal 

editors claimed, Soviet orientalists had “overestimated” the conservatism 

of countries as India, Burma, Indonesia and Egypt: they had failed to 

fully appreciate the progressive character of the post-war independence 

movements in these countries.[36] 

 This ideological turn also affected the research methodology: while 

the reorganization of 1950 had merged the study of culture with that 

of history, the 1956 reorganization provided new opportunities for the 

philologist-autonomist researcher, with philology becoming a prioritized 

field of research in 1955-1956, according to Kulagina and Kuznetsova. In 

1957, a separate Department for the Languages of Peoples of the Orient 

was set up, with sub-sectors for South China and South-East Asia, for 

Turkic-Mongolian and Far Eastern languages and for Iranian and Semitic 

languages. Some of the prioritized themes of the 1956 work plan, for 

instance, signaled a shift towards a more diversified approach of the Soviet 

past emphasizing the “particulars” of Eastern development (with themes 

[35]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154-155; also see: Stenogramma 

obshchego sobraniia”, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.502 ARAN.

[36]  “XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi partii Sovetskogo Soiuza i zadachi izucheniia sovremennogo vostoka,” 

in Sovetskoe vostokovedenie 2 (1956): 3.
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such as “problems of the emergence and development of slaveholding 

relations in the countries of the foreign Orient” and the “genesis of 

capitalism and the particularities of its course of development”). New 

research themes were announced that foregrounded the cultural and 

intellectual history of the peoples in Asia (such as the “history of science of 

the Orient” and the “development of social thought and the role of religion 

in countries of the foreign Orient”).[37]  

   New departments were created, focusing on twenty-two countries 

in total. In the printed press, this was presented as part of the break to 

the East and proof of Soviet commitments to national liberation. The 

leading article in the 1956 edition of Sovetskoe vostokovedenie lamented 

that “…[U]ntil this day, no-one has yet printed a book on the Chinese 

People’s Republic”, suggesting that Soviet orientalists were committed to 

rectifying this shortcoming. [38] This new national focus did not preclude 

an emphasis on world processes. As the article in Sovetskoe vosokovedenie 

stated, it was completely “according to general rule” that the “forms of the 

transition to socialism shall differ more and more”.[39] Philological studies 

served to bridge the national and global: Soviet philologists analyzed 

cultural processes that intersected processes of national development, 

thereby focusing both on the “regularity of the historical development of 

vernacular literatures” as well as on “local dialects.”[40]

India and Central Asia: Forging a Pluralitic Modernity

In June 1955, Nehru went on a diplomatic tour of the USSR. As part of 

the tour, Nehru visited the Soviet Central Asian Republics, and at various 

instances he reminded the Soviet leadership of the state’s culturally 

diverse population, emphasizing the “Asian” element in Soviet culture. As 

Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, First Secretary of the Uzbek Communist Party 

remembered, Nehru publically reminded Khrushchev of the historical 

ties that existed between India and the Soviet Central Asian Republics 

[37]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 156. 

[38]  “XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi partii,” 3-12, especially page 10.

[39]  Ibid., 5.

[40]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 156. 
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thus urging the First Secretary of the CPSU to recognize the specific 

cultural history of the region.[41] In the winter of 1955, Khrushchev led 

a Soviet delegation on a diplomatic tour through India, Burma and 

Afghanistan. In his description of international connections between 

India and the USSR, he made use of spiritual imagery, emphasizing 

immaterial and non-territorial connections: as he claimed, “[O]ur peoples 

are brothers in spirit and in all their aspirations.”[42] One other day he 

asserted: “Our friendship enriches the peoples of India and the Soviet 

Union materially and spiritually.”[43] In Jammu and Kashmir, Khrushchev 

dwelled on the many cultural and historical similarities between their 

host country and the Soviet Central Asia. Speaking to a country that 

was half Muslim half Hindu, he emphasized in particular that socialism 

bridged religious differences: “Our delegation includes Dzhabar Rasulov, 

Zaukhra Rakhimbabaeva, and S.R. Rashidov, representatives of Uzbekistan 

and Tajikistan, whose peoples are of Moslem creed. But in what way 

do Moslems differ from the representatives of the other creeds in our 

country? In our country we have no such differences, because all the 

peoples of our country are worthy members of the great Soviet Union and 

make a united family of the peoples.”[44] Such political rhetoric suggests 

that by this time the Soviet leadership was moving towards a diplomacy 

that emphasized the shared cultural heritage of Central Asian peoples and 

communities in the decolonizing world. 

 As Petr Shastitko has argued, after Stalin’s death it had been Indian 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s diplomatic overtures toward the 

Soviet leadership that had greatly facilitated the reorientation in Soviet 

Oriental studies.[45] Indeed, as part of the 1956 reorganization, the Indian 

Department had been greatly expanded, acquiring a prominent place 

[41]  Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, Gody provedennye v Kremle: vosmopinaniia veterana voiny, truda i 

Kommunisticheskoi partii, rabotavshego so Stalinym, Malenkovym, Brezhnevym, Andropovym, kniga pervaia 

(Tashkent: Izd’vo Narodnogo Naslediia im. A. Kadyri, 1994): 153. I want to thank Artemy Kalinovsky for 

sharing this source with me.

[42]  N.A. Bulganin and N.S. Khruhschev: Full Texts of Speeches and Statements in India, Burma and 

Afghanistan (Soviet News: London, 1955): 4, 11.

[43]  Ibid., 21.

[44]  Ibid.

[45]  Petr M. Shastitko, Vek ushel. Szeny iz istorii otechestvennogo vostokovedeniia (Moscow: Vostochnaia 

Literatura, 2009): 71.
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in the IVAN’s structure. Many of the appointed staff had had succesful 

careers in Soviet foreign politics and agitation in the past. Headed by 

Vladimir Vasilevich Balabushevich, a former India-informer for the 

Profintern, it incorporated three thematic sectors: one for History and 

Philosophy led by Igor Mikhailovich Reisner, one for Economy headed by 

Sofia Moyseevna Melman, and one for Languages and Literature directed 

by Evgeny Petrovich Chelyshev. Most of the staff members had succesful 

careers in the foreign administration and at least two of them were 

acquaintances of Gafurov.[46]

 Igor Reisner had acted as one of Gafurov’s supervisors on his 

aspirant-dissertation Ob Izmailize (1940). He had started his career 

at the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and as ambassador in 

Afghanistan from 1919 to 1921. He was also well connected in Western 

Europe and his first wife was Violet Lansbury, daughter of George 

Lansbury the social reformer and well known pacifist who headed the 

British Labour Party from 1932 to 1935. Chelyshev was head of sector for 

Indian Literature at the Military Institute for Foreign Languages and he 

had been a member of the Soviet delegation attending the Conference 

of Asian Countries for the Relaxation of International Tensions (CRIT), 

of 6-10 April 1955 in New Delhi. In his memoirs he describes how he met 

Gafurov in the summer of that same year to help with preparations for 

Nehru’s visit to the USSR.[47] 

 While historians remember the CRIT primarily as the conference 

where the Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity Movement was born, Carolien 

Stolte has observed how it played an important role in connecting a 

range of pre-and interwar inter-Asian conferences and meetings with 

the post-war context.[48] In the next section, I will make a short excursion 

into the history preceding Gafurov’s transfer to Moscow, going back even 

to Stalin’s death, to argue that the CRIT served as a crucial node linking 

post-Soviet diplomacy in the East with an Asian agenda of historical 

[46]  For the history of Indology at the IVAN, see L.B. Alaev, Istoriografiia Indii (Moscow: Institut 

Vostokovedeniia RAN, 2013). 

[47]  See E.P. Chelyshev, Izbrannye trudy: tom tretii vremia i liudi (Moscow: Nauka, 2002).

[48]  Carolien Stolte, “'The Asiatic Hour’: new perspectives on the Asian relations conference, New 

Delhi, 1947.” In The Non-Aligned Movement and the Cold War: Delhi – Bandung – Belgrade, edited by Nataša 

Mišković, Harald Fischer-Tiné and Nada Boškova (New York: Routledge, 2014), 57–75.
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revisionism that had its roots in the multifaceted conversations on 

decolonization and modernity of the inter-war period. Recognizing the 

fact that even under Stalinism Soviet Central Asian culture workers and 

agitators moved within a wider, transnational Asian context, it illuminates 

the inter-Asian context in which Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People (1949) 

and its message of peoples’ internationalism took shape.

The History (1949) and the Asian Relations Conference 

In the previous chapter we briefly discussed the article in the April issue 

of Vorposy Istorii 1949 that urged for the reactivation of Soviet Oriental 

studies as a tool in international propaganda. In the same article, Joseph 

Samuilovich Braginsky argued, in particular, for the need of Soviet 

historians to take part in the decolonization struggle. Their first duty, the 

article states, is to provide historical textbooks that help expose the “false 

theories of the bourgeoisie.”[49] 

 We suggested that the article was mainly intended to smooth the 

waters for The History of the Tajik People (1949), but it also responded 

to the aims of leading figures in the Indian anti-colonial movement for 

a new approach of the past that might help cement the unity of Asian 

peoples for the future. A few years prior to its publication, for instance, 

Jawaharlal Nehru had published The Discovery of India (1946) in which he 

painted a picture of modern India as a secular, culturally diverse state, 

with a diverse cultural heritage.[50] Intending to counteract empty Western 

civilisational models, he opted for a “synthetic” citizenship model, one in 

which “[n]ew patterns... [were] integrated with the old” and which would 

[49]  CP/IND/DUTT/24/108, Labour History Archive and Study Centre Manchester Online accessable at 

https://www.revolutionarydemocracy.org/rdv10n2/historians.htm (last accessed on 20 January 2020).

[50]  Nehru supported a vision of secularism that should be distinguished from that of French laicité. 

The contrast was aptly described by Jaffrelot: “The Indian version of secularism did not equate with 

the French concept of laïcité, which did not recognize religious or other cultural differences in the 

public sphere; instead the State recognized all religious communities on equal footing,” see Christophe 
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Nationalism, edited by John Breuilly (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013) to be accessed online:  

www.oxfordhandbooks.com (last accessed on 12 January 2018). For a classic comparison of political 

modes of thinking on multiculturalism, see Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism. Cultural Diversity 

and Political Theory (Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
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recognize the past of “man’s adventure through the ages.”[51] He hoped 

cultural emancipation would have a unifying rather than disruptive effect: 

“perhaps we might develop, in addition to our own national backgrounds 

and cultures, an appreciation of others and a capacity to understand and 

cooperate with the peoples of other countries.”[52] This same hope that a 

raised awareness of one’s history and heritage might unite an otherwise 

divided humanity was apparent in the statements and speeches of 

organizers and participants in the Asian Relations Conference (ARC) of 

1947. 

 The inter-Asian ARC was held in Delhi, from March 23 to April 2, 

weeks ahead of India’s independence. The USSR sent delegates from each 

of its Central Asian republics, as well as Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

In his opening speech Jawaharlal Nehru talked of a “crisis” in “world 

history” when arguing that colonial Asia must take up its place in world 

affairs.[53] Also the speech of Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, the sister of Indian 

communist revolutionary Virendranath Chattopadhyaya (Chatto) and 

one of the main organizers of the conference, emphasized how history 

had left its marks in material culture and served to unite the people of 

Asia: “History is in every stone, history sleeps hidden but living in every 

acre, in every patch of soil of Hindustan.” She added that it was this 

shared history and cultural heritage that had brought people together, “...

the great diversity of Asian culture has cemented the unity of the Asian 

people.”[54] The conference’s aims were forward-looking and Naidu did 

not summon the participants to restore an ancient past. Rather, she 

suggested that awareness of shared historical experience, including its 

moments of conflict, should help build a new civilisation for Asia and 

develop a new approach to life: “Diversity of culture, unity of heart and 

pursuit; because Asia must bring to the pool its own contribution, its own 

particular mode of life, its own particular vision of life, its own approach 

to life. And it is all these varieties of human experience that make for a 

[51]  As quoted in Prasenjit Duara (Ed.)., Decolonization: Perspectives from now and then (London: 

Routledge, 2003):37. 

[52]  Duara (Ed.), Decolonization, 37.

[53]  Asian Relations: being Report of the Proceedings and Documentation of the First Asian Relations 

Conference New Delhi, March-April, 1947 (New Delhi: Asian Relations Organization, 1948): 24.

[54]  Ibid., 29.
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great civilisation.”[55] In a similar vein, the Conference's roundtable on 

Cultural Problems outlined a task to revise historical textbooks: “History 

needed to be rewritten and the outlook of children changed. Too much 

importance should not be attached to individual national culture but the 

unity of all cultures emphasized. The essence of culture lays in the fact of 

our realizing the oneness of mankind.”[56] It was concluded that the history 

of Asian peoples should be rewritten with an eye to what united them.

 This was precisely the approach of history that characterized The 

History of the Tajik People (1949): the book had illuminated the cultural 

interconnections uniting the peoples of Soviet Asia regardless of political 

national boundaries despite state demands to outline particular heritages 

for each Central Asian Republic. This is especially evident in the book’s 

afterword, which we assume was written, or at least co-written by Joseph 

Braginsky, who was the editor of all three editions. The text starts off with 

a quote from Stalin’s lunch conversation with the Finnish governmental 

delation of April 1948, in which Stalin had stated that all nations had 

their “qualitative particularities, their specifics that belong just to them 

and not to other nations,” while also claiming that, as such, they “enrich 

and complement” the “general treasury of world culture.”[57] Having thus 

legitimized his position with a quote from the General Secretary, the 

author goes on to propose that the reader will learn from this book that 

the Tajiks shared their forefathers with other Central Asian peoples, and 

that these (the Sogdians, Bactrians, Khorezmians, Massagetai, and Saks) 

also played a great role in the development of mutual relations between 

peoples of West and East. The author claims that some readers might 

believe that the book does not do enough to highlight the rich past of all 

Central Asian peoples. Interestingly, he seems to agree with such critics. 

Rather than warding off this accusation, he states matter-of-factly that 

this is the consequence of choosing to write Tajik history.[58] Apparently, 

the author seems to suggest, a national focus goes at a cost of the bigger 

picture.

[55]  Asian Relations: being Report of the Proceedings and Documentation of the First Asian Relations 

Conference New Delhi, March-April, 1947 (New Delhi: Asian Relations Organization, 1948).

[56]  Ibid., 193.

[57]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda (1949): 466.

[58]  Ibid., 466.
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 The afterword to The History of the Tajik People (1949) underscores 

that in history, culture has a relatively autonomous historical role to play. 

It does so by stating that patterns of cultural change need not run parallel 

to the universal, staged path of historical development: “culture did not 

develop along a unitary path [edinnogo potoka].”[59] But rather than dividing 

world cultural history into separate trajectories, the author presents 

the past of different peoples as united on the cultural level. His declared 

aim is to explore the agency and role of small nations and peoples in the 

development of the world’s cultural heritage or civilisation: “The attempt 

is made in this book, to show how in the development of civilisation, 

the forefathers of the Tajik people made their contribution next to the 

Chinese, the Indus, the ancient Egyptians and next to the other peoples of 

Central Asia.”[60] Thus, the author advocates a self-consciously non-state 

focus and orientation: culture was not made by great states or Empires 

and, in fact, “[t]he real creator of the material and spiritual [and] cultural 

valuables was the people.”[61] Here, the author articulates a historical 

perspective very close to that of Litvinsky and of the first generation 

of Russian / Soviet orientalists mentioned in the previous chapter: an 

approach of the past in which cultural development was regarded as a 

relatively autonomous and inherently international process, one moved 

forward by peoples rather than states. Moreover, the author takes up an 

explicitly anti-Eurocentric position. To his mind, the book illustrates that 

culture did not just spread from West to East, or from large states to small 

ones. “[T]he Tajik forefathers in the far past” the author writes, “were not 

just intermediaries that allowed Hellenistic ideas to spread in Central and 

Eastern Asia, or for the spread of the valuable cultural achievements from 

China to the Mediterranean.”[62] In this way, the afterword connects the 

historical vision of peoples’ internationalism to a wider political argument 

of anti-Eurocentrism that inspired the ARC and the incentive for writing 

the anti-ethnocentric history of Asian peoples. 

 While Braginsky himself had not been present at the ARC he had 

friends among the Soviet delegates. One of these was the Tajik poet 

[59]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda (1949): 467.

[60]   Ibid., 466-467.

[61]  Ibid., 467,

[62]  Ibid., 466.
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laureate Mirzo Tursunzoda , who had recently made his debut with a 

collection of poems on India. In the 1930s Braginsky was a member of 

a circle of Persianate writers and propagandists who gathered around 

the figure of the self-professed “Jadid” writer and cultural reformer 

Saddriddin Ayni. Tursunzoda was a member of this same circle.[63] At the 

ARC, Tursunzoda was installed as a member of the Provisional General 

Council of the Asian Relations Organization (ARO) headed by the future 

Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.[64] It seems likely that the 

transnational, peoples’ orientation of The History of the Tajik People (1949) 

was a direct response to Asian Relations Conference and the demand 

for a cultural heritage that might cement the solidarity of different local 

communities for the future. 

Central Asians advocating Cultural Revolution  
at the SKSSAA 

In the period of Khrushchev’s Break to the East, Mirzo Tursunzoda again 

became an important intermediary between Soviet Central Asia and 

advocates of transnational solidarity in Asia. In 1955 he was a member of 

the Soviet delegation to the CRIT in Delhi. This proved a stepping stone 

for his activities as leading Soviet representative to the Afro-Asian Peoples 

Solidarity Organization (AAPSO). CRIT is recognized as the place where it 

was first agreed that a Soviet Committee for Solidarity with the Countries 

of Asia and Africa (Sovietskii Komitet Solidarnost’ Strany Azii and Afriki, 

henceforth: Solidarity Committee or SKSSAA) would be set up.[65] It took 

a while before the Soviet Solidarity Committee commenced its activities 

however: the Committee was only officially established in May 1956 and 

it took until November of that year before the Presidium held its first 

[63]  Saidmuradov, Mal’tsev, Iz istorii Vostokovedeniia v Tadzhikistane, 60. 

[64]  For connections between Soviet and Asian activists running through the ARC, see my article, 

“Soviet ‘Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO,” 193-221. 

[65]  Initially the SKSSAA focused only on Asia and was named the Soviet Committee for Solidarity with 

the Countries of Asia - SKSSA - but it was renamed SKSSAA when the Afro-Asian Solidarity Organisation 

was set up in 1957 and I will use SKSSAA throughout. For the official description of the SKSSAA’s aims, 

see description of the archival collection of the Soviet Solidarity Committee kept at the Russian State 

Archive in Moscow, Predislovie, f.9540, Gosudarvstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiskogo Federatsii, hereafter: GARF), 

Moscow. 
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meeting. As President of the Committee it was Tursunzoda who chaired 

the meeting and held its openings speech. Besides Party functionaries and 

scholars, the committee included also other important representatives 

of Central Asian cultural and religious traditions: Ziya al-Din Khan Baba 

Khan, the Mufti of Middle Asia and Kazakhstan, and Kazakh novelist and 

poet Mukhtar Auezov.[66]

 While a Soviet representaive body, many Central Asian Committee 

members seemed preoccupied with accelerating cultural reform at home 

and abroad. During the meeting, SKSSAA members commented on the 

desire of decolonizing countries to spread the awareness of their own 

heritages. As Tursunzoda had it: “[a]ll countries want to establish their 

cultural traditions, to elevate their economy and culture”.[67]  

 There is reason to assume that Russian and Central Asian 

intellectuals had a slightly different approach to the benefits of Central 

Asian cultural reform. Alexander Guber, who was still mentioned as 

director of the IVAN in the minutes to the meeting, stressed that the 

SKSSAA should strive not just for liberation, or “the resurrection of a 

downtrodden culture”, but also for the reformation and revolution, or the 

establishment of a “new culture.”[68] He believed that the Central Asian 

“experience” of socialist modernization was of paramount importance for 

educating the decolonizing world: “we don’t just have colossal experience 

with issues such as the liquidation of illiteracy in our country, but also 

on a whole range of concrete measures that may be useful for those 

countries.”[69] For Guber, thus, the purpose of the Solidarity Committee 

was at least partly entangled with the Soviet mission to woo allies in the 

decolonizing world - during the November meeting he laments that the 

USSR left the initiative in the cultural mission towards the East firmly 

in India’s hands. For Tursunzoda, in contrast, the Committee’s activities 

offer support for an agenda of cultural and educational reform at home: 

as far as he was concerned the SKSSAA should propagate against “the 

scholastic madrasa system” and in favour of “everything progressive” 

[66]  For more on the role of clerical institutions and personnel in Soviet cultural diplomacy see Tasar, 

Soviet and Muslim (2017). 

[67]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF.
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[69]  Ibid.
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in each country. He also emphasizes the need to stimulate Republican 

intelligentsias and to make sure that Central Asian cultural and 

intellectual figures should “participate on the pages of our printed press 

and the radio.”[70] 

 Clearly, many members of the Soviet Solidarity Committee viewed 

local and foreign projects of cultural reform as strongly entangled. 

Pointing at the Muslim Georgian minorities of Turkey and Iran and the 

Turkmen populations north and south of the frontier between Iran and 

the USSR, for instance, T.B. Berdyev, President of the Turkmen Academy 

of Sciences suggested that these transnational connections could provide 

a transnational space where to read hitherto closed off members of 

progressive circles abroad. This awareness was complemented with a 

firm grasp of the benefits that the Soviet South could receive from direct 

exposure to international cultures.[71] The famous Kazakh playwright 

Mukhtar Auezov, for instance, stressed the benefit of the SKSSAA for 

domestic consumption; emphasizing that “writers from Indonesia and 

India should be popularised among us as well”.[72] As he understood it, an 

awareness of transnational entanglement was strongly connected with 

the Kazakh domestic cultural reform agenda.

 Like Gafurov’s speech at the 20th Party Congress earlier that year, 

the meeting’s participants emphasized the importance of literature as 

a vehicle for an local and international agenda of cultural revolution or 

reform. In particular, in the SKSSAA literature was granted a special place 

for its ability to convey realities that remained obscured in day-to-day 

life.[73] As the Committee members had it, their task was to go beyond 

[70]  Ibid.

[71]  For an approach of the transnational spaces provided by SKSSAA activities in the cultural and 

intellectual sphere the approach of the group of Györgi Peteri who, in a special issue examining 

transborder spaces created by International Fairs and Exhibitions, identifies them as productive sites 

where capitalist and socialist differences could be suspended. See Györgi Peteri, “Sites of Convergence: 

The USSR and Communist Eastern Europe at International Fairs Abroad and at Home,” in Journal of 

Contemporary History 47, no. 1 (2012): 3-12.

[72]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF.

[73]  Scholars insist on the productive aspects of ambiguity, highlighting the ability of literary texts 

to invoke different, sometimes contradictory imaginations. See for the Soviet case for instance, Clark, 

Moscow the Fourth Rome; Thomas Lahusen and Evgeny Dobrenko (Eds.), Socialist Realism without Shores 

(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997). Clark’s insight that even in the most “anti-cosmopolitan” 

period of Stalin’s rule “nationalist or imperial trends coexisted with, and were imbricated with, some 

form of cosmopolitanism” seems productive for understanding peoples’ internationalism too, see Clark, 
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the level or material realities. For instance, one of the declared tasks of 

the SKSSAA was to provide a profitable image of socialist way of life. 

To this end, the Committee members were tasked to establish personal 

connections with people abroad (also on “the parliamentary level”). 

Guber, however, urged the members to show not just the achievements of 

socialist construction in the sphere of “geography and economy” but to 

also illuminate people’s support for reform; or “the liquidation of the old 

for the new.” [74] As such Guber emphasized literature could have a specific 

inspirational quality that went beyond a peoples’ material circumstance. 

