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In his much discussed book on the Indian Revolutionary M.N. Roy, the 

historian Kris Manjapra states that, “[a]part from the modernist pursuit 

of form, there was also at work an equally modernist longing for the 

transgression of boundaries, and for alternative universal communities.”[1] 

To situate Gafurov’s biography in the context of such “modernist longing” 

sheds new light on the history of Central Asian nation-building, as it 

indicates how Central Asian historical actors embraced the Soviet national 

model as just one of the factors shaping modern life, but not necessarily 

as the determining one. This thesis has attempted to show how peoples’ 

internationalism could be seen as precisely an expression of such longing, 

drawing attention to a wide range of historical and cultural projects 

taken up within the context of UNESCO and the Afro-Asian Solidarity 

Movement. Doing so has also allowed me to bring to the fore a variety 

of encounters between rival internationalisms, for the communities 

that were formed at the international level of these organizations were 

highly versatile and represented a wide array of interests. Abandoning 

a chronological focus on peoples’ internationalism, this epilogue will 

seek to explore, at least in part, a number of case-studies where peoples’ 

internationalism was contested within the institutional infrastructure 

that UNESCO provided. 

  In this epilogue the fate of peoples’ internationalism as embodied by 

Gafurov will be traced through a series of events organized in the context 

of the UNESCO Central Asia project (1966-1977). The interstitial sites that 

this project provided drew together a polyphonous group of participating 

experts from a dispersed geography. Throughout the 1970s the voice of 

nation-states grew increasingly dominant within the project, profoundly 

shaping the choices of scholars and experts contributing to the research. 

While to analyse the wider causes and effects of this growing state-

involvement on a local and global level goes beyond the scope of this thesis, 

[1]  Manjapra, M.N. Roy, 6.
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it is important to remember that all the various internationalisms that will 

be highlighted in this chapter had local roots, and micro-historical logics 

of their own. The biographies of key-personalities in the UNESCO Central 

Asia project serve to highlight aspects of these local-global dynamics 

and the sometimes paradoxical role the state played in them. While it is 

impossible to synthesize these studies into one definitive argument or 

conclusion, a tentative analysis suggests that in all cases the notion of 

High Culture was decoupled from human agency: whether envisioned as 

something outside of (and antithetical to) more authentic local identities; 

as a stagnant humanist canon in need of preservation (or restoring); 

as a national heritage that served to re-centre the nation-state; or as a 

relatively meaningless tradition that was secondary to more important 

internationalisms in the sphere of the political economy. 

   If we want to analyse peoples’ internationalism against the 

background of a rival set of internationalisms that emerged in the 

context of UNESCO we need to first establish its continued presence as 

a meaningful concept shaping UNESCO activities throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s. Up until 1966, the East-West Project served as its major playing 

field in UNESCO, and it continued to do so after Nehru’s death in May 

1965. From 1966 onwards, however, UNESCO’s cultural programming was 

subdivided along regional lines. Within this new architecture, Gafurov 

joined forces with partners in Asia and proposed to set up a regional 

research project, focused on the history of Central Asia. Reminiscent of 

the first edition of The History (1949), and perhaps even more so of the 

experimental The Tajik People in their Struggle for Freedom (1944), the 

project was characterized by its transnational focus and an emphasis on 

culture and ideas as a force that unified people across state boundaries. 

Against the backdrop of growing Russocentrism in the USSR, the Central 

Asia project became the main vehicle for Gafurov’s agenda of peoples’ 

internationalism in the 1970s. 
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Central Asia: Emplacing Peoples’ Internationalism

When the East-West Project ended in 1965, supporters of peoples’ 

internationalism had to find a new arena within UNESCO confines from 

where to advance and negotiate their transnational, sub-state view of world 

history, as well as the cultural and political agendas these views inspired. 

Already in the previous years the climate in UNESCO had become less 

accommodative of peoples’ internationalism, so when in December 1965 the 

Advisory Committee (henceforth: AC) for the East-West Project met in Paris 

to make plans for the future, the mood was considerably different. Indeed, 

by the time of the meeting, UNESCO functionaries were well aware that not 

all had gone according to the way it was planned in the mid-1950s. A special 

evaluation committee suggested that in UNESCO a national inward-looking 

mindset had been mounting.[2] While claiming it was quite understandable 

that some societies were now “concerned first to rediscover their own 

cultural roots,” the committee also acknowledged that, “[i]n retrospect, 

more attention should have been given to dynamic elements of currently 

changing cultural patterns in the East and West.”[3] Nevertheless, the AC-

meeting produced several recommendations for how to preserve a ‘one 

world’ outlook. Firstly, programs should not be executed on the national 

level alone (by East-West Committees, National Commissions, Associated 

Institutions and various research centres) but also on the international level 

(by organizations such as the CIPSH, the International Academic Union 

and the International Association of Universities).[4] Secondly, they should 

also involve scholars from different countries. Third, research should be 

conducted on the basis of a solid, interdisciplinary research method, and 

go beyond the superficial analysis of “cultural liaison techniques.” A final 

recommendation was that the projects should have a regional focus. Such 

regional projects, moreover, should be of a transnational outlook: they 

should include a variety of cultural traditions and cover a “fairly wide” area 

[2]  For this being the case in the humanities and social sciences on an international level, see Mitchell, “The 

Middle East in the Past and Future of Social Science.”  

[3]  Programme Commission: Working Party on Evaluation Report, 19 November 1966, in Records of the 

General Conference Fourteenth Session, Paris 1966: Proceedings (Paris: Unesco, 1968).

[4]  Report of the Advisory Committee for the Major Project on Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western 

Cultural Values, Sixth Session, 14 January 1966, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 12 

September 2019).



