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Chapter 4. 

From Oriental 
Studies to 
Area Studies: 
preserving Peoples’ 
Internationalism
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In the years after Stalin’s death, peaceful coexistence and the political 

“break to the East” gave new élan to ideas of international solidarity 

between Asian and Afro-Asian peoples based on characteristics other 

than class. Within the Soviet Union, such thinking was encouraged by 

destalinization and the post-Stalinist thaw that manifested itself in Soviet 

cultural and intellectual life, including Soviet Oriental studies. Soviet 

Party functionaries and academics cooperated with leading figures in Asia 

to bring a vision of inter-Asian and Afro-Asian solidarity based on a shared 

cultural heritage to UNESCO. Soviet support bolstered the modernizing 

reform-agendas of anti-colonial elites in Asia, and in 1967 Japan and India 

succeeded in negotiating a new cultural program within UNESCO that 

emphasized educational reform and cultural spread in the service of 

establishing a new culture. 

  Whereas the previous chapter showed how peoples’ 

internationalism was enthusiastically taken up across the anti-colonial 

world, not least because it involved a critique of Eurocentrism in the 

context of UNESCO, this chapter focuses on the difficulties it encountered 

in establishing a political and intellectual relationship with the Chinese 

People’s Republic. Soviet orientalists as well as Party figures, sought to 

make connections with the PRC in UN-affiliated bodies, stressing the need 

for the UN to recognize their communist ally in the East. Despite their 

expectations that the PRC might cooperate, Mao mounted a thorough 

critique of Soviet “revisionism,” targeting peoples’ internationalism as 

well as other liberalizing trends in Soviet intellectual and cultural climate. 

While within the socialist camp the term “revisionism” was usually 

attributed pejoratively as a critique of those aiming to rethink Marxist 

orthodoxies, mostly in order to justify alliances with the bourgeoisie, 

this thesis focuses on a different project of historical revisionism. It 

aims describe a constructive project of history writing taken up by a 

disparate group of anti-colonial and modernizing thinkers across Asia 
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and Europe who sought to emphasize transnational links and solidarities 

in history in the service of a project of modern community building 

or “world making” that emphasized diversity and avoided prioritizing 

ethno-centrism.  

 As we have seen in the previous chapter this project involved the 

rehabilitation of pre-Revolutionary philological methods and insights in 

Oriental studies. Sensitive of the possibility that this might antagonize 

political allies, Soviet orientalists coupled it with a critique of imperial 

“Orientalism,” in the sense of Edward Said.[1] At the International Congress 

for Orientalists in Cambridge for instance, Soviet Sinologist E. Kovalev 

distanced his work from the “Orientalist” trope of Eastern inertia or 

decadence that had marked the work of imperial scholars: “An objectless 

admiration of the exotic beauty of the East that shuts out the wealth of the 

material and spiritual culture of the Eastern peoples and diverts attention 

from the inequalities of the colonial system is alien to Soviet oriental 

studies.”[2] In fact, Kovalev suggested, Soviet orientalists did the opposite. 

They acknowledged Chinese agency and freedom from colonial shackles, 

recognizing the Chinese people as “the creators of their own history and 

culture.”[3]  

 But despite these assertions of good intention Soviet academic and 

scholars were rebuffed by Mao’s campaign to advance a strict historical-

materialism in the socialist camp.[4] PRC politicians came to advance 

an agenda of state-based regionalism within the wider socialist camp, 

availing itself of an anti-imperial rhetoric that equated decolonization 

with nation-state building and viewed cultural unity as the outcome of 

objective socio-historical processes and a shared material circumstance. In 

this sense the campaign constituted the mirror-image of events described 

in the previous chapter when Indian politicians donned a critical anti-

Eurocentric garb that had wide appeal in the decolonizing world advanced 

a historical perspective of peoples’ internationalism within UNESCO. 

[1]  Said, Orientalism.

[2]  E. Kovalev,  “The study of China in the Soviet Union.” In Papers Presented by the Soviet Delegation at 

the XXIII International Congress of Orientalists: Section for the Far East (Moscow: Izd.vo Akademii Nauk, 

1954): 85.

[3]  Ibid.

[4]  Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.
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 In adapting to this Maoist critique, Oriental studies was 

reorganized again. As this chapter will make insightful, in doing so it had 

to relate itself to the American model of modern “area studies” that, in 

its appreciation of modernity as a path of development culminating in 

the nation-state, reflected a state-based regionalism similar to the one 

characterizing Stalinist historical narratives in the post-war period (see 

chapter two of this thesis). With Soviet Oriental studies caught between 

two approaches of Asia’s past, this chapter shows that even within a global 

political and academic climate that was increasingly prone to rejecting 

“fuzzy” and in-between identities, this chapter shows how the IVAN found 

ways to continue an approach of history emphasizing transnational 

connections, preserving peoples’ internationalism. 

 The structure of this chapter is as follows: first it will illuminate 

how Soviet Party officials courted Chinese representatives to support 

a diplomatic strategy of highlighting and elevating Asian culture as a 

critique of Western political dominance and Eurocentrism. Then it traces 

Chinese critiques of “revisionism,” showing how this was entangled with a 

critique of Oriental studies in the Saidian sense and served a geopolitical 

agenda of its own. Finally the chapter details the reorganization of the 

IVAN as a so-called area studies institute and illuminating that Soviet 

orientalists continued to preserve their transnational tradition mobilizing 

a new critical narrative rejecting Chinese state-based approaches as 

racism. 

Afro-Asian Solidarity, the USSR, India and  
the People’s Republic of China 

After Stalin’s death, the Soviet leadership actively tried to involve the PRC 

in the politics of peaceful coexistence and Afro-Asian Solidarity. The USSR 

emphasized that the PRC would benefit from cultural and diplomatic 

integration with the wider world to regain its strength after years of 

Revolutionary struggle and war.[5] Picking up on topics discussed in the 

previous chapter, this section shows how Soviet orientalists supported the 

[5]  Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). On Khrushchev’s view of Asia, see Kirasirova, “Sons of 

Muslims in Moscow,” 106-132; Kalinovsky, “Not some British Colony in Africa.”
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efforts of Party functionaries to try and woo Communist China for the new 

cultural diplomacy towards the East, while continuing to emphasize their 

critical assessment of the pre-Revolutionary past. 

  On December 30, 1955, Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov 

declared Soviet support for a new UNESCO program aimed to support 

cultural emancipation and enlightenment on the international level: 

“The Soviet government highly values the tasks that UNESCO has put 

itself to achieve,” and the aims to advance “international relations with 

an enlightening, scientific and cultural character.”[6]  At the same time, 

he criticized the organization for failing to extend membership to the 

Chinese People’s Republic. Arguing that China had played an important 

role “in the development of world general human culture, both in the past 

and in the present,” he warned that UNESCO’s universalist pretences 

hardly convinced if China wasn’t a member of the East-West project: “We 

are of the opinion that if China will not be allowed to participate in the 

activities of UNESCO, this will create as impression as if there is nothing 

general (italics mine - HJ) in the task of cultural exchange and cooperation, 

or of strengthening the general (global) peace and security of the 

peoples.”[7]  Finally, Molotov framed Soviet support for the project in terms 

of decolonization, or national self-determination: UNESCO should meet 

“the legitimate efforts of the peoples of the countries of Asia and Africa to 

safeguard their national independence in line with the principles of the 

equality of peoples and nations.”[8] 

  Major Asian players also emphasized the need to integrate China in 

the UNESCO East-West project.[9] From the start, Indian representatives 

tried to persuade the organization to recognize the PRC, and accept 

its participation in UNESCO projects. In his address to the Second 

Conference of the Indian National Committee to UNESCO Indian 

Minister of Education Mawlana Azad spoke of the “ true representatives 

of the Chinese peoples,” and expressed his disappointment with the 

[6]  Letter from Vyacheslav Molotov to Luther Evans 30 December 1955, 008 (470) MP 03, East-West 

Major Project Participation USSR. - I (hereafter EWMPPUSSR-1), UNESCO.

[7]  Ibid.

[8]  Ibid. 

[9]  For the enthusiastic celebrations of friendly Indian-Chinese relations in this mid-1959s, see Benjamin 

Zachariah, Nehru (London: Routledge, 2004).
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organization’s “failure to accord recognition” to the PRC.[10] In May 1957, 

Acting Director of the UNESCO Department for Cultural Activities, Prem 

Kirpal, wrote to the Director General that it “is natural and desirable” 

that “artists and scholars from the mainland of China will be invited to 

participate in activities organized within the scope of the major project by 

all countries of Eastern Europe and many countries of Asia.” He added that 

“without due stress on Chinese civilisation and culture the Project will 

remain somewhat farcical.”[11]

 Beijing responded positively to Soviet urgings that the PRC should 

open up to the wider world, and try to “expand the influence of New 

China”.[12] For both the USSR and the PRC, support for a cultural policy of 

peaceful coexistence came with benefits.  

  For the Soviet Union one of the benefits had to do with the problem 

of access to exclusively “Asian” arenas. As a consequence of Stalin’s state-

building efforts Soviet “Asians” had found themselves cut off from Afro-

Asian / Third World political contexts.[13] For instance, no representatives 

of the USSR had been invited to the first political conference of African 

and Asian states in Bandung, Indonesia from 18-24 April 1955, a major 

event that has gone down in history as the founding conference of the 

budding non-aligned movement (NAM).[14] When preparations for Bandung 

were under way, Prime Minister Nehru argued that on this level, the 

[10]  Zachariah, Nehru.