Auezov, moreover, grants literature an important internationalist quality, 

suggesting that literature could reach beyond political boundaries: 

writers can get “beyond other established connections” and “tell you much 

about every country.”[75] Perhaps it was this transcendental, inspirational 

quality that Tursunzoda sought to preserve when he urges the Solidarity 

Committee members to write not in a practical but “artistic literary 

style.”[76] 

Activating UNESCO for Afro-Asian solidarity:  
re-Orienting World History 

The ARC may be seen as a historical moment that marked the start of 

an international attempt to try and negotiate a new approach to history 

in Asia. Julian Huxley’s project to compose a “Cultural and Intellectual 

history of Mankind” indicates that in these years scholars in Western 

Europe were taking up similar projects too. As it appears, Huxley’s project 

was accommodative of peoples’ internationalism. Huxley aimed for the 

History of Mankind to correct the racist and Eurocentric stereotypes, 

believing that the relative unawareness of the historical and cultural 

achievements of the East was a threat to world peace. What was 

Moscow the Fourth Rome, 4.

[74]  Guber’s insistence on the importance of literature is an extension of the conflict between 

geographical or philological approaches of unity that we discussed in chapter two. Stenogramma 

Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF. 

[75]  Ibid.

[76]  Ibid.
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particularly timely, he thought, was to encourage cultural inclusivity, and 

to spread awareness and appreciation of the inherent cultural diversity 

of mankind.[77] Below we will illustrate how in the mid-1950s Soviet 

orientalists, and Gafurov in particular, capitalized on the anti-Eurocentric 

climate growing in UNESCO to advance an inter-Asian project of 

historical revisionism that resisted nationalism and emphasized the unity 

of peoples.

 At the November 1956 SKSSAA Presidium meeting, Alexander Guber 

had suggested that in the field of history writing UNESCO, being the only 

UN body currently favoring projects of “education and enlightenment” 

on a world scale, could become a useful arena for Afro-Asian activism.[78] 

Although West-based and Eurocentric, Guber believed that UNESCO 

represented a potentially useful arena for socialist diplomacy. He had 

witnessed the critical mood among the Eastern delegates at the UNESCO 

Asian Regional Conference in Tokyo that previous spring. Arguing that 

due to the dominance of Western countries the meeting had seemed 

“transformed into a conference of European countries and the USA,” he 

was certain that a diversified policy showcasing the experience of Central 

Asia would have productive results because the peoples of the Orient were 

currently posing the “exact same questions.”[79]

 Guber seemed the right person to steer the SKSSAA in the direction 

of UNESCO. As head of the VOKS’s eastern section, he had already 

participated in UNESCO conferences abroad. Moreover, his role on the 

Soviet Committee for the “History of Mankind” and on the board of the 

International Union for Orientalists (loosely affiliated with UNESCO) 

attuned to the expectations of Asian intelligentsias.[80] Nonetheless, it was 

Gafurov who eventually came to steer an international project of historical 

revisionism in the sphere of Afro-Asian Solidarity through UNESCO. As 

we have seen above, in February 1956 Gafurov proposed to set up a society 

outside of the confines of VOKS that would focus exclusively on scholarly 

[77]  For the UNESCO History of Mankind project see Betts, “Humanity’s new heritage”; Duedahl, “Selling 

Mankind”.

[78]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2 GARF.

[79]  Ibid.

[80]  For the alternative view that Guber was installed for his expertise on Indonesia and to flag support 

for the non-aligned movement see Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 76.
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research and on exchange with countries of the East. Gafurov’s profile 

as a Soviet “Asian” suited the critical anti-Eurocentric trend that had 

been developing in UNESCO since at least the early-1950s. With support 

from the USSR, a new trend came to fruition within UNESCO in the mid-

1950s that provided new opportunities for peoples’ internationalism. It 

encouraged peoples of Asia and Africa to research their heritages with an 

eye to an international program of mutual integration. 

 In 1951, a roundtable in Delhi on “The Concept of Man and the 

Philosophy of Education in East and West” posed that fundamental 

education curricula had to be based on humanities. Evoking the same 

trope of spiritual loss and need that Gafurov would later voice at the 1956 

Party Congress, it sketched a basic humanities program, legitimating 

it with the anti-modernist trope that a counterweight to Western 

technological domination was needed. Narrow specialization was to be 

rejected in favor of a humanities-based program that was to educate 

people as well-rounded individuals: “Specialists and non-specialists alike 

should study the Humanities as part of their full education as men.” 

Moreover, the humanities were expected to supplement the scientific 

approach in order to avoid the excesses of Western modernity: if the 

“philosopher can learn from the Scientist, he can also show him the 

limits of the scientific field.” Such a curriculum was viewed, moreover, 

as a tool against nationalism and ideas that assumed “the superiority of 

one race over another.” This necessity was felt especially strongly in the 

field of history education. The roundtable suggested that the publication 

of historical textbooks was to be supervised by joint committees with 

representatives of different nationalities.[81]

 As the roundtable’s minutes record, participants suggested that the 

East might supply the classical heritage required for a nascent one-world 

humanism, arguing that the humanities were currently biased towards 

the West and underestimated Eastern contributions to world culture.[82] 

As Jean Filliozat, the Secretary General of the International Union of 

Orientalists, remembered, one conclusion reached in Delhi was that a new 

[81]  Discussion on the Cultural and Philosophical Relations Between East and West, 5 December 1951, 

UNESCO Documents Online (herafter: UNESDOCS): https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 12 

March 2017).

[82]  Ibid.



- 139 -

universal humanism could become a reality only with sufficient knowledge 

of the whole ensemble of human cultures.[83] 

 In response, the Director General tasked the International 

Council for Philosophy and Human Sciences (CIPSH) to investigate the 

Organisation’s options for providing a “new common culture” relying 

on the various “traditional cultures of the Orient and of the Occident.”[84] 

CIPSH concluded that a humanities–based education was to be seen as a 

precondition for building a world culture or humanism and it recommend 

that people should be offered a “complete... traditional instruction in the 

humanities” before moving on to more specialized fields of study”.[85]

   As Filliozat recalled, the International Union of Orientalists 

adjusted itself to these recommendations and recognized the classics 

of the East as an essential fundament of a general world culture. 

UNESCO rapidly followed suit. Spurred on by decolonization, within 

the organization, critical attitudes towards Eurocentrism grew more 

widespread as Asian members continued to protest against Western bias 

in UNESCO’s educational, scientific and cultural models.[86] While the 

resistance to Eurocentrism was probably heartfelt, this chapter suggests 

that the appeal of this anti-Eurocentric campaign had several layers and 

also created space for the continuation of a local agenda of historical 

revisionism that allowed negotiating a shared heritage for the peoples of 

Asia, and perhaps mankind, on a global scale. 

The East West Project:  
Unity in Diversity from an Asian Perspective

In previous chapters, we have seen how in Gafurov’s vision of peoples’ 

internationalism the cultural contributions of local, sub-state groups and 

communities were inextricably tied up with transnational, even global, 

processes of cultural development and renewal. As Nehru’s project to 

[83]  Report on an enquiry on the possibilities of broadening the teaching of the humanities, 2 March 

1956, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 22 October 2015).

[84]  Ibid.

[85]  Ibid.

[86]  For such critiques, see Wong, “Relocating East and West,” 358.
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negotiate a diverse heritage for postcolonial Asia shows, this approach to 

the past was appealing at least partly for its possibilities to “leapfrog” (to 

borrow Stolte’s phraseology) the ethno-centric nation state.[87] An in-depth 

study of Nehru’s approach of history will undoubtedly expose marked 

differences between the historical vision of the Indian state leader and 

that of Soviet Central Asian modernisers as personified here by Gafurov. 

However, strong affinities did exist and both visions emphasized the 

interconnections between local and broader scales of culture making, 

resisting the trend to view modern culture building as structured in line 

with territorialized ethno-centric or religious identifications.

 In the second half of the 1950s, the anti-Eurocentric turn within 

UNECO crystallized in the launch of a new cultural program meant to 

encourage the “Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western Values.”[88] 

The project had been proposed by the Indian and Japanese commission 

for cooperation with UNESCO at the 1956 Asian Relations Conference 

in Tokyo and aimed to study and disseminate material on Western and 

Eastern cultural traditions around the world. The implicit agenda was to 

educate the West in the rich cultural traditions and practices in the East 

and to encourage processes of cultural exchange and education and thus 

to encourage the mutual appreciation and integration of mankind.[89] The 

East-West Project, as the Indian UNESCO Commission would later state, 

brought together elements of the markedly different visions of Mawlana 

Abu’l-Kalam Azad, Indian Minister of Education, Jawaharlal Nehru, and 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, the Vice-President of India.[90] It also supported 

the vision of peoples’ internationalism that we find in Gafurov’s The 

History (1949) and earlier work. First, the project emphasized the value 

of elite-education, hoping that “the spirit of the East-West Major Project 

would take a long-term hold on the grantees who, through the exchange, 

[87]  For this see Lewis and Stolte, “Other Bandungs.”

[88]  For the East-West Project see Wong, “Relocating East and West,” and by the same author, “Cultural 

Agency.”

[89]  Wong, “Relocating East and West.”

[90]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission for Cooperation with 

Unesco, 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, East-West Major Project, Participation India part 1 (hereafter 

EWMPPI-1), UNESCO Archives (hereafter UNESCO), Paris, France. For a short biography of Azad as a 

Muslim modernist and leading member of the interwar Khilafat movement, see Dudoignon, Hisao and 

Yasushi (Eds.), Intellectuals in the Modern Islamic World, 13.
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would become culture carriers.”[91] Second, it strove to connect elite-

based global perspectives with local ones, aiming to “open up” hitherto 

undervalued heritages while encouraging the academic and cultural 

exchange that facilitated “mutual understanding.”[92]

 To point at the local roots of the East-West Project counteracts 

the long-cherished idea that the UN’s support of projects of national 

independence and state-building in the decolonizing world was the direct 

outcome of a successfully negotiated widespread anti-colonial agenda.[93] 

In fact, the East-West Project was the outcome of an anti-colonial agenda 

that also rejected modern nationalisms. At the Second Conference of 

the Indian UNESCO Commission in March 1956, Mawlana Azad, who 

was also the President of the UNESCO Commission, suggested that the 

East-West Project was inspired by an agenda of Afro-Asian solidarity. He 

applauded UNESCO’s efforts to make sure that the “voice” of African and 

Asian countries “in the world of education, science and culture [would] be 

heard.”[94] At the same time, he also recommended that the Organization 

should support “the growing solidarity of these countries in world affairs, 

thereby “emphasizing its moral relevance.”[95] 

 In June 1956, the same month that the UNESCO Executive Board 

approved of the draft of the East West program, Gafurov was unofficially 

installed as the new director of the IVAN. Both his instalment and the 

“Easternization” of Oriental studies that Gafurov had helped engineer 

seem to have been part of a larger agenda to partake in inter-Asian and 

Third World projects of cultural solidarity and reform. In 1957, Gafurov 

was installed vice-President of the SKSSAA, joining forces with Mirzo 

Tursunzoda. That same year, he was also installed President of the 

Soviet East-West Committee organized under the wings of the Soviet 

Commission for Cooperation with UNESCO. In the first years of his 

directorship, Gafurov established himself as a key figure embodying the 

[91]  As quoted in Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 115.

[92]  Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 115.

[93]  For a path breaking critique of this view see Amrith and Sluga, “New Histories of the United 

Nations.”

[94]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission for Cooperation with Unesco, 

13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.

[95]  Ibid.



- 142 -

varieties of peoples’ internationalism that lay at the foundation of various 

projects of historical revisionism proposed at different inter-Asian arenas 

at different moments in time. As director of the IVAN, Gafurov took on the 

role of international spokesperson for the Soviet policy towards the East. 

He actively performed the socialist commitment to anti-colonial history 

in which the cultural minorities were presented as agents of history on 

their own account, with cultural elites taking the role of intermediaries 

for the emancipation of their own communities. Simultaneously, however, 

he provided the USSR with an "Asian" face, emphasizing that Soviet Union 

could be part of the Movement for Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity too. He 

also continued to mediate the “peoples” approach to history as a source of 

unity and cultural revolution in the East.

Other Internationalisms:  
Reasserting State-based Regionalism in UNESCO

As historians have stressed in recent years, UNESCO’s international 

infrastructural landscape provided complex spaces of international 

interaction.[96] In UNESCO’s institutional hierarchy, multiple viewpoints 

and interests competed. Initially the East-West Project seemed a 

productive arena for peoples’ internationalism. As it turned out, however, 

within UNESCO, peoples’ internationalism saw itself confronted with 

powerful rival internationalisms. 

 From the beginning of UNESCO’s existence onwards, Julian 

Huxley’s scientific humanism had many contesters.[97] Laura Wong 

has related how T.S. Eliot ridiculed Huxley’s “scientific humanism”, 

emphasizing that politics should be aloof from culture and that UNESCO 

should defend the artist’s freedom to create art for art’s sake.[98] The 

Christian philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr rejected Huxley’s ‘one-world’ 

vision too, albeit for different reasons: he believed Huxley’s “bogus 

universalism” would be unable to succeed given the fundamental 

[96]  Amrith and Sluga, “New Histories of the United Nations.”

[97]  For the historical trajectory of Huxley’s ‘one-world’ vision, see Sluga, “UNESCO and the (One) World 

of Julian Huxley.”  

[98]  Wong, “Cultural Agency,” for Eliot’s critiques page 11-14, for Niebuhr 15-18.
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differences between religions, which he believed were “hardly possible” 

to reconcile.[99] In the negotiations leading up to the East-West Project, 

requests from Eastern European states for the explicit recognition of 

the creation of “new” cultural values as one of the organization’s aims 

remained unanswered.[100] 

 Luther Evans, Director-General from 1953 onwards, for instance, 

supported a vision of cultural internationalism that differed radically 

from the peoples’ based internationalism that we have retrieved from 

Gafurov’s biography. In 1957, Evans published an article in the Delhi-based 

journal March of India discussing the East-West Project as illustrative 

of Organization’s tendency to restrict its activities to the unambiguous 

sphere of expertise and financial support.[101] A little while earlier, the 

Delhi-based International Council for World Affairs (ICWA) had proposed 

to set up a UNESCO-based international research project that aimed 

to rewrite the history of Asia in line with peoples’ internationalism.[102] 

Crucially, in this project the Asian continent functioned as a window 

on broader processes of human development and integration. This 

allowed the project to present peoples as cultural and historical agents, 

“contributing” to a wider, integrated world history and culture. Evans, 

by contrast, advocated a very different approach to world culture. Rather 

than approaching the civilisations of “East” and “West” as two ephemeral 

and complementary halves of one whole, he imagined them as two 

separate and territorialized entities. He viewed the “East”, or the “Orient”, 

as a particular place on a map, namely as the equivalent of the Asian 

continent. The “West”, on the other hand, he saw as equally territorialized, 

and as encompassing “all the cultures of Europe and the Americas.”[103] 

 In some ways, Evans’ approach of culture showed similarities with 

the state-based visions of culture popularized by Sergey Tolsov in the 

era of High Stalinism. While Evans claimed that “UNESCO is, and has 

[99]  Joseph Niebuhr as quoted in Laura Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 17. 

[100]  See Wong, “Cultural Agency.”

[101]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission of 6-7 February 1956 in New 

Delhi 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.

[102]  For more on the project, see Jansen, “Soviet ‘Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO,” 193-221. 

[103]  Report on the Second Conference of teh Indian National Commission of 6-7 February 1956 in New 

Delhi 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO. 
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been for years, well aware that “cultural regions” are a relative concept”, 

he rooted the unity of mankind not in the sphere of culture and ideas, as 

Huxley had done, but in the realm of history and material culture. Quoting 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, he suggested “[t]he world is unified physically 

but is mentally divided.”[104] While he claimed it as one of UNESCO’s tasks 

to “try and bridge these mental divisions,” he saw no use in UNESCO 

participating in projects of cultural reform, let alone revolution. Rather, 

Evans argued that the organization should restrict it activities to the 

material and technical sphere, thus “paying due respect to the originality 

and diversity of their various stocks of ideas, values and attitudes.”[105] 

While apparently inclusive, the consequence of Evans’ approach was that 

cultural change and development were located outside the realm of human 

activity, acquiring conservative characteristics. While this is reminiscent 

of Stalin’s approach to culture, Evans’ reference to Radhakrishnan 

suggests that even among the alleged spiritual fathers of the East-West 

Project, approaches to culture and history differed. This suggests that on 

the local level the project served different agendas too.

Unity in Diversity or a Conscious Pluralism?

Also key-figures working on both the History of Mankind- and the East-

West Projects, were skeptical of Huxley’s convictions that an objective 

world humanist canon could be established on the basis of objective, 

scientific research.[106] In 1947, Jacques Havet, future coordinator of the 

East West Project, had already dismissed Huxley’s “scientific humanism”, 

[104]  Report on the Second Conference of teh Indian National Commission of 6-7 February 1956 in New 

Delhi 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.

[105]  Ibid. 

[106]  Duedahl for instance lists internal disagreement between Lefebvre and Huxley, as well as 

mounting unease among the emancipatory movements with concepts that appeared to gloss over the 

diverse position of different groups and people (“civilisation”; “mankind,” “man,” “race”); see Duedahl, 

“Selling Mankind”; Maren Elfert mentions rising scepticism about UNESCO’s educational projects among 

leftist activists of 1968, see Maren Elfert, “The Utopia Of Lifelong Learning: An Intellectual History Of 

UNESCO’s Humanistic Approach To Education, 1945−2015,” PhD Diss., Freie Universität Berlin, 1992. 
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arguing that the best UNESCO could do was to strive towards a “conscious 

pluralism.”[107] A similar sentiment was voiced in 1961 by Caroline Ware, 

coordinator of the work conducted by members of the International 

Editorial Committee of the sixth volume of the History of Mankind. In a 

letter to one of the editors, the Dutch historian Jan Marinus Romein, she 

stated that if she would have any disagreement with Julian Huxley “it 

would not be on the absolute merits of the Russian or Marxian or Lysenkan 

position or on any specific point, but on the basic issue of whether there is 

only one way to perceive truth or many ways”[108]

 In the USSR, Litvinsky, Gafurov’s co-worker and coordinator of 

the sector of Archaeology at the Tajik Academy of Sciences, expressed a 

faith in the beneficial results of objective scholarship that mirrored that 

of Julian Huxley. But already by the late-1950s, the critical zeitgeist of the 

1960s first began to manifest itself in UNESCO. In 1962, René Maheu (1905-

1975), French philosopher and friend of Jean-Paul Sartre, was installed 

as UNESCO Director General. Apparently responding to the launch of 

the United Nations Development Decade in 1961, Maheu pragmatically 

framed the cultural commitments of UNESCO in terms of their use 

for the material development of mankind, branding it “developmental 

humanism.”[109] The aim of the new program, however, was not to prioritize 

material development but to stress the historical force of culture too and 

to reject an approach that reduced people to their material interests: “Man 

is the means and the end of development; he is not the one-dimensional 

abstraction of homo economicus, but a living reality, a human person, in 

the infinite variety of his needs, his potentialities and his aspirations.”[110] 

At the same time, Maheu’s approach did support a radical inclusivity 

that regarded culture as the product of the creative works of all people, 

regardless of class race and ethnicity. As we will show in the next chapters, 

under Maheu’s directorship UNESCO remained an important arena 

where peoples’ internationalism could be advanced throughout the 1960s. 

[107]  Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 48.

[108]  Letter #164 from Caroline F. Ware to Jan Romein, 17 July 1961, Archief Jan Romein, inventory 

number 115, International Institute for Social History (IISH), Amsterdam, the Netherlands. This and the 

above two paragraphs have also been taken up in my article,“’ Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO.”

[109]  As quoted in Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 185.

[110]  Ibid., 185-186. 
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However, leftist critiques of narratives of cultural unity continued to 

develop and intensify throughout the 1960s, profoundly affecting peoples’ 

internationalism and the local projects of educational reform and cultural 

revolution that it rationalized. 
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Conclusion

This chapter has situated the perspective of peoples’ internationalism 

that strongly shaped the narrative of Gafurov’s The History of the Tajik 

People (1949) in a broader context of anti-colonial activism, in particular 

the India-led project of advancing inter-Asian and Afro-Asian (later: Third 

World) solidarity on a world scale. It has traced the concept as it traversed 

through different institutional contexts across the globe, departing from 

Soviet Central Asia and touching base in Delhi, Moscow and UNESCO’s 

headquarters in Paris.

 As Glenda Sluga has argued, for Jawaharlal Nehru UNESCO 

universalisms served projects closer to home.[111] For people like Nehru and 

Mawlana Azad we may assume that one important motivation was to unify 

the diverse Indian population, and in particular to bridge the differences 

between Hindus and Muslims. In Soviet Oriental studies, the launch of 

the UNESCO East-West Program resonated intensely and it served the 

diversification of the Moscow-based IVAN. While the rapprochement 

between Soviet orientalist academics and UNESCO was set in motion by 

Gafurov’s predecessor Alexander Guber, the anti-Eurocentric pretenses 

of the East-West Project made Gafurov, being a Soviet “Asian”, a perfect 

candidate to showcase socialism’s anti-colonial credentials abroad. 

 The same can be said about the activities of the SKSSAA. Soviet 

policy- makers viewed the task of the Solidarity Committee in diplomatic 

terms: showing cultural brethren abroad the benefits of Soviet modernity. 

For Soviet Central Asians on the committee, however, the project 

served projects of cultural enlightenment and internationalism in the 

home Republics. Moreover, by emphasizing the value of the Republics’ 

experience in socialist state building, the SKSSAA provided a vehicle of 

emancipation within the Soviet state hierarchy. By making the move 

from Stalinabad to Moscow, Gafurov physically contributed to a project of 

cultural diversification in the former metropolis.

[111]  Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism, 85.
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In the years after Stalin’s death, peaceful coexistence and the political 

“break to the East” gave new élan to ideas of international solidarity 

between Asian and Afro-Asian peoples based on characteristics other 

than class. Within the Soviet Union, such thinking was encouraged by 

destalinization and the post-Stalinist thaw that manifested itself in Soviet 

cultural and intellectual life, including Soviet Oriental studies. Soviet 

Party functionaries and academics cooperated with leading figures in Asia 

to bring a vision of inter-Asian and Afro-Asian solidarity based on a shared 

cultural heritage to UNESCO. Soviet support bolstered the modernizing 

reform-agendas of anti-colonial elites in Asia, and in 1967 Japan and India 

succeeded in negotiating a new cultural program within UNESCO that 

emphasized educational reform and cultural spread in the service of 

establishing a new culture. 

  Whereas the previous chapter showed how peoples’ 

internationalism was enthusiastically taken up across the anti-colonial 

world, not least because it involved a critique of Eurocentrism in the 

context of UNESCO, this chapter focuses on the difficulties it encountered 

in establishing a political and intellectual relationship with the Chinese 

People’s Republic. Soviet orientalists as well as Party figures, sought to 

make connections with the PRC in UN-affiliated bodies, stressing the need 

for the UN to recognize their communist ally in the East. Despite their 

expectations that the PRC might cooperate, Mao mounted a thorough 

critique of Soviet “revisionism,” targeting peoples’ internationalism as 

well as other liberalizing trends in Soviet intellectual and cultural climate. 