- 186 -

where a “striking encounter between diverse cultures” had taken place 

against a “background of international cooperation.”[5] Presenting the 

region as constitutive element of a wider, singular world culture the AC 

embraced the region as a counterforce to nation-state-centric, inward-

looking approaches to history.[6] 

  Gafurov was quick to propose a new research project that matched 

this regional orientation, focused on the study of Central Asia. The project 

plan had originally been proposed in late 1958 or 1959, the time when the 

trend towards “area studies” had gained ground within the main research 

institutes for the humanities and social sciences in the USSR.[7] As part of 

the project, the Central Asian region was imagined as encapsulating not 

only the Soviet Central Asian Republics including Kazakhstan, but also 

parts of India, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. When, years later, Gafurov 

and his co-worker Lev Miroshnikov rationalized this broad understanding 

of Central Asia’s regional boundaries by emphasizing the region’s shared 

cultural, or religious, heritage.[8] They traced the term “Central Asia” to the 

German geographer and expeditionist Alexander von Humboldt who had 

used this designation for the area stretching eastward from the Caspian 

Sea.[9] While Von Humboldt had not specified the Eastern boundaries of 

the region, in 1996 Miroshnikov argued that the region probably reached 

into China (until the Greater Khingan mountain range), so also covering 

parts of Xinjiang, the predominantly Muslim area in the North-West of 

China that had played a key role in the geopolitical territorial struggles 

[5]  Report of the Advisory Committee for the Major Project on Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and 

Western Cultural Values, Sixth Session, 14 January 1966, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last 

accessed on 12 September 2019). 

[6]  The idea that regional formations provided a good stepping stone for internationalism was not new, 

as Glenda Sluga has argued, this was the general view among ideologues of world government, see Sluga, 

Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism, 86.

[7]  For USSR East-West Committee having requested funding for a symposium on the subject, “the role 

of the peoples of Central Asia and the Middle East in the development of world civilisation”, see Letter 

from Pavel Kryukov to René Maheu, 22 August 1959, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-I, UNESCO. 

[8]  B.G. Gafurov and L.I. Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii  (Opyt’ mezhdunarodnogo 

sotrudnichestva po proektu Iunesko) (Moscow: Nauka Glavnaia redaktsiia vostochnoi literatury, 1976): 12-15.

[9]  Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 12. The section detailing the origin of 

Central Asia as a regional denominator was inserted in slightly altered form in the first volume published 

in the first volume of the History of Central Asia, see L.I. Miroshnikov, “A note on the meaning of the 

term ‘Central Asia’ as used in this book (Appendix)’,” in History of Civilizations of Central Asia Volume I. The 

dawn of civilization: earliest times to 700 B.C., edited by A.H. Dani and V.M. Masson (Paris: UNESCO, 1996): 

477-480.
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between Imperial Russia and China in the past.[10] The fiercest contestor 

of Von Humboldt’s understanding of Central Asia’s regional demarcation 

had been the German Sinologist Ferdinand von Richthofen, who used the 

terms Central Asia and Inner Asia interchangeably to designate a region 

centred on what is now North-Western China: stretching from the Pamir 

mountains in the West to the Khingan mountains in the East, and from 

Tibet in the South to the Altai mountains in the North. The reason for this 

diversion, Miroshnikov suggested, was that in contrast to Von Humboldt, 

Von Richthofen had based his findings on purely geological (material 

- HJ) sources. In an argument reminiscent of the heartland theory of 

Halford Mackinder, Von Richthofen maintained that Asia could be divided 

into peripheral and central areas that were entangled in a relationship 

of dependency, with the central regions having no access to natural 

water flows.[11] In contrast to Von Richthofen's approach, Gafurov and 

Miroshnikov situated the UNESCO Central Asian project in the complex, 

interdisciplinary tradition of Russian / Soviet Orientology. A basic 

characteristic of this approach, the auhors maintained, was an essentially 

cultural-historical orientation.[12]  

  Indeed, the UNESCO Central Asia project aimed to study 

the cultural heritage that was common for a whole range of Asian 

countries.[13] This way, the project allowed for the continuation of 

peoples’ internationalism and built towards an agenda of anti-colonial 

international world-making based on non-territorial (including religious) 

connections, aimed at unifying various politically and ethnically dispersed 

communities and groups. A commitment to peoples’ internationalism 

speaks from Gafurov’s project description. In Gafurov’s proposal to the 

East-West Advisory Committee, the project was described as intending to 

show how the “peoples” of Central Asia had contributed to “Civilisation” 

in the singular.[14] Emphasizing that the cultures and traditions of 

Central Asians contributed to the research of global patterns, as part 

[10]  Miroshnikov, “A note on the meaning of the term ‘Central Asia’,” 477.

[11]  Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 12-13.

[12]  Ibid., 26.

[13]  Ibid., 32.

[14]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilisation: Organization of Study,  undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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of the “historical process”.[15] By emphasizing how the collective cultural 

contributions of sub-state peoples and groups transcended state 

boundaries the Central Asia project went against the rising current 

of UNESCO state-oriented functionalism, retaining the “one world” 

orientation of the 1940s.[16]  From Gafurov and Miroshnikov’s vantage 

point, the UNESCO Central Asia project provided space to continue to 

advance peoples’ internationalism as a historical agenda, as well as the 

anti-colonial agenda of cultural or “spiritual” community building across 

national boundaries.

I. A World Literature Challenged

As we have seen, literature was a central aspect of peoples’ 

internationalism; constituting, for the Central Asian modernisers in this 

thesis, the heart of the project to revolutionize shared religious traditions 

and heritage. 

  Within UNESCO, however, Gafurov encountered many difficulties 

in the attempt to draw attention to the modern literature of Central Asia 

as a shared, transnational practice or humanism. Partly, this was due to 

the national mindset that was growing increasingly prominent within 

UNESCO in the 1960s. To illustrate, at the time of the Tashkent Afro-Asian 

Writers Conference, Gafurov had sent a letter to Rudolf Salat, director of 

the Department for Cultural Activities 1957-1960, drawing attention to the 

work of Mukhtar Auezov, the famous Kazakh literary writer and member 

of the SKSSAA. He had explicitly introduced Auezov as Asian rather than 

Soviet,  stating that the works of writers such as Auezov would acquaint 

the UNESCO readership with “the life and disposition of the many-

numbered peoples of the Orient living on the territory of the USSR.”[17] 

[15]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilization: Organization of Study, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. 