[11]  Ibid. While I do not go into Asianist discourse here, rhetorically Indian representatives in UNESCO 

allured to the Asianist trope that China should take up central place in the rise of a modern united Asia. 

For the role accorded to China in Asianist discourse see Sven Saaler, “Pan-Asianism in modern Japanese 

history: overcoming the nation, creating a region, forging an empire,” in Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese 

History: Colonialism, Regionalism and Borders, edited by Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koshchmann (London, 

New York: Routledge, 2007): 1-18; Carolien Stolte and Harald Fischer Tiné, “Imagining Asia in India: 

Nationalism and Internationalism (ca. 1905-1940),” in Comparative Studies in Society and History 54, no. 

1 (2012): 65-92; for an article ourlining anti-imperial and imperial discourses of Asian regionalism, see 

Prasenjit Duara, “Asia Redux: Conceptualizing a Region for Our Times,” in The Journal of Asian Studies 69, 

no. 4 (November 2010): 963-983.

[12]  Cable from Zhang Wentian to Li Kenong, ‘Concerning the Soviet Suggestion on Propaganda Work at 

Geneva’, 06 April 1954, Wilson Center Digital Archive Online (hereafter WCDAO):  https://digitalarchive.

wilsoncenter.org/document/110596 (last accessed on 14 March 2016).

[13]  See Carolien Stolte, “Orienting India”.

[14]  Western media presented this as a major setback for the USSR: see Richard Wright, The Color 

Curtain: A Report of the Bandung Conference (London: Dennis Donson, 1955). For a contemporary 

perspective on Bandung and its role in Soviet cultural relations with the Arabic Orient in the Cold War, 

see Masha Kirasirova, “The Eastern International: The ‘Domestic East’ and the ‘Foreign East’ in Soviet-

Arab Relations, 1917-68”, PhD Diss., New York University, 2014.

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110596
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110596
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USSR should be viewed as a whole and that, as seeing that they were 

part of  “European Russia,” the Soviet Central Asian Republics should 

not be invited to the conference.[15] In its official statements, the PRC 

government suggested, too, that Soviet representatives of Central Asia 

should be denied access to the Bandung conference, arguing that the 

Soviet “Asian” Republics were “component parts of the Soviet Union” and, 

“naturally” therefore, unfit to participate in a “conference of independent 

Asian-African states.”[16] Cooperation between the USSR and PRC however, 

allowed the USSR to carefully coordinate a shared communist strategy 

in the non-aligned world.[17]  As such, for the USSR, the PRC provided an 

important foot in the door of a non-Western oriented political summit.  

  For the PRC, close cooperation with the USSR elevated the 

country’s importance in world politics. By the mid-1950s the country still 

lacked international exposure and recognition. “Bandung” was a good 

opportunity to present itself as a viable partner in international politics. 

It was the PRC’s first large political summit and peaceful coexistence 

allowed the Chinese Party representatives to present themselves as both a 

normal player in international relations, and, at the same time, as a leading 

communist state in Asia.[18] At Bandung, the PRC foreign minister Zhou 

Enlai came across as “reasonable and non-aggressive,” and managed to 

establish relations with various countries, presenting the PRC as a bridge 

between East and West.[19] Not long after Stalin’s death, Mao launched 

a program of cultural reform, urging Chinese intellectuals to “let the 

hundred flowers bloom and the hundred schools contend” – encouraging 

Chinese intellectuals and artists to express their inner lifeworld in their 

art that seemed to respond well to Soviet Thaw experiments.[20]

[15]  Quoted from Jansen, Afro-Asia and Non-Alignment, 177.

[16]  Cited in Michael Freeberne, “Racial issues and the Sino-Soviet Dispute,” in Asian Survey 5, no. 8 

(1965): 409 [408-416].

[17]  For works highlighting the cooperative character of early post-Stalinist PRC-USSR relations, see 

Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance; Westad, Restless Empire. 

[18]  See J.S. Friedman, “Reviving Revolution: the Sino-Soviet Split, the “Third World”, and the fate of the 

left, Volume I”, PhD Diss., Princeton University, 2011, 45.

[19]  Zachariah, Nehru, 219.

[20]  For the “hundred flowers campaign” see for instance, D. W. Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and 

Soviet Influence 1956-1960 (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1965): 86-97.
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Literary Landscapes in the Soviet Union and PRC

From the mid-1950s onwards, Chinese visibility in international 

relations grew steadily.[21] This seems to have encouraged its openness 

to international academic trends. After Bandung, the PRC foreign 

minister instigated the reform of its academic and higher educational 

institutions.[22] In July 1955, he circulated a cable with proposals that might 

strengthen the PRC’s relations with countries from Africa and Asia. Part 

of this entailed improving the level of scholarship on the countries of Asia 

and Africa.

 The cable emphasized the need to study “long-standing unsettled 

and frequently occurring Asian-African issues” as well as the countries 

with whom the PRC had “a number of unsettled issues left over by history.” 

[23] To this end, the draft of the proposal recommended the Foreign 

Ministry to establish a new academic research institute, specialized in 

particular in the study of “international issues,” especially those related 

to the current situation of “Asian and African countries.”[24] One of the 

problems the Foreign Ministry of the Chinese People’s Republic observed 

was the lack of diplomatic relations with countries in Africa and Asia. One 

of the targets of the new policy towards the East, then, was to educate 

cadres with proper language skills, and with knowledge about religion: 

“For the convenience of promoting the friendly relations between China 

and the Asian-African countries through religions, it is necessary to 

train a certain number of cadres with Islamic beliefs to do foreign affairs 

work.”[25] A recommendation was also included that PRC journalists 

be sent abroad to improve their language skills, and that in the future 

[21]  See for instance Westad, Restless Empire.

[22]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, ‘Draft Proposal to Strengthen and Develop Friendly 

Relations with Asian-African Countries after the Asian-African Conference’, 12 July 1955, WCDAO, https://

digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/114696 (last accessed on 23 November 2018).

[23]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 12 July 1955, WCDAO,

[24]  Ibid.

[25]  As cited in: Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 1955, WCDAO. It is of interest that both the 

PRC and the USSR approached the countries of Asia and Africa as deeply spiritual and adjusted their 

foreign diplomacy accordingly. As C.A. Smith has argued, while PRC foreign diplomacy tried to set the 

country’s approach to religion apart from that of the USSR, on the ground the two states seem to have 

behaved similarly, see C.A. Smith, “On not learning from the Soviet Union: Religious Policy in China, 

1949-65,” in: Modern China Studies 22, No.1 (2015), 71-98. 
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academically trained staff from the Institute of Foreign Affairs could be 

dispatched as diplomats abroad.[26]

 The cable did not come long before Gafurov’s proposal to set up 

an international society for the study of African and Asian countries that 

reflected a similar concern with the study of literature, languages and 

religious heritages of the countries of Africa and Asia. At Bandung, Zhou 

Enlai had underscored the PRC’s distinction from other countries in Asia, 

presenting it as a modern, communist, and atheist nation-state.[27]  This 

claim to distinction had an interesting parallel in the Soviet academic 

institutional landscape. When in 1955-1956 research at the IVAN shifted 

to the history and heritage of non-socialist countries in the East, the 

Institute abandoned its study of the Chinese People’s Republic. Perhaps 

the IVAN’s research focus on “spiritual” traditions and heritages of Afro-

Asia made it unsuitable for studying communist China – which was, 

in these years, searching to unearth new approaches to its past. At the 

Institute for Chinese studies (Institut Kitaevedenie Akademii Nauk - IKAN) 

the humanistic study of modern China would be conducted in isolation 

from the study of the wider East.

 At the IVAN the rehabilitation of religious or “spiritual” heritage 

studies came with the rehabilitation of philology. IVAN Indologist Evgenii 

Chelyshev remembers in his memoirs that when he started his work as 

Director of the Indian Sector for Languages and Literatures, Gafurov 

allegedly once entered his office with the announcement that he should 

focus his work on “Muslim culture in India.”[28] In the next years, the 

study of Islam in the USSR blossomed temporarily.[29] This new trend was 

not restricted to the sphere of Islam. The study of Buddhism enjoyed, 

too, a reappraisal at the IVAN, which was flagged by the recruitment 

of the Buddhist specialist Yuri Nikolaevich Roerich in autumn 1957 as 

head of the newly set up Sector for Philosophy and History of Religion 

[26]  Cable from the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 1955, WCDAO.

[27]  For more on this, see Hanna Jansen, “Internationalizing the ‘thaw’: Soviet orientalists and the 

contested politics of spiritual peoples’ solidarity in Asia 1954–1959,” in Alternative Globalizations, 

Alternative Globalizations: Encounters Between the Eastern Bloc and the Postcolonial South, edited by James 

Mark, Steffi Marung and Artemy Kalinovsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020): 209-228.

[28]  Chelyshev, Vremia i liudi, 262.