While within the socialist camp the term “revisionism” was usually 

attributed pejoratively as a critique of those aiming to rethink Marxist 

orthodoxies, mostly in order to justify alliances with the bourgeoisie, 

this thesis focuses on a different project of historical revisionism. It 

aims describe a constructive project of history writing taken up by a 

disparate group of anti-colonial and modernizing thinkers across Asia 
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and Europe who sought to emphasize transnational links and solidarities 

in history in the service of a project of modern community building 

or “world making” that emphasized diversity and avoided prioritizing 

ethno-centrism.  

 As we have seen in the previous chapter this project involved the 

rehabilitation of pre-Revolutionary philological methods and insights in 

Oriental studies. Sensitive of the possibility that this might antagonize 

political allies, Soviet orientalists coupled it with a critique of imperial 

“Orientalism,” in the sense of Edward Said.[1] At the International Congress 

for Orientalists in Cambridge for instance, Soviet Sinologist E. Kovalev 

distanced his work from the “Orientalist” trope of Eastern inertia or 

decadence that had marked the work of imperial scholars: “An objectless 

admiration of the exotic beauty of the East that shuts out the wealth of the 

material and spiritual culture of the Eastern peoples and diverts attention 

from the inequalities of the colonial system is alien to Soviet oriental 

studies.”[2] In fact, Kovalev suggested, Soviet orientalists did the opposite. 

They acknowledged Chinese agency and freedom from colonial shackles, 

recognizing the Chinese people as “the creators of their own history and 

culture.”[3]  

 But despite these assertions of good intention Soviet academic and 

scholars were rebuffed by Mao’s campaign to advance a strict historical-

materialism in the socialist camp.[4] PRC politicians came to advance 

an agenda of state-based regionalism within the wider socialist camp, 

availing itself of an anti-imperial rhetoric that equated decolonization 

with nation-state building and viewed cultural unity as the outcome of 

objective socio-historical processes and a shared material circumstance. In 

this sense the campaign constituted the mirror-image of events described 

in the previous chapter when Indian politicians donned a critical anti-

Eurocentric garb that had wide appeal in the decolonizing world advanced 

a historical perspective of peoples’ internationalism within UNESCO. 

[1]  Said, Orientalism.

[2]  E. Kovalev,  “The study of China in the Soviet Union.” In Papers Presented by the Soviet Delegation at 

the XXIII International Congress of Orientalists: Section for the Far East (Moscow: Izd.vo Akademii Nauk, 

1954): 85.

[3]  Ibid.

[4]  Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.
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 In adapting to this Maoist critique, Oriental studies was 

reorganized again. As this chapter will make insightful, in doing so it had 

to relate itself to the American model of modern “area studies” that, in 

its appreciation of modernity as a path of development culminating in 

the nation-state, reflected a state-based regionalism similar to the one 

characterizing Stalinist historical narratives in the post-war period (see 

chapter two of this thesis). With Soviet Oriental studies caught between 

two approaches of Asia’s past, this chapter shows that even within a global 

political and academic climate that was increasingly prone to rejecting 

“fuzzy” and in-between identities, this chapter shows how the IVAN found 

ways to continue an approach of history emphasizing transnational 

connections, preserving peoples’ internationalism. 

 The structure of this chapter is as follows: first it will illuminate 

how Soviet Party officials courted Chinese representatives to support 

a diplomatic strategy of highlighting and elevating Asian culture as a 

critique of Western political dominance and Eurocentrism. Then it traces 

Chinese critiques of “revisionism,” showing how this was entangled with a 

critique of Oriental studies in the Saidian sense and served a geopolitical 

agenda of its own. Finally the chapter details the reorganization of the 

IVAN as a so-called area studies institute and illuminating that Soviet 

orientalists continued to preserve their transnational tradition mobilizing 

a new critical narrative rejecting Chinese state-based approaches as 

racism. 

Afro-Asian Solidarity, the USSR, India and  
the People’s Republic of China 

After Stalin’s death, the Soviet leadership actively tried to involve the PRC 

in the politics of peaceful coexistence and Afro-Asian Solidarity. The USSR 

emphasized that the PRC would benefit from cultural and diplomatic 

integration with the wider world to regain its strength after years of 

Revolutionary struggle and war.[5] Picking up on topics discussed in the 

previous chapter, this section shows how Soviet orientalists supported the 

[5]  Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). On Khrushchev’s view of Asia, see Kirasirova, “Sons of 

Muslims in Moscow,” 106-132; Kalinovsky, “Not some British Colony in Africa.”
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efforts of Party functionaries to try and woo Communist China for the new 

cultural diplomacy towards the East, while continuing to emphasize their 

critical assessment of the pre-Revolutionary past. 

  On December 30, 1955, Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov 

declared Soviet support for a new UNESCO program aimed to support 

cultural emancipation and enlightenment on the international level: 

“The Soviet government highly values the tasks that UNESCO has put 

itself to achieve,” and the aims to advance “international relations with 

an enlightening, scientific and cultural character.”[6]  At the same time, 

he criticized the organization for failing to extend membership to the 

Chinese People’s Republic. Arguing that China had played an important 

role “in the development of world general human culture, both in the past 

and in the present,” he warned that UNESCO’s universalist pretences 

hardly convinced if China wasn’t a member of the East-West project: “We 

are of the opinion that if China will not be allowed to participate in the 

activities of UNESCO, this will create as impression as if there is nothing 

general (italics mine - HJ) in the task of cultural exchange and cooperation, 

or of strengthening the general (global) peace and security of the 

peoples.”[7]  Finally, Molotov framed Soviet support for the project in terms 

of decolonization, or national self-determination: UNESCO should meet 

“the legitimate efforts of the peoples of the countries of Asia and Africa to 

safeguard their national independence in line with the principles of the 

equality of peoples and nations.”[8] 

  Major Asian players also emphasized the need to integrate China in 

the UNESCO East-West project.[9] From the start, Indian representatives 

tried to persuade the organization to recognize the PRC, and accept 

its participation in UNESCO projects. In his address to the Second 

Conference of the Indian National Committee to UNESCO Indian 

Minister of Education Mawlana Azad spoke of the “ true representatives 

of the Chinese peoples,” and expressed his disappointment with the 

[6]  Letter from Vyacheslav Molotov to Luther Evans 30 December 1955, 008 (470) MP 03, East-West 

Major Project Participation USSR. - I (hereafter EWMPPUSSR-1), UNESCO.

[7]  Ibid.

[8]  Ibid. 

[9]  For the enthusiastic celebrations of friendly Indian-Chinese relations in this mid-1959s, see Benjamin 

Zachariah, Nehru (London: Routledge, 2004).
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organization’s “failure to accord recognition” to the PRC.[10] In May 1957, 

Acting Director of the UNESCO Department for Cultural Activities, Prem 

Kirpal, wrote to the Director General that it “is natural and desirable” 

that “artists and scholars from the mainland of China will be invited to 

participate in activities organized within the scope of the major project by 

all countries of Eastern Europe and many countries of Asia.” He added that 

“without due stress on Chinese civilisation and culture the Project will 

remain somewhat farcical.”[11]

 Beijing responded positively to Soviet urgings that the PRC should 

open up to the wider world, and try to “expand the influence of New 

China”.[12] For both the USSR and the PRC, support for a cultural policy of 

peaceful coexistence came with benefits.  

  For the Soviet Union one of the benefits had to do with the problem 

of access to exclusively “Asian” arenas. As a consequence of Stalin’s state-

building efforts Soviet “Asians” had found themselves cut off from Afro-

Asian / Third World political contexts.[13] For instance, no representatives 

of the USSR had been invited to the first political conference of African 

and Asian states in Bandung, Indonesia from 18-24 April 1955, a major 

event that has gone down in history as the founding conference of the 

budding non-aligned movement (NAM).[14] When preparations for Bandung 

were under way, Prime Minister Nehru argued that on this level, the 

[10]  Zachariah, Nehru.

[11]  Ibid. While I do not go into Asianist discourse here, rhetorically Indian representatives in UNESCO 

allured to the Asianist trope that China should take up central place in the rise of a modern united Asia. 

For the role accorded to China in Asianist discourse see Sven Saaler, “Pan-Asianism in modern Japanese 

history: overcoming the nation, creating a region, forging an empire,” in Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese 

History: Colonialism, Regionalism and Borders, edited by Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koshchmann (London, 

New York: Routledge, 2007): 1-18; Carolien Stolte and Harald Fischer Tiné, “Imagining Asia in India: 

Nationalism and Internationalism (ca. 1905-1940),” in Comparative Studies in Society and History 54, no. 

1 (2012): 65-92; for an article ourlining anti-imperial and imperial discourses of Asian regionalism, see 

Prasenjit Duara, “Asia Redux: Conceptualizing a Region for Our Times,” in The Journal of Asian Studies 69, 

no. 4 (November 2010): 963-983.

[12]  Cable from Zhang Wentian to Li Kenong, ‘Concerning the Soviet Suggestion on Propaganda Work at 

Geneva’, 06 April 1954, Wilson Center Digital Archive Online (hereafter WCDAO):  https://digitalarchive.

wilsoncenter.org/document/110596 (last accessed on 14 March 2016).

[13]  See Carolien Stolte, “Orienting India”.

[14]  Western media presented this as a major setback for the USSR: see Richard Wright, The Color 

Curtain: A Report of the Bandung Conference (London: Dennis Donson, 1955). For a contemporary 

perspective on Bandung and its role in Soviet cultural relations with the Arabic Orient in the Cold War, 

see Masha Kirasirova, “The Eastern International: The ‘Domestic East’ and the ‘Foreign East’ in Soviet-

Arab Relations, 1917-68”, PhD Diss., New York University, 2014.

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110596
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110596
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USSR should be viewed as a whole and that, as seeing that they were 

part of  “European Russia,” the Soviet Central Asian Republics should 

not be invited to the conference.[15] In its official statements, the PRC 

government suggested, too, that Soviet representatives of Central Asia 

should be denied access to the Bandung conference, arguing that the 

Soviet “Asian” Republics were “component parts of the Soviet Union” and, 

“naturally” therefore, unfit to participate in a “conference of independent 

Asian-African states.”[16] Cooperation between the USSR and PRC however, 

allowed the USSR to carefully coordinate a shared communist strategy 

in the non-aligned world.[17]  As such, for the USSR, the PRC provided an 

important foot in the door of a non-Western oriented political summit.  

  For the PRC, close cooperation with the USSR elevated the 

country’s importance in world politics. By the mid-1950s the country still 

lacked international exposure and recognition. “Bandung” was a good 

opportunity to present itself as a viable partner in international politics. 

It was the PRC’s first large political summit and peaceful coexistence 

allowed the Chinese Party representatives to present themselves as both a 

normal player in international relations, and, at the same time, as a leading 

communist state in Asia.[18] At Bandung, the PRC foreign minister Zhou 

Enlai came across as “reasonable and non-aggressive,” and managed to 

establish relations with various countries, presenting the PRC as a bridge 

between East and West.[19] Not long after Stalin’s death, Mao launched 

a program of cultural reform, urging Chinese intellectuals to “let the 

hundred flowers bloom and the hundred schools contend” – encouraging 

Chinese intellectuals and artists to express their inner lifeworld in their 

art that seemed to respond well to Soviet Thaw experiments.[20]

[15]  Quoted from Jansen, Afro-Asia and Non-Alignment, 177.

[16]  Cited in Michael Freeberne, “Racial issues and the Sino-Soviet Dispute,” in Asian Survey 5, no. 8 

(1965): 409 [408-416].

[17]  For works highlighting the cooperative character of early post-Stalinist PRC-USSR relations, see 

Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance; Westad, Restless Empire. 

[18]  See J.S. Friedman, “Reviving Revolution: the Sino-Soviet Split, the “Third World”, and the fate of the 

left, Volume I”, PhD Diss., Princeton University, 2011, 45.

[19]  Zachariah, Nehru, 219.

[20]  For the “hundred flowers campaign” see for instance, D. W. Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and 

Soviet Influence 1956-1960 (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1965): 86-97.
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Literary Landscapes in the Soviet Union and PRC

From the mid-1950s onwards, Chinese visibility in international 

relations grew steadily.[21] This seems to have encouraged its openness 

to international academic trends. After Bandung, the PRC foreign 

minister instigated the reform of its academic and higher educational 

institutions.[22] In July 1955, he circulated a cable with proposals that might 

strengthen the PRC’s relations with countries from Africa and Asia. Part 

of this entailed improving the level of scholarship on the countries of Asia 

and Africa.

 The cable emphasized the need to study “long-standing unsettled 

and frequently occurring Asian-African issues” as well as the countries 

with whom the PRC had “a number of unsettled issues left over by history.” 

[23] To this end, the draft of the proposal recommended the Foreign 

Ministry to establish a new academic research institute, specialized in 

particular in the study of “international issues,” especially those related 

to the current situation of “Asian and African countries.”[24] One of the 

problems the Foreign Ministry of the Chinese People’s Republic observed 

was the lack of diplomatic relations with countries in Africa and Asia. One 

of the targets of the new policy towards the East, then, was to educate 

cadres with proper language skills, and with knowledge about religion: 

“For the convenience of promoting the friendly relations between China 

and the Asian-African countries through religions, it is necessary to 

train a certain number of cadres with Islamic beliefs to do foreign affairs 

work.”[25] A recommendation was also included that PRC journalists 

be sent abroad to improve their language skills, and that in the future 

[21]  See for instance Westad, Restless Empire.

[22]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, ‘Draft Proposal to Strengthen and Develop Friendly 

Relations with Asian-African Countries after the Asian-African Conference’, 12 July 1955, WCDAO, https://

digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/114696 (last accessed on 23 November 2018).

[23]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 12 July 1955, WCDAO,

[24]  Ibid.

[25]  As cited in: Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 1955, WCDAO. It is of interest that both the 

PRC and the USSR approached the countries of Asia and Africa as deeply spiritual and adjusted their 

foreign diplomacy accordingly. As C.A. Smith has argued, while PRC foreign diplomacy tried to set the 

country’s approach to religion apart from that of the USSR, on the ground the two states seem to have 

behaved similarly, see C.A. Smith, “On not learning from the Soviet Union: Religious Policy in China, 

1949-65,” in: Modern China Studies 22, No.1 (2015), 71-98. 
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academically trained staff from the Institute of Foreign Affairs could be 

dispatched as diplomats abroad.[26]

 The cable did not come long before Gafurov’s proposal to set up 

an international society for the study of African and Asian countries that 

reflected a similar concern with the study of literature, languages and 

religious heritages of the countries of Africa and Asia. At Bandung, Zhou 

Enlai had underscored the PRC’s distinction from other countries in Asia, 

presenting it as a modern, communist, and atheist nation-state.[27]  This 

claim to distinction had an interesting parallel in the Soviet academic 

institutional landscape. When in 1955-1956 research at the IVAN shifted 

to the history and heritage of non-socialist countries in the East, the 

Institute abandoned its study of the Chinese People’s Republic. Perhaps 

the IVAN’s research focus on “spiritual” traditions and heritages of Afro-

Asia made it unsuitable for studying communist China – which was, 

in these years, searching to unearth new approaches to its past. At the 

Institute for Chinese studies (Institut Kitaevedenie Akademii Nauk - IKAN) 

the humanistic study of modern China would be conducted in isolation 

from the study of the wider East.

 At the IVAN the rehabilitation of religious or “spiritual” heritage 

studies came with the rehabilitation of philology. IVAN Indologist Evgenii 

Chelyshev remembers in his memoirs that when he started his work as 

Director of the Indian Sector for Languages and Literatures, Gafurov 

allegedly once entered his office with the announcement that he should 

focus his work on “Muslim culture in India.”[28] In the next years, the 

study of Islam in the USSR blossomed temporarily.[29] This new trend was 

not restricted to the sphere of Islam. The study of Buddhism enjoyed, 

too, a reappraisal at the IVAN, which was flagged by the recruitment 

of the Buddhist specialist Yuri Nikolaevich Roerich in autumn 1957 as 

head of the newly set up Sector for Philosophy and History of Religion 

[26]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 1955, WCDAO.

[27]  For more on this, see Hanna Jansen, “Internationalizing the ‘thaw’: Soviet orientalists and the 

contested politics of spiritual peoples’ solidarity in Asia 1954–1959,” in Alternative Globalizations, 

Alternative Globalizations: Encounters Between the Eastern Bloc and the Postcolonial South, edited by James 

Mark, Steffi Marung and Artemy Kalinovsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020): 209-228.

[28]  Chelyshev, Vremia i liudi, 262.

[29]  See Dudoignon, “Some Side Effects of a Progressive Orientology.”
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at the India Department.[30] In pre-Revolutionary times, Roerich’s family 

had been well connected among Indian intellectual elites. His father 

was the internationally renowned painter Nikolai Roerikh who had 

been particularly close with Bengali Nobel-prize writer and philosopher 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) and in 1942 he had hosted Jawaharlal 

Nehru and his daughter Indira Gandhi at the Roerich Estate in the 

Western Himalayas).[31] Both Nikolai Roerich and Tagore had argued that 

native cultural and spiritual traditions were a source of international 

human unity and peace.[32] Yuri himself had not been averse to Asianist 

thought. In 1945 for instance, he had published a survey on Russian/

Soviet Indology in the British Journal for Greater India, in which he 

claimed that Soviet Indologists had perpetuated the basic tradition of 

pre-Revolutionary Indology. In his article, Roerich evoked an image of 

Greater India, presenting Soviet Central Asia as a region of “geographical 

proximity to . . . Central Asia (Turkestan, Mongolia, Tibet)” and one that 

“had been a cultural province of a Greater Indian cultural whole, and 

many parts of which still preserve a priceless heritage of Indian culture 

and thought.”[33] What this shows is that the IVAN’s turn to research 

the cultural and religious traditions of different countries in the East 

including the way these traditions overlapped across borders, could be 

activated in the service of different geopolitical agendas. 

 The reappraisal of spiritual or religious heritage as a source of 

internationalism also occurred on the level of literature. Prominent Thaw 

intellectuals such as Ilya Ehrenburg (whose novel The Thaw had lent 

its name to the post-Stalinist era) valorised the power of literature and 

[30]  For Roerich’s time at the IVAN see Vilena Dylykova, "On 'povernul koleso': Otechestvennoi 

Tibetologii," in Vospominaniia o Iu.N. Rerikhe, edited by T.O. Knizhnik (Moscow: Mezhhdunarodnyi 

Tsentr Rerikhov, 2002): 44 [42-54]. For his sector being set up in the course of 1957, see Kuznetsova and 

Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154. 

[31]  See Liudmilla Shaposhnikova, “Interviu s Indiroi Gandhi, Deli, 26 September 175.” To be accessed 

online in the electronic library of the International Roerich Center, Moscow: http://lib.icr.su/node/769 

(last accessed on 20 December 2013). In 1945 Svetoslav Roerich, Yury’s younger brother, married Devika 

Rani Chaudhuri, the grandniece of Tagore and leading actress in Indian cinematography during the 

1930s. 

[32]  For more on Nikolai Roerich’s thinking see for instance Anita Sasulane, Theosophy and Culture: 

Nicholas Roerich (Rome: Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, 2005), 44-56; also see John McCannon, “In 

search of primeval Russia: stylistic evolution in the landscapes of Nicholas Roerich 1997-1914,” In Cultural 

Geographies 7, no. 271 (2000).

[33]  G.N. Roerikh, “Indology in Russia,” in The Journal of the Greater India Society 17, no. 2 (1945): 98. 
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spiritual culture as a vehicle for international unity and understanding, a 

force that allowed one to supersede national and geographical boundaries. 

For instance, in his travel story Impressions of India, he juxtaposed two 

images of the subcontinent. The first was India as distant country, remote, 

exotic and geographically isolated from the USSR: “Any book devoted to 

India will tell you that this country, fenced off from other Himalayas and 

the ocean, is a special world.”[34] The second was a representation of India 

as a country that was close and familiar. For a Soviet traveller, Ehrenburg 

suggested, there was much in India that he would recognize: “In the 

songs, he will hear melodic similarities, recognize many of the customs as 

familiar to him, and will look at the minaret of Qutb Minar with eyes that 

had also seen the Gur-Emir and Shah-i Zinda.”[35]  

 Soviet writers were published regularly in Chinese literary journals 

and were in correspondence with intellectuals from the PRC.[36]  Ehrenburg 

was a leading figure in the Soviet World Peace Movement, and a good 

friend of Alexei Rumyantsev (see previous chapter). His writings were 

actively disseminated abroad, and he was popular in the PRC too. In 

December 1957, Jiang Qi, his translator in the PRC wrote him an admiring 

letter, stating that he “met with many people who agreed with me, that 

you are the greatest author of our times.”[37] Ehrenburg’s approach of 

literature and art was transformative. In an essay on the work of his friend 

Pablo Picasso that was published in a Chinese periodical in February 1957, 

he argued that the value of art lay in its ability to bring otherwise invisible 

realities out in the open. Quoting Picasso saying “I do not depict the world 

as I see it but as I think it,” Ehrenburg strove to remind his readership 

of the ability of art and literature to transform the world as we know 

it.[38] In this sense, Ehrenburg recognized the same humanist optimism 

[34]  Il’ia Ehrenburg, Indiiskie vpechatleniia. To be accessed online at 

http://nippon-history.ru/books/item/f00/s00/z0000016/st003.shtml (last accessed on 3 June 2016). 

[35]  Ibid.

[36]  Mark Gamsa, The Reading of Russian Literature in China: A Moral Example and Manual of Practice (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

[37]  “Otvetnoe pis’mo I.G. Erenburga Jiang Qi, 25 ianvaria 1958,” in Drug i soiuznik novogo Kitaia, edited 

by Miasnikov, 418. 

[38]  As cited in Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China, 111. 
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that characterized the early Thaw and that brushed shoulders with the 

beliefs of Tagore and Roerich: a belief that culture could transform and 

revolutionize society.

  An early sign that things were about to change was the new literary 

trend that manifested itself in the PRC in spring 1957 and that combined 

revolutionary ‘realism’ with revolutionary ‘romanticism’.[39] In a meeting in 

Moscow of Chinese and Soviet artists on 20 April 1957, the Chinese artist 

Jao Zhaohe highlighted how in communist China, the transformative force 

of art was not sought in immaterial factors (as had been the case in the 

writings of Ehrenburg) but material factors. Chinese artists were “drawing 

and writing from nature,” thus aiming to “create a concise, consolidated 

image of the essence of the world.” In this statement, transformative 

inspiration was drawn from nature, solid matter. As such, the Chinese 

artist had it, socialist art existed therein that an artist reformed and 

adjusted the reality he saw, in order to create a new “generalized image of 

nature.”[40]  

 By summer 1957, in the PRC the “hundred flowers” campaign was 

replaced by the so-called anti-revisionist “anti-rightist” campaign.[41] The 

new trend in art and culture became to emphasize the transformative 

aspect of revolutionary action; with writers seeking to give “evidence of 

man’s heroism and determination to transform nature and to conquer 

it.”[42]  This was a clear diversion from Ehrenburg’s literary representations: 

in Ehrenburg’s work on India cultural-historical experience had allowed a 

Soviet traveller to feel familiar with India’s culture, in his essay on Picasso 

he had suggested that the power of imagination allowed a writer to create 

a new reality from scratch. 

[39]  See Yang Lan, “ ‘Socialist Realism’ versus ‘Revolutionary Realism plus Revolutionary Romanticism’.” 

In In the Party Spirit: Socialist Realism and Literary Practice in the Soviet Union, East Germany and China, 

edited by Hilary Chung (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V., 1996): 88-105..

[40]  “Stenogramma vstrechi Moskovskikh khudozhnikov s khudozhnikami KNR,” in Drug i soiuznik 

novogo Kitaia, edited by Miasnikov, 387-391.