[16]  The scholars Florian Mühlfried and Sergey Sokolovskyi have highlighted the strong focus on histoy 

that has characterized the Soviet complex sciences (as anthropologists they focus on ethnography in 

particular), suggesting that such an approach might offer a productive alternative to what they describe 

as the “presentist bias” of the field in the aftermath of “Malinoskian functionalism”. See Florian Mühlfried 

and Sergey Sokolovsky (Eds.), Exploring the Edge of Empire: Soviet Era Anthropology in the Caucasus and 

Central Asia (Zürich: Lit Verlag Gmbh & Co, 2011): 5.

[17]  Letter from Gafurov to Rudolf Salat, 24 September 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.
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Gafurov's request was forwarded to Michel Dard, head of the Division of 

International Cultural Exchange. Dard responded to Gafurov’s letter that 

UNESCO could not afford to take on a role of “a universal organism for 

the dissemination of national cultures.” [18] For Dard, as well as UNESCO’s 

professionalization regime, the “Orient” should not be categorized as a 

transnational imaginary but as a fragmented tradition that belonged to a 

community of nation states. Such an internationalist outlook interfered 

with Gafurov’s aims to advance an anti-colonial cultural, or humanist, 

agenda. Also Roger Caillois, head of the Literature Section, interpreted 

Auezov’s work as the cultural heritage of a particular state arguing that 

there was no room in UNESCO for national literatures and recommending 

that Gafurov turn to organizations such as the British Council or the 

Alliance Française.[19] As it appears, in UNESCO’s organizational structure 

and professionalization regime there was no space to acknowledge 

Central Asian literature as representative of a broadly international 

cultural tradition, and categorized Central Asian literature as the heritage 

particular modern states instead.[20] 

  For certain onlookers, however, a different concern may have been 

at stake. As the below illustrates, beyond UNESCO’s institutional confines, 

the main premise of the UNESCO Central Asia project that the region 

had been an original agent of world cultural modernity or civilisation 

was not unequivocally shared. This can be illustrated with an analysis 

of the response to Braginsky’s projects of “Eastern” humanism in the 

1960s and 1970s. Gafurov’s original 1965 proposal for the Central Asia 

project to emphasize the role of Central Asian writers in the creation of 

a transnational humanism or modernity proved difficult. In the initial 

workplan, Gafurov had outlined six symposia that were to be organized in 

[18]  Letter to J. Havet from Michel Dard, 3 November 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO. 

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

[19]  Letter to J. Havet from Roger Caillois, 3 November 1958, 008 (470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[20]  The trend to compartmentalize literature along national lines may have been indicative of a broader 

ideological conflict within UNESCO that tended to reduce the role of books from a literary inspirational, 

to a purely functionalist educational one. Attempting to resist what she understands as the potential 

subversive power of literature, Céline Giton has suggested that throughout the second half of the 20th 

centry the UNESCO book project increasingly opted to favor the distribution of technical books that 

strengthened the centralized nation state to that of more literary or essayistic ones. See Céline Giton, 

“Weapons of Mass Distribution: UNESCO and the Impact of Books.” In A History of UNESCO: Global 

Actions and Impacts, edited by Poul Duedahl (Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 66 [49-72].
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the first few years. Two of these were focused on literature: one of these, 

outlining the contribution of Central Asian peoples’ to “world Renaissance 

poetry” was headed by Joseph Braginsky and the other to “modern 

literature.”[21] The study of literature was presented as strongly entangled 

with the study of philosophy and of the history of science: “[t]he subject 

comprises the history of philosophical thought throughout the centuries 

and the development of religions.”[22] 

  Despite their importance for the Central Asia project as envisaged 

by Gafurov, the UNESCO Secretariat initially failed to take up these 

themes devoted to the study of modern trends in literature. In the course 

of 1966, the Division of Cultural Studies, notified the Secretariat that 

Gafurov objected to the way the Secretariat “deformed” his original 

project proposal.[23] The problem was in UNESCO’s formulation research 

topics regarding the contribution of the peoples of Central Asia to “a 

contemporary world literature” had been removed, as well as the aim to 

research the role of Central Asian peoples in the “construction of a new 

culture” (underlinings retained from the original source - HJ).[24] As the 

Division of Cultural Studies had it, such projects were of great practical 

relevance for the internationalization of the project: “...its current interest 

is that it gives the possibility to collaborate with various institutions of 

countries which until now had not had the opportunity to work together 

in the field International cooperation.”[25] What their intervention shows 

is that research into the contribution of Central Asian peoples to modern 

transnational cultural trends was one of the project’s central concerns. 

  In April 1967 an expert meeting was held to kick start the UNESCO 

Central Asia project. Themes connected to the study of Central Asian 

literature focused squarely on the past: investigating classical rather 

than modern literatures. Also in other ways the document was less 

forward looking than the work plan Gafurov had proposed at the final 

[21]  Contribution of Central Asian Peoples to World Civilisation: Organization of Study, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-2, UNESCO.

[22]  Ibid.

[23]  Note pour la visite du Directeur général en URRS - Division d’Études des Cultures, undated, 008 

(470) MP 03 EWMPPUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[24]  Ibid.

[25]  Ibid.
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AC meeting. The reasoning in the meeting’s preparatory information 

document was restorative rather than transformative: these literatures 

boosted “a centuries-long tradition” that were “already marked by 

brilliant achievements.”[26] This contrasted greatly with the approach 

of Soviet Central Asian intellectuals and modernisers at the 1956 

SKSSAA-Presidium meeting for instance, who had presented cultural 

transformation as one of the main aims of literary exchanges and events 

such as the Conference for African and Asian Writers in Tashkent. 

Moreover, the report’s language seems to convey a reluctance to recognize 

this literature as the fruit of the creative agency of Central Asian peoples. 

Rather than presenting this literature as original to the region and the 

communities populating it, the report proposed that Central Asia was only 

the home to various translations. According to the report “translations of 

the numerous masterpieces of this literature” were the common heritage 

of the region, greatly enriching “the world and civilisation.”[27] Remarkably, 

as such, the report failed to recognize the core message of Gafurov’s 

writings on Tajik history and culture. Building on the work of pre-Soviet 

orientalists, Gafurov’s writings had consistently emphasised that the 

Central Asian region was an original birthplace of medieval Perso-Islamic 

literature. 

