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Chapter 3.
History,  
Afro-Asian 
Solidarity 
and peoples’ 
internationalism  
in Delhi, Stalinabad, 
Moscow and Paris
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On 17 February 1956, at the same Congress of the Soviet Communist Party 

where Gafurov had pleaded for the rise of the cultural level of the Tajiks, 

Anastas Ivanovich Mikoyan (1895-1978), long-time Politburo member and 

old Bolshevik from Armenia, held a speech criticizing the current state 

of Soviet Oriental studies. The Institute of Oriental studies had been 

radically reorganized in 1950, but for Mikoyan this wasn’t enough: “[while] 

the entire East is awakening the institute has continued its slumber up 

until this very day”.[1] As far as Mikoyan was concerned, the Soviet Union 

was in dire need of expertise – economists, linguists and cultural experts 

– concerning the current state of affairs in the decolonizing world. 

 Mikoyan’s speech reflected the spirit of the mid-1950s. After 

the death of Stalin in 1953, the new Party leadership had abandoned 

the confrontational “two camp” approach and endorsed the new trend 

towards peaceful coexistence in international relations. Having thus 

cleared the way for a charm-offensive towards the decolonizing world, new 

First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev went on a diplomatic tour of Asia in 

1955. While the 20th Party Congress is usually remembered by historians 

for Khrushchev’s opening the book on Stalin’s crimes against humanity, 

it was also the first major political event in the socialist world where he 

advocated the idea of a “zone of peace” where peace-loving peoples of 

both the socialist and capitalist “camp” could stand united. By calling 

for the activation of the Institute for World Economy and International 

Relatoins (Institut Mirovoi Ekonomiki i Mezhdunarodnykh Otnoshenii - 

IMEMO) and the Moscow Institute for Oriental Studies (Moskovskii institut 

vostokovedeniia - MIV), Mikoyan’s speech at the Congress contributed to 

this diplomatic mission, emphasizing the value of scholarly expertise of 

the Orient and of the global political economy.[2] More in particular, as 

[1]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” in XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi Partii Sovetskogo Soiuza: Stenograficheskii Otchet 

(Moscow: Gos.Izd’vo Politicheskoi Literatury, (1956): 328.

[2]  Vor MIV see Michael Kemper, “Red Orientalism,” in Die Welt des Islams 50 (2010): 435-476. For the 

IMEMO, see Kyung Deok Roh. “Stalin’s Think Tank: The Varga Institute And The Making Of The Stalinist 
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this chapter will argue, the speech also responded to the specific agenda 

of cultural reform and international cultural revolution that we have 

connected with Gafurov’s biography. 

 A special aim Mikoyan highlighted was to call for the diversification 

of Soviet historical narrative. So far no proper textbooks on the experience 

of Soviet modernization have been composed, he said, while this “would 

be of great value to both for our cadres and for all the progressive people 

(liudei) in the world!”[3] Although Mikoyan does not mention the beast by 

its name, it is clear that he means for the USSR to pay greater attention 

to the specific experience of revolution and modernization in the Soviet 

Asian Republics. He rejects the idea that there is nothing particular to the 

history of the Soviet Republics and urges Soviet workers on the ideological 

front to “seriously engage themselves with creative academic work” and 

to bring an end the Party’s “detachment from life.”[4] In this chapter we will 

show how the speech sparked off a large-scale reorganization of Oriental 

studies on the All-Union level, providing new opportunities for Gafurov to 

advance his politics of cultural revolution in the East. 

  In 1956, Gafurov was installed as the new director of the Institute 

of Oriental studies in Moscow, overseeing a reorganization that can be 

situated both in the context of Moscow’s political demands in Asia as 

well as in an older international context of inter-Asian conversations 

on decolonization and modernity. Keeping the focus on Gafurov and 

his professional network, this chapter highlights the activity of Soviet 

orientalists and Central Asian culture workers in India-dominated arenas 

of academic activism and Afro-Asian solidarity – referring in particular 

to the Asian Relations Conference (ARC), the UNESCO East-West Project 

and the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Movement (AAPSM).[5] To trace 

the affinities between the peoples’ internationalism represented in 

Idea Of World Economy And Politics, 1927-1953,” Phd Diss., University Of Chicago, 2010.

[3]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 325.

[4]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 327.

[5]  As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis there is a budding literature on the Afro-Asian 

Solidarity Movement as well as Afro-Asian Solidarity Organization – which was the institutional context 

of which the SKSSAA was to be a constitutive element. For earlier works see David Kimche, The Afro-

Asian Movement: Ideology and Foreign Policy of the Third World (Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1973); 

G.H. Jansen, Afro Asia and non-alignment (London: Faber & Faber, 1966). For the ARC, see Stolte, “'The 

Asiatic Hour’”. For the East-West project, see Wong, “Cultural agency in UNESCO”.
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Gafurov’s biography, on the one hand, and cultural or historical visions 

of other (Central) Asian culture workers and orientalist-propagandists, 

on the other, this chapter attempts to map out the fate of peoples’ 

internationalism as it was mediated through international institutional 

infrastructures attempting to cross East-West-global South divisions, 

all the while being centered squarely on the Western world. Ending this 

sojourn in UNESCO, the chapter shows how peoples’ internationalism 

encountered new adversaries and stakeholders within UNESCO’s global 

institutional landscape, explicating how the vision was forced to adapt and 

modify itself while Gafurov aimed to preserve its original cause of cultural 

revolution in the (former) Muslim world.[6]

Thaw and the Rehabilitation of Diversity:  
New Directions in the Historical Sciences

Stalin died on 15 March 1953. The death of the Party leader opened up 

space for a cultural and intellectual thaw. In Vladislav Zubok’s words, in 

these years, a “cult of humanism” swept through Soviet artistic circles, 

with writers emphasizing the progressive role of cultural and intellectual 

activity and claiming that “great ideas” could “transform the world”.[7] This 

process would entail certain first “shifts in historical consciousness”.[8] 

Soviet intellectuals and artists agitated against strict historical 

materialism, arguing that socialist revolution also involved cultural and 

spiritual evolution and reform. From spring 1953 onwards, various critical 

intellectuals were installed in key-positions at the Soviet Academy of 

Sciences. Figures like Alexei Rumyantsev, who was installed as director of 

the newly established Department for Science and Culture at the Central 

Committee in September 1953 would direct a cultural thaw within the 

[6]  For the Soviet Union in UNESCO, see Louis H. Porter, “Cold War Internationalisms: the USSR in 

UNESCO, 1945-1967.” PhD Diss., University of North Carolina, 2018. 

[7]  As quoted in Vladislav Zubok, Zhivago’s Children (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009): 71.

[8]  In his research of the historical sciences in the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death, Roger Markwick 

emphasized the contribution historians have made to revisionist thought in the Soviet Union, also 

inspiring the “New Thinking” that greatly influenced Gorbachev’s political agenda in the 1980s. Roger 

Markwick, “Thaws and freezes in Soviet historiography, 1953-64,” in The Dilemmas of De-Stalinisation: 

Negotiating Cultural and Social Change in the Khrushchev Era, edited by Polly Jones (London: Routledge, 

2006): 174. 
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Soviet humanities and kick-start a process to revise Marxist approaches 

of history. One direct consequence of this was the reorientation of 

Russocentric chauvinism in the history of the Central Asian Republics.[9] 

Reinforced by humanist enthusiasm, Soviet historians and orientalists 

seized the moment and began to negotiate a broader understanding 

of historical materialism, adjusting the cultural conservatism and 

essentialisms of the Stalin era. The aim of the thaw historians was to show 

the human side of history – and leading historian Anna Pankratova for 

instance strongly emphasized the cultural-historical unity of West and 

East.[10] 

 A crucial platform, in this regard, was provided by the United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), of 

which the Soviet Union became a member in April 1954. At the UNESCO 

General Conference of that year, the Soviet delegation agreed to 

participate in the international History of Mankind research project. Soviet 

academics were actively involved in evaluating the History of Mankind 

project proposal. Among them were the historians Alexei Rumyantsev 

and Anna Pankratova as well as the economist Konstantin Ostrovitianov 

and the propagandist and Pyotr Pospelov who was the vice-director of 

the department for Propaganda and Agitation at the Central Committee 

and editor at Pravda.[11] The group criticized various characteristics of the 

project, accusing it of a bourgeois liberal orientation. At the same time, 

they believed it could be used as a platform for flagging the achievements 

of Soviet development. In this context, the academics mentioned Soviet 

national policy in particular, arguing that Soviet participation could 

ensure that “the history of the peoples of the USSR and the development 

[9]  For Rumyantsev facilitating revisionist historiography see Markwick, “Thaws and freezes,” For 

Rumyantsev’s role in advancing a liberal perspective within the Soviet Academy of Sciences and 

intellectual life in general, see Robert English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals 

& the End of the Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000). For Rumyantsev defending 

Pankratova’s approach of the history Kazakhstan against its critics, thus implicitly supporting an 

approach of history that granted agency to Central Asian, see [Letter of A. Rumyantsev to P.N. Pospelov], 

6 December 1953, f.5, op.17, d.425, Rossiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Noveishei Istorii (hereafter: RGANI). 