[41]  On the shift towards the anti-rightist campaign, see Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet 

Influence 1956-1960, especially chapter 5

[42]  As quoted from Fokkema. Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet Influence 1956-1960, 197-198.
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Controversies in the East:  
Mao and the Resistance to "Metaphysical" Unity

The above-made statement by Jao Zhaohe that Chinese art meant to 

draw inspiration from nature rather than culture forecasted a critique of 

revisionism that Mao held against the USSR in late 1957, and that seemed 

intent on undermining the Thaw-rhetoric and agenda that aimed to forge 

solidarities based on shared cultural heritage. From the mid 1950s onward, 

Soviet scholars and Party functionaries had sought to activate the PRC for 

a revisionist politics, emphasizing cultural internationalism and Afro-

Asian Solidarity.  Despite these expectations, the PRC rather punctured 

the hopes of Soviet orientalists committed to peoples’ internationalism. 

Having only recently been freed from adherence to Stalinism, they were 

now confronted with a similar ideological opposition, and an approach 

of history that emphasized the laws of historical materialism over the 

agency of sub-state communities and groups. From 1957 onwards, the 

PRC began to criticize the revisionist course in Soviet foreign politics. 

As will be argued below, this had a lot to do with the thaw and the way it 

rehabilitated discourses of Afro-Asian unity based on a shared heritage 

and spiritual culture. As became clear in the previous chapter, during the 

thaw Soviet intellectuals and Party functionaries activated discourses of 

supra-national unity and belonging for the socialist mission in the East. 

In November 1957 it became clear that the PRC rejected a foreign policy 

focused the construction of modern solidarities grounded in shared 

affinities and heritages intersecting national boundaries. 

  In November 1957, Mao lashed out against Soviet revisionism at 

the International Meeting of Communist Parties in Moscow. Historians 

have regarded Mao’s speech as a milestone in Cold War history. Not only 

did he reaffirm the two camp approach in world politics, he also  explicitly 

endorsed Soviet Revolutionary leadership within the international 

socialist bloc, emphasizing the importance of Soviet leadership to 

the Central European communist states.[43] This chapter offers a new 

perspective: it argues that Mao’s speech can also be read as a critique of 

[43]  For the speech heralding a two camp approach that undermined the politics of peaceful coexistence, 

see Westad, Restless Empire. For the speech illustrating Mao’s efforts to cement Soviet leadership in the 

satellite states, see Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance. 
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the notion of international cultural-historical (or transnational) unity. 

 In January 1957, the PRC and USSR had signed a joint Sino-Soviet 

declaration that had emphasized the “complete unity of the USSR and 

PRC” as the most important factor unifying the socialist camp.[44] Now, 

in November 1957, Mao repeated this claim, denying the revisionist 

understanding that meaningful cultural-historical connections offered 

grounds for recognition and unity between communist and bourgeois 

states. This argument was made in several steps. First, Mao underscored 

the two camp approach in world relations, rejecting the idea that peaceful 

coexistence could be accommodated with a communist worldview: there 

were only two types of unity, “our” kind, and the kind “from another 

type.”[45] Second, Mao rejected all cultural particularism that had not 

grown out of a process of material dialectics As he had it, the socialist 

understanding of “diversity” was to be rooted in a “dialectical” outlook 

not a “metaphysical” one. By criticizing metaphysics Mao seemed to 

reject the idea of a non-territorial universalism or world spirit.[46]  Mao 

regarded a diverse cultural policyfor communist states not in terms of 

humanism but of a basic humane treatment of groups: to his mind a 

human approach to diversity came down to “acknowledging that human 

beings all make mistakes and not negating a person completely just 

because he has made mistakes.”[47] Fourth, Mao’s speech suggested that 

the only path to a shared no-territorial position (or a spiritual, intellectual, 

cultural outlook) was through dialectic development: on the intellectual 

level “idealism will be replaced by materialism and theism by atheism.”[48] 

With the last statement, Mao underscored that communist society was 

atheist by necessity. Moreover, Mao framed his critique of “metaphysical” 

approaches of unity as a critique of intellectual elitism: “I say dialectics 

[44]  For the speech see Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four 

Communist and Workers’ Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/

document/121559 (last accessed on 14 January 2915). 

[45]   Ibid.

[46]  Ibid. From a spatial perspective, Mao’s objections seem to draw on Heidegger’s critique of 

metaphysics as the “possibility of a universal subject.” For this, see Chris Rojek and Brian Turner, 

“Decorative sociology: towards a critique of the cultural turn,” in The Sociological Review 48 (2000): 638 

[629-648].

[47]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO

[48]  Ibid.
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should be moved from the small circle of philosophers to the broad masses 

of the people.”[49] 

 Taken together, Mao’s comments at the International Meeting 

of Communist Parties incorporated an elaborate plea against historical 

revisionism, including the view that non-territorial cultural, intellectual 

or spiritual traditions had progressive unifying potential across state-and 

class boundaries in the post-Revolutionary present. The Chairman of the 

Chinese Communist Party did not reject the modern reality of cultural 

or intellectual diversity, but regarded this as the result of variations in 

material paths of development, not the result of intellectual, cultural or 

otherise immaterial efforts. Approached from this angle Mao’s speech 

implied a complete reversal of the Thaw humanism, and its embrace of 

or cultural and intellectual creativity as a foundation of international 

unity and understanding between peoples. The activation of philological 

Oriental studies for Soviet foreign policy was based on the assumption 

that society could be changed through a shared effort at cultural reform 

and revolution. In November 1957, however, the PRC proposed that the 

only way to do so was by strong states intervening in a country or region’s 

socio-economic situation.

 While Mao’s framed his argument in ideological terms, there were 

concrete geopolitical reasons to support the rehabilitation of historical 

materialism.[50] Judged by his speech, Mao’s resistance to thaw-narratives 

of cultural and spiritual emancipation seemed related to his growing 

apprehension about the way in which US “imperialism” was undermining 

PRC claims to legitimate leadership in the Tibetan borderlands.[51] As 

Andropov, head of the KGB, argued in 1959, Mao compared the unrest 

[49]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO. Mao had agitated against a metaphysical approach to international 

relations before. As Austin Jersild pointed out, in 1938 Mao already argued against a “metaphysical” 

approach of socialist unity, claiming that the socialist approach of the historical path of development 

should be sensitive to “concrete” circumstance, see Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance, 116. In 1954 already 

Mao had told Nehru that Marxism recognized diversity while emphasizing that diversity was not the 

same as “metaphysics”, see Minutes of Chairman Mao Zedong’s Conversation with Nehru at the Banquest 

Hosted by the Indian Ambassador, 21 October 1954, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/

document/117826 (last accessed on 4 April 2015).

[50]  For the various concerns playing an important role in Mao’s critique of revisionism, see Friedman, 

Shadow Cold War; Lüthi, Sino-Soviet split.

[51]  On the US trying to isolate China in inter-Asian and world politics, see Seng Tan and 
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in Asia with the unrest in Eastern Europe that had been the result 

of liberalization in the USSR, and regarded the events in Tibet as the 

“Hungary” of the PRC.[52] Thaw liberalizations had created unrest among 

the communist elites of the Soviet Satellite Republics, who feared a 

backlash as in Hungary. Austin Jersild convincingly argued that this 

played in the hands of CCP: in the early 1957 the PRC took on a mediatory 

role in the relations between satellite states and Moscow, serving Moscow 

by trying to convince the Satellite Republics of the legitimacy of Moscow’s 

leadership.[53] In his speech, indeed, Mao praised the Polish Communist 

Party leader Wladyslaw Gomulka for acknowledging Soviet leadership: he 

suggested that Gomulka had said that “to admit the Soviet Union as our 

head is to admit the truth.”[54] But Mao also tried to put his new leverage 

as a mediator with Eastern Europe to put pressure on Khrushchev to 

rehabilitate a strict Stalinist approach of historical materialism.[55] 

Quoting Gomulka, Mao suggested that USSR leadership was “not 

something man-made, but the product of historical development.”[56] 

Together, the phrases Mao attributed to the Polish Party leader served 

to remind the world, that the legitimacy of the communist state and, by 

extension, Soviet Party leadership within the wider socialist camp, was 

founded on the myth of historical materialism and the objective path of 

development. In this, historical materialism was not just a concern of the 

Soviet centre: it was also an important narrative legitimating the rule of 

Communist Parties in the East European borderlands or Satellite States.  

  On a poetic note, Mao drew the message home that the authority 

of great leaders rested to large extent on the willingness of others.[57] 

Amitav Acharya, eds. Bandung revisited: the legacy of the 1955 Asian-African Conference for international 

order (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008); Paul H. Ktatoska, Remco Raben and Henk Schulte Nordholt, eds., 

Locating Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of Space (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2005).

[52]  Report by Yuri Andropov, ‘On the Situation in Tibet’, 31 March 1959, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.

wilsoncenter.org/document/118751 (last accessed on 29 July 2019). Also Austin Jersild, The Sino-Soviet 

Alliance. 

[53]  Ibid.

[54]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO. 

[55]  See Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.

[56]   Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, WCDAO.

[57]  I thank Erik van Ree for bringing this to my attention.
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Mao added: “…another Chinese proverb says: with all its beauty the lotus 

needs the green of its leaves to set it off. You, comrade Khrushchev, even 

though you are a beautiful lotus, you too need the leaves to set you off. I, 

Mao Zedong, while not a beautiful lotus, also need leaves to set me off.”[58] 

From a regional perspective, this flowery allegory also underscored the 

dependency of powerful state centers on the support of their tributary 

territories.[59] 

  In emphasizing the importance of centre-periphery relations, 

Mao seemed to herald a return to the state-based regionalism that we 

recognize from High Stalinism. As we have seen, in the 1952 edition of The 

History of the Tajik People progressive Sino-Soviet relations were isolated 

from cultural, and in particular, religious influences.[60] The communist 

state could be regarded as the end-point of history in Asia. In Mao’s mind, 

historical materialism underscored the objective logic of PRC rule in 

the Tibetan borderlands. In 1959 Chinese Foreign Minister Zhan Hanfu 

justified PRC presence in the Himalaya by pointing at the historical 

development of Chinese state: “The residents are all Chinese as these areas 

have been a part of China historically. Most of them are Tibetans. This is 

the situation at China’s border with India.”[61]  

  For the Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party cultural or 

spiritual heritages did not provide an legitimate source of unity between 

peoples. With activist groups in the country emphasizing alternative 

narratives of belonging based on cultural-religious arguments, the 

Chinese leadership needed to affirm rather than blur the boundaries 

between PRC minorities and communities abroad. The more the PRC 

saw itself confronted with domestic crises (deprivation due to the Great 

Leap Forward, uprisings in the Tibetan territories, US-threat from the 

[58]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO.

[59]  In a comment on earlier versions of this chapter Erik van Ree suggested that this quote could be 

read as an affirmation of personal leadership and charisma. I think this approach can be harmonized 

with Alfred Rieber’s center-periphery interpretation and that further research into the interrelationship 

between these two models of power could be very productive. 

[60]  See chapter two of this dissertation.

[61]  Meeting between Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Zhang Hanfu and Ambassadors from Fraternal 

Countries on the Tibet Issue, 09 September 1959, WCDAO, https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org (last 

accessed on 06 May, 2016); also see Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four 

Communist and Workers' Parties," 18 November 1957,’ WCDAO. 
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Taiwan strait) the more he criticized revisionism.[62] According to Mao’s 

logic, international solidarity was to be based on a shared socio-economic, 

materialist perspective and position. As such in CCP political rhetoric, 

peoples’ internationalis was trumped by the logic of historical materialism 

and modern, communist state development.

The IVAN Responds

Mao’s critiques of revisionism remained consistent in subsequent 

years.[63] Seeing that the 1956 reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies 

was strongly entangled with Khrushchev’s “Break to the East”, it is hardly 

surprising that Soviet attempts to accommodate Mao’s critiques affected 

the discipline and structure of Soviet Oriental studies. From 1958 onwards, 

the IVAN was subjected to various inspections and criticisms. Newly 

initiated research directions suggest that Soviet policymakers sought to 

respond to a newly invigorated historical materialism, while preserving 

a “revisionist” approach of history that regarded cultural traditions and 

heritage as a meaningful connection and source of unity between peoples. 

An additional phenomenon inspiring new directios in Soviet Oriental 

studies was the growing strength of African decolonization movements. 

With Africa becoming a serious object of foreign policy making, Soviet 

Oriental studies began to adjust its course.[64] 

[62]  On the one hand the Republic of China in Taiwan claimed legitimate leadership in PRC territory on 

the basis of Republican arguments (presented itself as the heir of Enlightenment traditions of cultural 

tolerance and cosmopolitanism, and a reading of Chinese history emphasizing cultural values and 

humanism risked advancing Taiwanese claims to legitimate rule in the Chinese mainland) see, Kratoska, 

Raben and Schulte Nordholt (Eds.), Locating Southeast Asia. On the other hand US intelligence advanced 

a reading of South Asian history that presented India as a centrifugal center of South Asian history, see 

William Roger Louis, Ronald Robinson, “Empire preserv’d: how the Americans put anti-communism 

before anti-imperialism.” In Decolonization: Perspectives from now and then, edited by Prasenjit Duara 

(London, New York: Routledge): 152-161.

[63]  Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.

[64]  See Jansen, “Khrushchev’s ‘Break to the East’, Sino-Soviet conflicts, and the regionalization of Soviet 

Oriental Studies,” in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, 

edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger 

Universitätsverlag, 2018):  99-127. For Soviet Africa studies more broadly see, Steffi Marung, “The 

provocation of empirical evidence: Soviet African Studies between enthusiasm and discomfort,” in African 

Identities: Special Issue, edited by Sarah Fila-Bakabadio and Eugenia Palieraki 16, no. 2 (2018): 176-190; 

Milton D. Morris, “The Soviet Africa Institute and the Development of African Studies,” in The Journal of 

Modern Africa Studies, 11, no. 2 (June, 1973): 247-265.
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In response to the 1957 meeting for Communist parties where Mao made 

his speech, the IVAN adjusted its work plan. Gafurov sent a proposal 

to the Central Committee in February 1958, mentioning the November 

1957 meeting for Communist and Workers Parties as one of the main 

reasons for the suggested reorientation; the other being the rise of the 

African decolonization movement.[65] The adjustments to the Soviet 

orientalist research agenda that Gafurov proposed answered to Mao’s 

criticisms in many ways. First, on the semantic level, he rehabilitated a 

two camp approach to world politics and historical relations, speaking 

of the “colonial system of imperialism” and the “communist workers 

movement.” Second, he reintroduced a research agenda characterized by a 

stricter historical materialism, and in which the research of the “national 

liberation movement” took center stage.[66] 

 In response, the Central Committee added that Soviet orientalists 

should focus their work on the activation of Oriental studies for the 

broader anti-Imperial struggle.[67] Analysis of the African national 

liberation movement or of the “particularities of social and economic 

development of countries in Africa” was top priority, including the 

“problems of nation-formation and the establishment of independent 

states on the African continent.”[68] To this end the Central Committee 

highlighted that Soviet Oriental studies would be activated on the level 

of the Union Republics: separate institutes and departments for Oriental 

studies were to be set up at the Tajik and Kirghiz Academy of Sciences 

in 1958-1959, at the Georgian Academy of Sciences in 1959, and in the 

Armenian Republic in 1964 (by that time an Institute for Oriental studies 

already existed in Uzbekistan).[69] 

  At first sight, the 1958 reorientation in Soviet Oriental studies 

abandoned the revisionist intellectualism of the early Thaw. At the 1957 

International meeting for Communist Parties, Mao had suggested that 

dialectics should be moved from the intellectual elite (“small circle of 

[65]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958, f.5, op.35, 

d.78, RGANI.

[66]  Ibid.

[67]  Ibid.

[68]  Ibid.

[69]  Ibid.
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philosophers”) back to the people. In the 1958 reorientation, this seems to 

have been interpreted through a colonial lens: the cultural heritages of the 

Soviet “Asian” peoples was from now on to be studied not in the former 

metropolis, but in the Republics of the peoples under study themselves. As 

a consequence, the Republics were to emphasize the “general” aspects in 

their cultural heritage, or in the words of the Central Committee, subjects 

that “broadly illuminated the history and philology of the peoples of the 

foreign Orient.”[70]  Generalizing humanistic research (philology) at the 

IVAN was decentralized. While it decreased in Moscow it was stepped up 

in the Soviet periphery.

 Moreover, on 29 October 1958 a large meeting was convened at 

the IVAN, where the new course of Soviet Oriental studies was discussed. 

Research from all the humanist (Orientalist) research- and educational 

institutions in the Republics were invited, plus experts on world economy, 

history, geography, sinology and ethnography.[71] At the meeting, the 

research agenda was adjusted in line with historical-materialism: general 

patterns in human history were no longer to be analysed in the fields 

of language and literature, but rather in socio-economic history. From 

now on, as Gafurov suggested, Soviet orientalists were meant to “offer 

a synthetic characterization of the socioeconomic and socio-political 

processes that had taken place in the countries of the Orient in the 

newest time.”[72] As such, “the study of the regularities of the historical 

development of the foreign Orient” now focused on socioeconomic data, 

rather than historical texts and literatures.[73] 

 This meant a reversal of recent reorientations in Oriental studies 

in line with Mao’s anti-revisionist critiques. Abandoning the strict 

materialism of the Stalinist period, Thaw orientalists in the 1955-1956 

period had emphasized the relative distance between cultural and socio-

economic life. In their approach, a commitment to world cultural unity (or: 

humanism) could go hand in hand with a commitment to socio-economic 

[70]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958, f.5, op.35, 

d.78, RGANI.

[71]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79 ,RGANI.

[72]  As cited in Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 166.

[73]  Ibid. 
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diversity and pluralism. Following, Mao’s critique however, the 

Vice-President of the Academy of Sciences K.V. Ostrovitianov suggested 

that this humanist approach had failed to recognize the dynamics in 

the history of Oriental peoples: “Orientalists not rarely pass by the deep 

social changes that have taken place... in the countries of the Orient.”[74] To 

overcome this problem Ostrovitianov proposed to abandon the cultural-

historical approach that looked for generalizing patterns in culture. 

Because socio-economic structure, not culture, was the unifying element 

between people, it was in socio-economic data that general patterns 

should be unearthed: “[Soviet Oriental studies] should research the general 

problems for the development of countries, while criticizing bourgeois 

reformism and nationalism.”[75] While formerly at the IVAN the study of 

“general” unifying elements in the history of the Eastern peoples had 

been analysed primarily on the basis of humanistic materials (linguistic 

and textual sources). From now on to focus should be on  socio-economic 

materials.[76] 

 This reorientation was also in line with Maoist critiques in 

emphasizing the importance of state-building, reasserting a state centric 

approach of development. What was needed, according to Ostrovitianov, 

was that Soviet Oriental studies should be activated for one “practical 

task” in particular; namely to help the countries of Asia and African “with 

the goal of preparing cadres, and improving the current state of art and 

literature in languages of the peoples of the orient.” Cultural work was 

now approached as an asset to internal projects of state development 

and state-building.[77] In line with this, Oriental studies was to be focused 

on contemporary questions, or on current or “actual” problems in the 

East. “For a long time, our Orientology has not really worked on the deep 

[74]  The meeting was held on 29 October 1958, just weeks after the Afro-Asian Writers Conference. See 

[Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of Sciences], 

25 October 1958, f.5, op. 35,d.79, RGANI. 

[75]  Ibid.

[76]  Interestingly, this was the time of what has been called the “anti-nationalities” campaign in the 

USSR; in the national republics, Soviet (secret) police forces targeted intellectuals for failing to abandon a 

“narrow” valorization of their own Republic’s culture and history, see Gerhard Simon, Nationalismus und 

Nationalitätenpolitik in der Sowjetunion. Von der totalitären Diktatur zur nachstalinschen Gesellschaft (Köln: 

Nomos, 1986): 259-273.

[77]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79, RGANI.
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study of actual questions of the modern orient; the main forces were 

oriented towards the analysis of problems that were weakly connected 

to the contemporary time.”[78] While there was room for studying cultural 

patterns, from now on such patterns were analysed in a context of 

modern state development. As a result, in Soviet Oriental studies, the 

place of transnational “spiritual” and cultural traditions in history became 

contested. In October 1958 the Ostrovitianov framed this reorientation as 

a critique of revisionism: “The serious neglect of many works analysing 

current problems of the Orient is that they refrain from a deep Marxist 

critique of bourgeois nationalism, reformism and revisionism in national-

colonial questions."[79]

Juggling Internationalisms: the Afro-Asian Writers 
Conference in Tashkent 

The meeting on Oriental studies was held just weeks after a major event 

held in light of the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Movement. It was a huge 

event that had long been in preparation. As the below section will show, 

however, responses to the event were not unanimously positive.[80] 

  From 7-17 October, the Soviet Union hosted the Conference 

for African and Asian Writers (CAAW) in Tashkent.[81] The conference 

welcomed over 200 people and UNESCO was one of its major sponsors. 

Its set-up and location in the capital of the Uzbek Republic flagged the 

active role of Afro-Asia as a space of historical development and progress. 

Given Tashkent’s reputation as a modern Soviet city and as the first 

Bolshevik stronghold in the former Emirate of Bukhara, it signalled 

[78]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79, RGANI.

[79]  Ibid. 

[80]  For the Afro-Asian Writers Association in general, including the Afro-Asian Writers Congress in 

Tashkent, see Rossen Djagalov, “The People’s Republic of Letters.” Also see Jansen, “Soviet ‘Afro-Asians’ in 

UNESCO.” 

[81]  For more on the Tashkent Conference see Duncan M. Yoon “‘Our Forces Have Redoubled’: World 

Literature, Postcolonialism, and the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau,” in The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial 

Literary Inquiry 2, no. 2 (2015): 233–252; Djagalov, “The People’s Republic of Letters”; Constantin 

Katsakioris, “l’Union Soviétique et les intellectuels Africains: Internationalisme, panafricanisme et 

négritude pendant les années de la décolonisation, 1954–1964,” in Cahiers de monde russe, 47, no.1 (2006): 

15–32.
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that decolonization and modernization could be achieved on a non-

capitalist basis.[82] In his opening speech Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, former 

First Secretary of the Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan and member of the 

Presidium of the Central Committee of the CPSU, highlighted the new 

centrality of Afro-Asia in world affairs, and encouraged the participants 

to actively engage with one another to “still better determine your 

place in the common struggle of all progressive mankind for peace.”[83]  

Mukhitdinnov described the writers from Africa and Asia as peoples 

standing in a long historical tradition of cultural revolution: “The peoples 

of the East played and continue to play a very important part in world 

history. Like the peoples of Europe and the other continents, they have 

for ages been creating invaluable material and spiritual wealth, which has 

become part of the treasure-store [sic] of world culture and civilisation.”[84]

 Political leaders from Asian countries greeted the conference and 

Mukhitdinnov’s message of cultural renewal and modernization with 

enthusiasm. While U Nu, Prime Minister of Burma, was unable to attend 

the conference, his message of greetings revealed high expectations 

for the conference, presenting the writers present as key figures in a 

Afro-Asian revolution of consciousness: “the peoples of Asia and Africa 

have... either embarked on new and wonderful adventures of the mind 

and the spirit, or re-awakened to and recovered their ancient heritage, 

which in turn is inspiring them to produce a coherent and significant 

fusion of the old and the new.”[85] Mukhitdinnov, in the same vein, framed 

the Conference as an original moment for an Afro-Asian humanism 

addressing the audience as a community of people who had “chosen to 

devote [their] lives to the lofty ideas of humanism.”[86] U Nu’s message 

also suggested hope on the side of the political leader who was also an 

avid playwright that the Conference would catalyze the construction of 

[82]  For more on Tashkent as an exemplary city of Soviet development in the East, see Paul Stronski, 

Tashkent: Forging A Soviet City, 1930–1966 (Pittsburgh: University Of Pittsburgh Press, 2010).