 The archival record of the UNESCO Central Asia project suggests 

that outside UNESCO’s confines, a reluctance to identify Central Asia as an 

original centre of a world humanism or High Culture was not uncommon. 

It resurfaced at the Consultative Meeting for the Central Asia project held 

in April 1973. The meeting was chaired by Richard Hoggart, well-known 

literature scholar in Britain and UNESCO Assistant Director-General 

for the Social Sciences, Human Sciences and Culture, who had helped 

mediate the study of modern trends in Central Asian literature back onto 

the agenda.[28] One of the topics on the agenda was the proposal to set 

[26]  Expert Meeting for Central Asian Studies: Information Document, 29 March 1967, UNESDOCS 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 27 January 2017).

[27]  Ibid.

[28]  Hoggart is one of the founders the School of Cultural Analysis together with Stuart Hall at the 

University of Birmingham. His first major work, The Uses Of Literature (Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, 1957), was a milestone in literature studies for proposing that the working class had a culture of 

their own that was worthy of literary analysis too. Gafurov and Miroshnikov memorize him as a strong 

supporter of the Central Asia project: Gafurov and Miroshnikov, Izuchenie tsivilizatsii Tsentral’noi Azii, 79.



- 192 -

up an International Research Centre in Teheran within the confines of 

the Central Asia project.[29] The proposal was drafted by Giuseppe Tucci, 

director of the Italian institute for Oriental studies in Rome (IsMEO - 

Institute for Middle and Far East) and one of the key figures shaping 

Mussolini’s politics towards Asia in the 1930s and 1940s.[30] As Tucci 

saw it the Institute’s main direction of research should be the study 

of “phenomena concerning the migrations of peoples and the cultural 

interchanges in protohistoric asia,” focused in particular on patterns of 

culture spreading “from Iran to the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent.”[31] While 

Tucci also suggested to include the study of Central Asia as the seat of 

several important routes of migration and trade, his proposal did little to 

recognize the region’s inhabitants as cultural agents in their own right. 

Rather Tucci aimed to analyse patterns of “ethnical and cultural radiations 

towards the Asian sub-continent,” regarding Iran as the centre “from 

which culture has spread, fanwise, towards the Asian sub-continent.[32] His 

research agenda thus evokes an image of Central Asia as a region through 

which culture diffused from West to East; a passage-way for patterns of 

culturalspread rather than cultural innovation and change. 

  In this same period, in December 1970, East -West, the journal of 

the IsMEO, published Günther Glaesser’s review article of a collective 

volume edited by Joseph Braginsky, and entitled The Idea of Humanism 

in Oriental Literatures (1967).[33] In the late 1960s Braginsky had become 

an important figure within the Soviet Academy of Sciences. He was also 

active in many international literary-academic arenas, for instance as the 

[29]  For the proposal see, Consultative meeting On the Central Asian Cultural Studies Programme: 

Annex VIII Proposal of IsMEO, Rome, 11 March 1973, UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last 

accessed on 25 February 2017).  

[30]  On Giuseppe Tucci as leading Orientalist and spokesperson for fascist Italy in India, see Erica 

Garzilli, Il Duce’s Explorer: the Adventures of Giuseppe Tucci and Italian Policy in the Orient fom Mussolini 

to Andreotti (Milan: Asiatica Association, 2015). For more on Tucci and his connections among Indian 

Asianists, see Stolte, “Orienting India,” chapter 3.

[31]  Consultative meeting On the Central Asian Cultural Studies Programme, 11 March 1973, 

UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 25 February 2017). A few months later he also 

sent a letter with the same request to Richard Hoggart, see Letter to Dr. Richard Hoggart by Giuseppe 

Tucci, 8 June 1973,  008 (5-191.2) A 01 International Association for the Study of the Cultures of Central 

Asia correspondence with the USSR Part 1 (hereafter: IASCCAUSSR-1), UNESCO.

[32]  Consultative meeting, 11 March 1973, UNESCO, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 25 

February 2017); Letter to Dr. Richard Hoggart, 8 June 1973,  008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-1, UNESCO.

[33]  I.S. Braginsky (Ed.), Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka (Moscow: Nauka, 1967). 
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main editor of the Teheran based weekly Friend of Iran, and as member of 

the editorial board of the Prague-based journal New Orient (Novyi Vostok) 

that, according to Braginsky’s biographer, played an important role in the 

Prague spring.[34] 

  At first sight Glaesser’s review of The Idea of Humanism (1967) 

seems nothing but laudatory.[35] However, by misrepresenting some of 

its basic theoretical points, Glaesser gave the book a profoundly new 

meaning that undermined its basic premise that non-Western writers 

should be viewed as creators of world civilisation too. First Glaesser 

expresses his agreement with, and admiration for, several aspects of the 

book’s theoretical framework and message. He agrees with the book’s 

aim to adjust the biased understanding of humanism in the West where 

it seemed “... almost exclusively equivalent to an interest in classical 

culture, i.e. in Greek and Latin.”[36] On top of that, he praises the book’s 

emancipatory aims, and the fact that Braginsky approached humanism 

(or “human values”) as a universal phenomenon, unrestricted to East 

or West. Finally he admired the book’s complex method: combining 

the particular approach of “historians of comparative literature” with 

universal perspectives that recognized how Western and Eastern literary 

traditions were constitutive of the same, larger world humanism.[37] 

But while Glaesser supported the book’s aim to broaden the concept 

of Western civilisation, he rejected the book’s basic premise that non-

Western intellectuals and cultural figures should be regarded as original 

contributors to world humanism or civilisation per se. 

 In fact, Glaesser mounted an attack on Braginsky’s attempts 

to consciously politicize humanities scholarship, framing it as a 

misunderstood ideal of “spiritual liberty.”[38] Opposing what he claims 

to regard as Braginsky’s mistaken approach of freedom, Glaesser 

underscores that the only justifyable attitude towards cultural 

[34]  See the foreword by D.S. Kommissarov to Z.Sh. Radzhabov, Iosif Samuilovich Braginskii (Dushanbe: 

Akademiia Nauk Tadzhikskoi SSR, 1966).