For Pankratova’s history of the Kazakh SSR falling victim to a slander campaign in the age of High 

Stalinism, see Brandenberger, National Bolshevism.

[10]  Obshchego sobraniia Otdeleniia istoricheskikh nauk, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.02 ARAN.

[11]  Pospelov had also been a leading editor on Stalin’s Short Course (1938), see Arup Banerji, Writing 

History in the Soviet Union: Making the Past Work (New Delhi: Social Science Press, 2008).
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of their economy and culture was correctly described.”[12] Moreover, Soviet 

academics agreed with the communist Lucien Febvre, a leading member 

on History of Mankind editorial committee, who emphasized the value 

of the project in fostering peace: the “’history of mankind,” he wrote, “is a 

history of peace, not of war.”[13] 

Preparing the Grounds:  
rehabilitating Philological Oriental studies 

One month after the USSR had acquired UNESCO membership, the 

Soviet History of Mankind-evaluation committee recommended that 

the orientalist Alexander Guber, expert on Southeast Asia and head 

of the “eastern section” of the All-Union Society for Cultural Ties with 

Foreign Countries (VOKS - Vsesoiuznoe obshchestvo kul’turnoi sviazi 

s zagranitsei), be appointed to the History of Mankind international 

research committee.”[14] In May 1954, the presidium of the Soviet Academy 

of Sciences decreed that Guber would be installed as the new director 

of the (IVAN) in Moscow.[15] His dual role as VOKS official and director of 

a prestigious academic research institute for the history and culture of 

the “East” illustrated the growing importance attributed to academic 

cooperation and international exchange for Soviet diplomacy in Asia. In 

August 1954, Guber was the designated leader of a delegation of Soviet 

orientalists to the International Congress for Orientalists in Cambridge – 

which they visited for the first time since 1938.[16] Although he eventually 

[12]  “Zapiska P.N. Pospelova, K.V. Ostrovitianovam A.M. Pankratavoi, A.M. Rumyantseva ob uchastii 

sovetskikh uchenykh v podgotovke ‘Istorii nauchnogo i kul’turnogo razvitiia chelovechestva’,” in 

Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS: Biuro Prezidiuma, Prezidium, Sekretariat TsK KPSS 1952-1958, 

edited by V.Yu. Arfiani and V.D. Esakov (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2010): 314 [313-315]. 

[13]  “Zapiska P.N. Pospelova.” 

[14]  Ibid., 315. Guber was head of the oriental sector in the VOKS and by training an expert on South-

East Asia. For more on VOKS organizing cultural relations with Western countries, see Michael David-

Fox, Showcasing the Great Experiment. For more on VOKS organizing cultural relations with Eastern 

countries see Kirasirova, “Sons of Muslims in Moscow.”

[15]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 143, 199 [fn 21]; Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 

66.

[16]  For Guber being asked to participate in international cultural networks as VOKS representative see, 

“Zapiska V.P. Stepanova, M.D. Yakovlev o vstupleniii sovetskikh vostokovedov v Mezhdunarodnyi Soiuz 

Vostokovedov,” in Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 140-141. 
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did not attend the Conference, it is clear that the choice for Guber as 

IVAN director was strongly entangled with his activities as Soviet cultural 

intermediary. 

 Guber's tasks as IVAN director were also in the sphere of 

international propaganda. At the International Congress for Orientalists 

in Cambridge, Guber’s presentation (which was taken up in the volume of 

the conference proceedings published in the USSR) was explicitly critical 

of American imperialism; emphasizing the historical agency of Philippine 

locals he depicted the Americans not as harbingers of modernisation or 

liberty, but as modern day annexators.[17] Soviet orientalists capitalized 

on the new opportunity to showcase their anti-imperial credentials, and 

various orientalists distanced themselves explicitly from Eurocentric 

approaches. The thaw liberalizations had allowed Soviet humanities 

scholars to rehabilitate the study of cultural patterns as relatively 

autonomous from history’s socio-economic base, and several scholars 

seized the opportunity to openly distance themselves from Stalinist 

Russocentrism. The lecture by Soviet ethnographer Kononov, for instance, 

presented a radical anti-ethnocentrism. Discussing the topic of linguistic 

communities, he proposed that these should be understood as “complex 

ethnic formations,” emphasizing how the Altaic Turkic group that “in fact 

incorporated different ethnic formations.” Reminiscent of the peoples 

approach in history, Kononov’s work underscores that cultural diversity 

went hand in hand with the acknowledgement that mankind’s was globally 

united.[18] 

 It took some time before the thaw orientation was effectuated on 

the level of the IVAN’s organizational structure – Guber was only officially 

installed as director in the course of 1955 with the first reorganization of 

the IVAN’s research agenda and oraganizational structure announcing 

[17]  A. Guber, “The Philippine Republic of 1898,.” in Papers presented by the Soviet Delegation at the XXIII 

International Congress of Orientalists: Section for the Far East (Moscow: Izd’vo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1954): 

24. 

[18]  For more on this and the consecutive instalment of the International Congress for Orientalists, 

see Michael Kemper, “Propaganda for the East, Scholarship for the West: Soviet strategies at the 

1960 International Congress of Orientalists in Moscow,” in Reassessing Oriental Studies: Interlocking 

Orientologies during the Cold War, edited by Michael Kemper and Artemy M. Kalinovsky (London: 

Routledge, 2015): 170-210. 
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itself only in August 1955.[19] His first task as director was to oversee 

the reorganization of the IVAN. The institute’s structure was still 

characterized by a two-camp approach in the sense that it only granted 

independent country-based sectors for socialist countries and allies: 

one sector for China was established, and so were separate sectors for 

Mongolia, Korea, and Japan (while India was mentioned separately in the 

Institute’s structure it was grouped together with wider Southeast Asia). 

These acquired sectors for the study of languages and literatures that 

existed next to, and separate from, sectors for historical and economic 

analysis.[20] The study of languages of non-socialist countries was also 

given serious attention and in their 1970 survey of the institutional 

development of Soviet Oriental studies Kuznetsova and Kulagina 

mentioned a rise especially in the study of the vernacular languages of 

colonized groups: Punjabi, Burmese, Tai, Tagalog (Philippine), Malay, 

Tamil, Gujerati, and Marathi.[21] 

 In the Soviet printed press of subsequent years, the emergence 

of separate country-based sectors at the IVAN was presented as a key 

factor in the de-Stalinization of Soviet intellectual culture, and the sign 

of a renewed socialist commitment to cultural diversity and global 

decolonization. However, in their detailed survey of the development 

of Soviet Oriental studies published in 1970, Kuznetsova and Kulagina 

identified yet another key element of de-Stalinization: the return of 

general philology understood as the study of general, potentially global 

patterns in historical languages and literature. After 1955, Soviet 

orientalists began to “devote serious research to general language 

study and individual linguistic problems”, adding that in doing so Soviet 

[19]  One reason for this might have been that the CPSU was still finding its feet ideologically: as 

Markwick observed, the editors of Voprosy Istorii (who set the course of Soviet humanities scholarship) 

were criticized in spring-summer of 1955, and this may have been a needed to justify the changes that 

were about to affect the Soviet humanities, including Oriental studies. See Markwich, “Thaws and 

freezes,” 175.

[20]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 144.

[21]  Ibid., 145. The historical-philological study of written monuments in Africa was conducted at 

the Leningrad division of the IVAN. At the IVAN, a sector for the study of Africa was set up in 1957. 