[83]  Speech Mukhitdinnov at the First Session Asian-African Writers Conference, 7 October 1958, 008 

(470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO, Paris.

[84]  Ibid.

[85]  Message of Greetings from the Prime Minister of the Union of Burma, 7 October 1958, 008 (470) MP 

03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO, Paris.

[86]  Speech Mukhitdinnov at the First Session Asian-African Writers Conference, 7 October 1958, 008 

(470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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a shared modern culture or humanism, stating that “a great mood had 

arisen for discussion, for comparison of viewpoints and attitudes and for 

mutual exhortation.”[87]  

 Within the PRC the CAAW was reviewed critically. That same year 

a review appeared in the literary monthly Wen i-pao in which certain 

“bourgeois” writers were accused of having “geared to make the oppressed 

peoples become decadent”.[88] What the writer took issue with, it seems, 

was that many of the African and Asian writers present at the meeting 

had depicted Asia in terms of non-territorial spiritual characteristics: 

“The backward, passive, so-called “spiritual civilisation” of the East is 

one of the cankers they have been pushing hard in order to paralyze the 

fighting spirit of the Eastern peoples and leave them intoxicated by this 

empty, passive “spiritual civilisation,” contended with the world as it is, 

with no desire to advance, no determination to resist oppression, like 

sheep to be slaughtered.”[89] The review echoed Chairman Mao’s critique of 

“metaphysical” understanding of community, presenting a non-territorial 

vision of Asian identity as a direct challenge to a modern, revolutionary 

imagination. As such, the review challenge the SKSSAA’s efforts to forge a 

cultural revolution based on transnational cultural exchange and reform. 

Towards an Afro-Asian Humanism?  
“The Spirit of Tashkent will Prevail!”

In January 1959 Gafurov published his own report of the CAAW. While 

having adapted its language, the report continued to support the message 

of Afro-Asian solidarity and the efforts of African and Asian intellectuals 

and cultural elites to encourage cultural unity and revolution. The review 

was published in the literary journal Innostrannaia Literatura rather than 

the scholarly journal of the IVAN and in his description of the Congress 

Gafurov made abundant use of romantic revolutionary literary tropes. 

The report was entitled The Spirit of Tashkent and it resolutely rejected all 

accusations that the gathering had been of a “bourgeois” character and 

[87]  Message of Greetings, 7 October 1958, 008 (470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. This and the 

above paragraph have also been taken up in my article, “’Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO.”

[88]  As quoted in Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet Influence 1956-1960, 195.

[89]  Ibid.
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he adopted a language emphasizing the vernacular character of culture. 

“Authors have exaggerated the role of bourgeois leaders and diminished the 

role of the narodnye masses” [vernacular masses], he claimed. “There was 

nothing of the narrowly professional meetings that tends to be preserved 

only for the in-crowd and that is permeated with the castrate spirit of the 

“pure art” torn away from modern life.”[90] 

 Moreover, Gafurov had adjusted his language to describe the unity 

of African and Asian writers. First of all, he described them as a new 

generation, gathered in a spirit of modernity: “A year ago in a simple 

auditorium of at the Tashkent opera house Navoi, an absolutely new 

understanding, hitherto unknown to the history of human culture, was 

born: “the spirit of Tashkent.”[91] Moreover, he framed the African Asian 

writers not as representatives of an ephemeral “humanism” but rather 

as rooted representatives of specific geographies: the “representatives of 

the literature of two enormous continents.”[92] While not abandoning his 

narrative of unity beyond class and state-borders, he had nevertheless 

adopted a romantic style that emphasized natural material elements in line 

with the comments of the Chinese artist Jao Zhaohe in April 1957 in Moscow. 

At the same time, Gafurov underscored that the friendship between writers 

from Asia and Africa transcended geographical and continental divisions, 

claiming it was “deeper than the ocean, higher than mountain peeks, more 

expensive than gold, sturdier than iron and stronger than storms.”[93] 

Gafurov concluded: “The spirit of Tashkent will prevail!”[94] These final words 

in particular indicate the subversive character of the article. In his review 

Gafurov continued to emphasize the potential of “spiritual” culture to 

unify people across the world. What Gafurov’s article shows is that, despite 

the new emphasis on historical materialism, there were various ways in 

which the IVAN continued to cherish the idea of a transnational spiritual 

community of non-Western peoples. 

[90]  B.G. Gafurov, “Dukh Tashkenta. K godovshchie Tashkentskoi Konferentsii Pisatelei Stran Azii I Afriki”, 

in Innostrannaia Literatura 11, (1959): 210 [210-211]..

[91]   Gafurov, “Dukh Tashkenta”, 210.

[92]   Ibid., 211.

[93]   Ibid.

[94]  Ibid.



- 173 -

Institute of the Peoples of Asia (INA):  
Soviet Competing Regionalisms

The return to general questions of development in the history of non-

Russian peoples fitted a new anti-revisionist climate in the USSR that 

wasn’t just a response to Mao’s critiques, but to an internal critical trend 

as well. In April 1957, several Politburo members had staged the so-called 

“Anti-Party Coup” meaning to topple Khrushchev and reinstall orthodox 

truths including institutional centralization. In 1959 the IVAN underwent 

another restructuring, this time reorganizing the institute as an area 

studies institute after American example. 

 In August 1955 already, B.N. Ponomarev, Secretary of the 

International Department at the Central Committee had proposed 

the creation of new research institutes for the USA, Latin America 

and Western Europe. Criticizing the state of Soviet research on (and 

knowledge of) the “economy and politics of foreign countries,” Ponomarev 

recommended setting up a series of new specialized institutes after the 

example of Russian area studies institutes in the USA.[95]  He emphasized 

the uses of these “so called ‘Russian institutes,’” explaining how they 

employed specialists to provide governing circles, intelligence and 

propaganda organs with information regarding the Soviet Union.[96] As 

a recent volume attempting a comparison of area studies models has 

demonstrated, throughout the 20th century the American model of area 

studies competed with different, and older, traditions of area-focused 

research.[97] While the IVAN was reorganized, the institute and its program 

retained some of its pre-Revolutionary traits, perpetuating for example 

the tradition of transnational and philological research inherited from 

[95]  “Zapiska zav. Otdelom TsK KPSS po sviazam s innostrannymi kompartiiami B.N. Ponomareva o 

sozdanii Instituta miroboi ekonimiki i mezhdunaronykh otnoshenii, 11 August 1955,” in Akademiia Nauk 

v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 328. For Russian area studies institutes in the USA, 

see David C. Engerman, Know Your Enemy: The Rise and Fall of America’s Soviet Experts (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009). For Middle Eastern studies in the USA, see Zachary Lockman, Field Notes: The 

Making of Middle East Studies in the United States (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016); Timothy 

Mitchell, “The Middle East in the Past and Future of Social Science,” in The Politics of Knowledge: Area 

Studies and the Disciplines, edited by David Szanton (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004): 

74-118.

[96]  Zapiska zav. Otdelom TsK KPSS po sviazam s innostrannymi kompartiiami B.N. Ponomareva”, in 

Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 329

[97]  Naumann, Loschke, Marung and Middell (Eds.), In Search of Other Worlds. 
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pre-Revolutionary orientalists such as Vasilly Barthold, thus retaining 

the humanities-oriented research program that provided peoples’ 

internationalism with its scientific or scholarly foundation.[98] 

  In 1959 the IVAN was reorganized and given a new name: Institute 

for the Peoples of Asia (Institut Narody Azii – INA). The name-change 

occurred, as Gafurov would later assert, on demand of the Chinese who 

had objected that the previous name had Imperialist connotations.[99]  On 

the one hand, the name change can be regarded as a logical consequence 

of institutional shifts: in October 1959 the Academy of Sciences issued a 

decree to set up a separate Institute for the study of Africa and the name 

change made sense according to a logic of continental divisions.[100]  At 

the same time, the IVAN would be merged with the Institute for China 

studies (IKAN - Institut Kitaevedeniia Akademii Nauk) and the name-

change also complied with Mao’s critiques at the International Meeting for 

Communist Parties in November 1957. At the meeting Mao had attacked 

the idea of unity based on “metaphysical”, immaterialistic characteristics. 

Traditionally, to study the “Orient” meant to study the textual, religiously 

inspired, heritage of Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. The term 

conveyed an ephemeral and hardly territorialized notion. To replace 

this term with that of a geographically bounded continent, seemed to be 

in accordance with the ideological anti-”revisionist” reorientation that 

[98]  This suggests an interesting continuity: at internatonal congresses and meetings of orientalists 

questions on cultural internationalism were central to the debates, assuming a transculturalism and 

transregionalism that resisted clear continental demarcations, see P. Rabault-Feuerhahn, ‘”Les grandes 

assises de l’orientalisme’: la question interculturelle dans les congrès internationaux des orientalistes 

(1873-1912)”, Revue Germanique Internationale 12 (2010): 47-67. For how this approach fitted into a broader 

history of “Area Studies” approaches, see Middell, “Elements for a Cross-regional History of Area Studies," 

in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, edited by Katja 

Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 

2018):  14-15. 

[99]  See for Gafurov tracing the name-change to Chinese objections, Stenogramma zasedaniia Sektsii 

obshchetsvennykh nauk, 22 May 1964, f.457, op.1, d.18, ARAN,.

[100]   Jansen, “[T]he regionalization of Soviet Oriental Studies”. Much of what has been written below 

has also been taken up in this article, in which I review the reorganization and name-change of the IVAN 

/ INA as part of the response to Mao’s critique of revisionism. For evaluations of the name change as 

interconnected with developing diplomatic relations towards the Muslim world, see Kirasirova, “‘Sons of 

Muslims’ in Moscow,” 108; Kirasirova, “Orientologies Compared,” 30. For a focus on Soviet Indology in the 

light of Soviet-Indian relations see Andreas Hilger, “Area Studies in times of global Cold War: Indology 

in the Soviet Union,” in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, 

edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger 

Universitätsverlag, 2018): 51-77.
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shifted attention from the research of literary, or immaterial realities to 

that of concretely defined material ones. On the one hand, the name fitted 

the dominant tasks now assigned to the Soviet area studies institutes: 

to produce knowledge of the contemporary socio-political situation 

in particular countries and regions, to provide Soviet diplomacy with 

practical advice and material to support friendly relations with other 

countries. On the other hand, it also suited the Chinese historical narrative 

that rejected the transformative value of pre-Revolutionary religious 

heritages, rejecting them as a source of modern world making.[101]  

 The name-change notwithstanding, when analysing Gafurov’s 

new workplan for the INA, it turned out that much if the transnational 

philological orientation remained part of the Institute’s research agenda 

and curriculum. A first indication that the transnational, philological focus 

of the IVAN’s original workplan was to be preserved seems to have been 

the new centrality of the term “peoples” in the name of the Institute. Such 

a qualification missed from the names of the newly set up Africa Institute, 

or the Latin America Institute that would be set up in 1961. In the tradition 

of peoples’ internationalism, it seems that the peoples’ qualification 

signalled the continued focus on the study of sub-state and transnational 

patterns of human development, retaining an approach of culture as at 

least partly autonomous from socio-economic development.  

  Importantly, the 1959 workplan created space for philological-

historical research by emphasizing its modern and diplomatic uses. 

Gafurov rationalized the continued focus on religious heritage in terms 

of their great historic siginificance: “The study of the philosophical and 

socio-political thought of the peoples of the Orient is connected with the 

study of the history of religious ideas and tendencies in the Orient, as 

well as many contemporary problems, that are connected with questions 

of philosophy, literature, art and may not be correctly understood 

and clarified without taking the influence of religion into account, the 

remnants of which have unfolded in the consciousness of the peoples of 

the East for the duration of many centuries.”[102] By emphasizing how, also 

[101]  Also leading figures in the PRC c accused Soviet scholars of abstract generalizations. See Morris, 

“The Soviet Africa Institute and the Development of African Studies,” 254. 

[102]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI.
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in the contemporary period, the peoples in Africa and Asia greatly valued 

their Medieval heritage, room was created to preserve the tradition of 

philological Oriental studies including its focus Medieval (Islamic and 

Buddhist) scripture: “…for many of these countries the Middle Ages were 

a period of great achievement in the sphere of economics and culture, of 

which the peoples of Asia and Africa are justly proud.”[103] 

 In practice, it turned out, the INA retained a focus on the 

transnational and religious heritages of the peoples of Asia and Africa. 

As such, the seven-year work plan initiated at the IVAN in 1959 was less 

extreme in its reorientation towards socio-economic materialities than 

Ostrovitianov’s report of the 1958 discussion had forecasted. Also, at the 

IVAN, the rehabilitation of pre-Revolutionary orientalists continued. In 

1959 the History Department of the Soviet Academy of Sciences decided to 

republish the work of the eminent orientalist Vasily Barthold.[104] Also the 

Historical Department decided to republish the work of the Yuri Roerikh 

when he passed away the next year.[105] 

Internationalizing Sufi heritage:  
Gafurov resisting state-based ethnocentrism

Historians of Soviet minority nations traditionally have regarded the year 

1958-1959 as one of retreat from earlier decentralization measures.[106] A 

telling shift was the return of the language of ethnocentric nationalism to 

Soviet political discourse. Echoing Maoist narratives of the Chines people 

as an ethno-historic community, Khruhschev rehabilitated the language of 

the Soviet population as an ethnic community or nation.    

  Despite this new trend, Gafurov’s 1959 research plan for the INA 

consistently situated the research of particular states or peoples in a 

broader context of world historical development. For instance, the report 

[103]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI.

[104]  Protokol’ no. 22 Biuro Otdeleniia,” 12 July 1959, f.457, op.1, d. 299, ARAN.

[105]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958,  f.5, 

op.35, d.78, RGANI. 

[106]  See for instance, Simon, Nationalismus und Nationalitätenpolitik in der Sowjetunion, 259-273.
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argues not for the need to study the material heritage of “China and other 

socialist countries in Asia, ” but rather for the research of the “experience 

of socialist construction” [italics mine -HJ].[107] Also, Gafurov was one of 

the directors of a research group for the history of social thought. In the 

description of its research agenda, the focus is explicitly international 

and supra-continental: “Bourgeois historiography and the history of 

philosophy ignores the rich and original traditions and development of 

philosophical and socio-political thought of the peoples of the Orient, 

pushing forward, and trying to substantiate Europocentric ideas, the core 

of which belittles the role of the peoples of the Orient in the development 

of world culture.”[108] In this description Gafurov accuses bourgeois 

scholarship with a Eurocentric bias, while simultaneously emphasizing 

the progressive historical role and value of non-territorialized, intellectual 

traditions. Suggesting these traditions belonged to the “Orient” as a 

whole, he once again manages to elude territorial compartmentalization.  

  In October 1961 Gafurov gave a speech before the Soviet Diplomatic 

Corps that illuminates his skill at this balancing act. While he adopted 

the language of narody, he simultaneously emphasized the inadequacy of 

ethnic identifiers as a source of community building or solidarity.[109] In his 

lecture, that describes the Soviet Union as a “united family of equal nations 

(italics mine –HJ),”[110] Gafurov makes abundant use of racialised manner 

of speech. While in The History of the Tajik People (1949; 1952) he had still 

argued that “the theory of a ‘pure race’ is a reactionary fabrication, a 

myth,” in this 1961 lecture he attacked the idea of racial “superiority” but 

not the idea of pure races in itself. [111] Still, he explicitly distanced himself 

from racism: the “racist ideologies” of Arthur de Gobineau and Houston 

Chamberlain, and their view “that the Northern or the so-called Nordic 

[107]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI. 

[108]  Ibid.

[109]  After Bandung it had been decided to have the IVAN / INA provide training for embassy-personel 

and ambassadors, which meant that from 1957 onwards Institute coworkers were appointed at every 

Soviet embassy abroad, see [Letter by Gafurov to the TsK], 25 March 1959, f.5, op.35, d.118, RGANI.

[110]  B.G. Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR. Lecture delivered for the Diplomatic 

Corps in Moscow at the Institute of Peoples of Asia of the USSR Academy of Sciences on October 12, 1961 

(Moscow, 1961), 2.

[111]  For the quote in the 1949 volume, see Gafurov, The History of the Tajik People (1949): 26. For the 

discussion of race in the 1961 publication, see Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question, 1-2.
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race of dolichocephalic, blond and blue-eyed man is the most superior 

of all existing human races, and because of merits inherent in it, is the 

natural master of all other races and, above all, of the coloured ones.”[112] 

Gafurov’s speech counterbalances the return of racial categories with the 

suggestion that ethnic denominators alone (especially language - which 

was considered the essence of nationhood in the USSR[113]) were insufficient 

for creating a sense of unity amongst the people.  

 The argument that more was needed for the construction of a 

meaningful sense of unity and international understanding between 

peoples than ethnic or racial elements was substantiated with a parable. 

Gafurov refers to the story of four travellers, one Greek, one Arabic, one 

Turkish and one Persian, who get into conflict because they could not 

understand each other. The solution to their conflict, Gafurov had it, was 

to find a common language: praising Lenin, he argued that under socialism 

“all peoples of the USSR had found a common language,” which allowed 

them to live together in peace and harmony.[114] The term language here 

is ambiguous: it could also be interpreted in symbolic terms as signifying 

an all-encompassing cultural tradition. Indeed, as will become clear 

below, Gafurov’s story allowed for the interpretation that the ‘communal 

language’ he had in mind was Leninism. 

 First Gafurov argues that a shared heritage provided a more 

profound foundation for international understanding than language alone. 

In a passage analysing the various Soviet Central Asia ethno-linguistic 

communities, Gafurov is critical of the idea that language was enough to 

create a sense of community. In Soviet Central Asia, he pointed out, people 

had spoken “similar languages” but had formed separate communities. 

Highlighting the case of the Tartars, Bashkirs, Kazakhs and Kirghiz, 

Gafurov points out that, despite their shared language, they all turned 

into “historically self-determined [communities] a long time ago.” This, he 

contrasted with the case of the Tajiks who did not share a language but did 

share a heritage. In contrast to the Turkic peoples in the Soviet Union, a 

“single Tajik nation” had been formed on the basis of “nationalities who had 

[112]  Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR, 1-2.

[113]  Hirsch, Empire of Nations.

[114]  Ibid., 2.
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spoken different languages, but had long been brought together by history 

(the Persian speaking Tajiks, the Pamirs peoples, Yazgulems, Yagnobs).”[115] As 

Gafurov had it, ethno-cultural traditions were not enough to create a sturdy 

sense of unity between people but a shared history was crucial too.

  A focus on history could have suggested a turn towards Mao’s strict 

historical-materialism, the lecture makes clear that for Gafurov historical 

development is not reduced to historical-material dialectics. However, in 

Gafurov’s reading it should be conceptualized as a shared non-territorial, 

cultural or spiritual heritage. In his story, the Greek, Arabic, Turkish and 

Persian travellers mentioned above, eventually run into the 13th century 

Sufi and poet Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi, whom here is described as a 

“wizard who knew many languages.” To Gafurov, Rumi helped the travellers 

to understand each other: “Hardly had the travellers found a common 

language, and they made peace... and continued their journey as friends.”[116] 

  Gafurov did not just trace the communal language that allowed 

people from different ethnic backgrounds to understand each other back 

to Sufi wisdom. He also drew a direct link between Rumi’s thinking and 

Lenininism: “Lenin was that greatest solicitous wizard thanks to whom all 

peoples of the USSR found a common language by means of establishing 

the Soviet state and building socialism.”[117] Rumi was hardly a newcomer 

in Gafurov’s orientalist writings. The sufi murid was already praised by 

Barthold for its “mystical freedom of thought”, who invested his teachings 

with inclusivist characteristics, believing it had been greatly influenced by 

Buddhism, and by the idea that “God could be found anywhere”, whether 

that be a “mosque, a church or in idol-worship.”[118] By placing Leninism 

in the same intellectual tradition that he attributed to Rumi, Gafurov 

continued to support the view that socialism and cultural, or “spiritual” 

reform were two sides of the same coin: he emphasized the value of a 

shared non-territorial, immaterialistic tradition as a source of international 

solidarity, emphasizing its ability to transcend the material boundaries 

of ethno-linguistic communities and geographically separate areas, 

continents, or states.

[115]  Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR, 7.

[116]  Ibid., 2.

[117]  Ibid.

[118]  Bartol’d, “Islam I sovremennaia kul’tura," 118.



- 180 -

Conclusion 

While the previous chapter focused primarily on Soviet orientalist’ 

entanglements with Central Asian and Indian intellectuals, this chapter 

approaches the changes affecting Soviet Oriental studies in the post-

Stalin period through the prism of Soviet relations with the USSR’s most 

important communist ally in Asia: the Chinese Peoples’ Republic (PRC). 

Indian and Soviet functionaries actively aimed to integrate the PRC in 

the new politics of cultural internationalism. However, by the late 1950s 

Chairman Mao formulated a critique of revisionism that compromised the 

entire project of revisionist Oriental studies.  

  This chapter has taken Mao’s challenges of Khruschev’s support of 

peaceful coexistence as a starting point to analyse the ideological shifts 

affecting Soviet Oriental studies between 1957 and 1961. A study of the 

reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies in the late 1950s shows that 

Maoist critiques had direct consequences for the way the Soviet Union 

ordered the relationships between people, resources, territory and objects 

of material culture and produced a regionalized understanding of world 

history. Central to Mao’s challenges was a critique of a “metaphysical” 

concept of unity between peoples. In response, narratives of culture at 

the IVAN were territorialized: emphasizing ethnic rather than literary 

elements and presenting nature as a source of inspiration rather than 

shared religious heritage. 

  Both in the PRC and the USSR, materialist arguments traditionally 

served to criticize Western models of civilisation and the “Orientalist” 

narratives of Eastern backwardness or stagnation they produced. Soviet 

orientalists nevertheless continued to actively try and accommodate 

the idea of non-territorial cultural traditions and heritage and to 

preserve their study in service of an international diplomacy of cultural 

emancipation and reform.  

  Here the reorganization of the IVAN as the Institute for the Peoples 

of Asia (INA) proves insightful. Even if supposedly oriented to a particular, 

geographically bounded space or continent, the activities of Gafurov in 

this period shows how scholars at the INA made use of their leverage as 

propagandists and cultural experts to continue the transnational research 

traditions of pre-revolutionary Oriental studies. In line with peoples’ 
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internationalism the INA preserved its focus on sub-state solidarities 

between peoples of the East (notably Africa, Asia and the Middle East), 

arguing that the “spiritual” unity of East and West transcended that of 

national or ideological boundaries. This highlights how Soviet academics 

actively searched for new ways to continue the cultural internationalism of 

the early Khrushchev period. This suggest that the year 1958-1959 should 

be seen rather as a period of trial and error experimentation in a search for 

a suitable strategy, rather than a period of neo-Stalinist conservatism.  

  Historians of the Khrushchev period have viewed the year 1958-

1959 as marked by a conservative turn away from the initial liberalization 

strategies of the post-Stalinist regime that were at least partly a respons 

to internal unrest, notably the “Anti-Party Coup” of spring 1957. While the 

changes affecting Oriental studies in 1958-1959 were a response to a wide 

set of domestic challenges too, to show that these developments at least 

partly responded to Mao’s critiques of revisionism also serves to show that 

the emergence of a Soviet discourse emphasizing “ethno-linguistic” or 

even “racial” community should be understood in a broader international 

context. When perceived through the prism of Oriental studies, however, 

it is clear that this conservative turn of this period should be situated in a 

context of political contestation that marked domestic and international 

relations within the socialist bloc.
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Epilogue. 