[29]  See Dudoignon, “Some Side Effects of a Progressive Orientology.”
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at the India Department.[30] In pre-Revolutionary times, Roerich’s family 

had been well connected among Indian intellectual elites. His father 

was the internationally renowned painter Nikolai Roerikh who had 

been particularly close with Bengali Nobel-prize writer and philosopher 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) and in 1942 he had hosted Jawaharlal 

Nehru and his daughter Indira Gandhi at the Roerich Estate in the 

Western Himalayas).[31] Both Nikolai Roerich and Tagore had argued that 

native cultural and spiritual traditions were a source of international 

human unity and peace.[32] Yuri himself had not been averse to Asianist 

thought. In 1945 for instance, he had published a survey on Russian/

Soviet Indology in the British Journal for Greater India, in which he 

claimed that Soviet Indologists had perpetuated the basic tradition of 

pre-Revolutionary Indology. In his article, Roerich evoked an image of 

Greater India, presenting Soviet Central Asia as a region of “geographical 

proximity to . . . Central Asia (Turkestan, Mongolia, Tibet)” and one that 

“had been a cultural province of a Greater Indian cultural whole, and 

many parts of which still preserve a priceless heritage of Indian culture 

and thought.”[33] What this shows is that the IVAN’s turn to research 

the cultural and religious traditions of different countries in the East 

including the way these traditions overlapped across borders, could be 

activated in the service of different geopolitical agendas. 

 The reappraisal of spiritual or religious heritage as a source of 

internationalism also occurred on the level of literature. Prominent Thaw 

intellectuals such as Ilya Ehrenburg (whose novel The Thaw had lent 

its name to the post-Stalinist era) valorised the power of literature and 

[30]  For Roerich’s time at the IVAN see Vilena Dylykova, "On 'povernul koleso': Otechestvennoi 

Tibetologii," in Vospominaniia o Iu.N. Rerikhe, edited by T.O. Knizhnik (Moscow: Mezhhdunarodnyi 

Tsentr Rerikhov, 2002): 44 [42-54]. For his sector being set up in the course of 1957, see Kuznetsova and 

Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 154. 

[31]  See Liudmilla Shaposhnikova, “Interviu s Indiroi Gandhi, Deli, 26 September 175.” To be accessed 

online in the electronic library of the International Roerich Center, Moscow: http://lib.icr.su/node/769 

(last accessed on 20 December 2013). In 1945 Svetoslav Roerich, Yury’s younger brother, married Devika 

Rani Chaudhuri, the grandniece of Tagore and leading actress in Indian cinematography during the 

1930s. 

[32]  For more on Nikolai Roerich’s thinking see for instance Anita Sasulane, Theosophy and Culture: 

Nicholas Roerich (Rome: Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, 2005), 44-56; also see John McCannon, “In 

search of primeval Russia: stylistic evolution in the landscapes of Nicholas Roerich 1997-1914,” In Cultural 

Geographies 7, no. 271 (2000).

[33]  G.N. Roerikh, “Indology in Russia,” in The Journal of the Greater India Society 17, no. 2 (1945): 98. 
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spiritual culture as a vehicle for international unity and understanding, a 

force that allowed one to supersede national and geographical boundaries. 

For instance, in his travel story Impressions of India, he juxtaposed two 

images of the subcontinent. The first was India as distant country, remote, 

exotic and geographically isolated from the USSR: “Any book devoted to 

India will tell you that this country, fenced off from other Himalayas and 

the ocean, is a special world.”[34] The second was a representation of India 

as a country that was close and familiar. For a Soviet traveller, Ehrenburg 

suggested, there was much in India that he would recognize: “In the 

songs, he will hear melodic similarities, recognize many of the customs as 

familiar to him, and will look at the minaret of Qutb Minar with eyes that 

had also seen the Gur-Emir and Shah-i Zinda.”[35]  

 Soviet writers were published regularly in Chinese literary journals 

and were in correspondence with intellectuals from the PRC.[36]  Ehrenburg 

was a leading figure in the Soviet World Peace Movement, and a good 

friend of Alexei Rumyantsev (see previous chapter). His writings were 

actively disseminated abroad, and he was popular in the PRC too. In 

December 1957, Jiang Qi, his translator in the PRC wrote him an admiring 

letter, stating that he “met with many people who agreed with me, that 

you are the greatest author of our times.”[37] Ehrenburg’s approach of 

literature and art was transformative. In an essay on the work of his friend 

Pablo Picasso that was published in a Chinese periodical in February 1957, 

he argued that the value of art lay in its ability to bring otherwise invisible 

realities out in the open. Quoting Picasso saying “I do not depict the world 

as I see it but as I think it,” Ehrenburg strove to remind his readership 

of the ability of art and literature to transform the world as we know 

it.[38] In this sense, Ehrenburg recognized the same humanist optimism 

[34]  Il’ia Ehrenburg, Indiiskie vpechatleniia. To be accessed online at 

http://nippon-history.ru/books/item/f00/s00/z0000016/st003.shtml (last accessed on 3 June 2016). 

[35]  Ibid.

[36]  Mark Gamsa, The Reading of Russian Literature in China: A Moral Example and Manual of Practice (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

[37]  “Otvetnoe pis’mo I.G. Erenburga Jiang Qi, 25 ianvaria 1958,” in Drug i soiuznik novogo Kitaia, edited 

by Miasnikov, 418. 

[38]  As cited in Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China, 111. 
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that characterized the early Thaw and that brushed shoulders with the 

beliefs of Tagore and Roerich: a belief that culture could transform and 

revolutionize society.

  An early sign that things were about to change was the new literary 

trend that manifested itself in the PRC in spring 1957 and that combined 

revolutionary ‘realism’ with revolutionary ‘romanticism’.[39] In a meeting in 

Moscow of Chinese and Soviet artists on 20 April 1957, the Chinese artist 

Jao Zhaohe highlighted how in communist China, the transformative force 

of art was not sought in immaterial factors (as had been the case in the 

writings of Ehrenburg) but material factors. Chinese artists were “drawing 

and writing from nature,” thus aiming to “create a concise, consolidated 

image of the essence of the world.” In this statement, transformative 

inspiration was drawn from nature, solid matter. As such, the Chinese 

artist had it, socialist art existed therein that an artist reformed and 

adjusted the reality he saw, in order to create a new “generalized image of 

nature.”[40]  

 By summer 1957, in the PRC the “hundred flowers” campaign was 

replaced by the so-called anti-revisionist “anti-rightist” campaign.[41] The 

new trend in art and culture became to emphasize the transformative 

aspect of revolutionary action; with writers seeking to give “evidence of 

man’s heroism and determination to transform nature and to conquer 

it.”[42]  This was a clear diversion from Ehrenburg’s literary representations: 

in Ehrenburg’s work on India cultural-historical experience had allowed a 

Soviet traveller to feel familiar with India’s culture, in his essay on Picasso 

he had suggested that the power of imagination allowed a writer to create 

a new reality from scratch. 

[39]  See Yang Lan, “ ‘Socialist Realism’ versus ‘Revolutionary Realism plus Revolutionary Romanticism’.” 

In In the Party Spirit: Socialist Realism and Literary Practice in the Soviet Union, East Germany and China, 

edited by Hilary Chung (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V., 1996): 88-105..

[40]  “Stenogramma vstrechi Moskovskikh khudozhnikov s khudozhnikami KNR,” in Drug i soiuznik 

novogo Kitaia, edited by Miasnikov, 387-391.

[41]  On the shift towards the anti-rightist campaign, see Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet 

Influence 1956-1960, especially chapter 5

[42]  As quoted from Fokkema. Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet Influence 1956-1960, 197-198.
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Controversies in the East:  
Mao and the Resistance to "Metaphysical" Unity

The above-made statement by Jao Zhaohe that Chinese art meant to 

draw inspiration from nature rather than culture forecasted a critique of 

revisionism that Mao held against the USSR in late 1957, and that seemed 

intent on undermining the Thaw-rhetoric and agenda that aimed to forge 

solidarities based on shared cultural heritage. From the mid 1950s onward, 

Soviet scholars and Party functionaries had sought to activate the PRC for 

a revisionist politics, emphasizing cultural internationalism and Afro-

Asian Solidarity.  Despite these expectations, the PRC rather punctured 

the hopes of Soviet orientalists committed to peoples’ internationalism. 

Having only recently been freed from adherence to Stalinism, they were 

now confronted with a similar ideological opposition, and an approach 

of history that emphasized the laws of historical materialism over the 

agency of sub-state communities and groups. From 1957 onwards, the 

PRC began to criticize the revisionist course in Soviet foreign politics. 

As will be argued below, this had a lot to do with the thaw and the way it 

rehabilitated discourses of Afro-Asian unity based on a shared heritage 

and spiritual culture. As became clear in the previous chapter, during the 

thaw Soviet intellectuals and Party functionaries activated discourses of 

supra-national unity and belonging for the socialist mission in the East. 

In November 1957 it became clear that the PRC rejected a foreign policy 

focused the construction of modern solidarities grounded in shared 

affinities and heritages intersecting national boundaries. 

  In November 1957, Mao lashed out against Soviet revisionism at 

the International Meeting of Communist Parties in Moscow. Historians 

have regarded Mao’s speech as a milestone in Cold War history. Not only 

did he reaffirm the two camp approach in world politics, he also  explicitly 

endorsed Soviet Revolutionary leadership within the international 

socialist bloc, emphasizing the importance of Soviet leadership to 

the Central European communist states.[43] This chapter offers a new 

perspective: it argues that Mao’s speech can also be read as a critique of 

[43]  For the speech heralding a two camp approach that undermined the politics of peaceful coexistence, 

see Westad, Restless Empire. For the speech illustrating Mao’s efforts to cement Soviet leadership in the 

satellite states, see Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance. 
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the notion of international cultural-historical (or transnational) unity. 