Kuznetsova and Kulagina suggest that by 1955 the IVAN did not yet possess enough expert knowledge 

on modern African literatures and languages. For the time being, therefore, the study of the modern 

“history, economy, languages and literatures” of the peoples of South and Central Africa was restricted to 

Institute of Ethnography. See Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 146.
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Orientalists were “gradually liberating themselves from the burden of 

past imaginations”.[22] As Kuznetsova and Kulagina suggest, “the basic 

organizational principle” of Soviet Oriental Studies was now “complexity” 

– the manifold relations between general and particular patterns of 

human development, beyond national compartmentalization.[23]

Gafurov in Moscow:  
Orientalizing Soviet Foreign Policy and Scholarship 

Against the backdrop of these changes the ground was prepared for a 

more fundamental reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies. In 1956, 

Gafurov sent a proposal to the Soviet Central Committee arguing that 

the study of African and Asian countries should be reoriented from a 

historical to a contemporary focus. The proposal repeated many of the 

suggestions made in the 1936 memorandum that had kick-started both 

the reorganization of the Tajik Base of the Academy of Sciences in the 

1940s, in general, as well as Gafurov’s career as historian-propagandist, 

more specifically. Gafurov also proposed to establish an independent (non-

governmental) society for the study of Oriental countries: an All-Union 

Association for the Study of the Countries of Asia and Africa (Vsesoiuznoe 

Obshchestvo po Izucheniiu Stran Azii i Afriki - VOISAA).[24] The main aim of 

such a society would be to step up international propaganda and establish 

scholarly networks with scholars in the East. The goal of this association 

would be to organize scholarly exchanges and lecturers from countries of 

the Orient and the Soviet Union and to gain access to foreign broadcast 

services in countries of Asia and Africa. The Society was also to have its 

own publishing house, journal and bibliographical departments.[25]

Gafurov also proposed that some tasks allocated to VOKS could be 

transferred to the VOSISAA. While underscoring that the Society “should 

not transform into some sort of tourist organization” and that its focus 

[22]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 147.

[23]  Ibid., 143.

[24]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova ob uluchenii nauchnogo izucheniia sovremennogo Vostoka,” in Akademiia 

Nauk v resheniiakh TsK, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 554 [553-554].

[25]  Ibid., 554.
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should remain on scholarship, he hinted at the value of a separate policy 

towards East and West, arguing that such a division would allow VOKS 

to focus its energies exclusively on the West (Europe and America).[26] To 

Gafurov’s mind, an East-West separation should also take place on the level 

of the Central Committee. To “improve coordination” of Soviet activities in 

the East, at the TsK the Department for Relations with Communist Parties 

should be subdivided, creating one Department for Relations with Europe 

and America and one for Relations with the Communist Parties of Asia and 

Africa”.[27] 

 As Michael David-Fox has pointed out, cultural policy towards the 

East was also used for educating the public at home.[28] While Gafurov’s 

proposal opened up space for a particular “Eastern” strategy in Soviet 

foreign affairs, it also proposed to elevate the role of Soviet “Easterners” in 

the Soviet Party hierarchy. As Gafurov proposed, departments within the 

Society should be headed by people versed in the language and culture of 

African and Asian countries.[29] Moreover, by recommending that special 

departments of the Society should be set up in Asia and Africa, Gafurov 

effectively pleaded for the diversification of Soviet policy, reasserting the 

value of the Republics for Soviet foreign affairs as well as within the Soviet 

state hierarchy. Gafurov’s plea to carve out a separate trajectory in Soviet 

relations towards the East also emphasized the difference and value of the 

socialist experience of the “Eastern” Republics, thereby contributing to the 

diversifying trend supported by thaw intellectuals such as Rumyantsev.

The 1936 memorandum advising the Tajik Central Committee to set up 

a similar organization that was to activate scholarship for the socialist 

mission in the East also suggested that such an organization could 

perhaps be established within the institutional infrastructure provided 

by the Academy of Sciences. The same seems to have been concluded with 

regard to Gafurov’s 1956 proposal. Only a few weeks after the proposal was 

[26]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554. By late 1957, VOKS had been disbanded and most of its activities taken 

over by the Republics overseen by the Soviet State Committee for Relations with Foreign Countries, see 

Frederick C. Barghoorn, The Soviet Cultural Offensive: The Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Soviet Foreign Policy 

(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1960). 

[27]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554. 

[28]  Michael David-Fox, Showcasing the Great Experiment: Cultural Diplomacy and Western Visitors to the 

Soviet Union, 1921–1941 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

[29]  “Pis’mo B.G. Gafurova,” 554.
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made, Anastas Mikoyan legitimated the activation of scholarly research 

(historical studies in particular) for Soviet foreign affairs in the East at the 

20th Party Congress of the CPSU.[30] This appears to have been the official 

starting sign for a large-scale reorganization of Soviet Oriental Studies.

  In May 1956, Gafurov was transferred to Moscow to be installed 

as the new director of the Institute of Oriental Studies. He was replaced 

as First Secretary of the Tajik Communist Party by his protégé Tursun 

Uldzhubaev.[31] In October of that same year, the Academy of Sciences 

discussed the new five-year plan of the IVAN. One of the most important 

outcomes was that from now on the IVAN was to focus its research on 

non-socialist countries.[32]

 In subsequent months, major adjustments were made to the IVAN’s 

research agenda and profile that reflected Khrushchev’s new “Break to 

the East”. From this time onwards, the Marxist character of the IVAN 

was no longer reflected in the institute’s structure, as the communist 

East lost its privileged status in the Institute’s departmental order: 

Mongolia and Korea became subsectors in the larger Departments for 

the Far East and South East Asia, while Chinese studies disappeared from 

the IVAN research agenda altogether. In 1956, a separate Institute for 

Chinese Studies (Institut Kitaevedeniia Akademii Nauk, IKAN) was set up 

with the aim to study the history and culture of what Gafurov called the 

“Great Chinese people”.[33] India, by contrast, did acquire special status 

in the IVAN’s institutional structure. After 1956, it was the only country 

granted with its own Department. Other departments at the IVAN were 

the Department for Countries of the Near- and Far East, the Department 

for Countries of the Arabic Orient, and the Department for Africa.[34] 

Thematically, the research program abandoned its focus on orthodox 

Marxist themes: while in 1955 a permanent thematic sector for modern 

socio-political questions had been set up it was now integrated into the 

[30]  “Rech’ Mikoian,” 327.

[31]  For Ul’dzhubaev and his relationship to Gafurov see Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development. 

For a path breaking work on the history of Tajik political elites, see Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone, Russia 

and Nationalism in Central Asia.

[32]  Stenogramma obshchego sobraniia, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.502, ARAN.

[33]  Ibid.

[34]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154.
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Department for International Questions. From now on, research on the 

international workers movement, peasant movement and the agrarian 

question was to be carried out, on an ad hoc basis, by non-permanent 

research groups. In 1957, an independent publishing house for “Oriental 

Literatures” was set up under the jurisdiction of the IVAN. One of its 

explicit aims was to increase the output of “fundamental” research 

and to increase the publication of ancient Oriental monuments and 

manuscripts.[35]

 The reorganization also implied an ideological reorientation. From 

early 1956 onwards, Soviet orientalists began to publically debunk the 

“former conclusions” of Stalinist scholarship and rehabilitate the legacy 

of pre-Revolutionary Oriental Studies. The February issue of the academic 

journal “Soviet Oriental Studies” (Sovetskoe vostokovedenie) rehabilitated 

the 1920s view that the bourgeoisie could play progressive roles in the 

world historical process, arguing that the role of bourgeoisie was of “dual 

nature” and that national elites could “take up positions of both pro-

imperial and counter-imperial forces.” In previous years, as the journal 

editors claimed, Soviet orientalists had “overestimated” the conservatism 

of countries as India, Burma, Indonesia and Egypt: they had failed to 

fully appreciate the progressive character of the post-war independence 

movements in these countries.[36] 

 This ideological turn also affected the research methodology: while 

the reorganization of 1950 had merged the study of culture with that 

of history, the 1956 reorganization provided new opportunities for the 

philologist-autonomist researcher, with philology becoming a prioritized 

field of research in 1955-1956, according to Kulagina and Kuznetsova. In 

1957, a separate Department for the Languages of Peoples of the Orient 

was set up, with sub-sectors for South China and South-East Asia, for 

Turkic-Mongolian and Far Eastern languages and for Iranian and Semitic 

languages. Some of the prioritized themes of the 1956 work plan, for 

instance, signaled a shift towards a more diversified approach of the Soviet 

past emphasizing the “particulars” of Eastern development (with themes 

[35]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154-155; also see: Stenogramma 

obshchego sobraniia”, 12 October 1956, f.457, op.1, d.502 ARAN.

[36]  “XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi partii Sovetskogo Soiuza i zadachi izucheniia sovremennogo vostoka,” 

in Sovetskoe vostokovedenie 2 (1956): 3.