Rival 
internationalisms: 
a perspective from 
Central Asia
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In his much discussed book on the Indian Revolutionary M.N. Roy, the 

historian Kris Manjapra states that, “[a]part from the modernist pursuit 

of form, there was also at work an equally modernist longing for the 

transgression of boundaries, and for alternative universal communities.”[1] 

To situate Gafurov’s biography in the context of such “modernist longing” 

sheds new light on the history of Central Asian nation-building, as it 

indicates how Central Asian historical actors embraced the Soviet national 

model as just one of the factors shaping modern life, but not necessarily 

as the determining one. This thesis has attempted to show how peoples’ 

internationalism could be seen as precisely an expression of such longing, 

drawing attention to a wide range of historical and cultural projects 

taken up within the context of UNESCO and the Afro-Asian Solidarity 

Movement. Doing so has also allowed me to bring to the fore a variety 

of encounters between rival internationalisms, for the communities 

that were formed at the international level of these organizations were 

highly versatile and represented a wide array of interests. Abandoning 

a chronological focus on peoples’ internationalism, this epilogue will 

seek to explore, at least in part, a number of case-studies where peoples’ 

internationalism was contested within the institutional infrastructure 

that UNESCO provided. 

  In this epilogue the fate of peoples’ internationalism as embodied by 

Gafurov will be traced through a series of events organized in the context 

of the UNESCO Central Asia project (1966-1977). The interstitial sites that 

this project provided drew together a polyphonous group of participating 

experts from a dispersed geography. Throughout the 1970s the voice of 

nation-states grew increasingly dominant within the project, profoundly 

shaping the choices of scholars and experts contributing to the research. 

While to analyse the wider causes and effects of this growing state-

involvement on a local and global level goes beyond the scope of this thesis, 

[1]  Manjapra, M.N. Roy, 6.
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it is important to remember that all the various internationalisms that will 

be highlighted in this chapter had local roots, and micro-historical logics 

of their own. The biographies of key-personalities in the UNESCO Central 

Asia project serve to highlight aspects of these local-global dynamics 

and the sometimes paradoxical role the state played in them. While it is 

impossible to synthesize these studies into one definitive argument or 

conclusion, a tentative analysis suggests that in all cases the notion of 

High Culture was decoupled from human agency: whether envisioned as 

something outside of (and antithetical to) more authentic local identities; 

as a stagnant humanist canon in need of preservation (or restoring); 

as a national heritage that served to re-centre the nation-state; or as a 

relatively meaningless tradition that was secondary to more important 

internationalisms in the sphere of the political economy. 

   If we want to analyse peoples’ internationalism against the 

background of a rival set of internationalisms that emerged in the 

context of UNESCO we need to first establish its continued presence as 

a meaningful concept shaping UNESCO activities throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s. Up until 1966, the East-West Project served as its major playing 

field in UNESCO, and it continued to do so after Nehru’s death in May 

1965. From 1966 onwards, however, UNESCO’s cultural programming was 

subdivided along regional lines. Within this new architecture, Gafurov 

joined forces with partners in Asia and proposed to set up a regional 

research project, focused on the history of Central Asia. Reminiscent of 

the first edition of The History (1949), and perhaps even more so of the 

experimental The Tajik People in their Struggle for Freedom (1944), the 

project was characterized by its transnational focus and an emphasis on 

culture and ideas as a force that unified people across state boundaries. 

Against the backdrop of growing Russocentrism in the USSR, the Central 

Asia project became the main vehicle for Gafurov’s agenda of peoples’ 

internationalism in the 1970s. 
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Central Asia: Emplacing Peoples’ Internationalism

When the East-West Project ended in 1965, supporters of peoples’ 

internationalism had to find a new arena within UNESCO confines from 

where to advance and negotiate their transnational, sub-state view of world 

history, as well as the cultural and political agendas these views inspired. 

Already in the previous years the climate in UNESCO had become less 

accommodative of peoples’ internationalism, so when in December 1965 the 

Advisory Committee (henceforth: AC) for the East-West Project met in Paris 

to make plans for the future, the mood was considerably different. Indeed, 

by the time of the meeting, UNESCO functionaries were well aware that not 

all had gone according to the way it was planned in the mid-1950s. A special 

evaluation committee suggested that in UNESCO a national inward-looking 

mindset had been mounting.[2] While claiming it was quite understandable 

that some societies were now “concerned first to rediscover their own 

cultural roots,” the committee also acknowledged that, “[i]n retrospect, 

more attention should have been given to dynamic elements of currently 

changing cultural patterns in the East and West.”[3] Nevertheless, the AC-

meeting produced several recommendations for how to preserve a ‘one 

world’ outlook. Firstly, programs should not be executed on the national 

level alone (by East-West Committees, National Commissions, Associated 

Institutions and various research centres) but also on the international level 

(by organizations such as the CIPSH, the International Academic Union 

and the International Association of Universities).[4] Secondly, they should 

also involve scholars from different countries. Third, research should be 

conducted on the basis of a solid, interdisciplinary research method, and 

go beyond the superficial analysis of “cultural liaison techniques.” A final 

recommendation was that the projects should have a regional focus. Such 

regional projects, moreover, should be of a transnational outlook: they 

should include a variety of cultural traditions and cover a “fairly wide” area 

[2]  For this being the case in the humanities and social sciences on an international level, see Mitchell, “The 

Middle East in the Past and Future of Social Science.”  

[3]  Programme Commission: Working Party on Evaluation Report, 19 November 1966, in Records of the 

General Conference Fourteenth Session, Paris 1966: Proceedings (Paris: Unesco, 1968).

[4]  Report of the Advisory Committee for the Major Project on Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western 

Cultural Values, Sixth Session, 14 January 1966, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 12 

September 2019).
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where a “striking encounter between diverse cultures” had taken place 

against a “background of international cooperation.”[5] Presenting the 

region as constitutive element of a wider, singular world culture the AC 

embraced the region as a counterforce to nation-state-centric, inward-

looking approaches to history.[6] 

  Gafurov was quick to propose a new research project that matched 

this regional orientation, focused on the study of Central Asia. The project 

plan had originally been proposed in late 1958 or 1959, the time when the 

trend towards “area studies” had gained ground within the main research 

institutes for the humanities and social sciences in the USSR.[7] As part of 

the project, the Central Asian region was imagined as encapsulating not 

only the Soviet Central Asian Republics including Kazakhstan, but also 

parts of India, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. When, years later, Gafurov 

and his co-worker Lev Miroshnikov rationalized this broad understanding 

of Central Asia’s regional boundaries by emphasizing the region’s shared 

cultural, or religious, heritage.[8] They traced the term “Central Asia” to the 

German geographer and expeditionist Alexander von Humboldt who had 

used this designation for the area stretching eastward from the Caspian 

Sea.[9] While Von Humboldt had not specified the Eastern boundaries of 

the region, in 1996 Miroshnikov argued that the region probably reached 

into China (until the Greater Khingan mountain range), so also covering 

parts of Xinjiang, the predominantly Muslim area in the North-West of 

China that had played a key role in the geopolitical territorial struggles 

[5]  Report of the Advisory Committee for the Major Project on Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and 

Western Cultural Values, Sixth Session, 14 January 1966, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last 

accessed on 12 September 2019). 

[6]  The idea that regional formations provided a good stepping stone for internationalism was not new, 

as Glenda Sluga has argued, this was the general view among ideologues of world government, see Sluga, 

Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism, 86.

[7]  For USSR East-West Committee having requested funding for a symposium on the subject, “the role 

of the peoples of Central Asia and the Middle East in the development of world civilisation”, see Letter 

from Pavel Kryukov to René Maheu, 22 August 1959, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-I, UNESCO. 

[8]  B.G. Gafurov and L.I. Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii  (Opyt’ mezhdunarodnogo 

sotrudnichestva po proektu Iunesko) (Moscow: Nauka Glavnaia redaktsiia vostochnoi literatury, 1976): 12-15.

[9]  Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 12. The section detailing the origin of 

Central Asia as a regional denominator was inserted in slightly altered form in the first volume published 

in the first volume of the History of Central Asia, see L.I. Miroshnikov, “A note on the meaning of the 

term ‘Central Asia’ as used in this book (Appendix)’,” in History of Civilizations of Central Asia Volume I. The 

dawn of civilization: earliest times to 700 B.C., edited by A.H. Dani and V.M. Masson (Paris: UNESCO, 1996): 

477-480.



- 187 -

between Imperial Russia and China in the past.[10] The fiercest contestor 

of Von Humboldt’s understanding of Central Asia’s regional demarcation 

had been the German Sinologist Ferdinand von Richthofen, who used the 

terms Central Asia and Inner Asia interchangeably to designate a region 

centred on what is now North-Western China: stretching from the Pamir 

mountains in the West to the Khingan mountains in the East, and from 

Tibet in the South to the Altai mountains in the North. The reason for this 

diversion, Miroshnikov suggested, was that in contrast to Von Humboldt, 

Von Richthofen had based his findings on purely geological (material 

- HJ) sources. In an argument reminiscent of the heartland theory of 

Halford Mackinder, Von Richthofen maintained that Asia could be divided 

into peripheral and central areas that were entangled in a relationship 

of dependency, with the central regions having no access to natural 

water flows.[11] In contrast to Von Richthofen's approach, Gafurov and 

Miroshnikov situated the UNESCO Central Asian project in the complex, 

interdisciplinary tradition of Russian / Soviet Orientology. A basic 

characteristic of this approach, the auhors maintained, was an essentially 

cultural-historical orientation.[12]  

  Indeed, the UNESCO Central Asia project aimed to study 

the cultural heritage that was common for a whole range of Asian 

countries.[13] This way, the project allowed for the continuation of 

peoples’ internationalism and built towards an agenda of anti-colonial 

international world-making based on non-territorial (including religious) 

connections, aimed at unifying various politically and ethnically dispersed 

communities and groups. A commitment to peoples’ internationalism 

speaks from Gafurov’s project description. In Gafurov’s proposal to the 

East-West Advisory Committee, the project was described as intending to 

show how the “peoples” of Central Asia had contributed to “Civilisation” 

in the singular.[14] Emphasizing that the cultures and traditions of 

Central Asians contributed to the research of global patterns, as part 

[10]  Miroshnikov, “A note on the meaning of the term ‘Central Asia’,” 477.

[11]  Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 12-13.

[12]  Ibid., 26.

[13]  Ibid., 32.

[14]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilisation: Organization of Study,  undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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of the “historical process”.[15] By emphasizing how the collective cultural 

contributions of sub-state peoples and groups transcended state 

boundaries the Central Asia project went against the rising current 

of UNESCO state-oriented functionalism, retaining the “one world” 

orientation of the 1940s.[16]  From Gafurov and Miroshnikov’s vantage 

point, the UNESCO Central Asia project provided space to continue to 

advance peoples’ internationalism as a historical agenda, as well as the 

anti-colonial agenda of cultural or “spiritual” community building across 

national boundaries.

I. A World Literature Challenged

As we have seen, literature was a central aspect of peoples’ 

internationalism; constituting, for the Central Asian modernisers in this 

thesis, the heart of the project to revolutionize shared religious traditions 

and heritage. 

  Within UNESCO, however, Gafurov encountered many difficulties 

in the attempt to draw attention to the modern literature of Central Asia 

as a shared, transnational practice or humanism. Partly, this was due to 

the national mindset that was growing increasingly prominent within 

UNESCO in the 1960s. To illustrate, at the time of the Tashkent Afro-Asian 

Writers Conference, Gafurov had sent a letter to Rudolf Salat, director of 

the Department for Cultural Activities 1957-1960, drawing attention to the 

work of Mukhtar Auezov, the famous Kazakh literary writer and member 

of the SKSSAA. He had explicitly introduced Auezov as Asian rather than 

Soviet,  stating that the works of writers such as Auezov would acquaint 

the UNESCO readership with “the life and disposition of the many-

numbered peoples of the Orient living on the territory of the USSR.”[17] 

[15]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilization: Organization of Study, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. 

[16]  The scholars Florian Mühlfried and Sergey Sokolovskyi have highlighted the strong focus on histoy 

that has characterized the Soviet complex sciences (as anthropologists they focus on ethnography in 

particular), suggesting that such an approach might offer a productive alternative to what they describe 

as the “presentist bias” of the field in the aftermath of “Malinoskian functionalism”. See Florian Mühlfried 

and Sergey Sokolovsky (Eds.), Exploring the Edge of Empire: Soviet Era Anthropology in the Caucasus and 

Central Asia (Zürich: Lit Verlag Gmbh & Co, 2011): 5.

[17]  Letter from Gafurov to Rudolf Salat, 24 September 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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Gafurov's request was forwarded to Michel Dard, head of the Division of 

International Cultural Exchange. Dard responded to Gafurov’s letter that 

UNESCO could not afford to take on a role of “a universal organism for 

the dissemination of national cultures.” [18] For Dard, as well as UNESCO’s 

professionalization regime, the “Orient” should not be categorized as a 

transnational imaginary but as a fragmented tradition that belonged to a 

community of nation states. Such an internationalist outlook interfered 

with Gafurov’s aims to advance an anti-colonial cultural, or humanist, 

agenda. Also Roger Caillois, head of the Literature Section, interpreted 

Auezov’s work as the cultural heritage of a particular state arguing that 

there was no room in UNESCO for national literatures and recommending 

that Gafurov turn to organizations such as the British Council or the 

Alliance Française.[19] As it appears, in UNESCO’s organizational structure 

and professionalization regime there was no space to acknowledge 

Central Asian literature as representative of a broadly international 

cultural tradition, and categorized Central Asian literature as the heritage 

particular modern states instead.[20] 

  For certain onlookers, however, a different concern may have been 

at stake. As the below illustrates, beyond UNESCO’s institutional confines, 

the main premise of the UNESCO Central Asia project that the region 

had been an original agent of world cultural modernity or civilisation 

was not unequivocally shared. This can be illustrated with an analysis 

of the response to Braginsky’s projects of “Eastern” humanism in the 

1960s and 1970s. Gafurov’s original 1965 proposal for the Central Asia 

project to emphasize the role of Central Asian writers in the creation of 

a transnational humanism or modernity proved difficult. In the initial 

workplan, Gafurov had outlined six symposia that were to be organized in 

[18]  Letter to J. Havet from Michel Dard, 3 November 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. 

This paragraph has also been taken up in my article, “’Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO.”

[19]  Letter to J. Havet from Roger Caillois, 3 November 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[20]  The trend to compartmentalize literature along national lines may have been indicative of a broader 

ideological conflict within UNESCO that tended to reduce the role of books from a literary inspirational, 

to a purely functionalist educational one. Attempting to resist what she understands as the potential 

subversive power of literature, Céline Giton has suggested that throughout the second half of the 20th 

centry the UNESCO book project increasingly opted to favor the distribution of technical books that 

strengthened the centralized nation state to that of more literary or essayistic ones. See Céline Giton, 

“Weapons of Mass Distribution: UNESCO and the Impact of Books.” In A History of UNESCO: Global 

Actions and Impacts, edited by Poul Duedahl (Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 66 [49-72].
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the first few years. Two of these were focused on literature: one of these, 

outlining the contribution of Central Asian peoples’ to “world Renaissance 

poetry” was headed by Joseph Braginsky and the other to “modern 

literature.”[21] The study of literature was presented as strongly entangled 

with the study of philosophy and of the history of science: “[t]he subject 

comprises the history of philosophical thought throughout the centuries 

and the development of religions.”[22] 

  Despite their importance for the Central Asia project as envisaged 

by Gafurov, the UNESCO Secretariat initially failed to take up these 

themes devoted to the study of modern trends in literature. In the course 

of 1966, the Division of Cultural Studies, notified the Secretariat that 

Gafurov objected to the way the Secretariat “deformed” his original 

project proposal.[23] The problem was in UNESCO’s formulation research 

topics regarding the contribution of the peoples of Central Asia to “a 

contemporary world literature” had been removed, as well as the aim to 

research the role of Central Asian peoples in the “construction of a new 

culture” (underlinings retained from the original source - HJ).[24] As the 

Division of Cultural Studies had it, such projects were of great practical 

relevance for the internationalization of the project: “...its current interest 

is that it gives the possibility to collaborate with various institutions of 

countries which until now had not had the opportunity to work together 

in the field International cooperation.”[25] What their intervention shows 

is that research into the contribution of Central Asian peoples to modern 

transnational cultural trends was one of the project’s central concerns. 

  In April 1967 an expert meeting was held to kick start the UNESCO 

Central Asia project. Themes connected to the study of Central Asian 

literature focused squarely on the past: investigating classical rather 

than modern literatures. Also in other ways the document was less 

forward looking than the work plan Gafurov had proposed at the final 

[21]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilisation: Organization of Study, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-2, UNESCO.

[22]  Ibid.

[23]  Note pour la visite du Directeur général en URRS - Division d’Études des Cultures, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[24]  Ibid.

[25]  Ibid.
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AC meeting. The reasoning in the meeting’s preparatory information 

document was restorative rather than transformative: these literatures 

boosted “a centuries-long tradition” that were “already marked by 

brilliant achievements.”[26] This contrasted greatly with the approach 

of Soviet Central Asian intellectuals and modernisers at the 1956 

SKSSAA-Presidium meeting for instance, who had presented cultural 

transformation as one of the main aims of literary exchanges and events 

such as the Conference for African and Asian Writers in Tashkent. 

Moreover, the report’s language seems to convey a reluctance to recognize 

this literature as the fruit of the creative agency of Central Asian peoples. 

Rather than presenting this literature as original to the region and the 

communities populating it, the report proposed that Central Asia was only 

the home to various translations. According to the report “translations of 

the numerous masterpieces of this literature” were the common heritage 

of the region, greatly enriching “the world and civilisation.”[27] Remarkably, 

as such, the report failed to recognize the core message of Gafurov’s 

writings on Tajik history and culture. Building on the work of pre-Soviet 

orientalists, Gafurov’s writings had consistently emphasised that the 

Central Asian region was an original birthplace of medieval Perso-Islamic 

literature. 

 The archival record of the UNESCO Central Asia project suggests 

that outside UNESCO’s confines, a reluctance to identify Central Asia as an 

original centre of a world humanism or High Culture was not uncommon. 

It resurfaced at the Consultative Meeting for the Central Asia project held 

in April 1973. The meeting was chaired by Richard Hoggart, well-known 

literature scholar in Britain and UNESCO Assistant Director-General 

for the Social Sciences, Human Sciences and Culture, who had helped 

mediate the study of modern trends in Central Asian literature back onto 

the agenda.[28] One of the topics on the agenda was the proposal to set 

[26]  Expert Meeting for Central Asian Studies: Information Document, 29 March 1967, UNESDOCS 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 27 January 2017).

[27]  Ibid.

[28]  Hoggart is one of the founders the School of Cultural Analysis together with Stuart Hall at the 

University of Birmingham. His first major work, The Uses Of Literature (Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, 1957), was a milestone in literature studies for proposing that the working class had a culture of 

their own that was worthy of literary analysis too. Gafurov and Miroshnikov memorize him as a strong 

supporter of the Central Asia project: Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 79.
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up an International Research Centre in Teheran within the confines of 

the Central Asia project.[29] The proposal was drafted by Giuseppe Tucci, 

director of the Italian institute for Oriental studies in Rome (IsMEO - 

Institute for Middle and Far East) and one of the key figures shaping 

Mussolini’s politics towards Asia in the 1930s and 1940s.[30] As Tucci 

saw it the Institute’s main direction of research should be the study 

of “phenomena concerning the migrations of peoples and the cultural 

interchanges in protohistoric asia,” focused in particular on patterns of 

culture spreading “from Iran to the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent.”[31] While 

Tucci also suggested to include the study of Central Asia as the seat of 

several important routes of migration and trade, his proposal did little to 

recognize the region’s inhabitants as cultural agents in their own right. 

Rather Tucci aimed to analyse patterns of “ethnical and cultural radiations 

towards the Asian sub-continent,” regarding Iran as the centre “from 

which culture has spread, fanwise, towards the Asian sub-continent.[32] His 

research agenda thus evokes an image of Central Asia as a region through 

which culture diffused from West to East; a passage-way for patterns of 

culturalspread rather than cultural innovation and change. 

  In this same period, in December 1970, East -West, the journal of 

the IsMEO, published Günther Glaesser’s review article of a collective 

volume edited by Joseph Braginsky, and entitled The Idea of Humanism 

in Oriental Literatures (1967).[33] In the late 1960s Braginsky had become 

an important figure within the Soviet Academy of Sciences. He was also 

active in many international literary-academic arenas, for instance as the 

[29]  For the proposal see, Consultative meeting On the Central Asian Cultural Studies Programme: 

Annex VIII Proposal of IsMEO, Rome, 11 March 1973, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last 

accessed on 25 February 2017).  

[30]  On Giuseppe Tucci as leading Orientalist and spokesperson for fascist Italy in India, see Erica 

Garzilli, Il Duce’s Explorer: the Adventures of Giuseppe Tucci and Italian Policy in the Orient fom Mussolini 

to Andreotti (Milan: Asiatica Association, 2015). For more on Tucci and his connections among Indian 

Asianists, see Stolte, “Orienting India,” chapter 3.

[31]  Consultative meeting On the Central Asian Cultural Studies Programme, 11 March 1973, 

UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 25 February 2017). A few months later he also 

sent a letter with the same request to Richard Hoggart, see Letter to Dr. Richard Hoggart by Giuseppe 

Tucci, 8 June 1973,  008 (5-191.2) A 01 International Association for the Study of the Cultures of Central 

Asia correspondence with the USSR Part 1 (hereafter: IASCCAUSSR-1), UNESCO.

[32]  Consultative meeting, 11 March 1973, UNESCO, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 25 

February 2017); Letter to Dr. Richard Hoggart, 8 June 1973,  008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[33]  I.S. Braginsky (Ed.), Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka (Moscow: Nauka, 1967). 
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main editor of the Teheran based weekly Friend of Iran, and as member of 

the editorial board of the Prague-based journal New Orient (Novyi Vostok) 

that, according to Braginsky’s biographer, played an important role in the 

Prague spring.[34] 

  At first sight Glaesser’s review of The Idea of Humanism (1967) 

seems nothing but laudatory.[35] However, by misrepresenting some of 

its basic theoretical points, Glaesser gave the book a profoundly new 

meaning that undermined its basic premise that non-Western writers 

should be viewed as creators of world civilisation too. First Glaesser 

expresses his agreement with, and admiration for, several aspects of the 

book’s theoretical framework and message. He agrees with the book’s 

aim to adjust the biased understanding of humanism in the West where 

it seemed “... almost exclusively equivalent to an interest in classical 

culture, i.e. in Greek and Latin.”[36] On top of that, he praises the book’s 

emancipatory aims, and the fact that Braginsky approached humanism 

(or “human values”) as a universal phenomenon, unrestricted to East 

or West. Finally he admired the book’s complex method: combining 

the particular approach of “historians of comparative literature” with 

universal perspectives that recognized how Western and Eastern literary 

traditions were constitutive of the same, larger world humanism.[37] 

But while Glaesser supported the book’s aim to broaden the concept 

of Western civilisation, he rejected the book’s basic premise that non-

Western intellectuals and cultural figures should be regarded as original 

contributors to world humanism or civilisation per se. 

 In fact, Glaesser mounted an attack on Braginsky’s attempts 

to consciously politicize humanities scholarship, framing it as a 

misunderstood ideal of “spiritual liberty.”[38] Opposing what he claims 

to regard as Braginsky’s mistaken approach of freedom, Glaesser 

underscores that the only justifyable attitude towards cultural 

[34]  See the foreword by D.S. Kommissarov to Z.Sh. Radzhabov, Iosif Samuilovich Braginskii (Dushanbe: 

Akademiia Nauk Tadzhikskoi SSR, 1966).