 In January 1957, the PRC and USSR had signed a joint Sino-Soviet 

declaration that had emphasized the “complete unity of the USSR and 

PRC” as the most important factor unifying the socialist camp.[44] Now, 

in November 1957, Mao repeated this claim, denying the revisionist 

understanding that meaningful cultural-historical connections offered 

grounds for recognition and unity between communist and bourgeois 

states. This argument was made in several steps. First, Mao underscored 

the two camp approach in world relations, rejecting the idea that peaceful 

coexistence could be accommodated with a communist worldview: there 

were only two types of unity, “our” kind, and the kind “from another 

type.”[45] Second, Mao rejected all cultural particularism that had not 

grown out of a process of material dialectics As he had it, the socialist 

understanding of “diversity” was to be rooted in a “dialectical” outlook 

not a “metaphysical” one. By criticizing metaphysics Mao seemed to 

reject the idea of a non-territorial universalism or world spirit.[46]  Mao 

regarded a diverse cultural policyfor communist states not in terms of 

humanism but of a basic humane treatment of groups: to his mind a 

human approach to diversity came down to “acknowledging that human 

beings all make mistakes and not negating a person completely just 

because he has made mistakes.”[47] Fourth, Mao’s speech suggested that 

the only path to a shared no-territorial position (or a spiritual, intellectual, 

cultural outlook) was through dialectic development: on the intellectual 

level “idealism will be replaced by materialism and theism by atheism.”[48] 

With the last statement, Mao underscored that communist society was 

atheist by necessity. Moreover, Mao framed his critique of “metaphysical” 

approaches of unity as a critique of intellectual elitism: “I say dialectics 

[44]  For the speech see Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four 

Communist and Workers’ Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/

document/121559 (last accessed on 14 January 2915). 

[45]   Ibid.

[46]  Ibid. From a spatial perspective, Mao’s objections seem to draw on Heidegger’s critique of 

metaphysics as the “possibility of a universal subject.” For this, see Chris Rojek and Brian Turner, 

“Decorative sociology: towards a critique of the cultural turn,” in The Sociological Review 48 (2000): 638 

[629-648].

[47]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO

[48]  Ibid.
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should be moved from the small circle of philosophers to the broad masses 

of the people.”[49] 

 Taken together, Mao’s comments at the International Meeting 

of Communist Parties incorporated an elaborate plea against historical 

revisionism, including the view that non-territorial cultural, intellectual 

or spiritual traditions had progressive unifying potential across state-and 

class boundaries in the post-Revolutionary present. The Chairman of the 

Chinese Communist Party did not reject the modern reality of cultural 

or intellectual diversity, but regarded this as the result of variations in 

material paths of development, not the result of intellectual, cultural or 

otherise immaterial efforts. Approached from this angle Mao’s speech 

implied a complete reversal of the Thaw humanism, and its embrace of 

or cultural and intellectual creativity as a foundation of international 

unity and understanding between peoples. The activation of philological 

Oriental studies for Soviet foreign policy was based on the assumption 

that society could be changed through a shared effort at cultural reform 

and revolution. In November 1957, however, the PRC proposed that the 

only way to do so was by strong states intervening in a country or region’s 

socio-economic situation.

 While Mao’s framed his argument in ideological terms, there were 

concrete geopolitical reasons to support the rehabilitation of historical 

materialism.[50] Judged by his speech, Mao’s resistance to thaw-narratives 

of cultural and spiritual emancipation seemed related to his growing 

apprehension about the way in which US “imperialism” was undermining 

PRC claims to legitimate leadership in the Tibetan borderlands.[51] As 

Andropov, head of the KGB, argued in 1959, Mao compared the unrest 

[49]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO. Mao had agitated against a metaphysical approach to international 

relations before. As Austin Jersild pointed out, in 1938 Mao already argued against a “metaphysical” 

approach of socialist unity, claiming that the socialist approach of the historical path of development 

should be sensitive to “concrete” circumstance, see Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance, 116. In 1954 already 

Mao had told Nehru that Marxism recognized diversity while emphasizing that diversity was not the 

same as “metaphysics”, see Minutes of Chairman Mao Zedong’s Conversation with Nehru at the Banquest 

Hosted by the Indian Ambassador, 21 October 1954, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/

document/117826 (last accessed on 4 April 2015).

[50]  For the various concerns playing an important role in Mao’s critique of revisionism, see Friedman, 

Shadow Cold War; Lüthi, Sino-Soviet split.

[51]  On the US trying to isolate China in inter-Asian and world politics, see Seng Tan and 
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in Asia with the unrest in Eastern Europe that had been the result 

of liberalization in the USSR, and regarded the events in Tibet as the 

“Hungary” of the PRC.[52] Thaw liberalizations had created unrest among 

the communist elites of the Soviet Satellite Republics, who feared a 

backlash as in Hungary. Austin Jersild convincingly argued that this 

played in the hands of CCP: in the early 1957 the PRC took on a mediatory 

role in the relations between satellite states and Moscow, serving Moscow 

by trying to convince the Satellite Republics of the legitimacy of Moscow’s 

leadership.[53] In his speech, indeed, Mao praised the Polish Communist 

Party leader Wladyslaw Gomulka for acknowledging Soviet leadership: he 

suggested that Gomulka had said that “to admit the Soviet Union as our 

head is to admit the truth.”[54] But Mao also tried to put his new leverage 

as a mediator with Eastern Europe to put pressure on Khrushchev to 

rehabilitate a strict Stalinist approach of historical materialism.[55] 

Quoting Gomulka, Mao suggested that USSR leadership was “not 

something man-made, but the product of historical development.”[56] 

Together, the phrases Mao attributed to the Polish Party leader served 

to remind the world, that the legitimacy of the communist state and, by 

extension, Soviet Party leadership within the wider socialist camp, was 

founded on the myth of historical materialism and the objective path of 

development. In this, historical materialism was not just a concern of the 

Soviet centre: it was also an important narrative legitimating the rule of 

Communist Parties in the East European borderlands or Satellite States.  

  On a poetic note, Mao drew the message home that the authority 

of great leaders rested to large extent on the willingness of others.[57] 

Amitav Acharya, eds. Bandung revisited: the legacy of the 1955 Asian-African Conference for international 

order (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008); Paul H. Ktatoska, Remco Raben and Henk Schulte Nordholt, eds., 

Locating Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of Space (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2005).

[52]  Report by Yuri Andropov, ‘On the Situation in Tibet’, 31 March 1959, WCDAO, http://digitalarchive.

wilsoncenter.org/document/118751 (last accessed on 29 July 2019). Also Austin Jersild, The Sino-Soviet 

Alliance. 

[53]  Ibid.

[54]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO. 

[55]  See Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.

[56]   Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, WCDAO.

[57]  I thank Erik van Ree for bringing this to my attention.
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Mao added: “…another Chinese proverb says: with all its beauty the lotus 

needs the green of its leaves to set it off. You, comrade Khrushchev, even 

though you are a beautiful lotus, you too need the leaves to set you off. I, 

Mao Zedong, while not a beautiful lotus, also need leaves to set me off.”[58] 

From a regional perspective, this flowery allegory also underscored the 

dependency of powerful state centers on the support of their tributary 

territories.[59] 

  In emphasizing the importance of centre-periphery relations, 

Mao seemed to herald a return to the state-based regionalism that we 

recognize from High Stalinism. As we have seen, in the 1952 edition of The 

History of the Tajik People progressive Sino-Soviet relations were isolated 

from cultural, and in particular, religious influences.[60] The communist 

state could be regarded as the end-point of history in Asia. In Mao’s mind, 

historical materialism underscored the objective logic of PRC rule in 

the Tibetan borderlands. In 1959 Chinese Foreign Minister Zhan Hanfu 

justified PRC presence in the Himalaya by pointing at the historical 

development of Chinese state: “The residents are all Chinese as these areas 

have been a part of China historically. Most of them are Tibetans. This is 

the situation at China’s border with India.”[61]  

  For the Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party cultural or 

spiritual heritages did not provide an legitimate source of unity between 

peoples. With activist groups in the country emphasizing alternative 

narratives of belonging based on cultural-religious arguments, the 

Chinese leadership needed to affirm rather than blur the boundaries 

between PRC minorities and communities abroad. The more the PRC 

saw itself confronted with domestic crises (deprivation due to the Great 

Leap Forward, uprisings in the Tibetan territories, US-threat from the 

[58]  Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four Communist and Workers’ 

Parties’, 18 November 1957, WCDAO.

[59]  In a comment on earlier versions of this chapter Erik van Ree suggested that this quote could be 

read as an affirmation of personal leadership and charisma. I think this approach can be harmonized 

with Alfred Rieber’s center-periphery interpretation and that further research into the interrelationship 

between these two models of power could be very productive. 

[60]  See chapter two of this dissertation.

[61]  Meeting between Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Zhang Hanfu and Ambassadors from Fraternal 

Countries on the Tibet Issue, 09 September 1959, WCDAO, https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org (last 

accessed on 06 May, 2016); also see Mao Zedong, ‘Speech at a Meeting of the Representatives of Sixty-four 

Communist and Workers' Parties," 18 November 1957,’ WCDAO. 
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Taiwan strait) the more he criticized revisionism.[62] According to Mao’s 

logic, international solidarity was to be based on a shared socio-economic, 

materialist perspective and position. As such in CCP political rhetoric, 

peoples’ internationalis was trumped by the logic of historical materialism 

and modern, communist state development.