- 126 -

such as “problems of the emergence and development of slaveholding 

relations in the countries of the foreign Orient” and the “genesis of 

capitalism and the particularities of its course of development”). New 

research themes were announced that foregrounded the cultural and 

intellectual history of the peoples in Asia (such as the “history of science of 

the Orient” and the “development of social thought and the role of religion 

in countries of the foreign Orient”).[37]  

   New departments were created, focusing on twenty-two countries 

in total. In the printed press, this was presented as part of the break to 

the East and proof of Soviet commitments to national liberation. The 

leading article in the 1956 edition of Sovetskoe vostokovedenie lamented 

that “…[U]ntil this day, no-one has yet printed a book on the Chinese 

People’s Republic”, suggesting that Soviet orientalists were committed to 

rectifying this shortcoming. [38] This new national focus did not preclude 

an emphasis on world processes. As the article in Sovetskoe vosokovedenie 

stated, it was completely “according to general rule” that the “forms of the 

transition to socialism shall differ more and more”.[39] Philological studies 

served to bridge the national and global: Soviet philologists analyzed 

cultural processes that intersected processes of national development, 

thereby focusing both on the “regularity of the historical development of 

vernacular literatures” as well as on “local dialects.”[40]

India and Central Asia: Forging a Pluralitic Modernity

In June 1955, Nehru went on a diplomatic tour of the USSR. As part of 

the tour, Nehru visited the Soviet Central Asian Republics, and at various 

instances he reminded the Soviet leadership of the state’s culturally 

diverse population, emphasizing the “Asian” element in Soviet culture. As 

Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, First Secretary of the Uzbek Communist Party 

remembered, Nehru publically reminded Khrushchev of the historical 

ties that existed between India and the Soviet Central Asian Republics 

[37]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 156. 

[38]  “XX S’ezd Kommunisticheskoi partii,” 3-12, especially page 10.

[39]  Ibid., 5.

[40]  Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 156. 
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thus urging the First Secretary of the CPSU to recognize the specific 

cultural history of the region.[41] In the winter of 1955, Khrushchev led 

a Soviet delegation on a diplomatic tour through India, Burma and 

Afghanistan. In his description of international connections between 

India and the USSR, he made use of spiritual imagery, emphasizing 

immaterial and non-territorial connections: as he claimed, “[O]ur peoples 

are brothers in spirit and in all their aspirations.”[42] One other day he 

asserted: “Our friendship enriches the peoples of India and the Soviet 

Union materially and spiritually.”[43] In Jammu and Kashmir, Khrushchev 

dwelled on the many cultural and historical similarities between their 

host country and the Soviet Central Asia. Speaking to a country that 

was half Muslim half Hindu, he emphasized in particular that socialism 

bridged religious differences: “Our delegation includes Dzhabar Rasulov, 

Zaukhra Rakhimbabaeva, and S.R. Rashidov, representatives of Uzbekistan 

and Tajikistan, whose peoples are of Moslem creed. But in what way 

do Moslems differ from the representatives of the other creeds in our 

country? In our country we have no such differences, because all the 

peoples of our country are worthy members of the great Soviet Union and 

make a united family of the peoples.”[44] Such political rhetoric suggests 

that by this time the Soviet leadership was moving towards a diplomacy 

that emphasized the shared cultural heritage of Central Asian peoples and 

communities in the decolonizing world. 

 As Petr Shastitko has argued, after Stalin’s death it had been Indian 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s diplomatic overtures toward the 

Soviet leadership that had greatly facilitated the reorientation in Soviet 

Oriental studies.[45] Indeed, as part of the 1956 reorganization, the Indian 

Department had been greatly expanded, acquiring a prominent place 

[41]  Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, Gody provedennye v Kremle: vosmopinaniia veterana voiny, truda i 

Kommunisticheskoi partii, rabotavshego so Stalinym, Malenkovym, Brezhnevym, Andropovym, kniga pervaia 

(Tashkent: Izd’vo Narodnogo Naslediia im. A. Kadyri, 1994): 153. I want to thank Artemy Kalinovsky for 

sharing this source with me.

[42]  N.A. Bulganin and N.S. Khruhschev: Full Texts of Speeches and Statements in India, Burma and 

Afghanistan (Soviet News: London, 1955): 4, 11.

[43]  Ibid., 21.

[44]  Ibid.

[45]  Petr M. Shastitko, Vek ushel. Szeny iz istorii otechestvennogo vostokovedeniia (Moscow: Vostochnaia 

Literatura, 2009): 71.
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in the IVAN’s structure. Many of the appointed staff had had succesful 

careers in Soviet foreign politics and agitation in the past. Headed by 

Vladimir Vasilevich Balabushevich, a former India-informer for the 

Profintern, it incorporated three thematic sectors: one for History and 

Philosophy led by Igor Mikhailovich Reisner, one for Economy headed by 

Sofia Moyseevna Melman, and one for Languages and Literature directed 

by Evgeny Petrovich Chelyshev. Most of the staff members had succesful 

careers in the foreign administration and at least two of them were 

acquaintances of Gafurov.[46]

 Igor Reisner had acted as one of Gafurov’s supervisors on his 

aspirant-dissertation Ob Izmailize (1940). He had started his career 

at the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and as ambassador in 

Afghanistan from 1919 to 1921. He was also well connected in Western 

Europe and his first wife was Violet Lansbury, daughter of George 

Lansbury the social reformer and well known pacifist who headed the 

British Labour Party from 1932 to 1935. Chelyshev was head of sector for 

Indian Literature at the Military Institute for Foreign Languages and he 

had been a member of the Soviet delegation attending the Conference 

of Asian Countries for the Relaxation of International Tensions (CRIT), 

of 6-10 April 1955 in New Delhi. In his memoirs he describes how he met 

Gafurov in the summer of that same year to help with preparations for 

Nehru’s visit to the USSR.[47] 

 While historians remember the CRIT primarily as the conference 

where the Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity Movement was born, Carolien 

Stolte has observed how it played an important role in connecting a 

range of pre-and interwar inter-Asian conferences and meetings with 

the post-war context.[48] In the next section, I will make a short excursion 

into the history preceding Gafurov’s transfer to Moscow, going back even 

to Stalin’s death, to argue that the CRIT served as a crucial node linking 

post-Soviet diplomacy in the East with an Asian agenda of historical 

[46]  For the history of Indology at the IVAN, see L.B. Alaev, Istoriografiia Indii (Moscow: Institut 

Vostokovedeniia RAN, 2013). 

[47]  See E.P. Chelyshev, Izbrannye trudy: tom tretii vremia i liudi (Moscow: Nauka, 2002).

[48]  Carolien Stolte, “'The Asiatic Hour’: new perspectives on the Asian relations conference, New 

Delhi, 1947.” In The Non-Aligned Movement and the Cold War: Delhi – Bandung – Belgrade, edited by Nataša 

Mišković, Harald Fischer-Tiné and Nada Boškova (New York: Routledge, 2014), 57–75.
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revisionism that had its roots in the multifaceted conversations on 

decolonization and modernity of the inter-war period. Recognizing the 

fact that even under Stalinism Soviet Central Asian culture workers and 

agitators moved within a wider, transnational Asian context, it illuminates 

the inter-Asian context in which Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People (1949) 

and its message of peoples’ internationalism took shape.

The History (1949) and the Asian Relations Conference 

In the previous chapter we briefly discussed the article in the April issue 

of Vorposy Istorii 1949 that urged for the reactivation of Soviet Oriental 

studies as a tool in international propaganda. In the same article, Joseph 

Samuilovich Braginsky argued, in particular, for the need of Soviet 

historians to take part in the decolonization struggle. Their first duty, the 

article states, is to provide historical textbooks that help expose the “false 

theories of the bourgeoisie.”[49] 

 We suggested that the article was mainly intended to smooth the 

waters for The History of the Tajik People (1949), but it also responded 

to the aims of leading figures in the Indian anti-colonial movement for 

a new approach of the past that might help cement the unity of Asian 

peoples for the future. A few years prior to its publication, for instance, 

Jawaharlal Nehru had published The Discovery of India (1946) in which he 

painted a picture of modern India as a secular, culturally diverse state, 

with a diverse cultural heritage.[50] Intending to counteract empty Western 

civilisational models, he opted for a “synthetic” citizenship model, one in 

which “[n]ew patterns... [were] integrated with the old” and which would 

[49]  CP/IND/DUTT/24/108, Labour History Archive and Study Centre Manchester Online accessable at 

https://www.revolutionarydemocracy.org/rdv10n2/historians.htm (last accessed on 20 January 2020).

[50]  Nehru supported a vision of secularism that should be distinguished from that of French laicité. 

The contrast was aptly described by Jaffrelot: “The Indian version of secularism did not equate with 

the French concept of laïcité, which did not recognize religious or other cultural differences in the 

public sphere; instead the State recognized all religious communities on equal footing,” see Christophe 

Jaffrelot, “Nation-Building and Nationalism: South Asia, 1947-90.” In The Oxford Handbook of the History of 

Nationalism, edited by John Breuilly (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013) to be accessed online:  

www.oxfordhandbooks.com (last accessed on 12 January 2018). For a classic comparison of political 

modes of thinking on multiculturalism, see Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism. Cultural Diversity 

and Political Theory (Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
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recognize the past of “man’s adventure through the ages.”[51] He hoped 

cultural emancipation would have a unifying rather than disruptive effect: 

“perhaps we might develop, in addition to our own national backgrounds 

and cultures, an appreciation of others and a capacity to understand and 

cooperate with the peoples of other countries.”[52] This same hope that a 

raised awareness of one’s history and heritage might unite an otherwise 

divided humanity was apparent in the statements and speeches of 

organizers and participants in the Asian Relations Conference (ARC) of 

1947. 