[35]  Gustav Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka - ed. I.S. Braginsky”, East and West 

2, no. 4 (1970): 469-498.

[36]  Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka,” 496.

[37]  Ibid.

[38]  Ibid., 497. 
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development was one based on principle of laissez-faire: by letting 

history have its course. He suggests that this might (Italics mine - HJ)

lead to a more “accurate” understanding of the circumstances of the 

origin of humanism [...] provided it be considered as no more than a 

working hypothesis.”[39] Having thus discredited the interventionist set-

up of Braginsky’s project, Glaesser continues his account by relocating 

Braginsky’s idea of world humanism as an exclusively European heritage: 

to his mind, Europe was “the matrix in which the concept of humanism 

was born.”[40] Moreover, he describes the authors in Braginsky’s volume as 

“orientalists who are certainly “open” to the perspective offered [to them] 

by the “world of western and “classical” letters.”[41] In a vein similar to that 

of Giuseppe Tucci, Glaesser presented the Central Asian contributors 

to The Idea of Humanism volume as receptors, rather than participating 

creators of the idea of world humanism. 

II. Naturalizing Ethno-National Imaginations

Critical geographers such as Timothy Mitchell have shown how ‘natural’ 

or geographic data may provide a powerful rhetorical tool for their 

association with simplicity, a taken-for-grantedness that appears to speak 

for itself. [42] In the second half of the 1970s, perhaps unknowingly, the 

Central Asia project was faced by a rival internationalism that invoked 

the apparent self-evidence of “objective” natural-geographic elements, 

claiming to resist the “hypocrisy” of supranational labels.

  In 1970 René Maheu, Director General of UNESCO, depicted the 

Indus Valley as one of the priority sites within the UNESCO heritage 

protection program.[43]  Around that time, the Pakistan National 

Commission proposed to include the study of the Indus Valley as a new 

research theme as part of the UNESCO Central Asia project. By 1975 

[39]  Glaesser, “Review: Idei gumanizma v literaturakh vostoka,” 498. 

[40]  Ibid., 496. 
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[42]  Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley, CA: The University of 

California Press, 2002): 221.

[43]  The Protection Of The Cultural Heritage: A talk delivered by Mr. Rene Maheu, 2 June 1970, 

UNESDOCS, https://unesdoc.unesco.org (last accessed on 18 March 2016).
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preparations for study of the “Civilisation of the Indus Valley” were in full 

swing.[44] In the next section the Indus Valley Civilisation project will be 

compared with that of the Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land; an 

undated, written blueprint for the construction of an imaginary socialist 

state centred on the Indus Valley that has been preserved in the archives 

of the International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam.[45]  

  The UNESCO Indus Valley Civilisation research project fitted 

the Central Asia project’s focus on multi-cultural, cross-border regions. 

Another correspondence was its appreciation of non-territorial cultural 

traditions: the staff at the Department for Cultural Studies consistently 

reminded the UNESCO administration that the Indus Valley should not be 

treated as a site of “material heritage” alone, but also include the research 

of its spiritual and literary heritage. In May 1976, Vladimir Tiurin, Soviet 

orientalist affilliated to the IVAN in Moscow and one of the Paris-based 

coordinators of the UNESCO Central Asia project, recommended that 

the expert to be taken on board for the Indus Valley project should “not 

[be] a narrow specialist”. To the contrary, the expert’s profile should fit 

the complex, interdisciplinary and inclusive research tradition that had 

charecterized the Central Asia project from the begnning, as well as the 

East West Project before it.[46] For Tiurin, what mattered was that the new 

expert was well acquainted with the cultural-historical traditions that 

transceneded the borders of the Indus Valley. He recommended taking 

on a person that was “well acquainted with the various aspects of ancient 

civilisations in Asia.”[47]  

  Also Najm Bammate, director at the Cultural Studies Division who 

had recently been installed as Deputy Assistant Director General (which 

he remained until 1978), underscored that research of the Indus Valley 

should be conducted on an interdisciplinary basis. Due attention should be 

paid to the transnational cultural elements that made up the region’s past 

and heritage. Seeing that the theme “touched upon various disciplines 

[44]  Working document for the plenary session of the IASCCA, 14 June 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCA 

Correpondence with the USSR Part 2 (hereafter: IASCCAUSSR-2), UNESCO.

[45]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive 
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[46]  Letter of Vladimir Tiourine to Mr. Percy Stulz, 18 May 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-2 , 

UNESCO. 
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such as history epigraphy, linguistics and archaeology,” Bammate argued, 

its “collective and interdisciplinary” character should be highlighted as 

part of the initial project description.[48] In suggesting that this description 

should be adopted as a blueprint for all future UNESCO activities related 

to the Indus Valley Civilisation, Bammate attempted to secure the complex 

cultural-historical research tradition for UNESCO-related projects in the 

region.

  Meanwhile, within Pakistan, a group of self-declared revolutionaries 

going by the name of Sangi (meaning “member of the organization” in 

Hindi) developed a program of federal state building  rationalized by 

a geographical imagination that the group presented as “natural” and 

therefore logical: “...we challenge the so-called international boundaries 

of Pakistan for being unnatural, artificial and thrust upon the people of 

Indus Land by virtue of naked power without the general consensus.”[49] 

The manifesto of the Sangi suggests a Hindu-centric nationalist agenda, 

emphasizing the trope of ethno-national liberation (Hindu) from 

supranational (Muslim) oppression.[50] The document accuses Pakistan’s 

authority of upholding a hypocritical narrative of national purity: “We 

believe we are humble, fallible stock and not Pure or Pak as indicated by the 

word Pakistan. It is sheer hypocrisy to call ourselves Pak.”[51]  

  The manifesto appeared at a time of growing unrest in Pakistan. 