The IVAN Responds

Mao’s critiques of revisionism remained consistent in subsequent 

years.[63] Seeing that the 1956 reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies 

was strongly entangled with Khrushchev’s “Break to the East”, it is hardly 

surprising that Soviet attempts to accommodate Mao’s critiques affected 

the discipline and structure of Soviet Oriental studies. From 1958 onwards, 

the IVAN was subjected to various inspections and criticisms. Newly 

initiated research directions suggest that Soviet policymakers sought to 

respond to a newly invigorated historical materialism, while preserving 

a “revisionist” approach of history that regarded cultural traditions and 

heritage as a meaningful connection and source of unity between peoples. 

An additional phenomenon inspiring new directios in Soviet Oriental 

studies was the growing strength of African decolonization movements. 

With Africa becoming a serious object of foreign policy making, Soviet 

Oriental studies began to adjust its course.[64] 

[62]  On the one hand the Republic of China in Taiwan claimed legitimate leadership in PRC territory on 

the basis of Republican arguments (presented itself as the heir of Enlightenment traditions of cultural 

tolerance and cosmopolitanism, and a reading of Chinese history emphasizing cultural values and 

humanism risked advancing Taiwanese claims to legitimate rule in the Chinese mainland) see, Kratoska, 

Raben and Schulte Nordholt (Eds.), Locating Southeast Asia. On the other hand US intelligence advanced 

a reading of South Asian history that presented India as a centrifugal center of South Asian history, see 

William Roger Louis, Ronald Robinson, “Empire preserv’d: how the Americans put anti-communism 

before anti-imperialism.” In Decolonization: Perspectives from now and then, edited by Prasenjit Duara 

(London, New York: Routledge): 152-161.

[63]  Jersild, The Sino-Soviet Alliance.

[64]  See Jansen, “Khrushchev’s ‘Break to the East’, Sino-Soviet conflicts, and the regionalization of Soviet 

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

edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger 

Universitätsverlag, 2018):  99-127. For Soviet Africa studies more broadly see, Steffi Marung, “The 

provocation of empirical evidence: Soviet African Studies between enthusiasm and discomfort,” in African 

Identities: Special Issue, edited by Sarah Fila-Bakabadio and Eugenia Palieraki 16, no. 2 (2018): 176-190; 

Milton D. Morris, “The Soviet Africa Institute and the Development of African Studies,” in The Journal of 

Modern Africa Studies, 11, no. 2 (June, 1973): 247-265.
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In response to the 1957 meeting for Communist parties where Mao made 

his speech, the IVAN adjusted its work plan. Gafurov sent a proposal 

to the Central Committee in February 1958, mentioning the November 

1957 meeting for Communist and Workers Parties as one of the main 

reasons for the suggested reorientation; the other being the rise of the 

African decolonization movement.[65] The adjustments to the Soviet 

orientalist research agenda that Gafurov proposed answered to Mao’s 

criticisms in many ways. First, on the semantic level, he rehabilitated a 

two camp approach to world politics and historical relations, speaking 

of the “colonial system of imperialism” and the “communist workers 

movement.” Second, he reintroduced a research agenda characterized by a 

stricter historical materialism, and in which the research of the “national 

liberation movement” took center stage.[66] 

 In response, the Central Committee added that Soviet orientalists 

should focus their work on the activation of Oriental studies for the 

broader anti-Imperial struggle.[67] Analysis of the African national 

liberation movement or of the “particularities of social and economic 

development of countries in Africa” was top priority, including the 

“problems of nation-formation and the establishment of independent 

states on the African continent.”[68] To this end the Central Committee 

highlighted that Soviet Oriental studies would be activated on the level 

of the Union Republics: separate institutes and departments for Oriental 

studies were to be set up at the Tajik and Kirghiz Academy of Sciences 

in 1958-1959, at the Georgian Academy of Sciences in 1959, and in the 

Armenian Republic in 1964 (by that time an Institute for Oriental studies 

already existed in Uzbekistan).[69] 

  At first sight, the 1958 reorientation in Soviet Oriental studies 

abandoned the revisionist intellectualism of the early Thaw. At the 1957 

International meeting for Communist Parties, Mao had suggested that 

dialectics should be moved from the intellectual elite (“small circle of 

[65]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958, f.5, op.35, 

d.78, RGANI.

[66]  Ibid.

[67]  Ibid.

[68]  Ibid.

[69]  Ibid.
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philosophers”) back to the people. In the 1958 reorientation, this seems to 

have been interpreted through a colonial lens: the cultural heritages of the 

Soviet “Asian” peoples was from now on to be studied not in the former 

metropolis, but in the Republics of the peoples under study themselves. As 

a consequence, the Republics were to emphasize the “general” aspects in 

their cultural heritage, or in the words of the Central Committee, subjects 

that “broadly illuminated the history and philology of the peoples of the 

foreign Orient.”[70]  Generalizing humanistic research (philology) at the 

IVAN was decentralized. While it decreased in Moscow it was stepped up 

in the Soviet periphery.

 Moreover, on 29 October 1958 a large meeting was convened at 

the IVAN, where the new course of Soviet Oriental studies was discussed. 

Research from all the humanist (Orientalist) research- and educational 

institutions in the Republics were invited, plus experts on world economy, 

history, geography, sinology and ethnography.[71] At the meeting, the 

research agenda was adjusted in line with historical-materialism: general 

patterns in human history were no longer to be analysed in the fields 

of language and literature, but rather in socio-economic history. From 

now on, as Gafurov suggested, Soviet orientalists were meant to “offer 

a synthetic characterization of the socioeconomic and socio-political 

processes that had taken place in the countries of the Orient in the 

newest time.”[72] As such, “the study of the regularities of the historical 

development of the foreign Orient” now focused on socioeconomic data, 

rather than historical texts and literatures.[73] 

 This meant a reversal of recent reorientations in Oriental studies 

in line with Mao’s anti-revisionist critiques. Abandoning the strict 

materialism of the Stalinist period, Thaw orientalists in the 1955-1956 

period had emphasized the relative distance between cultural and socio-

economic life. In their approach, a commitment to world cultural unity (or: 

humanism) could go hand in hand with a commitment to socio-economic 

[70]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958, f.5, op.35, 

d.78, RGANI.

[71]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79 ,RGANI.

[72]  As cited in Kuznetsova and Kulagina, Iz Istorii Sovetskogo Vostokovedeniia, 166.

[73]  Ibid. 
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diversity and pluralism. Following, Mao’s critique however, the 

Vice-President of the Academy of Sciences K.V. Ostrovitianov suggested 

that this humanist approach had failed to recognize the dynamics in 

the history of Oriental peoples: “Orientalists not rarely pass by the deep 

social changes that have taken place... in the countries of the Orient.”[74] To 

overcome this problem Ostrovitianov proposed to abandon the cultural-

historical approach that looked for generalizing patterns in culture. 

Because socio-economic structure, not culture, was the unifying element 

between people, it was in socio-economic data that general patterns 

should be unearthed: “[Soviet Oriental studies] should research the general 

problems for the development of countries, while criticizing bourgeois 

reformism and nationalism.”[75] While formerly at the IVAN the study of 

“general” unifying elements in the history of the Eastern peoples had 

been analysed primarily on the basis of humanistic materials (linguistic 

and textual sources). From now on to focus should be on  socio-economic 

materials.[76] 

 This reorientation was also in line with Maoist critiques in 

emphasizing the importance of state-building, reasserting a state centric 

approach of development. What was needed, according to Ostrovitianov, 

was that Soviet Oriental studies should be activated for one “practical 

task” in particular; namely to help the countries of Asia and African “with 

the goal of preparing cadres, and improving the current state of art and 

literature in languages of the peoples of the orient.” Cultural work was 

now approached as an asset to internal projects of state development 

and state-building.[77] In line with this, Oriental studies was to be focused 

on contemporary questions, or on current or “actual” problems in the 

East. “For a long time, our Orientology has not really worked on the deep 

[74]  The meeting was held on 29 October 1958, just weeks after the Afro-Asian Writers Conference. See 

[Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of Sciences], 

25 October 1958, f.5, op. 35,d.79, RGANI. 

[75]  Ibid.

[76]  Interestingly, this was the time of what has been called the “anti-nationalities” campaign in the 

USSR; in the national republics, Soviet (secret) police forces targeted intellectuals for failing to abandon a 

“narrow” valorization of their own Republic’s culture and history, see Gerhard Simon, Nationalismus und 

Nationalitätenpolitik in der Sowjetunion. Von der totalitären Diktatur zur nachstalinschen Gesellschaft (Köln: 

Nomos, 1986): 259-273.

[77]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79, RGANI.



- 169 -

study of actual questions of the modern orient; the main forces were 

oriented towards the analysis of problems that were weakly connected 

to the contemporary time.”[78] While there was room for studying cultural 

patterns, from now on such patterns were analysed in a context of 

modern state development. As a result, in Soviet Oriental studies, the 

place of transnational “spiritual” and cultural traditions in history became 

contested. In October 1958 the Ostrovitianov framed this reorientation as 

a critique of revisionism: “The serious neglect of many works analysing 

current problems of the Orient is that they refrain from a deep Marxist 

critique of bourgeois nationalism, reformism and revisionism in national-

colonial questions."[79]

Juggling Internationalisms: the Afro-Asian Writers 
Conference in Tashkent 

The meeting on Oriental studies was held just weeks after a major event 

held in light of the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Movement. It was a huge 

event that had long been in preparation. As the below section will show, 

however, responses to the event were not unanimously positive.[80] 

  From 7-17 October, the Soviet Union hosted the Conference 

for African and Asian Writers (CAAW) in Tashkent.[81] The conference 

welcomed over 200 people and UNESCO was one of its major sponsors. 