 The inter-Asian ARC was held in Delhi, from March 23 to April 2, 

weeks ahead of India’s independence. The USSR sent delegates from each 

of its Central Asian republics, as well as Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

In his opening speech Jawaharlal Nehru talked of a “crisis” in “world 

history” when arguing that colonial Asia must take up its place in world 

affairs.[53] Also the speech of Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, the sister of Indian 

communist revolutionary Virendranath Chattopadhyaya (Chatto) and 

one of the main organizers of the conference, emphasized how history 

had left its marks in material culture and served to unite the people of 

Asia: “History is in every stone, history sleeps hidden but living in every 

acre, in every patch of soil of Hindustan.” She added that it was this 

shared history and cultural heritage that had brought people together, “...

the great diversity of Asian culture has cemented the unity of the Asian 

people.”[54] The conference’s aims were forward-looking and Naidu did 

not summon the participants to restore an ancient past. Rather, she 

suggested that awareness of shared historical experience, including its 

moments of conflict, should help build a new civilisation for Asia and 

develop a new approach to life: “Diversity of culture, unity of heart and 

pursuit; because Asia must bring to the pool its own contribution, its own 

particular mode of life, its own particular vision of life, its own approach 

to life. And it is all these varieties of human experience that make for a 

[51]  As quoted in Prasenjit Duara (Ed.)., Decolonization: Perspectives from now and then (London: 

Routledge, 2003):37. 

[52]  Duara (Ed.), Decolonization, 37.

[53]  Asian Relations: being Report of the Proceedings and Documentation of the First Asian Relations 

Conference New Delhi, March-April, 1947 (New Delhi: Asian Relations Organization, 1948): 24.

[54]  Ibid., 29.
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great civilisation.”[55] In a similar vein, the Conference's roundtable on 

Cultural Problems outlined a task to revise historical textbooks: “History 

needed to be rewritten and the outlook of children changed. Too much 

importance should not be attached to individual national culture but the 

unity of all cultures emphasized. The essence of culture lays in the fact of 

our realizing the oneness of mankind.”[56] It was concluded that the history 

of Asian peoples should be rewritten with an eye to what united them.

 This was precisely the approach of history that characterized The 

History of the Tajik People (1949): the book had illuminated the cultural 

interconnections uniting the peoples of Soviet Asia regardless of political 

national boundaries despite state demands to outline particular heritages 

for each Central Asian Republic. This is especially evident in the book’s 

afterword, which we assume was written, or at least co-written by Joseph 

Braginsky, who was the editor of all three editions. The text starts off with 

a quote from Stalin’s lunch conversation with the Finnish governmental 

delation of April 1948, in which Stalin had stated that all nations had 

their “qualitative particularities, their specifics that belong just to them 

and not to other nations,” while also claiming that, as such, they “enrich 

and complement” the “general treasury of world culture.”[57] Having thus 

legitimized his position with a quote from the General Secretary, the 

author goes on to propose that the reader will learn from this book that 

the Tajiks shared their forefathers with other Central Asian peoples, and 

that these (the Sogdians, Bactrians, Khorezmians, Massagetai, and Saks) 

also played a great role in the development of mutual relations between 

peoples of West and East. The author claims that some readers might 

believe that the book does not do enough to highlight the rich past of all 

Central Asian peoples. Interestingly, he seems to agree with such critics. 

Rather than warding off this accusation, he states matter-of-factly that 

this is the consequence of choosing to write Tajik history.[58] Apparently, 

the author seems to suggest, a national focus goes at a cost of the bigger 

picture.

[55]  Asian Relations: being Report of the Proceedings and Documentation of the First Asian Relations 

Conference New Delhi, March-April, 1947 (New Delhi: Asian Relations Organization, 1948).

[56]  Ibid., 193.

[57]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda (1949): 466.

[58]  Ibid., 466.



- 132 -

 The afterword to The History of the Tajik People (1949) underscores 

that in history, culture has a relatively autonomous historical role to play. 

It does so by stating that patterns of cultural change need not run parallel 

to the universal, staged path of historical development: “culture did not 

develop along a unitary path [edinnogo potoka].”[59] But rather than dividing 

world cultural history into separate trajectories, the author presents 

the past of different peoples as united on the cultural level. His declared 

aim is to explore the agency and role of small nations and peoples in the 

development of the world’s cultural heritage or civilisation: “The attempt 

is made in this book, to show how in the development of civilisation, 

the forefathers of the Tajik people made their contribution next to the 

Chinese, the Indus, the ancient Egyptians and next to the other peoples of 

Central Asia.”[60] Thus, the author advocates a self-consciously non-state 

focus and orientation: culture was not made by great states or Empires 

and, in fact, “[t]he real creator of the material and spiritual [and] cultural 

valuables was the people.”[61] Here, the author articulates a historical 

perspective very close to that of Litvinsky and of the first generation 

of Russian / Soviet orientalists mentioned in the previous chapter: an 

approach of the past in which cultural development was regarded as a 

relatively autonomous and inherently international process, one moved 

forward by peoples rather than states. Moreover, the author takes up an 

explicitly anti-Eurocentric position. To his mind, the book illustrates that 

culture did not just spread from West to East, or from large states to small 

ones. “[T]he Tajik forefathers in the far past” the author writes, “were not 

just intermediaries that allowed Hellenistic ideas to spread in Central and 

Eastern Asia, or for the spread of the valuable cultural achievements from 

China to the Mediterranean.”[62] In this way, the afterword connects the 

historical vision of peoples’ internationalism to a wider political argument 

of anti-Eurocentrism that inspired the ARC and the incentive for writing 

the anti-ethnocentric history of Asian peoples. 

 While Braginsky himself had not been present at the ARC he had 

friends among the Soviet delegates. One of these was the Tajik poet 

[59]  Gafurov, Istoriia Tadzhikskogo naroda (1949): 467.

[60]   Ibid., 466-467.

[61]  Ibid., 467,

[62]  Ibid., 466.
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laureate Mirzo Tursunzoda , who had recently made his debut with a 

collection of poems on India. In the 1930s Braginsky was a member of 

a circle of Persianate writers and propagandists who gathered around 

the figure of the self-professed “Jadid” writer and cultural reformer 

Saddriddin Ayni. Tursunzoda was a member of this same circle.[63] At the 

ARC, Tursunzoda was installed as a member of the Provisional General 

Council of the Asian Relations Organization (ARO) headed by the future 

Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.[64] It seems likely that the 

transnational, peoples’ orientation of The History of the Tajik People (1949) 

was a direct response to Asian Relations Conference and the demand 

for a cultural heritage that might cement the solidarity of different local 

communities for the future. 

Central Asians advocating Cultural Revolution  
at the SKSSAA 

In the period of Khrushchev’s Break to the East, Mirzo Tursunzoda again 

became an important intermediary between Soviet Central Asia and 

advocates of transnational solidarity in Asia. In 1955 he was a member of 

the Soviet delegation to the CRIT in Delhi. This proved a stepping stone 

for his activities as leading Soviet representative to the Afro-Asian Peoples 

Solidarity Organization (AAPSO). CRIT is recognized as the place where it 

was first agreed that a Soviet Committee for Solidarity with the Countries 

of Asia and Africa (Sovietskii Komitet Solidarnost’ Strany Azii and Afriki, 

henceforth: Solidarity Committee or SKSSAA) would be set up.[65] It took 

a while before the Soviet Solidarity Committee commenced its activities 

however: the Committee was only officially established in May 1956 and 

it took until November of that year before the Presidium held its first 

[63]  Saidmuradov, Mal’tsev, Iz istorii Vostokovedeniia v Tadzhikistane, 60. 

[64]  For connections between Soviet and Asian activists running through the ARC, see my article, 

“Soviet ‘Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO,” 193-221. 