[35]  Gustav Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka - ed. I.S. Braginsky”, East and West 

2, no. 4 (1970): 469-498.

[36]  Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka,” 496.

[37]  Ibid.

[38]  Ibid., 497. 
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development was one based on principle of laissez-faire: by letting 

history have its course. He suggests that this might (Italics mine - HJ)

lead to a more “accurate” understanding of the circumstances of the 

origin of humanism [...] provided it be considered as no more than a 

working hypothesis.”[39] Having thus discredited the interventionist set-

up of Braginsky’s project, Glaesser continues his account by relocating 

Braginsky’s idea of world humanism as an exclusively European heritage: 

to his mind, Europe was “the matrix in which the concept of humanism 

was born.”[40] Moreover, he describes the authors in Braginsky’s volume as 

“orientalists who are certainly “open” to the perspective offered [to them] 

by the “world of western and “classical” letters.”[41] In a vein similar to that 

of Giuseppe Tucci, Glaesser presented the Central Asian contributors 

to The Idea of Humanism volume as receptors, rather than participating 

creators of the idea of world humanism. 

II. Naturalizing Ethno-National Imaginations

Critical geographers such as Timothy Mitchell have shown how ‘natural’ 

or geographic data may provide a powerful rhetorical tool for their 

association with simplicity, a taken-for-grantedness that appears to speak 

for itself. [42] In the second half of the 1970s, perhaps unknowingly, the 

Central Asia project was faced by a rival internationalism that invoked 

the apparent self-evidence of “objective” natural-geographic elements, 

claiming to resist the “hypocrisy” of supranational labels.

  In 1970 René Maheu, Director General of UNESCO, depicted the 

Indus Valley as one of the priority sites within the UNESCO heritage 

protection program.[43]  Around that time, the Pakistan National 

Commission proposed to include the study of the Indus Valley as a new 

research theme as part of the UNESCO Central Asia project. By 1975 

[39]  Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka,” 498. 

[40]  Ibid., 496. 

[41]  Ibid.  

[42]  Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley, CA: The University of 

California Press, 2002): 221.

[43]  The Protection Of The Cultural Heritage: A talk delivered by Mr. Rene Maheu, 2 June 1970, 

UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 18 March 2016).
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preparations for study of the “Civilisation of the Indus Valley” were in full 

swing.[44] In the next section the Indus Valley Civilisation project will be 

compared with that of the Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land; an 

undated, written blueprint for the construction of an imaginary socialist 

state centred on the Indus Valley that has been preserved in the archives 

of the International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam.[45]  

  The UNESCO Indus Valley Civilisation research project fitted 

the Central Asia project’s focus on multi-cultural, cross-border regions. 

Another correspondence was its appreciation of non-territorial cultural 

traditions: the staff at the Department for Cultural Studies consistently 

reminded the UNESCO administration that the Indus Valley should not be 

treated as a site of “material heritage” alone, but also include the research 

of its spiritual and literary heritage. In May 1976, Vladimir Tiurin, Soviet 

orientalist affilliated to the IVAN in Moscow and one of the Paris-based 

coordinators of the UNESCO Central Asia project, recommended that 

the expert to be taken on board for the Indus Valley project should “not 

[be] a narrow specialist”. To the contrary, the expert’s profile should fit 

the complex, interdisciplinary and inclusive research tradition that had 

charecterized the Central Asia project from the begnning, as well as the 

East West Project before it.[46] For Tiurin, what mattered was that the new 

expert was well acquainted with the cultural-historical traditions that 

transceneded the borders of the Indus Valley. He recommended taking 

on a person that was “well acquainted with the various aspects of ancient 

civilisations in Asia.”[47]  

  Also Najm Bammate, director at the Cultural Studies Division who 

had recently been installed as Deputy Assistant Director General (which 

he remained until 1978), underscored that research of the Indus Valley 

should be conducted on an interdisciplinary basis. Due attention should be 

paid to the transnational cultural elements that made up the region’s past 

and heritage. Seeing that the theme “touched upon various disciplines 

[44]  Working document for the plenary session of the IASCCA, 14 June 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCA 

Correpondence with the USSR Part 2 (hereafter: IASCCAUSSR-2), UNESCO.

[45]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive 

Movements in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.

[46]  Letter of Vladimir Tiourine to Mr. Percy Stulz, 18 May 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-2 , 

UNESCO. 

[47]  Ibid.



- 196 -

such as history epigraphy, linguistics and archaeology,” Bammate argued, 

its “collective and interdisciplinary” character should be highlighted as 

part of the initial project description.[48] In suggesting that this description 

should be adopted as a blueprint for all future UNESCO activities related 

to the Indus Valley Civilisation, Bammate attempted to secure the complex 

cultural-historical research tradition for UNESCO-related projects in the 

region.

  Meanwhile, within Pakistan, a group of self-declared revolutionaries 

going by the name of Sangi (meaning “member of the organization” in 

Hindi) developed a program of federal state building  rationalized by 

a geographical imagination that the group presented as “natural” and 

therefore logical: “...we challenge the so-called international boundaries 

of Pakistan for being unnatural, artificial and thrust upon the people of 

Indus Land by virtue of naked power without the general consensus.”[49] 

The manifesto of the Sangi suggests a Hindu-centric nationalist agenda, 

emphasizing the trope of ethno-national liberation (Hindu) from 

supranational (Muslim) oppression.[50] The document accuses Pakistan’s 

authority of upholding a hypocritical narrative of national purity: “We 

believe we are humble, fallible stock and not Pure or Pak as indicated by the 

word Pakistan. It is sheer hypocrisy to call ourselves Pak.”[51]  

  The manifesto appeared at a time of growing unrest in Pakistan. 

Opposition to President Bhutto’s regime was growing, only enhanced by 

economic malaise that was the response to the oil crisis of 1973. In a context 

of the gradual disintegration of the left and emergence of various radical 

and nationalist splinter parties and groups, radical groups in Pakistan were 

[48]  Consultant pour le project de la Vallée de l’Indus, 20 May 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-2, 

UNESCO.

[49]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive Movements 

in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.

[50]  So far I have not been able to identify this group. While in the India of the early 21st century the 

name would suggest a connection with the Hindu nationalist movement, in particular the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh [National Volunteer Corps] (RRS), I am not sure that this was the case in Pakistan of 

the mid-1970s. For the RRS see Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu Nationalist Movement in India (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1998). What is clear, however, is the Sangi’s desire to replace the supranational 

identity of Pakistan for a multiculturalism perceived as distinct ethno-national commnuities.

[51]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive Movements 

in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.
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rallying the population for the establishment of a new state order.[52] 

  In their manifesto, the Sangi claimed not to desire to dismantle the 

state, but to seek the reorganization of Pakistan as a socialist federative 

union that granted each of its constituent units a “maximum [degree of] 

provincial autonomy.”[53] To the mind of the Sangi this new federation 

was truly inclusive, and an improvement to the “hypocrisy” of current 

narratives of the cultural (or religious) unity of Pakistan. When analyzing 

the groups that were to be granted their own federative unit within this 

larger Indus Valley Land, however, it appears the model came with its own 

mechanisms of exclusion.  

 To justify the territorial reach of the Indus Valley Land the Sangis 

evoked a naturalized territorial logic: the country comprised the “entire 

region falling within the range of river Indus and its tributaries, known 

as Indus Valley.”[54] These tributaries included various ethnic sub-state 

communities, such as Nooristan and Pakhtoonistan, and the manifesto 

added that this was only a “tentative arrangement”, suggesting that 

other ethno-territorial units could be included too.[55]  Having evoked 

a naturalized imagination to map the geograph reaches of the Indus 

Valley Land, the Sangi proceeded to invest it with ethno-cultural content: 

“According to our opinion, this entire region is a single geographical tract; 

it has a single nation namely Indus Nation, with similar history, ballads, 

mores and folkways... It is a single unit of nation in the sense that the 

people of this region have similar economic sources and similar urges.”[56] 

As far as the Sangi are concerned, the Indus Valley Land was inclusive 

and international due to the fact that it incorporated of the locally rooted 

ethno-cultural communities that had lived in geographical proximity for 

many years. 

  Despite this declaration of inclusivity, however, the Sangi did not 

recognize groups and communities who based their identity on religions, 

[52]  Ayesha Jalal, The Struggle for Pakistan: A Muslim Homeland and Global Politics (Cambridge & Londen: 

The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014).

[53]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive 

Movements in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.

[54]  Ibid.

[55]  Ibid.

[56]  Ibid.
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or perhaps meta-physical solidarities. Citing the work of the Pakistan 

academic Faulad Khan, the Sangi even reduced spirituality to a naturalized 

geographical notion: “Height is both physical and spiritual. Physical 

heights of the mountains have always been used as symbols for spiritual 

elevations. But certain mountains and mountain peaks have always been 

referred to as the higher of the higher, the sacred of the sacred because 

of historical significance.... [t]he reader shall soon realize that the Kailas 

Parbat is the place from where all spiritual wisdom had glowed in the 

world.”[57] In this passage, spiritualism is approached as something fixed, 

something tangible and with a material essence, something constitutive 

of territorially bounded national identities. By understanding culture 

as primarily defined on the basis of ethnoterritorial or socio-economic 

characteristics, the Sangi produced an image of internationalism 

reminiscent of Stalin’s anti-cosmopolitanism: recognizing only locally 

rooted, bounded ethno-centric communities.[58] The pretense of 

inclusivity does not hold while open to the rapprochement with other 

supposedly bounded ethno-cultural communities  there was little room for 

intersecting or cross-national identities, or for internal diversity. 

 In this way, the Indus Valley Land as imagined by the Sangi 

outsourced diversity. It presented cultural diversity as something that 

existed not within a particular socio-cultural unit or community, but as 

something that separated them from each other. As such, the federative 

state Indus Valley Land was the ideological antithesis of the Indus Valley 

Civilisation as imagined through the eyes of the Central Asian scholars 

and propagandists participating in the UNESCO Central Asia project. The 

archival record illumnates how the original members of the Central Asia 

project consistently strove to present the cultures of the Indus Valley, 

as well as Central Asia more broadly, as part of a larger, internationally 

entangled world culture. This culture was secular in the Nehruvian sense: 

combining unity with cultural pluralism. 

  For people like Gafurov, Bammate (as will be explained in more 

detail below) or the renown Pakistani archaeologist Ahmad Dani, cultural 

or religious heritages were an important marker of world transnational 

[57]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive 

Movements in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.

[58]  See chapter two of this thesis.
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unity and entanglement. When in 1978 an expert meeting on the History 

of Central Asian Civilisations was held at UNESCO headquarters, Ahmad 

Dani, who was one of the original members of the Central Asia project and 

professor at the University of Islamabad proposed to abandon the use of 

the term Indus Valley Civilisation. As Yasushi Kono, the new coordinator of 

the Central Asia project explained, Ahmad Dani had begun using the term 

“Indus Civilisation” rather than “Indus Valley Civilisation”, stating that 

“the civilisation extended beyond the Indus Valley”.[59] Dani’s intervention 

is significant: it lifted the cultural traditions of the Indus beyond its 

material, geographic confines, restoring it as a shared, multicultural 

heritage connecting peoples beyond nation-state boundaries.

III. Leftism as Fragmentation? 

In one sense, the Ingus Valley Land project was illustrative of a broader 

trend that challenged the UNESCO Central Asia project in the 1970s: the 

view that  supra-national or non-territorial concepts of culture failed to 

account for meaningful differences.  At the 1973 Centenary International 

Congress for Orientalists in Paris, 16-23 July, a leftist critique of 

Orientalism in the Saidian sense was raised. 

 As Bernard Lewis, the well-known American Orientalist and critic 

of Edward Said remembered, the critics raised two main objectives. 

The first was practical, and resulted from changes in the academic 

professionalization regime, with scholars complained that term was 

unrelated to either “the discipline in which they were engaged” or “the 

region with which they were concerned.”[60] The other type of critique 

was “ideological and leftist”: the idea that the term glossed over more 

fundamental oppositions and power-hierarchies in world history and 

culture. In Lewis’ words, these critics argued that “the term was somehow 

insulting to Orientals in that it made them appear as the objects of study 

rather than as participants.”[61] 

[59]  Note by Kono to Pouchpa Dass, 16 October 1978, 008 (5-191.2) 549 IASCCA Correspondence with 

Pakistan Part 2 (hereafter: IASCCAP-2), UNESCO. 

[60]  Bernard Lewis, “The Question of Orientalism," in The New York Review of Books 29, no. 11 (June 24, 

1982).

[61]  Lewis, “The Question of Orientalism”.
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 As as result of these objectives, the Congress had decided to adopt 

a new name. Henceforth it was to be known not as the International 

Congress for Orientalists but the International Congress for the Human 

Sciences in Asia and North Africa. Interestingly, as Bernard Lewis related 

about a decade later, Gafurov, who attended the Congress, actively resisted 

the name-change. To cite Bernard Lewis: “This term, said Ghafurov, had 

served us well for more than a century. Why should we now abandon a 

word that conveniently designates the work we do and that was borne with 

pride by our teachers and their teachers for many generations back?”[62]  

As this thesis has argued, for Gafurov the “Orient” as a term captured an 

idea of international unity that was manifest in the entanglement of non-

territorial “spiritual” Eastern heritages and traditions. However, as Lewis 

points out, by the time of the 1973 Centenary, this message of unity found 

little support among progressive scholars. In fact, Lewis remembers, 

“Ghafurov was not entirely pleased with the comment of a British delegate 

who praised him for his able statement of the conservative point of 

view.”[63] 

 At UNESCO headquarters, however, Najm oud-Dine Bammate, 

was not so concerned. While Bammate dismissed the critiques of social 

scientists whom he accused of reducing the “diversity of cultures into a 

field of observation that was homogeneous enough to fit its techniques,” 

he was rather positive about the more ideologically inspired, leftist 

line of criticism.[64]  Instead, Bammate preferred to emphasize the 

multi-layeredness of human experience, supporting an approach to the 

humanities that acknowledged the “dualism” of studying world culture 

and its particular material circumstance. 

 Here Bammate seemed to suggest material compartmentalization 

could be accommodated with a strong sense of transnational, or 

international, solidarity. Bammate’s biography suggests he was a strong 

supporter of peoples’ internationalism, emphasizing transnational 

spiritual connections and cultural emancipation of minority cultures. His 

biography ties him to the southern peripheries of the USSR: he was the 

[62]  Lewis, “The Question of Orientalism”.

[63]  Ibid.

[64]  Note de Synthese sur le Congress International des Orientalistes, 24 July 1973, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 

IASCCAUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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son of Haidar Bammate who was born in Daghestan and had been one of 

the leading figures in the short-lived Mountainous Republic of the North 

Caucasus. Haidar had served as the Afghan ambassador to France and to 

Switzerland, and Najm Bammate now lived in Paris.[65] He was the former 

coordinator of the East-West Project (having succeeded Jacques Havet 

in 1963) as well as director of the Division for the Division for Cultural 

Studies, and was now Richard Hoggart’s deputy. In the 1970s and 80s 

Bammate was one of the best known spokespersons for modern Islam in 

France.[66] Labeled a cosmopolitan and a traditionalist by Mark Sedwick, he 

resisted an understanding of secularism in the sense of the French state-

based laïcité that banned all expressions of religion from the public sphere 

aiming instead for the state to recognize all religions on equal footing.[67] 

 In the aftermath of the Congress for Orientalists, Bammate argued 

that the Congress had aimed not to liquidate the philological pillar of 

Oriental Studies, but had only targeted the imperial traditions that 

objectified the Orient and rejected its role as historical agent and creator 

of culture: the “type of Orientalism” in which only “some were qualified 

to define,” and in which “oriental cultures” were objectivized or treated as 

“inert things, fixed by an exterior gaze.”[68]  For Bammate, the incentive to 

change the name of the Congress was born from a resistance to the “fake 

uniformity” assumed by the positivist approaches that dominated much of 

the natural or social sciences.[69] Calling the Congress a “cultural Bandung,” 

he argued that the new name signalled the support of a type of “cultural 

pluralism” that resulted from both the study of “concrete situations” and 

the “specific qualities and values of the peoples under study.” As such, 

Bammate suggested, the new turn in Oriental studies did not signal the 

end of “Orientalism” as it was then known. This last comment suggests 

[65]  For a short biography of Haidar Bammate, see Georges Mamoulia, “L’histoire Du Groupe Caucase 

(1934-1939).” In Cahiers Du Monde Russe 48, no. 1 (2007): 81-83.

[66]  Najm-oud-Dine Bammate, l’Islam et l’Occident (Paris: UNESCO, 2000): see in particular the preface 

by Sadek Sellam entitled “Une frère des hommes”.

[67]  For Mark Sedwick using these labels, see Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World: Traditionalism 

and the Secret Intellectual history of the Twentieth Century (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Pres, 

2004), 78.

[68]  Note de Synthese sur le Congress International des Orientalistes, 24 July 1973, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 

IASCCAUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[69]  Ibid.
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that, for Bammate, the critique of Orientalism was familiar and did 

not necessarily demand a change of direction or strategy. While at the 

Congress an anonymous commentator had equated Gafurovs resistance 

to shedding the term with conservatism, Bammate’s synthesis of the 

anti-Orientalist critiques suggests that for him, as for Gafurov, the idea 

of a shared “Oriental” humanism or heritage could be accomodated with 

notions of difference, and supported an agenda of anti-imperial activism. 

 While Bammate did not think the name change would interfere 

with the emancipatory course in world Oriental studies, it soon turned 

out that the name change was perhaps symptomatic of a trend that 

would undermine the Central Asia project. In the next years in UNESCO 

resistance to nonmaterialistic solidarities rose, fanned by leftist 

critics, including the PRC. UNESCO recognized the PRC as a member 

in 1971. Nevertheless the PRC was absent at the 1973 Centenary of the 

International Congress of Orientalists in Paris, due to its “disagreement 

with the notion of orientalism”, seeing it as an expression of 

“Europocentric” approaches to history.[70] Bammate nevertheless believed 

that China would soon come to take more active part in UNESCO’s cultural 

program: UNESCO’s diplomacy towards the PRC had already brought on 

discussions with a Chinese “academic delegation” in Beijing regarding the 

possibility of setting up an “East Asian Cultural Studies Program”.[71] 

 In the next years, indeed, the role of the PRC in the History of 

Central Asian Civilizations grew. Leftist critiques at the Centenary of the 

International Congress of Orientalists were based on the argument that 

Wesern notions of the “Orient” and Oriental civilisation perpetuated 

cultural hierarchies and subjectivities. These critiques were shared 

by the PRC, and adapted to pick holes in the UNESCO conjecture that 

societal change could be manufactured through cultural education and 

reform; processes that targeted “ the minds of men” and were somehow 

autonomous from society’s socio-economic base.[72]  

[70]  Note de Synthese sur le Congress International des Orientalistes, 24 July 1973, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 

IASCCAUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[71]  Ibid.

[72]  In discussing the role of the PRC in UNESCO Samuel Kim emphasized PRC resistance to cultural 

projects for their own sake. In his view, the speech of the Chinese ambassador to France at the 1974 

UNESCO General Conference could be summarized as the idea that “war begins in the hegemonic 

practices of superpowers," see Samuel S. Kim, China, The United Nations and World Order (New Jersey: 
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 As the previous chapter has shown, in the PRC arguments in favour 

of a materialistic approach of history and development were strongly 

entangled with a concern to defend a modern geopolitical order in Asia 

that emphasized the legitimacy of modern ethno-national identities and 

state centralization, to the detriment of transnational solidarities. In 

the late 1970s in UNESCO an alternative regional mindset was on the 

rise that emphasized the role of states rather than sub-state groups and 

communities in the creation of culture. A few months after the Centenary 

of the International Congress of Orientalists, Najm Bammate sent a 

later message to René Maheu that seemed intent on putting the PRC in 

its place. At the recent meeting international consultants of the Central 

Asia project had voted unanimously in favour of admitting both China 

and Turkey as participating members of the project. While Bammate 

acknowledged that this might lead to better relations with the PRC, he 

underscored that Chinese participation was conditional and had to be on 

the terms of the project  “...which means to say that it should be without 

ideological content and focused on the techniques of archaeology, art 

history and material civilisation, perhaps the history of the commercial 

trans-Asian routes.” As he concluded, “in this range there should be 

enough to interest China”.[73] Apparently fearing that the PRC might 

undermine the transnational spirit of the project, Bammate made sure to 

explicitly state the project’s cultural-historical orientation. 

IV. Networks, Institions and  
the Bias of Professional Neutralism

In the previous chapter we have suggested that the PRC’s critique 

of “metaphysics” as well as their plea for a return to strict historical 

materialism served political agendas closer to home. One of these, as the 

analysis of Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People (1952) already indicated, 

was the preservation of a state-centric historical narrative. Historical 

materialism in its Maoist inflection put the PRC and its Communist 

Princeton University Press, 1979): 354.

[73]  Memo by Bammate: Cultures de l’Asie centrale, 8 August 1973, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-1, 

UNESCO.
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leadership forward as the legitimate ruler in the Chinese territories, 

and as leading modern (communist) state on the Asian continent. 

Soon after the PRC became a participant to the UNESCO Central Asia 

project continental demarcations began to play a greater role in the the 

professionalizationa regime of UNESCO’s cultural programs. This resulted 

in the marginalization of the Central Asia project including its message of 

peoples’ internationalism.  

 As J.P. Singh has noted, the success of UNESCO’s cultural programs 

depended to a large extent on the personal networks sustaining these 

programs.  In the mid-1970s key figures within the UNESCO secretariat 

left or died, which greatly disrupted the networks that had been built up 

for years, providing intermediaries who knew how to navigate the various 

scales of UNESCO’s work. Importantly, for the Central Asia project:, 

Director General René Maheu stepped down as Director General in 1974, 

soon followed by Richard Hoggart.[74] In 1977, moreover, Bobodzhan 

Gafurov, who had been the throbbing heart of the project from the very 

beginning died of cancer.

 The new staff members responsible for the Central Asia project had 

no affinity with the region. While Najm Bammate and Vladimir Tiurin both 

traced their cultural roots to the Caucasus, an in-between region, known 

for its multi-layered cultural identity, Pouchpa Dass, new director of the 

Cultural Studies Division, traced his cultural heritage back to India; Asia 

proper. Also Yasushi Kono, the new Japanese program director traced 

his roots to Asia. Moroever, neither of the two seemed to have an interest 

in activist historiography: Pouchpa Dass had a background in Asian 

philosophy and ethics, while in a private memo Kono shared his personal 

conviction that UNESCO should refrain from advancing a particular 

approach of history: “Unesco’s role is not so much to write a history book 

as to assist historians by providing them with research materials.” [75] 

  In the first weeks after having taken up his new job Pouchpa Dass 

reversed half a century of efforts on the side of Gafurov and his colleagues 

to advance an approach of regional analysis that allowed to preserve 

[74]  Shifts in the UNESCO secretarial staff affected the networks that sustained cultural programs on 

different scales. J.P Singh, "Cultural Networks and UNESCO: Fostering Heritage Preservation Betwixt 

Idealism and Participation," in Heritage and Society 7, no. 1 (May 2014): 18-31.  

[75]  Letter from Kono to Pouchpa Dass, 10 July 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44), UNESCO. 
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peoples’ internationalism.  Soon after his instalment, Pouchpa Dass wrote a 

note to the Director General effectively winding up most of the Central Asia 

project: “…I think that further studies on the early stages of Central Asian 

Civilizations can be carried out as part of the preparation of the History 

and under other programs of cultural studies in Asia during 1979-1980.”[76] 

From that time onwards, all that remained from the Central Asia project 

was the History of the Central Asian Civilizations book project. Despite Kono’s 

self-confessed lack of enthusiasm for UNESCO’s historiographical work, 

he was installed as the History of Central Asian Civilizations coordinator. 