Its set-up and location in the capital of the Uzbek Republic flagged the 

active role of Afro-Asia as a space of historical development and progress. 

Given Tashkent’s reputation as a modern Soviet city and as the first 

Bolshevik stronghold in the former Emirate of Bukhara, it signalled 

[78]  [Proposal for a meeting on the current situation in the countries of the East at the Academy of 

Sciences], 25 October 1958, f.5, op.35, d.79, RGANI.

[79]  Ibid. 

[80]  For the Afro-Asian Writers Association in general, including the Afro-Asian Writers Congress in 

Tashkent, see Rossen Djagalov, “The People’s Republic of Letters.” Also see Jansen, “Soviet ‘Afro-Asians’ in 

UNESCO.” 

[81]  For more on the Tashkent Conference see Duncan M. Yoon “‘Our Forces Have Redoubled’: World 

Literature, Postcolonialism, and the Afro-Asian Writers’ Bureau,” in The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial 

Literary Inquiry 2, no. 2 (2015): 233–252; Djagalov, “The People’s Republic of Letters”; Constantin 

Katsakioris, “l’Union Soviétique et les intellectuels Africains: Internationalisme, panafricanisme et 

négritude pendant les années de la décolonisation, 1954–1964,” in Cahiers de monde russe, 47, no.1 (2006): 
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that decolonization and modernization could be achieved on a non-

capitalist basis.[82] In his opening speech Nuriddin Mukhitdinnov, former 

First Secretary of the Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan and member of the 

Presidium of the Central Committee of the CPSU, highlighted the new 

centrality of Afro-Asia in world affairs, and encouraged the participants 

to actively engage with one another to “still better determine your 

place in the common struggle of all progressive mankind for peace.”[83]  

Mukhitdinnov described the writers from Africa and Asia as peoples 

standing in a long historical tradition of cultural revolution: “The peoples 

of the East played and continue to play a very important part in world 

history. Like the peoples of Europe and the other continents, they have 

for ages been creating invaluable material and spiritual wealth, which has 

become part of the treasure-store [sic] of world culture and civilisation.”[84]

 Political leaders from Asian countries greeted the conference and 

Mukhitdinnov’s message of cultural renewal and modernization with 

enthusiasm. While U Nu, Prime Minister of Burma, was unable to attend 

the conference, his message of greetings revealed high expectations 

for the conference, presenting the writers present as key figures in a 

Afro-Asian revolution of consciousness: “the peoples of Asia and Africa 

have... either embarked on new and wonderful adventures of the mind 

and the spirit, or re-awakened to and recovered their ancient heritage, 

which in turn is inspiring them to produce a coherent and significant 

fusion of the old and the new.”[85] Mukhitdinnov, in the same vein, framed 

the Conference as an original moment for an Afro-Asian humanism 

addressing the audience as a community of people who had “chosen to 

devote [their] lives to the lofty ideas of humanism.”[86] U Nu’s message 

also suggested hope on the side of the political leader who was also an 

avid playwright that the Conference would catalyze the construction of 

[82]  For more on Tashkent as an exemplary city of Soviet development in the East, see Paul Stronski, 

Tashkent: Forging A Soviet City, 1930–1966 (Pittsburgh: University Of Pittsburgh Press, 2010).

[83]  Speech Mukhitdinnov at the First Session Asian-African Writers Conference, 7 October 1958, 008 

(470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO, Paris.

[84]  Ibid.

[85]  Message of Greetings from the Prime Minister of the Union of Burma, 7 October 1958, 008 (470) MP 

03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO, Paris.

[86]  Speech Mukhitdinnov at the First Session Asian-African Writers Conference, 7 October 1958, 008 

(470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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a shared modern culture or humanism, stating that “a great mood had 

arisen for discussion, for comparison of viewpoints and attitudes and for 

mutual exhortation.”[87]  

 Within the PRC the CAAW was reviewed critically. That same year 

a review appeared in the literary monthly Wen i-pao in which certain 

“bourgeois” writers were accused of having “geared to make the oppressed 

peoples become decadent”.[88] What the writer took issue with, it seems, 

was that many of the African and Asian writers present at the meeting 

had depicted Asia in terms of non-territorial spiritual characteristics: 

“The backward, passive, so-called “spiritual civilisation” of the East is 

one of the cankers they have been pushing hard in order to paralyze the 

fighting spirit of the Eastern peoples and leave them intoxicated by this 

empty, passive “spiritual civilisation,” contended with the world as it is, 

with no desire to advance, no determination to resist oppression, like 

sheep to be slaughtered.”[89] The review echoed Chairman Mao’s critique of 

“metaphysical” understanding of community, presenting a non-territorial 

vision of Asian identity as a direct challenge to a modern, revolutionary 

imagination. As such, the review challenge the SKSSAA’s efforts to forge a 

cultural revolution based on transnational cultural exchange and reform. 

Towards an Afro-Asian Humanism?  
“The Spirit of Tashkent will Prevail!”

In January 1959 Gafurov published his own report of the CAAW. While 

having adapted its language, the report continued to support the message 

of Afro-Asian solidarity and the efforts of African and Asian intellectuals 

and cultural elites to encourage cultural unity and revolution. The review 

was published in the literary journal Innostrannaia Literatura rather than 

the scholarly journal of the IVAN and in his description of the Congress 

Gafurov made abundant use of romantic revolutionary literary tropes. 

The report was entitled The Spirit of Tashkent and it resolutely rejected all 

accusations that the gathering had been of a “bourgeois” character and 

[87]  Message of Greetings, 7 October 1958, 008 (470) MP 03, EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. This and the 

above paragraph have also been taken up in my article, “’Afro-Asians’ in UNESCO.”

[88]  As quoted in Fokkema, Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet Influence 1956-1960, 195.

[89]  Ibid.
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he adopted a language emphasizing the vernacular character of culture. 

“Authors have exaggerated the role of bourgeois leaders and diminished the 

role of the narodnye masses” [vernacular masses], he claimed. “There was 

nothing of the narrowly professional meetings that tends to be preserved 

only for the in-crowd and that is permeated with the castrate spirit of the 

“pure art” torn away from modern life.”[90] 

 Moreover, Gafurov had adjusted his language to describe the unity 

of African and Asian writers. First of all, he described them as a new 

generation, gathered in a spirit of modernity: “A year ago in a simple 

auditorium of at the Tashkent opera house Navoi, an absolutely new 

understanding, hitherto unknown to the history of human culture, was 

born: “the spirit of Tashkent.”[91] Moreover, he framed the African Asian 

writers not as representatives of an ephemeral “humanism” but rather 

as rooted representatives of specific geographies: the “representatives of 

the literature of two enormous continents.”[92] While not abandoning his 

narrative of unity beyond class and state-borders, he had nevertheless 

adopted a romantic style that emphasized natural material elements in line 

with the comments of the Chinese artist Jao Zhaohe in April 1957 in Moscow. 

At the same time, Gafurov underscored that the friendship between writers 

from Asia and Africa transcended geographical and continental divisions, 

claiming it was “deeper than the ocean, higher than mountain peeks, more 

expensive than gold, sturdier than iron and stronger than storms.”[93] 

Gafurov concluded: “The spirit of Tashkent will prevail!”[94] These final words 

in particular indicate the subversive character of the article. In his review 

Gafurov continued to emphasize the potential of “spiritual” culture to 

unify people across the world. What Gafurov’s article shows is that, despite 

the new emphasis on historical materialism, there were various ways in 

which the IVAN continued to cherish the idea of a transnational spiritual 

community of non-Western peoples. 

[90]  B.G. Gafurov, “Dukh Tashkenta. K godovshchie Tashkentskoi Konferentsii Pisatelei Stran Azii I Afriki”, 

in Innostrannaia Literatura 11, (1959): 210 [210-211]..

[91]   Gafurov, “Dukh Tashkenta”, 210.

[92]   Ibid., 211.

[93]   Ibid.

[94]  Ibid.
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Institute of the Peoples of Asia (INA):  
Soviet Competing Regionalisms

The return to general questions of development in the history of non-

Russian peoples fitted a new anti-revisionist climate in the USSR that 

wasn’t just a response to Mao’s critiques, but to an internal critical trend 

as well. In April 1957, several Politburo members had staged the so-called 

“Anti-Party Coup” meaning to topple Khrushchev and reinstall orthodox 

truths including institutional centralization. In 1959 the IVAN underwent 

another restructuring, this time reorganizing the institute as an area 

studies institute after American example. 