[65]  Initially the SKSSAA focused only on Asia and was named the Soviet Committee for Solidarity with 

the Countries of Asia - SKSSA - but it was renamed SKSSAA when the Afro-Asian Solidarity Organisation 

was set up in 1957 and I will use SKSSAA throughout. For the official description of the SKSSAA’s aims, 

see description of the archival collection of the Soviet Solidarity Committee kept at the Russian State 

Archive in Moscow, Predislovie, f.9540, Gosudarvstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiskogo Federatsii, hereafter: GARF), 

Moscow. 
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meeting. As President of the Committee it was Tursunzoda who chaired 

the meeting and held its openings speech. Besides Party functionaries and 

scholars, the committee included also other important representatives 

of Central Asian cultural and religious traditions: Ziya al-Din Khan Baba 

Khan, the Mufti of Middle Asia and Kazakhstan, and Kazakh novelist and 

poet Mukhtar Auezov.[66]

 While a Soviet representaive body, many Central Asian Committee 

members seemed preoccupied with accelerating cultural reform at home 

and abroad. During the meeting, SKSSAA members commented on the 

desire of decolonizing countries to spread the awareness of their own 

heritages. As Tursunzoda had it: “[a]ll countries want to establish their 

cultural traditions, to elevate their economy and culture”.[67]  

 There is reason to assume that Russian and Central Asian 

intellectuals had a slightly different approach to the benefits of Central 

Asian cultural reform. Alexander Guber, who was still mentioned as 

director of the IVAN in the minutes to the meeting, stressed that the 

SKSSAA should strive not just for liberation, or “the resurrection of a 

downtrodden culture”, but also for the reformation and revolution, or the 

establishment of a “new culture.”[68] He believed that the Central Asian 

“experience” of socialist modernization was of paramount importance for 

educating the decolonizing world: “we don’t just have colossal experience 

with issues such as the liquidation of illiteracy in our country, but also 

on a whole range of concrete measures that may be useful for those 

countries.”[69] For Guber, thus, the purpose of the Solidarity Committee 

was at least partly entangled with the Soviet mission to woo allies in the 

decolonizing world - during the November meeting he laments that the 

USSR left the initiative in the cultural mission towards the East firmly 

in India’s hands. For Tursunzoda, in contrast, the Committee’s activities 

offer support for an agenda of cultural and educational reform at home: 

as far as he was concerned the SKSSAA should propagate against “the 

scholastic madrasa system” and in favour of “everything progressive” 

[66]  For more on the role of clerical institutions and personnel in Soviet cultural diplomacy see Tasar, 

Soviet and Muslim (2017). 

[67]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF.

[68]  Ibid.

[69]  Ibid.
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in each country. He also emphasizes the need to stimulate Republican 

intelligentsias and to make sure that Central Asian cultural and 

intellectual figures should “participate on the pages of our printed press 

and the radio.”[70] 

 Clearly, many members of the Soviet Solidarity Committee viewed 

local and foreign projects of cultural reform as strongly entangled. 

Pointing at the Muslim Georgian minorities of Turkey and Iran and the 

Turkmen populations north and south of the frontier between Iran and 

the USSR, for instance, T.B. Berdyev, President of the Turkmen Academy 

of Sciences suggested that these transnational connections could provide 

a transnational space where to read hitherto closed off members of 

progressive circles abroad. This awareness was complemented with a 

firm grasp of the benefits that the Soviet South could receive from direct 

exposure to international cultures.[71] The famous Kazakh playwright 

Mukhtar Auezov, for instance, stressed the benefit of the SKSSAA for 

domestic consumption; emphasizing that “writers from Indonesia and 

India should be popularised among us as well”.[72] As he understood it, an 

awareness of transnational entanglement was strongly connected with 

the Kazakh domestic cultural reform agenda.

 Like Gafurov’s speech at the 20th Party Congress earlier that year, 

the meeting’s participants emphasized the importance of literature as 

a vehicle for an local and international agenda of cultural revolution or 

reform. In particular, in the SKSSAA literature was granted a special place 

for its ability to convey realities that remained obscured in day-to-day 

life.[73] As the Committee members had it, their task was to go beyond 

[70]  Ibid.

[71]  For an approach of the transnational spaces provided by SKSSAA activities in the cultural and 

intellectual sphere the approach of the group of Györgi Peteri who, in a special issue examining 

transborder spaces created by International Fairs and Exhibitions, identifies them as productive sites 

where capitalist and socialist differences could be suspended. See Györgi Peteri, “Sites of Convergence: 

The USSR and Communist Eastern Europe at International Fairs Abroad and at Home,” in Journal of 

Contemporary History 47, no. 1 (2012): 3-12.

[72]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF.

[73]  Scholars insist on the productive aspects of ambiguity, highlighting the ability of literary texts 

to invoke different, sometimes contradictory imaginations. See for the Soviet case for instance, Clark, 

Moscow the Fourth Rome; Thomas Lahusen and Evgeny Dobrenko (Eds.), Socialist Realism without Shores 

(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997). Clark’s insight that even in the most “anti-cosmopolitan” 

period of Stalin’s rule “nationalist or imperial trends coexisted with, and were imbricated with, some 

form of cosmopolitanism” seems productive for understanding peoples’ internationalism too, see Clark, 
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the level or material realities. For instance, one of the declared tasks of 

the SKSSAA was to provide a profitable image of socialist way of life. 

To this end, the Committee members were tasked to establish personal 

connections with people abroad (also on “the parliamentary level”). 

Guber, however, urged the members to show not just the achievements of 

socialist construction in the sphere of “geography and economy” but to 

also illuminate people’s support for reform; or “the liquidation of the old 

for the new.” [74] As such Guber emphasized literature could have a specific 

inspirational quality that went beyond a peoples’ material circumstance. 

Auezov, moreover, grants literature an important internationalist quality, 

suggesting that literature could reach beyond political boundaries: 

writers can get “beyond other established connections” and “tell you much 

about every country.”[75] Perhaps it was this transcendental, inspirational 

quality that Tursunzoda sought to preserve when he urges the Solidarity 

Committee members to write not in a practical but “artistic literary 

style.”[76] 

Activating UNESCO for Afro-Asian solidarity:  
re-Orienting World History 

The ARC may be seen as a historical moment that marked the start of 

an international attempt to try and negotiate a new approach to history 

in Asia. Julian Huxley’s project to compose a “Cultural and Intellectual 

history of Mankind” indicates that in these years scholars in Western 

Europe were taking up similar projects too. As it appears, Huxley’s project 

was accommodative of peoples’ internationalism. Huxley aimed for the 

History of Mankind to correct the racist and Eurocentric stereotypes, 

believing that the relative unawareness of the historical and cultural 

achievements of the East was a threat to world peace. What was 

Moscow the Fourth Rome, 4.

[74]  Guber’s insistence on the importance of literature is an extension of the conflict between 

geographical or philological approaches of unity that we discussed in chapter two. Stenogramma 

Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2, GARF. 

[75]  Ibid.

[76]  Ibid.



- 137 -

particularly timely, he thought, was to encourage cultural inclusivity, and 

to spread awareness and appreciation of the inherent cultural diversity 

of mankind.[77] Below we will illustrate how in the mid-1950s Soviet 

orientalists, and Gafurov in particular, capitalized on the anti-Eurocentric 

climate growing in UNESCO to advance an inter-Asian project of 

historical revisionism that resisted nationalism and emphasized the unity 

of peoples.

 At the November 1956 SKSSAA Presidium meeting, Alexander Guber 

had suggested that in the field of history writing UNESCO, being the only 

UN body currently favoring projects of “education and enlightenment” 

on a world scale, could become a useful arena for Afro-Asian activism.[78] 

Although West-based and Eurocentric, Guber believed that UNESCO 

represented a potentially useful arena for socialist diplomacy. He had 

witnessed the critical mood among the Eastern delegates at the UNESCO 

Asian Regional Conference in Tokyo that previous spring. Arguing that 

due to the dominance of Western countries the meeting had seemed 

“transformed into a conference of European countries and the USA,” he 

was certain that a diversified policy showcasing the experience of Central 

Asia would have productive results because the peoples of the Orient were 

currently posing the “exact same questions.”[79]

 Guber seemed the right person to steer the SKSSAA in the direction 

of UNESCO. As head of the VOKS’s eastern section, he had already 

participated in UNESCO conferences abroad. Moreover, his role on the 

Soviet Committee for the “History of Mankind” and on the board of the 

International Union for Orientalists (loosely affiliated with UNESCO) 

attuned to the expectations of Asian intelligentsias.[80] Nonetheless, it was 

Gafurov who eventually came to steer an international project of historical 

revisionism in the sphere of Afro-Asian Solidarity through UNESCO. As 

we have seen above, in February 1956 Gafurov proposed to set up a society 

outside of the confines of VOKS that would focus exclusively on scholarly 

[77]  For the UNESCO History of Mankind project see Betts, “Humanity’s new heritage”; Duedahl, “Selling 

Mankind”.

[78]  Stenogramma Zasedaniia, 1 November 1956, f.9540, op.1, d.2 GARF.

[79]  Ibid.

[80]  For the alternative view that Guber was installed for his expertise on Indonesia and to flag support 

for the non-aligned movement see Eran, Mezhdunarodniki, 76.
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research and on exchange with countries of the East. Gafurov’s profile 

as a Soviet “Asian” suited the critical anti-Eurocentric trend that had 

been developing in UNESCO since at least the early-1950s. With support 

from the USSR, a new trend came to fruition within UNESCO in the mid-

1950s that provided new opportunities for peoples’ internationalism. It 

encouraged peoples of Asia and Africa to research their heritages with an 

eye to an international program of mutual integration. 