Opposition to President Bhutto’s regime was growing, only enhanced by 

economic malaise that was the response to the oil crisis of 1973. In a context 

of the gradual disintegration of the left and emergence of various radical 

and nationalist splinter parties and groups, radical groups in Pakistan were 

[48]  Consultant pour le project de la Vallée de l’Indus, 20 May 1976, 008 (5-191.2) A 01 IASCCAUSSR-2, 

UNESCO.

[49]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive Movements 

in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.
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[51]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive Movements 
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rallying the population for the establishment of a new state order.[52] 

  In their manifesto, the Sangi claimed not to desire to dismantle the 

state, but to seek the reorganization of Pakistan as a socialist federative 

union that granted each of its constituent units a “maximum [degree of] 

provincial autonomy.”[53] To the mind of the Sangi this new federation 

was truly inclusive, and an improvement to the “hypocrisy” of current 

narratives of the cultural (or religious) unity of Pakistan. When analyzing 

the groups that were to be granted their own federative unit within this 

larger Indus Valley Land, however, it appears the model came with its own 

mechanisms of exclusion.  

 To justify the territorial reach of the Indus Valley Land the Sangis 

evoked a naturalized territorial logic: the country comprised the “entire 

region falling within the range of river Indus and its tributaries, known 

as Indus Valley.”[54] These tributaries included various ethnic sub-state 

communities, such as Nooristan and Pakhtoonistan, and the manifesto 

added that this was only a “tentative arrangement”, suggesting that 

other ethno-territorial units could be included too.[55]  Having evoked 

a naturalized imagination to map the geograph reaches of the Indus 

Valley Land, the Sangi proceeded to invest it with ethno-cultural content: 

“According to our opinion, this entire region is a single geographical tract; 

it has a single nation namely Indus Nation, with similar history, ballads, 

mores and folkways... It is a single unit of nation in the sense that the 

people of this region have similar economic sources and similar urges.”[56] 

As far as the Sangi are concerned, the Indus Valley Land was inclusive 

and international due to the fact that it incorporated of the locally rooted 

ethno-cultural communities that had lived in geographical proximity for 

many years. 

  Despite this declaration of inclusivity, however, the Sangi did not 

recognize groups and communities who based their identity on religions, 

[52]  Ayesha Jalal, The Struggle for Pakistan: A Muslim Homeland and Global Politics (Cambridge & Londen: 

The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014).
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or perhaps meta-physical solidarities. Citing the work of the Pakistan 

academic Faulad Khan, the Sangi even reduced spirituality to a naturalized 

geographical notion: “Height is both physical and spiritual. Physical 

heights of the mountains have always been used as symbols for spiritual 

elevations. But certain mountains and mountain peaks have always been 

referred to as the higher of the higher, the sacred of the sacred because 

of historical significance.... [t]he reader shall soon realize that the Kailas 

Parbat is the place from where all spiritual wisdom had glowed in the 

world.”[57] In this passage, spiritualism is approached as something fixed, 

something tangible and with a material essence, something constitutive 

of territorially bounded national identities. By understanding culture 

as primarily defined on the basis of ethnoterritorial or socio-economic 

characteristics, the Sangi produced an image of internationalism 

reminiscent of Stalin’s anti-cosmopolitanism: recognizing only locally 

rooted, bounded ethno-centric communities.[58] The pretense of 

inclusivity does not hold while open to the rapprochement with other 

supposedly bounded ethno-cultural communities  there was little room for 

intersecting or cross-national identities, or for internal diversity. 

 In this way, the Indus Valley Land as imagined by the Sangi 

outsourced diversity. It presented cultural diversity as something that 

existed not within a particular socio-cultural unit or community, but as 

something that separated them from each other. As such, the federative 

state Indus Valley Land was the ideological antithesis of the Indus Valley 

Civilisation as imagined through the eyes of the Central Asian scholars 

and propagandists participating in the UNESCO Central Asia project. The 

archival record illumnates how the original members of the Central Asia 

project consistently strove to present the cultures of the Indus Valley, 

as well as Central Asia more broadly, as part of a larger, internationally 

entangled world culture. This culture was secular in the Nehruvian sense: 

combining unity with cultural pluralism. 

  For people like Gafurov, Bammate (as will be explained in more 

detail below) or the renown Pakistani archaeologist Ahmad Dani, cultural 

or religious heritages were an important marker of world transnational 

[57]  Towards the creation of a Union of Socialist Republics of Indus Land, undated, Progressive 

Movements in Pakistan Collection, inventory number 90, IISH.
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unity and entanglement. When in 1978 an expert meeting on the History 

of Central Asian Civilisations was held at UNESCO headquarters, Ahmad 

Dani, who was one of the original members of the Central Asia project and 

professor at the University of Islamabad proposed to abandon the use of 

the term Indus Valley Civilisation. As Yasushi Kono, the new coordinator of 

the Central Asia project explained, Ahmad Dani had begun using the term 

“Indus Civilisation” rather than “Indus Valley Civilisation”, stating that 

“the civilisation extended beyond the Indus Valley”.[59] Dani’s intervention 

is significant: it lifted the cultural traditions of the Indus beyond its 

material, geographic confines, restoring it as a shared, multicultural 

heritage connecting peoples beyond nation-state boundaries.

III. Leftism as Fragmentation? 

In one sense, the Ingus Valley Land project was illustrative of a broader 

trend that challenged the UNESCO Central Asia project in the 1970s: the 

view that  supra-national or non-territorial concepts of culture failed to 

account for meaningful differences.  At the 1973 Centenary International 

Congress for Orientalists in Paris, 16-23 July, a leftist critique of 

Orientalism in the Saidian sense was raised. 

 As Bernard Lewis, the well-known American Orientalist and critic 

of Edward Said remembered, the critics raised two main objectives. 