 In August 1955 already, B.N. Ponomarev, Secretary of the 

International Department at the Central Committee had proposed 

the creation of new research institutes for the USA, Latin America 

and Western Europe. Criticizing the state of Soviet research on (and 

knowledge of) the “economy and politics of foreign countries,” Ponomarev 

recommended setting up a series of new specialized institutes after the 

example of Russian area studies institutes in the USA.[95]  He emphasized 

the uses of these “so called ‘Russian institutes,’” explaining how they 

employed specialists to provide governing circles, intelligence and 

propaganda organs with information regarding the Soviet Union.[96] As 

a recent volume attempting a comparison of area studies models has 

demonstrated, throughout the 20th century the American model of area 

studies competed with different, and older, traditions of area-focused 

research.[97] While the IVAN was reorganized, the institute and its program 

retained some of its pre-Revolutionary traits, perpetuating for example 

the tradition of transnational and philological research inherited from 

[95]  “Zapiska zav. Otdelom TsK KPSS po sviazam s innostrannymi kompartiiami B.N. Ponomareva o 

sozdanii Instituta miroboi ekonimiki i mezhdunaronykh otnoshenii, 11 August 1955,” in Akademiia Nauk 

v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 328. For Russian area studies institutes in the USA, 

see David C. Engerman, Know Your Enemy: The Rise and Fall of America’s Soviet Experts (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009). For Middle Eastern studies in the USA, see Zachary Lockman, Field Notes: The 

Making of Middle East Studies in the United States (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016); Timothy 

Mitchell, “The Middle East in the Past and Future of Social Science,” in The Politics of Knowledge: Area 

Studies and the Disciplines, edited by David Szanton (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004): 

74-118.

[96]  Zapiska zav. Otdelom TsK KPSS po sviazam s innostrannymi kompartiiami B.N. Ponomareva”, in 

Akademiia Nauk v Resheniiakh TsK KPSS, edited by Arfiani and Esakov, 329

[97]  Naumann, Loschke, Marung and Middell (Eds.), In Search of Other Worlds. 
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pre-Revolutionary orientalists such as Vasilly Barthold, thus retaining 

the humanities-oriented research program that provided peoples’ 

internationalism with its scientific or scholarly foundation.[98] 

  In 1959 the IVAN was reorganized and given a new name: Institute 

for the Peoples of Asia (Institut Narody Azii – INA). The name-change 

occurred, as Gafurov would later assert, on demand of the Chinese who 

had objected that the previous name had Imperialist connotations.[99]  On 

the one hand, the name change can be regarded as a logical consequence 

of institutional shifts: in October 1959 the Academy of Sciences issued a 

decree to set up a separate Institute for the study of Africa and the name 

change made sense according to a logic of continental divisions.[100]  At 

the same time, the IVAN would be merged with the Institute for China 

studies (IKAN - Institut Kitaevedeniia Akademii Nauk) and the name-

change also complied with Mao’s critiques at the International Meeting for 

Communist Parties in November 1957. At the meeting Mao had attacked 

the idea of unity based on “metaphysical”, immaterialistic characteristics. 

Traditionally, to study the “Orient” meant to study the textual, religiously 

inspired, heritage of Asia, the Middle East and North Africa. The term 

conveyed an ephemeral and hardly territorialized notion. To replace 

this term with that of a geographically bounded continent, seemed to be 

in accordance with the ideological anti-”revisionist” reorientation that 

[98]  This suggests an interesting continuity: at internatonal congresses and meetings of orientalists 

questions on cultural internationalism were central to the debates, assuming a transculturalism and 

transregionalism that resisted clear continental demarcations, see P. Rabault-Feuerhahn, ‘”Les grandes 

assises de l’orientalisme’: la question interculturelle dans les congrès internationaux des orientalistes 

(1873-1912)”, Revue Germanique Internationale 12 (2010): 47-67. For how this approach fitted into a broader 

history of “Area Studies” approaches, see Middell, “Elements for a Cross-regional History of Area Studies," 

in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, edited by Katja 

Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 

2018):  14-15. 

[99]  See for Gafurov tracing the name-change to Chinese objections, Stenogramma zasedaniia Sektsii 

obshchetsvennykh nauk, 22 May 1964, f.457, op.1, d.18, ARAN,.

[100]   Jansen, “[T]he regionalization of Soviet Oriental Studies”. Much of what has been written below 

has also been taken up in this article, in which I review the reorganization and name-change of the IVAN 

/ INA as part of the response to Mao’s critique of revisionism. For evaluations of the name change as 

interconnected with developing diplomatic relations towards the Muslim world, see Kirasirova, “‘Sons of 

Muslims’ in Moscow,” 108; Kirasirova, “Orientologies Compared,” 30. For a focus on Soviet Indology in the 

light of Soviet-Indian relations see Andreas Hilger, “Area Studies in times of global Cold War: Indology 

in the Soviet Union,” in In Search of Other Worlds: Essays towards a Cross-Regional History of Area Studies, 

edited by Katja Naumann, Torsten Loschke, Steffi Marung and Matthias Middell (Leipzig: Leipziger 

Universitätsverlag, 2018): 51-77.
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shifted attention from the research of literary, or immaterial realities to 

that of concretely defined material ones. On the one hand, the name fitted 

the dominant tasks now assigned to the Soviet area studies institutes: 

to produce knowledge of the contemporary socio-political situation 

in particular countries and regions, to provide Soviet diplomacy with 

practical advice and material to support friendly relations with other 

countries. On the other hand, it also suited the Chinese historical narrative 

that rejected the transformative value of pre-Revolutionary religious 

heritages, rejecting them as a source of modern world making.[101]  

 The name-change notwithstanding, when analysing Gafurov’s 

new workplan for the INA, it turned out that much if the transnational 

philological orientation remained part of the Institute’s research agenda 

and curriculum. A first indication that the transnational, philological focus 

of the IVAN’s original workplan was to be preserved seems to have been 

the new centrality of the term “peoples” in the name of the Institute. Such 

a qualification missed from the names of the newly set up Africa Institute, 

or the Latin America Institute that would be set up in 1961. In the tradition 

of peoples’ internationalism, it seems that the peoples’ qualification 

signalled the continued focus on the study of sub-state and transnational 

patterns of human development, retaining an approach of culture as at 

least partly autonomous from socio-economic development.  

  Importantly, the 1959 workplan created space for philological-

historical research by emphasizing its modern and diplomatic uses. 

Gafurov rationalized the continued focus on religious heritage in terms 

of their great historic siginificance: “The study of the philosophical and 

socio-political thought of the peoples of the Orient is connected with the 

study of the history of religious ideas and tendencies in the Orient, as 

well as many contemporary problems, that are connected with questions 

of philosophy, literature, art and may not be correctly understood 

and clarified without taking the influence of religion into account, the 

remnants of which have unfolded in the consciousness of the peoples of 

the East for the duration of many centuries.”[102] By emphasizing how, also 

[101]  Also leading figures in the PRC c accused Soviet scholars of abstract generalizations. See Morris, 

“The Soviet Africa Institute and the Development of African Studies,” 254. 

[102]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI.
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in the contemporary period, the peoples in Africa and Asia greatly valued 

their Medieval heritage, room was created to preserve the tradition of 

philological Oriental studies including its focus Medieval (Islamic and 

Buddhist) scripture: “…for many of these countries the Middle Ages were 

a period of great achievement in the sphere of economics and culture, of 

which the peoples of Asia and Africa are justly proud.”[103] 

 In practice, it turned out, the INA retained a focus on the 

transnational and religious heritages of the peoples of Asia and Africa. 

As such, the seven-year work plan initiated at the IVAN in 1959 was less 

extreme in its reorientation towards socio-economic materialities than 

Ostrovitianov’s report of the 1958 discussion had forecasted. Also, at the 

IVAN, the rehabilitation of pre-Revolutionary orientalists continued. In 

1959 the History Department of the Soviet Academy of Sciences decided to 

republish the work of the eminent orientalist Vasily Barthold.[104] Also the 

Historical Department decided to republish the work of the Yuri Roerikh 

when he passed away the next year.[105] 

Internationalizing Sufi heritage:  
Gafurov resisting state-based ethnocentrism

Historians of Soviet minority nations traditionally have regarded the year 

1958-1959 as one of retreat from earlier decentralization measures.[106] A 

telling shift was the return of the language of ethnocentric nationalism to 

Soviet political discourse. Echoing Maoist narratives of the Chines people 

as an ethno-historic community, Khruhschev rehabilitated the language of 

the Soviet population as an ethnic community or nation.    

  Despite this new trend, Gafurov’s 1959 research plan for the INA 

consistently situated the research of particular states or peoples in a 

broader context of world historical development. For instance, the report 

[103]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI.

[104]  Protokol’ no. 22 Biuro Otdeleniia,” 12 July 1959, f.457, op.1, d. 299, ARAN.

[105]  Proekt postanovlenie o dal’neishem razvitii sovetskogo vostokovedeniia, 21 February 1958,  f.5, 

op.35, d.78, RGANI. 

[106]  See for instance, Simon, Nationalismus und Nationalitätenpolitik in der Sowjetunion, 259-273.
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argues not for the need to study the material heritage of “China and other 

socialist countries in Asia, ” but rather for the research of the “experience 

of socialist construction” [italics mine -HJ].[107] Also, Gafurov was one of 

the directors of a research group for the history of social thought. In the 

description of its research agenda, the focus is explicitly international 

and supra-continental: “Bourgeois historiography and the history of 

philosophy ignores the rich and original traditions and development of 

philosophical and socio-political thought of the peoples of the Orient, 

pushing forward, and trying to substantiate Europocentric ideas, the core 

of which belittles the role of the peoples of the Orient in the development 

of world culture.”[108] In this description Gafurov accuses bourgeois 

scholarship with a Eurocentric bias, while simultaneously emphasizing 

the progressive historical role and value of non-territorialized, intellectual 

traditions. Suggesting these traditions belonged to the “Orient” as a 

whole, he once again manages to elude territorial compartmentalization.  