Gafurov had left a detailed work plan for the composition of a multivolume 

History of Central Asian Civilizations. The IASCCA had ratified the work plan 

at the expert meeting held in parallel to the International Symposium on 

the Ethnic Problems of the Early History of Central Asia, held in Dushanbe, 

17-22 October 1977. The workplan conveys Gafurov’s wish that the book was 

written in line with peoples’ internationalism - as the workplan emphasized, 

in the tradition of the UNESCO History of Mankind - its most important aim 

being the recording of historical and cultural connections between peoples 

on a global scale.[77] 

  As coordinator of the History of Central Asian Civilizations Kono was 

destined to play an important role in the development of the Central Asia 

project, as well as the preservation of its message of people’ internationalism. 

As it turned out, however, Kono’s interventions did little to preserve the 

original aim and character of the project. A possible reason for this may have 

been his relative inexperience with (and perhaps disinterest for) the region. 

Paradoxically, Kono and Pouchpa Dass’ neutral professionalism worked 

against the emancipatory aims of the original members of the project. It 

was due to their management, for instance, that the relative role of states 

situated outside the region was increased. Against Gafurov’s advice to grant 

the original member states greater representation on the editorial board 

of the book-project, for instance, Turkey and the PRC were now granted 

the same number of seats as the Central Asian member-states who had 

participated in the project from the very beginning.[78]

[76]  Letter from Pouchpa Dass, 8 January 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (470), UNESCO.

[77]  Working document for the plenary session of the IASCCA, 214 June 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 

IASCCAUSSR-2, UNESCO.

[78] Memo by Y. Kono: Subject Meeting of Experts for the preparation of a History of Civilizations of Central 



- 206 -

  The first expert meeting for the History of Central Asian Civilizations 

book project,  held in October 1978 was illustrative of the sudden 

vulnerability of the emancipay peoples’ internationalist agenda.[79] Because 

the decision to hold the meeting at UNESCO headquarters had been taken 

relatively last-minute, some of the invited experts were unable to meet 

travel requirements in time and failed to attend the meeting. Crucially, 

these included the heads of the Soviet delegation whose visas were 

extended too late.  As a consequence, the Soviet delegation arrived in Paris 

only after the meeting had already closed.[80] The course of the discussion 

suggests that the absence of the Soviet delegation had been clearly felt. In 

contrast to the internationalist aims of the project, disagreements came 

to the fore that signalled a national rather than international mindset. The 

Iranian participants, for instance, stated that “Central Asia had not had a 

significant culture” of its own. Similarly, other members suggested that 

“Central Asia [was] only an historical and cultural notion.” By questioning 

the geographic specificity and origin of Central Asian civilisation, the 

argument could be made that the cultural achievements of the region had 

come to the region from elsewhere.[81] 

 In line with Tucci and Glaesser’s diffusionist viewpoints discussed 

above, the Iranian delegation also suggested that the book’s focus should 

be on the spread from higher cultures into the region: on “influences 

received by the region from... civilizations as Iranian, Indian, Chinese 

and so on.”[82] In support of this, the dlegation proposed to abandon the 

chronological approach of the History of Central Asian Civilizations and 

opt for a thematic approach instead. However, the majority of participants 

suggested “all cultures should be treated equally”, and spoke out in favour 

of a chronological approach rather than a thematic one.[83] Even so, a 

Asia, 31 July 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) UNESCO.  

[79]  Memo by Y. Kono: Subject Meeting of Experts for the preparation of a History of Civilizations of 

Central Asia, 4 November, 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) UNESCO.
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shared chronology was not easily agreed on, the problem being that each 

participant wanted to highlight events that had taken place “in his own 

country”.[84] 

 While this last comment indicates the rise of a nation-centric rather 

than internationalist orientation, the meeting illustrates that a regionally 

demarcated historical perspective also challenged the ‘one world’ premise 

of the Central Asia project. In his 1977 workplan, Gafurov had underscored 

the fundamental singularity of the world historical path, and had proposed 

using “the European chronological designation” for writing the history of 

Central Asia. Now, however, members challenged the universality of this 

periodization; dismissing it as “not… applicable to Central Asian history.”[85] 

Furthermore, while in the past the terms of Inner Asia, Central Asia and 

Middle Asia had often overlapped, various participants now presented 

the culture of Central Asia as demarcated by strict regional boundaries. 

When the Mongolian delegate stated that territorial boundaries of Central 

Asia also encompassed Manchuria and Siberia, this was rejected by the 

majority of the participants who argued that these areas in fact belonged 

to “Inner Asia”.[86] 

*

In his seminal book Rule of Experts, Timothy Mitchell points out how the 

rise of the current concept of the modern economy as the “totality of 

monetarized exchanges within a defined space” demanded the separation 

between the “material” world and the world of  its “representation.”[87]  As 

the above discussion shows, the emancipatory anti-colonial agenda of 

Central Asian modernisers such as Gafurov, was confronted at several 

instances by arguments that separated the cultural-historical traditions 

that had shaped the Central Asian past from the particular territorial 

locality where these traditions had taken shape. These acts of separation 

seemed to leave intact both the vision of the Central Asian state or 

republic as a modern culturally ethno-centric nation, as well as that 

[84]  Memo by Y. Kono: Subject Meeting of Experts for the preparation of a History of Civilizations of 

Central Asia, 4 November, 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) UNESCO.

[85]  Ibid.

[86]  Ibid.. 

[87]  Mitchell, Rule of Experts, introduction, for the quote see p. 6..
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of Central Asian culture as an expansive, pluralistic cultural heritage; 

producing the idea that they were two dispersed entities. This was also 

the case at the UNESCO expert meeting for the History of the Central 

Asian book project of 1978. While eventually the participants agreed 

that a geographical notion of Central Asia did exist, certain participants 

continued to disinguish between the territorial notion of Central Asia and 

the spiritual cultural one.  

  Professor Denis Sinor (USA), for instance, proposed the following 

geographical delimitation: in considering the past, research for the History 

of Central Asian Civilizations was to illuminate the cultures of sub-state 

communities, or “territories lying at present within the boundaries of 

Afghanistan, China, India, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan and the USSR,” based 

on an examination of “material atochthonous to the region.”[88] In an 

opaquely formulated paragraph he also suggested that there should be 

space to acknowledge the inluence of states situated outside this area: “It 

will also take into account such foreign influence which in prehistory and 

history contributed in a significant measure to the formation of presen-

day Central Asia.” [89] Aware that this might be viewed as contrary to the 

original aims of the project, he added that, when tracing the history of 

peoples and civilisations “who and which impacted on the region” this 

should be done “only to the extent necessary for a better understanding of 

Central Asia as defined above”.[90] The qualification “present day” suggests 

that here, in particular, processes of change and modernization were 

meant. If that is the case, his proposal implicitly distinguished between 

local cultural trends and progressive, modernizing patterns of culture 

which are then traced to foreign influences.  

 In the description of Professor Bira (Mongolian ASSR), by contrast,  

no such such qualification existed. To his mind, Central Asia was a region 

that illuminated the cultural impact of various sub-state communities on 

a international, perhaps global level: “The cultural worlds of Central Asia 

englobes… the various parts of the Asian continent, i.e. Iran, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Northern India, the Central Asian Soviet Republics, Mongolia, 

[88]  [Note on Central Asia’s geographical delimitation by Denis Sinor], 10 October 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 

06 (44) UNESCO.
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the westerns and north-western areas of the People’s Republic of China, 

and, in the past, Eastern Turkestan, Tibet, Manchuria and partly southern 

and eastern Soviet Siberia.” [91]  

 As we have argued at the start of this thesis, historians now 

marvel at UNESCO’s broad definition of Central Asia as a region. This 

suggests that the distinction between the historical transnational and a 

modern conceptualization of Central Asia as a conglomerate of particular, 

bounded nation-states has taken firm root in our collective imagination. 

Historically, Central Asian culture and civilisation may be perceived as an 

international and potentially multi-layered, pluralistic space with porous 

boundaries. In its modern guise, however, Central Asian culture is marked 

by the influence of distinct, territorialized (nation-)states. Its logic, this 

thesis contends, indicates the demise of peoples’ internationalism as a 

historical perspective and modern emancipatory, anti-colonial agenda. 

[91]  [Note on Central Asia’s geographical delimitation by Professor Bira], undated, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) 

UNESCO.
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Concluding  
Remarks.
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In the introduction to this thesis I suggested that a critical examination 

of Gafurov’s biography might allow us to identify a distinct historical 

perspective that I have named peoples’ internationalism. Characteristic 

for this historical worldview is that it emphasized the historical agency 

of non-state actors and invested culture with a historically productive 

force. In the previous chapters, I have tried to outline how this historical 

perspective played a guiding role in various research projects conducted 

by both Soviet and Asian scholars, arguing that these aimed to reform 

and modernize society through its educational institutions. An important 

end-goal of this ‘revolution of the mind’ was to carve out a place for the 

East in modernity; while encouraging the unification of local cultural 

traditions into translocal national heritages, these were simultaneously 

presented as part and parcel of a global world culture and humanism. The 

aim to increase awareness among local communities of their particular 

cultural history and heritage played a key role in this agenda. For this 

reason, its strategy was in many ways akin to that of cultural nationalists 

who supported the cultivation of culture as a source of self-worth and 

community; allowing a group to find its place within a broader world 

culture or civilisation, regardless, initially, of political projects of state 

formation and centralization. 

 While some historical accounts have tended to reduce global 

(or transnational) narratives to simply imperialism by another name, 

oppressive of more authentic “local” identities, this thesis has attempted 

to highlight some of the ways in which we could understand peoples’ 

internationalism as a global perspective that succeeded in maintaining 

both an anti-colonial and local agenda of cultural revolution. On the one 

hand, peoples’ internationalism provided legitimacy to the Soviet state, 



- 212 -

whose model of centralized state-building was often at the expense of 

the agency and culture of sub-state communities. At the same time, as 

the first chapter shows, the attempt to imagine a “broader” history of the 

Tajik people was rooted in transnational approaches of pre-revolutionary 

humanities scholars as well as local Muslim modernisers. As the global 

commitments of the archaeologist Boris Litvinsky, who contributed much 

to Gafurov’s biography show, these historical narratives and approaches 

allowed Gafurov to preserve the ideal of a global ‘whole’ that at the same 

time was strongly entangled with a broader, Islamic imagination. It also 

allowed him to contribute to a local tradition of Muslim modernism that 

sought to reform society through education and propaganda, and that 

counted on the solidarity of fellow Muslim modernisers beyond Tajik 

boundaries. 

 This thesis’ understanding of Gafurov as a “multi-lingual 

local” makes possible a more nuanced understanding of some of the 

ways in which global narratives allowed for the preservation and 

internationalization of local, Asian agendas and imaginations. Accordingly, 

while the second chapter provides an overview of Gafurov’s role in the 

making of historical narratives in the Soviet (Stalinist) Tajik context, 

the third and fourth chapters follow Gafurov’s work and biography 

to the international scale. The first two chapters are thus intended to 

illuminate how peoples’ internationalism conflicted with a rival approach 

of historical development as closely entangled with a vision of modernity 

that emphasized state-based processes of development. The following 

two chapters, on the other hand, highlight how state-based approaches 

of history and culture conflicted with peoples’ internationalism in the 

wider ‘global’ contexts of Afro-Asian solidarity, European world making in 

UNESCO, and wider Cold War geopolitics.

 The thesis has also tried to provide a brief glimpse into the political 

lives that narratives of peoples’ internationalism inspired, suggesting 

that such narratives served widely different political agendas. Indian 

politicians such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Mawlana Azad supported 
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peoples’ internationalism as a foundation for a pluralistic state-building 

agenda that might grant equal recognition to the contributions made by 

Muslims as well as other (notably Hindu) communities to the history of 

India in the world. PRC resistance to peoples’ internationalism showed 

how its critics were also inspired by agendas of state-building: in the 

case of Mao Zedong, resistance to narratives of cultural, spiritual or 

“meta-physical” unity served the rationalization of a “realist” historical 

narrative that emphasized the legitimacy of the PRC’s territorial 

boundaries. Indeed, from the late 1950s onwards, the PRC took the 

lead within the wider socialist camp in advancing a territorialized, 

state-centric approach of culture in the vein of Stalinism. Taking a still 

different approach – and juggling at times apparently incompatible 

interests – Soviet orientalists attempted to preserve a historical vision 

that emphasized the historical agency of non-state actors and expansive 

cultural imaginations in holding to their transnational and literary 

commitments. As the case studies in the final chapter and epilogue 

indicate, in fact they were doing so in an international academic climate 

that was increasingly prone to rejecting “fuzzy” and in-between identities. 

 Having highlighted how, for Soviet orientalists, Central Asian 

research provided the basis for an alternative regionalism that recognized 

the expansive nature of human history and development, the epilogue 

illuminates several moments in history when peoples’ internationalism 

was rivalled by different regional imaginations. Many of these emphasize 

the apparent objectivity of geo-natural phenomena, such as continents 

or ethno-local affiliation. For instance, in 1973, the Union of Orientalists 

shed its “oriental” denominator for its imperialist connotations, replacing 

it by more “objective” regional identifications. In the same vein, the Indus 

Valley Land strove to replace the idea of civilisation with a rooted vision of 

Indus Valley as a territorialized community of ethnic groups, presenting 

this community as the natural outcome of the world’s historical process. 

At the same time, other rival internationalisms emphasized High Culture, 

while foregoing of its porous, local roots. The case of Joseph Braginsky’s 
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Central Asian literature project reveals, for instance, that states responded 

by defending the transnational unity and “purity” of non-territorial 

traditions by rejecting its fuzzy borders and internal variations. This idea 

of civilisation as the (historical) sphere of influence of distinct modern 

nation-states or regions with firm borders was also popularized in 

Eastern Europe, where peoples’ internationalism competed with a cultural 

regionalism that presented the region as heir of a distinct Western 

civilisation or heritage.[1] Finally, the case of UNESCO’s History of Central 

Asian Civilizations also identifies the culture of professional neutralism 

as a rival of peoples’ internationalism that encouraged a modern cultural 

regionalism as demarcated by the cultural spheres of influence of modern 

centralized states. In the end, as such, it was the lack of sensitivity 

towards the sub-state agenda of internationalism displayed by European 

institutions that encouraged the marginalization of Central Asia studies 

in UNESCO, as well as of the broader vision of peoples’ internationalism it 

sought to defend. While all of the cases addressed above warrant further 

research, this thesis proposes that to fully understand their aims and 

effects, they should be measured against the ideal of a non-state, locally 

rooted peoples’ internationalism and the vision of a different global 

modernity with which it was entangled.

[1] For Eastern Europe embracing a West European civilisational identity distancing itself for instance 

from the Islamic East, see Mark, Iacob, Rupprecht, Spaskovska, 1989, especially chapter 3.
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In her thesis Jansen analyses the way Soviet orientalists wrote the history 

of Central Asia, through the prism of the Tajik SSR, one of the region’s 

constituent Republics. Focusing on the post-war period she argues 

that Soviet orientalists imagined the Central Asian past as part of a 

wider, global historiography. While she suggests that Soviet orientalists 

consciously adopted and reworked the work of pre-Revolutionary 

Orientalists, she emphasizes continuities rather than discontinuities 

showing how a distinct understanding of human development was 

preserved throughout the Stalin era in the main academic institutes of 

the USSR, including the Institute for Oriental studies in Moscow. This 

cultural worldview was tightly linked to a humanistic, philological inspired 

methodology.

 In particular, Jansen focuses on the non-Western “Asian” voice 

within this Soviet Orientalist tradition. In doing so, she adds to a 

burgeoning literature that explores anti-colonial articulations of 

internationalism, arguing that an anti-colonial internationalism had long 

existed in the anti-colonial imagination, and indeed had long-standing 

roots in local practices and intellectual traditions. It is this anti-colonial 

“peoples’ internationalism” that she sets out to trace through the 

biography of a leading Asain intermediary within the field of Oriental 

studies: Babadzhan Gafurovich Gafurov, the head of the Institute for 

Oriental Studies from 1956 until his death in 1977. 

 One continuity highlighted in the thesis is the centrality of 

culture and non-territorial, "spiritual" elements in the global worldview 

of Gafurov and his fellow Central Asians that acted as intermediaries 

between the USSR and the non-Western world, as representatives in 

international organizations such as UNESCO and the Afro-Asian Peoples 

Solidarity Organization (AAPSO). This thesis shows how, rather than 

seeking to abandon concepts such as world civilization or humanism, 

the anti-colonial “Asian” activists in the USSR sought to decolonize such 



- 264 -

concepts and to expand, in particular, the notion of unified time that lay 

at the root of Western thinking about modernity. One way to do so was to 

emphasize the historically productive force of spiritual connections and 

solidarities, and their continued centrality in (and relevance for) processes 

of ‘world making’ in the modern, contemporary period. 

 Within the Socialist Camp, this cultural approach to historical 

development was contested. If cultural and religious traditions were 

thought to have created strong solidarities and communities in the 

past, they were regarded as secondary in the post-Revolutionary 

period – in which “traditional” identities had been substituted for a 

collective consciousness derived from Revolutionary statecraft and 

national liberation. Also within the international arena provided by 

UNESCO, visions of an Afro-Asian spiritual modernity and humanism 

were contested.  Responding to pressures at home and abroad, Soviet 

Oriental studies came to increasingly reverse its language of cultural and 

spiritual solidarity, eventually imagining world cultural history and the 

place of Central Asia through a fragmented lens: the history of multiple 

nations and regions instead of a united but temporally and geographically 

dispersed humanity. This shift, Jansen concludes, was entangled with 

the gradual differentiation and marginalization of philological Oriental 

studies in the USSR, in UNESCO and possibly the world.





- 266 -

Samenvatting 
Nederlands



- 267 -

In haar proefschrift bestudeert Jansen de wijze waarop Sovjet-

oriëntalisten na de Tweede Wereldoorlog en vanuit het perspectief van 

de republiek Tadzjikistan de geschiedenis van Centraal Azië hebben 

beschreven. Ondanks de keerpunten die het Stalinisme teweeg bracht, 

blijkt er binnen de naoorlogse oriëntalistiek grote ruimte voor continuïteit 

te hebben bestaan: de Sovjet oriëntalisten die in dit proefschrift centraal 

staan namen bewust het werk van radicale prerevolutionaire voorgangers 

als uitgangspunt en borduurden daarop voort. Hun visie op de mensheid 

en haar historische ontwikkeling was sterk gestoeld op filologische kennis 

en inspireerde een ‘complexe’, interdisciplinaire methodologie die de 

mensheid in al haar facetten moest vatten. Onder Stalin raakte dit cultuur-

historisch geënte wereldbeeld in de Sovjet-Unie uit de gratie en hoewel het 

nooit volledig verdween en bovendien in de jaren vijftig weer in aanzien 

won, bleef het, zo laat dit proefschrift zien, gedurende de jaren zestig en 

zeventig op gespannen voet staan met het historisch-materialisme. 

 Jansen richt zich in het bijzonder op de niet-westerse “Aziatische” 

stem binnen de Sovjet-oriëntalistische traditie. Tijdens de Koude 

Oorlog activeerde Khrushchev de oriëntalistiek als onderdeel van een 

charmeoffensief in de dekoloniserende wereld; de Sovjet traditie, zo 

stelden propagandisten en diplomaten, was in tegenstelling tot de 

West-Europese traditie anti-imperialistisch en beschouwde de geknechte 

volkeren ook als dragers van de wereldgeschiedenis en -cultuur. Op 

basis van de biografie van Bobodzhan Gafurovich Gafurov, de Tadzjiekse 

directeur van het prestigieuze Instituut voor Oriëntalistiek in Moskou, 

betoogt Jansen dat de Koude Oorlog ruimte bood voor een modernisatie 

agenda die diepgeworteld was in een lokale Moslim en Centraal Aziatische 

traditie van culturele revolutie en vooruitgangsdenken. Deze agenda 

beoogde het Westerse idee van moderniteit te dekoloniseren, en te 

verenigen met niet-Westerse, Islamitische cultuur en geschiedenis. 

In tegenstelling tot de meeste historici van  Sovjet Centraal Azië, stelt 
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dat Gafurov en andere Centraal Aziatische vertegenwoordigers van de 

Sovjet Unie met hem, een historische en culturele agenda nastreefden die 

werd gekenmerkt door een transnationaal mensbeeld en cultuurbegrip 

dat zij peoples’ internationalism (wellicht het beste te vertalen als 

“internationalisme van volkeren”) heeft gedoopt: een oriëntatie op 

geschiedenis en moderniteit waarin cultuur veranderlijk is, en zich 

per definitie niet parallel ontwikkelt aan de ontwikkeling van politieke 

staten en -systemen. Door dit te laten zien draagt het proefschrift bij aan 

recente pogingen binnen de intellectuele (wereld)geschiedenis om de 

internationale of transnationale dekolonisatie-agenda in beeld te brengen 

die lang onopgemerkt is geweest, maar desalniettemin kenmerkend was 

voor niet-Westerse dekolonisatiebewegingen na de oorlog. 

 Gafurov en andere Centraal Aziaten werden ingezet in organisaties 

als UNESCO en de Afro-Aziatische Solidaritietsorganisatie (AAPSO) waar 

zij niet alleen de socialistische antikoloniale gedachte belichaamden 

maar ook het oudere, lokaal gewortelde gedachtegoed van peoples’ 

internationalism. Aziatische antikoloniale activisten in deze organisaties 

gaven ideeën van wereldbeschaving en humanisme niet op, maar trachtten 

die te hervormen. Islam speelde voor Gafurov een belangrijke rol. Hoewel 

hij het geünificeerde tijdsbegrip dat ten grondslag ligt aan het westerse 

denken over de moderniteit niet in twijfel trok, beschouwede hij Islam als 

een belangrijke factor in de geschiedenis en moderne belevingswereld 

van de mensheid. Door de nadruk te leggen op de historisch productieve 

kracht van spirituele relaties en solidariteitsverbanden en hun blijvende 

belang en relevantie voor processen van wereld-creatie (“world making”) 

in de moderne en huidige tijd poogde hij het geünificeerde tijdsbegrip dat 

in het Westen in zwang was op te rekken. 

 Binnen het socialistische kamp was het transnationale, op cultuur 

geënte perspectief op de moderne geschiedenis omstreden. Vanaf eind 

jaren vijftig maakte Volksrepubliek China zich hard voor een strikt 

historisch materialisme. In dit geschiedbeeld past de gedachte dat 

moderne, nationale of regionale identiteiten gebaseerd op materiele 

omstandigheid de “traditionele”, veelal religieuze solidariteiten uit het 

verleden hadden vervangen en aan de basis stonden van het collectieve 

bewustzijn. Ook binnen UNESCO waren ideeën over een Afro-Aziatisch 

humanisme of “spirituele” eenheid omstreden. In reactie op druk vanuit 
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binnen- en buitenland zag de Sovjet oriëntalistiek in toenemende mate af 

van eerder door haar gebezigde noties van antikoloniale internationale 

solidariteit gebaseerd op peoples’ internationalism. Deze verschuiving, 

zo concludeert Jansen, was verweven met de geleidelijke differentiatie en 

marginalisatie van de complexe geesteswetenschappelijke en filologische 

benadering van menselijke ontwikkeling en solidariteit - in de Sovjet-Unie, 

binnen UNESCO en mogelijk op wereldschaal.  
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