 In 1951, a roundtable in Delhi on “The Concept of Man and the 

Philosophy of Education in East and West” posed that fundamental 

education curricula had to be based on humanities. Evoking the same 

trope of spiritual loss and need that Gafurov would later voice at the 1956 

Party Congress, it sketched a basic humanities program, legitimating 

it with the anti-modernist trope that a counterweight to Western 

technological domination was needed. Narrow specialization was to be 

rejected in favor of a humanities-based program that was to educate 

people as well-rounded individuals: “Specialists and non-specialists alike 

should study the Humanities as part of their full education as men.” 

Moreover, the humanities were expected to supplement the scientific 

approach in order to avoid the excesses of Western modernity: if the 

“philosopher can learn from the Scientist, he can also show him the 

limits of the scientific field.” Such a curriculum was viewed, moreover, 

as a tool against nationalism and ideas that assumed “the superiority of 

one race over another.” This necessity was felt especially strongly in the 

field of history education. The roundtable suggested that the publication 

of historical textbooks was to be supervised by joint committees with 

representatives of different nationalities.[81]

 As the roundtable’s minutes record, participants suggested that the 

East might supply the classical heritage required for a nascent one-world 

humanism, arguing that the humanities were currently biased towards 

the West and underestimated Eastern contributions to world culture.[82] 

As Jean Filliozat, the Secretary General of the International Union of 

Orientalists, remembered, one conclusion reached in Delhi was that a new 

[81]  Discussion on the Cultural and Philosophical Relations Between East and West, 5 December 1951, 

UNESCO Documents Online (herafter: UNESDOCS): https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 12 

March 2017).

[82]  Ibid.
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universal humanism could become a reality only with sufficient knowledge 

of the whole ensemble of human cultures.[83] 

 In response, the Director General tasked the International 

Council for Philosophy and Human Sciences (CIPSH) to investigate the 

Organisation’s options for providing a “new common culture” relying 

on the various “traditional cultures of the Orient and of the Occident.”[84] 

CIPSH concluded that a humanities–based education was to be seen as a 

precondition for building a world culture or humanism and it recommend 

that people should be offered a “complete... traditional instruction in the 

humanities” before moving on to more specialized fields of study”.[85]

   As Filliozat recalled, the International Union of Orientalists 

adjusted itself to these recommendations and recognized the classics 

of the East as an essential fundament of a general world culture. 

UNESCO rapidly followed suit. Spurred on by decolonization, within 

the organization, critical attitudes towards Eurocentrism grew more 

widespread as Asian members continued to protest against Western bias 

in UNESCO’s educational, scientific and cultural models.[86] While the 

resistance to Eurocentrism was probably heartfelt, this chapter suggests 

that the appeal of this anti-Eurocentric campaign had several layers and 

also created space for the continuation of a local agenda of historical 

revisionism that allowed negotiating a shared heritage for the peoples of 

Asia, and perhaps mankind, on a global scale. 

The East West Project:  
Unity in Diversity from an Asian Perspective

In previous chapters, we have seen how in Gafurov’s vision of peoples’ 

internationalism the cultural contributions of local, sub-state groups and 

communities were inextricably tied up with transnational, even global, 

processes of cultural development and renewal. As Nehru’s project to 

[83]  Report on an enquiry on the possibilities of broadening the teaching of the humanities, 2 March 

1956, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 22 October 2015).

[84]  Ibid.

[85]  Ibid.

[86]  For such critiques, see Wong, “Relocating East and West,” 358.
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negotiate a diverse heritage for postcolonial Asia shows, this approach to 

the past was appealing at least partly for its possibilities to “leapfrog” (to 

borrow Stolte’s phraseology) the ethno-centric nation state.[87] An in-depth 

study of Nehru’s approach of history will undoubtedly expose marked 

differences between the historical vision of the Indian state leader and 

that of Soviet Central Asian modernisers as personified here by Gafurov. 

However, strong affinities did exist and both visions emphasized the 

interconnections between local and broader scales of culture making, 

resisting the trend to view modern culture building as structured in line 

with territorialized ethno-centric or religious identifications.

 In the second half of the 1950s, the anti-Eurocentric turn within 

UNECO crystallized in the launch of a new cultural program meant to 

encourage the “Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western Values.”[88] 

The project had been proposed by the Indian and Japanese commission 

for cooperation with UNESCO at the 1956 Asian Relations Conference 

in Tokyo and aimed to study and disseminate material on Western and 

Eastern cultural traditions around the world. The implicit agenda was to 

educate the West in the rich cultural traditions and practices in the East 

and to encourage processes of cultural exchange and education and thus 

to encourage the mutual appreciation and integration of mankind.[89] The 

East-West Project, as the Indian UNESCO Commission would later state, 

brought together elements of the markedly different visions of Mawlana 

Abu’l-Kalam Azad, Indian Minister of Education, Jawaharlal Nehru, and 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, the Vice-President of India.[90] It also supported 

the vision of peoples’ internationalism that we find in Gafurov’s The 

History (1949) and earlier work. First, the project emphasized the value 

of elite-education, hoping that “the spirit of the East-West Major Project 

would take a long-term hold on the grantees who, through the exchange, 

[87]  For this see Lewis and Stolte, “Other Bandungs.”

[88]  For the East-West Project see Wong, “Relocating East and West,” and by the same author, “Cultural 

Agency.”

[89]  Wong, “Relocating East and West.”

[90]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission for Cooperation with 

Unesco, 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, East-West Major Project, Participation India part 1 (hereafter 

EWMPPI-1), UNESCO Archives (hereafter UNESCO), Paris, France. For a short biography of Azad as a 

Muslim modernist and leading member of the interwar Khilafat movement, see Dudoignon, Hisao and 

Yasushi (Eds.), Intellectuals in the Modern Islamic World, 13.
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would become culture carriers.”[91] Second, it strove to connect elite-

based global perspectives with local ones, aiming to “open up” hitherto 

undervalued heritages while encouraging the academic and cultural 

exchange that facilitated “mutual understanding.”[92]

 To point at the local roots of the East-West Project counteracts 

the long-cherished idea that the UN’s support of projects of national 

independence and state-building in the decolonizing world was the direct 

outcome of a successfully negotiated widespread anti-colonial agenda.[93] 

In fact, the East-West Project was the outcome of an anti-colonial agenda 

that also rejected modern nationalisms. At the Second Conference of 

the Indian UNESCO Commission in March 1956, Mawlana Azad, who 

was also the President of the UNESCO Commission, suggested that the 

East-West Project was inspired by an agenda of Afro-Asian solidarity. He 

applauded UNESCO’s efforts to make sure that the “voice” of African and 

Asian countries “in the world of education, science and culture [would] be 

heard.”[94] At the same time, he also recommended that the Organization 

should support “the growing solidarity of these countries in world affairs, 

thereby “emphasizing its moral relevance.”[95] 

 In June 1956, the same month that the UNESCO Executive Board 

approved of the draft of the East West program, Gafurov was unofficially 

installed as the new director of the IVAN. Both his instalment and the 

“Easternization” of Oriental studies that Gafurov had helped engineer 

seem to have been part of a larger agenda to partake in inter-Asian and 

Third World projects of cultural solidarity and reform. In 1957, Gafurov 

was installed vice-President of the SKSSAA, joining forces with Mirzo 

Tursunzoda. That same year, he was also installed President of the 

Soviet East-West Committee organized under the wings of the Soviet 

Commission for Cooperation with UNESCO. In the first years of his 

directorship, Gafurov established himself as a key figure embodying the 

[91]  As quoted in Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 115.

[92]  Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 115.

[93]  For a path breaking critique of this view see Amrith and Sluga, “New Histories of the United 

Nations.”

[94]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission for Cooperation with Unesco, 

13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.

[95]  Ibid.
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varieties of peoples’ internationalism that lay at the foundation of various 

projects of historical revisionism proposed at different inter-Asian arenas 

at different moments in time. As director of the IVAN, Gafurov took on the 

role of international spokesperson for the Soviet policy towards the East. 

He actively performed the socialist commitment to anti-colonial history 

in which the cultural minorities were presented as agents of history on 

their own account, with cultural elites taking the role of intermediaries 

for the emancipation of their own communities. Simultaneously, however, 

he provided the USSR with an "Asian" face, emphasizing that Soviet Union 

could be part of the Movement for Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity too. He 

also continued to mediate the “peoples” approach to history as a source of 

unity and cultural revolution in the East.