The first was practical, and resulted from changes in the academic 

professionalization regime, with scholars complained that term was 

unrelated to either “the discipline in which they were engaged” or “the 

region with which they were concerned.”[60] The other type of critique 

was “ideological and leftist”: the idea that the term glossed over more 

fundamental oppositions and power-hierarchies in world history and 

culture. In Lewis’ words, these critics argued that “the term was somehow 

insulting to Orientals in that it made them appear as the objects of study 

rather than as participants.”[61] 

[59]  Note by Kono to Pouchpa Dass, 16 October 1978, 008 (5-191.2) 549 IASCCA Correspondence with 
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 As as result of these objectives, the Congress had decided to adopt 

a new name. Henceforth it was to be known not as the International 

Congress for Orientalists but the International Congress for the Human 

Sciences in Asia and North Africa. Interestingly, as Bernard Lewis related 

about a decade later, Gafurov, who attended the Congress, actively resisted 

the name-change. To cite Bernard Lewis: “This term, said Ghafurov, had 

served us well for more than a century. Why should we now abandon a 

word that conveniently designates the work we do and that was borne with 

pride by our teachers and their teachers for many generations back?”[62]  

As this thesis has argued, for Gafurov the “Orient” as a term captured an 

idea of international unity that was manifest in the entanglement of non-

territorial “spiritual” Eastern heritages and traditions. However, as Lewis 

points out, by the time of the 1973 Centenary, this message of unity found 

little support among progressive scholars. In fact, Lewis remembers, 

“Ghafurov was not entirely pleased with the comment of a British delegate 

who praised him for his able statement of the conservative point of 

view.”[63] 

 At UNESCO headquarters, however, Najm oud-Dine Bammate, 

was not so concerned. While Bammate dismissed the critiques of social 

scientists whom he accused of reducing the “diversity of cultures into a 

field of observation that was homogeneous enough to fit its techniques,” 

he was rather positive about the more ideologically inspired, leftist 

line of criticism.[64]  Instead, Bammate preferred to emphasize the 

multi-layeredness of human experience, supporting an approach to the 

humanities that acknowledged the “dualism” of studying world culture 

and its particular material circumstance. 

 Here Bammate seemed to suggest material compartmentalization 

could be accommodated with a strong sense of transnational, or 

international, solidarity. Bammate’s biography suggests he was a strong 

supporter of peoples’ internationalism, emphasizing transnational 

spiritual connections and cultural emancipation of minority cultures. His 

biography ties him to the southern peripheries of the USSR: he was the 

[62]  Lewis, “The Question of Orientalism”.
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son of Haidar Bammate who was born in Daghestan and had been one of 

the leading figures in the short-lived Mountainous Republic of the North 

Caucasus. Haidar had served as the Afghan ambassador to France and to 

Switzerland, and Najm Bammate now lived in Paris.[65] He was the former 

coordinator of the East-West Project (having succeeded Jacques Havet 

in 1963) as well as director of the Division for the Division for Cultural 

Studies, and was now Richard Hoggart’s deputy. In the 1970s and 80s 

Bammate was one of the best known spokespersons for modern Islam in 

France.[66] Labeled a cosmopolitan and a traditionalist by Mark Sedwick, he 

resisted an understanding of secularism in the sense of the French state-

based laïcité that banned all expressions of religion from the public sphere 

aiming instead for the state to recognize all religions on equal footing.[67] 

 In the aftermath of the Congress for Orientalists, Bammate argued 

that the Congress had aimed not to liquidate the philological pillar of 

Oriental Studies, but had only targeted the imperial traditions that 

objectified the Orient and rejected its role as historical agent and creator 

of culture: the “type of Orientalism” in which only “some were qualified 

to define,” and in which “oriental cultures” were objectivized or treated as 

“inert things, fixed by an exterior gaze.”[68]  For Bammate, the incentive to 

change the name of the Congress was born from a resistance to the “fake 

uniformity” assumed by the positivist approaches that dominated much of 

the natural or social sciences.[69] Calling the Congress a “cultural Bandung,” 

he argued that the new name signalled the support of a type of “cultural 

pluralism” that resulted from both the study of “concrete situations” and 

the “specific qualities and values of the peoples under study.” As such, 

Bammate suggested, the new turn in Oriental studies did not signal the 

end of “Orientalism” as it was then known. This last comment suggests 
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that, for Bammate, the critique of Orientalism was familiar and did 

not necessarily demand a change of direction or strategy. While at the 

Congress an anonymous commentator had equated Gafurovs resistance 

to shedding the term with conservatism, Bammate’s synthesis of the 

anti-Orientalist critiques suggests that for him, as for Gafurov, the idea 

of a shared “Oriental” humanism or heritage could be accomodated with 

notions of difference, and supported an agenda of anti-imperial activism. 

 While Bammate did not think the name change would interfere 

with the emancipatory course in world Oriental studies, it soon turned 

out that the name change was perhaps symptomatic of a trend that 

would undermine the Central Asia project. In the next years in UNESCO 

resistance to nonmaterialistic solidarities rose, fanned by leftist 

critics, including the PRC. UNESCO recognized the PRC as a member 

in 1971. Nevertheless the PRC was absent at the 1973 Centenary of the 

International Congress of Orientalists in Paris, due to its “disagreement 

with the notion of orientalism”, seeing it as an expression of 

“Europocentric” approaches to history.[70] Bammate nevertheless believed 

that China would soon come to take more active part in UNESCO’s cultural 

program: UNESCO’s diplomacy towards the PRC had already brought on 

discussions with a Chinese “academic delegation” in Beijing regarding the 

possibility of setting up an “East Asian Cultural Studies Program”.[71] 