  In October 1961 Gafurov gave a speech before the Soviet Diplomatic 

Corps that illuminates his skill at this balancing act. While he adopted 

the language of narody, he simultaneously emphasized the inadequacy of 

ethnic identifiers as a source of community building or solidarity.[109] In his 

lecture, that describes the Soviet Union as a “united family of equal nations 

(italics mine –HJ),”[110] Gafurov makes abundant use of racialised manner 

of speech. While in The History of the Tajik People (1949; 1952) he had still 

argued that “the theory of a ‘pure race’ is a reactionary fabrication, a 

myth,” in this 1961 lecture he attacked the idea of racial “superiority” but 

not the idea of pure races in itself. [111] Still, he explicitly distanced himself 

from racism: the “racist ideologies” of Arthur de Gobineau and Houston 

Chamberlain, and their view “that the Northern or the so-called Nordic 

[107]  Institut Vostokovedeniia Plan Nauchno-Issledovatel’skikh Rabot na 1959-1965 gg, undated, f.5, 

op.34, d.118, RGANI. 

[108]  Ibid.

[109]  After Bandung it had been decided to have the IVAN / INA provide training for embassy-personel 

and ambassadors, which meant that from 1957 onwards Institute coworkers were appointed at every 

Soviet embassy abroad, see [Letter by Gafurov to the TsK], 25 March 1959, f.5, op.35, d.118, RGANI.

[110]  B.G. Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR. Lecture delivered for the Diplomatic 

Corps in Moscow at the Institute of Peoples of Asia of the USSR Academy of Sciences on October 12, 1961 

(Moscow, 1961), 2.

[111]  For the quote in the 1949 volume, see Gafurov, The History of the Tajik People (1949): 26. For the 

discussion of race in the 1961 publication, see Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question, 1-2.
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race of dolichocephalic, blond and blue-eyed man is the most superior 

of all existing human races, and because of merits inherent in it, is the 

natural master of all other races and, above all, of the coloured ones.”[112] 

Gafurov’s speech counterbalances the return of racial categories with the 

suggestion that ethnic denominators alone (especially language - which 

was considered the essence of nationhood in the USSR[113]) were insufficient 

for creating a sense of unity amongst the people.  

 The argument that more was needed for the construction of a 

meaningful sense of unity and international understanding between 

peoples than ethnic or racial elements was substantiated with a parable. 

Gafurov refers to the story of four travellers, one Greek, one Arabic, one 

Turkish and one Persian, who get into conflict because they could not 

understand each other. The solution to their conflict, Gafurov had it, was 

to find a common language: praising Lenin, he argued that under socialism 

“all peoples of the USSR had found a common language,” which allowed 

them to live together in peace and harmony.[114] The term language here 

is ambiguous: it could also be interpreted in symbolic terms as signifying 

an all-encompassing cultural tradition. Indeed, as will become clear 

below, Gafurov’s story allowed for the interpretation that the ‘communal 

language’ he had in mind was Leninism. 

 First Gafurov argues that a shared heritage provided a more 

profound foundation for international understanding than language alone. 

In a passage analysing the various Soviet Central Asia ethno-linguistic 

communities, Gafurov is critical of the idea that language was enough to 

create a sense of community. In Soviet Central Asia, he pointed out, people 

had spoken “similar languages” but had formed separate communities. 

Highlighting the case of the Tartars, Bashkirs, Kazakhs and Kirghiz, 

Gafurov points out that, despite their shared language, they all turned 

into “historically self-determined [communities] a long time ago.” This, he 

contrasted with the case of the Tajiks who did not share a language but did 

share a heritage. In contrast to the Turkic peoples in the Soviet Union, a 

“single Tajik nation” had been formed on the basis of “nationalities who had 

[112]  Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR, 1-2.

[113]  Hirsch, Empire of Nations.

[114]  Ibid., 2.
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spoken different languages, but had long been brought together by history 

(the Persian speaking Tajiks, the Pamirs peoples, Yazgulems, Yagnobs).”[115] As 

Gafurov had it, ethno-cultural traditions were not enough to create a sturdy 

sense of unity between people but a shared history was crucial too.

  A focus on history could have suggested a turn towards Mao’s strict 

historical-materialism, the lecture makes clear that for Gafurov historical 

development is not reduced to historical-material dialectics. However, in 

Gafurov’s reading it should be conceptualized as a shared non-territorial, 

cultural or spiritual heritage. In his story, the Greek, Arabic, Turkish and 

Persian travellers mentioned above, eventually run into the 13th century 

Sufi and poet Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi, whom here is described as a 

“wizard who knew many languages.” To Gafurov, Rumi helped the travellers 

to understand each other: “Hardly had the travellers found a common 

language, and they made peace... and continued their journey as friends.”[116] 

  Gafurov did not just trace the communal language that allowed 

people from different ethnic backgrounds to understand each other back 

to Sufi wisdom. He also drew a direct link between Rumi’s thinking and 

Lenininism: “Lenin was that greatest solicitous wizard thanks to whom all 

peoples of the USSR found a common language by means of establishing 

the Soviet state and building socialism.”[117] Rumi was hardly a newcomer 

in Gafurov’s orientalist writings. The sufi murid was already praised by 

Barthold for its “mystical freedom of thought”, who invested his teachings 

with inclusivist characteristics, believing it had been greatly influenced by 

Buddhism, and by the idea that “God could be found anywhere”, whether 

that be a “mosque, a church or in idol-worship.”[118] By placing Leninism 

in the same intellectual tradition that he attributed to Rumi, Gafurov 

continued to support the view that socialism and cultural, or “spiritual” 

reform were two sides of the same coin: he emphasized the value of a 

shared non-territorial, immaterialistic tradition as a source of international 

solidarity, emphasizing its ability to transcend the material boundaries 

of ethno-linguistic communities and geographically separate areas, 

continents, or states.

[115]  Gafurov, The Solution to the National Question in the USSR, 7.

[116]  Ibid., 2.

[117]  Ibid.

[118]  Bartol’d, “Islam I sovremennaia kul’tura," 118.
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Conclusion 

While the previous chapter focused primarily on Soviet orientalist’ 

entanglements with Central Asian and Indian intellectuals, this chapter 

approaches the changes affecting Soviet Oriental studies in the post-

Stalin period through the prism of Soviet relations with the USSR’s most 

important communist ally in Asia: the Chinese Peoples’ Republic (PRC). 

Indian and Soviet functionaries actively aimed to integrate the PRC in 

the new politics of cultural internationalism. However, by the late 1950s 

Chairman Mao formulated a critique of revisionism that compromised the 

entire project of revisionist Oriental studies.  

  This chapter has taken Mao’s challenges of Khruschev’s support of 

peaceful coexistence as a starting point to analyse the ideological shifts 

affecting Soviet Oriental studies between 1957 and 1961. A study of the 

reorganization of Soviet Oriental studies in the late 1950s shows that 

Maoist critiques had direct consequences for the way the Soviet Union 

ordered the relationships between people, resources, territory and objects 

of material culture and produced a regionalized understanding of world 

history. Central to Mao’s challenges was a critique of a “metaphysical” 

concept of unity between peoples. In response, narratives of culture at 

the IVAN were territorialized: emphasizing ethnic rather than literary 

elements and presenting nature as a source of inspiration rather than 

shared religious heritage. 

  Both in the PRC and the USSR, materialist arguments traditionally 

served to criticize Western models of civilisation and the “Orientalist” 

narratives of Eastern backwardness or stagnation they produced. Soviet 

orientalists nevertheless continued to actively try and accommodate 

the idea of non-territorial cultural traditions and heritage and to 

preserve their study in service of an international diplomacy of cultural 

emancipation and reform.  

  Here the reorganization of the IVAN as the Institute for the Peoples 

of Asia (INA) proves insightful. Even if supposedly oriented to a particular, 

geographically bounded space or continent, the activities of Gafurov in 

this period shows how scholars at the INA made use of their leverage as 

propagandists and cultural experts to continue the transnational research 

traditions of pre-revolutionary Oriental studies. In line with peoples’ 
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internationalism the INA preserved its focus on sub-state solidarities 

between peoples of the East (notably Africa, Asia and the Middle East), 

arguing that the “spiritual” unity of East and West transcended that of 

national or ideological boundaries. This highlights how Soviet academics 

actively searched for new ways to continue the cultural internationalism of 

the early Khrushchev period. This suggest that the year 1958-1959 should 

be seen rather as a period of trial and error experimentation in a search for 

a suitable strategy, rather than a period of neo-Stalinist conservatism.  

  Historians of the Khrushchev period have viewed the year 1958-

1959 as marked by a conservative turn away from the initial liberalization 

strategies of the post-Stalinist regime that were at least partly a respons 

to internal unrest, notably the “Anti-Party Coup” of spring 1957. While the 

changes affecting Oriental studies in 1958-1959 were a response to a wide 

set of domestic challenges too, to show that these developments at least 

partly responded to Mao’s critiques of revisionism also serves to show that 

the emergence of a Soviet discourse emphasizing “ethno-linguistic” or 

even “racial” community should be understood in a broader international 

context. When perceived through the prism of Oriental studies, however, 

it is clear that this conservative turn of this period should be situated in a 

context of political contestation that marked domestic and international 

relations within the socialist bloc.