Other Internationalisms:  
Reasserting State-based Regionalism in UNESCO

As historians have stressed in recent years, UNESCO’s international 

infrastructural landscape provided complex spaces of international 

interaction.[96] In UNESCO’s institutional hierarchy, multiple viewpoints 

and interests competed. Initially the East-West Project seemed a 

productive arena for peoples’ internationalism. As it turned out, however, 

within UNESCO, peoples’ internationalism saw itself confronted with 

powerful rival internationalisms. 

 From the beginning of UNESCO’s existence onwards, Julian 

Huxley’s scientific humanism had many contesters.[97] Laura Wong 

has related how T.S. Eliot ridiculed Huxley’s “scientific humanism”, 

emphasizing that politics should be aloof from culture and that UNESCO 

should defend the artist’s freedom to create art for art’s sake.[98] The 

Christian philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr rejected Huxley’s ‘one-world’ 

vision too, albeit for different reasons: he believed Huxley’s “bogus 

universalism” would be unable to succeed given the fundamental 

[96]  Amrith and Sluga, “New Histories of the United Nations.”

[97]  For the historical trajectory of Huxley’s ‘one-world’ vision, see Sluga, “UNESCO and the (One) World 

of Julian Huxley.”  

[98]  Wong, “Cultural Agency,” for Eliot’s critiques page 11-14, for Niebuhr 15-18.
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differences between religions, which he believed were “hardly possible” 

to reconcile.[99] In the negotiations leading up to the East-West Project, 

requests from Eastern European states for the explicit recognition of 

the creation of “new” cultural values as one of the organization’s aims 

remained unanswered.[100] 

 Luther Evans, Director-General from 1953 onwards, for instance, 

supported a vision of cultural internationalism that differed radically 

from the peoples’ based internationalism that we have retrieved from 

Gafurov’s biography. In 1957, Evans published an article in the Delhi-based 

journal March of India discussing the East-West Project as illustrative 

of Organization’s tendency to restrict its activities to the unambiguous 

sphere of expertise and financial support.[101] A little while earlier, the 

Delhi-based International Council for World Affairs (ICWA) had proposed 

to set up a UNESCO-based international research project that aimed 

to rewrite the history of Asia in line with peoples’ internationalism.[102] 

Crucially, in this project the Asian continent functioned as a window 

on broader processes of human development and integration. This 

allowed the project to present peoples as cultural and historical agents, 

“contributing” to a wider, integrated world history and culture. Evans, 

by contrast, advocated a very different approach to world culture. Rather 

than approaching the civilisations of “East” and “West” as two ephemeral 

and complementary halves of one whole, he imagined them as two 

separate and territorialized entities. He viewed the “East”, or the “Orient”, 

as a particular place on a map, namely as the equivalent of the Asian 

continent. The “West”, on the other hand, he saw as equally territorialized, 

and as encompassing “all the cultures of Europe and the Americas.”[103] 

 In some ways, Evans’ approach of culture showed similarities with 

the state-based visions of culture popularized by Sergey Tolsov in the 

era of High Stalinism. While Evans claimed that “UNESCO is, and has 

[99]  Joseph Niebuhr as quoted in Laura Wong, “Cultural Agency,” 17. 

[100]  See Wong, “Cultural Agency.”

[101]  Report on the Second Conference of the Indian National Commission of 6-7 February 1956 in New 

Delhi 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.
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been for years, well aware that “cultural regions” are a relative concept”, 

he rooted the unity of mankind not in the sphere of culture and ideas, as 

Huxley had done, but in the realm of history and material culture. Quoting 

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, he suggested “[t]he world is unified physically 

but is mentally divided.”[104] While he claimed it as one of UNESCO’s tasks 

to “try and bridge these mental divisions,” he saw no use in UNESCO 

participating in projects of cultural reform, let alone revolution. Rather, 

Evans argued that the organization should restrict it activities to the 

material and technical sphere, thus “paying due respect to the originality 

and diversity of their various stocks of ideas, values and attitudes.”[105] 

While apparently inclusive, the consequence of Evans’ approach was that 

cultural change and development were located outside the realm of human 

activity, acquiring conservative characteristics. While this is reminiscent 

of Stalin’s approach to culture, Evans’ reference to Radhakrishnan 

suggests that even among the alleged spiritual fathers of the East-West 

Project, approaches to culture and history differed. This suggests that on 

the local level the project served different agendas too.

Unity in Diversity or a Conscious Pluralism?

Also key-figures working on both the History of Mankind- and the East-

West Projects, were skeptical of Huxley’s convictions that an objective 

world humanist canon could be established on the basis of objective, 

scientific research.[106] In 1947, Jacques Havet, future coordinator of the 

East West Project, had already dismissed Huxley’s “scientific humanism”, 

[104]  Report on the Second Conference of teh Indian National Commission of 6-7 February 1956 in New 

Delhi 13 March 1956, 008 (540) MP 03, EWMPPI-1, UNESCO.
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arguing that the best UNESCO could do was to strive towards a “conscious 

pluralism.”[107] A similar sentiment was voiced in 1961 by Caroline Ware, 

coordinator of the work conducted by members of the International 

Editorial Committee of the sixth volume of the History of Mankind. In a 

letter to one of the editors, the Dutch historian Jan Marinus Romein, she 

stated that if she would have any disagreement with Julian Huxley “it 

would not be on the absolute merits of the Russian or Marxian or Lysenkan 

position or on any specific point, but on the basic issue of whether there is 

only one way to perceive truth or many ways”[108]

 In the USSR, Litvinsky, Gafurov’s co-worker and coordinator of 

the sector of Archaeology at the Tajik Academy of Sciences, expressed a 

faith in the beneficial results of objective scholarship that mirrored that 

of Julian Huxley. But already by the late-1950s, the critical zeitgeist of the 

1960s first began to manifest itself in UNESCO. In 1962, René Maheu (1905-

1975), French philosopher and friend of Jean-Paul Sartre, was installed 

as UNESCO Director General. Apparently responding to the launch of 

the United Nations Development Decade in 1961, Maheu pragmatically 

framed the cultural commitments of UNESCO in terms of their use 

for the material development of mankind, branding it “developmental 

humanism.”[109] The aim of the new program, however, was not to prioritize 

material development but to stress the historical force of culture too and 

to reject an approach that reduced people to their material interests: “Man 

is the means and the end of development; he is not the one-dimensional 

abstraction of homo economicus, but a living reality, a human person, in 

the infinite variety of his needs, his potentialities and his aspirations.”[110] 

At the same time, Maheu’s approach did support a radical inclusivity 

that regarded culture as the product of the creative works of all people, 

regardless of class race and ethnicity. As we will show in the next chapters, 

under Maheu’s directorship UNESCO remained an important arena 

where peoples’ internationalism could be advanced throughout the 1960s. 
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However, leftist critiques of narratives of cultural unity continued to 

develop and intensify throughout the 1960s, profoundly affecting peoples’ 

internationalism and the local projects of educational reform and cultural 

revolution that it rationalized. 
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Conclusion

This chapter has situated the perspective of peoples’ internationalism 

that strongly shaped the narrative of Gafurov’s The History of the Tajik 

People (1949) in a broader context of anti-colonial activism, in particular 

the India-led project of advancing inter-Asian and Afro-Asian (later: Third 

World) solidarity on a world scale. It has traced the concept as it traversed 

through different institutional contexts across the globe, departing from 

Soviet Central Asia and touching base in Delhi, Moscow and UNESCO’s 

headquarters in Paris.

 As Glenda Sluga has argued, for Jawaharlal Nehru UNESCO 

universalisms served projects closer to home.[111] For people like Nehru and 

Mawlana Azad we may assume that one important motivation was to unify 

the diverse Indian population, and in particular to bridge the differences 

between Hindus and Muslims. In Soviet Oriental studies, the launch of 

the UNESCO East-West Program resonated intensely and it served the 

diversification of the Moscow-based IVAN. While the rapprochement 

between Soviet orientalist academics and UNESCO was set in motion by 

Gafurov’s predecessor Alexander Guber, the anti-Eurocentric pretenses 

of the East-West Project made Gafurov, being a Soviet “Asian”, a perfect 

candidate to showcase socialism’s anti-colonial credentials abroad. 

 The same can be said about the activities of the SKSSAA. Soviet 

policy- makers viewed the task of the Solidarity Committee in diplomatic 

terms: showing cultural brethren abroad the benefits of Soviet modernity. 

For Soviet Central Asians on the committee, however, the project 

served projects of cultural enlightenment and internationalism in the 

home Republics. Moreover, by emphasizing the value of the Republics’ 

experience in socialist state building, the SKSSAA provided a vehicle of 

emancipation within the Soviet state hierarchy. By making the move 

from Stalinabad to Moscow, Gafurov physically contributed to a project of 

cultural diversification in the former metropolis.

[111]  Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism, 85.




