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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
- 40 -

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 PersoIslamic 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 (18691930). 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 masterdisciple 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 antireligious 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.

- 50 -

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 culturalhistorical 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 DeStalinization 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 “socalled 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, multilingual 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.”

- 70 -

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 MarxistLeninist 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 nationstate, 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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