 In the next years, indeed, the role of the PRC in the History of 

Central Asian Civilizations grew. Leftist critiques at the Centenary of the 

International Congress of Orientalists were based on the argument that 

Wesern notions of the “Orient” and Oriental civilisation perpetuated 

cultural hierarchies and subjectivities. These critiques were shared 

by the PRC, and adapted to pick holes in the UNESCO conjecture that 

societal change could be manufactured through cultural education and 

reform; processes that targeted “ the minds of men” and were somehow 

autonomous from society’s socio-economic base.[72]  
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 As the previous chapter has shown, in the PRC arguments in favour 

of a materialistic approach of history and development were strongly 

entangled with a concern to defend a modern geopolitical order in Asia 

that emphasized the legitimacy of modern ethno-national identities and 

state centralization, to the detriment of transnational solidarities. In 

the late 1970s in UNESCO an alternative regional mindset was on the 

rise that emphasized the role of states rather than sub-state groups and 

communities in the creation of culture. A few months after the Centenary 

of the International Congress of Orientalists, Najm Bammate sent a 

later message to René Maheu that seemed intent on putting the PRC in 

its place. At the recent meeting international consultants of the Central 

Asia project had voted unanimously in favour of admitting both China 

and Turkey as participating members of the project. While Bammate 

acknowledged that this might lead to better relations with the PRC, he 

underscored that Chinese participation was conditional and had to be on 

the terms of the project  “...which means to say that it should be without 

ideological content and focused on the techniques of archaeology, art 

history and material civilisation, perhaps the history of the commercial 

trans-Asian routes.” As he concluded, “in this range there should be 

enough to interest China”.[73] Apparently fearing that the PRC might 

undermine the transnational spirit of the project, Bammate made sure to 

explicitly state the project’s cultural-historical orientation. 

IV. Networks, Institions and  
the Bias of Professional Neutralism

In the previous chapter we have suggested that the PRC’s critique 

of “metaphysics” as well as their plea for a return to strict historical 

materialism served political agendas closer to home. One of these, as the 

analysis of Gafurov’s History of the Tajik People (1952) already indicated, 

was the preservation of a state-centric historical narrative. Historical 

materialism in its Maoist inflection put the PRC and its Communist 

Princeton University Press, 1979): 354.
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leadership forward as the legitimate ruler in the Chinese territories, 

and as leading modern (communist) state on the Asian continent. 

Soon after the PRC became a participant to the UNESCO Central Asia 

project continental demarcations began to play a greater role in the the 

professionalizationa regime of UNESCO’s cultural programs. This resulted 

in the marginalization of the Central Asia project including its message of 

peoples’ internationalism.  

 As J.P. Singh has noted, the success of UNESCO’s cultural programs 

depended to a large extent on the personal networks sustaining these 

programs.  In the mid-1970s key figures within the UNESCO secretariat 

left or died, which greatly disrupted the networks that had been built up 

for years, providing intermediaries who knew how to navigate the various 

scales of UNESCO’s work. Importantly, for the Central Asia project:, 

Director General René Maheu stepped down as Director General in 1974, 

soon followed by Richard Hoggart.[74] In 1977, moreover, Bobodzhan 

Gafurov, who had been the throbbing heart of the project from the very 

beginning died of cancer.

 The new staff members responsible for the Central Asia project had 

no affinity with the region. While Najm Bammate and Vladimir Tiurin both 

traced their cultural roots to the Caucasus, an in-between region, known 

for its multi-layered cultural identity, Pouchpa Dass, new director of the 

Cultural Studies Division, traced his cultural heritage back to India; Asia 

proper. Also Yasushi Kono, the new Japanese program director traced 

his roots to Asia. Moroever, neither of the two seemed to have an interest 

in activist historiography: Pouchpa Dass had a background in Asian 

philosophy and ethics, while in a private memo Kono shared his personal 

conviction that UNESCO should refrain from advancing a particular 

approach of history: “Unesco’s role is not so much to write a history book 

as to assist historians by providing them with research materials.” [75] 

  In the first weeks after having taken up his new job Pouchpa Dass 

reversed half a century of efforts on the side of Gafurov and his colleagues 

to advance an approach of regional analysis that allowed to preserve 

[74]  Shifts in the UNESCO secretarial staff affected the networks that sustained cultural programs on 
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peoples’ internationalism.  Soon after his instalment, Pouchpa Dass wrote a 

note to the Director General effectively winding up most of the Central Asia 

project: “…I think that further studies on the early stages of Central Asian 

Civilizations can be carried out as part of the preparation of the History 

and under other programs of cultural studies in Asia during 1979-1980.”[76] 

From that time onwards, all that remained from the Central Asia project 

was the History of the Central Asian Civilizations book project. Despite Kono’s 

self-confessed lack of enthusiasm for UNESCO’s historiographical work, 

he was installed as the History of Central Asian Civilizations coordinator. 

Gafurov had left a detailed work plan for the composition of a multivolume 

History of Central Asian Civilizations. The IASCCA had ratified the work plan 

at the expert meeting held in parallel to the International Symposium on 

the Ethnic Problems of the Early History of Central Asia, held in Dushanbe, 

17-22 October 1977. The workplan conveys Gafurov’s wish that the book was 

written in line with peoples’ internationalism - as the workplan emphasized, 

in the tradition of the UNESCO History of Mankind - its most important aim 

being the recording of historical and cultural connections between peoples 

on a global scale.[77] 

  As coordinator of the History of Central Asian Civilizations Kono was 

destined to play an important role in the development of the Central Asia 

project, as well as the preservation of its message of people’ internationalism. 

As it turned out, however, Kono’s interventions did little to preserve the 

original aim and character of the project. A possible reason for this may have 

been his relative inexperience with (and perhaps disinterest for) the region. 

Paradoxically, Kono and Pouchpa Dass’ neutral professionalism worked 

against the emancipatory aims of the original members of the project. It 

was due to their management, for instance, that the relative role of states 

situated outside the region was increased. Against Gafurov’s advice to grant 

the original member states greater representation on the editorial board 

of the book-project, for instance, Turkey and the PRC were now granted 

the same number of seats as the Central Asian member-states who had 

participated in the project from the very beginning.[78]
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  The first expert meeting for the History of Central Asian Civilizations 

book project,  held in October 1978 was illustrative of the sudden 

vulnerability of the emancipay peoples’ internationalist agenda.[79] Because 

the decision to hold the meeting at UNESCO headquarters had been taken 

relatively last-minute, some of the invited experts were unable to meet 

travel requirements in time and failed to attend the meeting. Crucially, 

these included the heads of the Soviet delegation whose visas were 

extended too late.  As a consequence, the Soviet delegation arrived in Paris 

only after the meeting had already closed.[80] The course of the discussion 

suggests that the absence of the Soviet delegation had been clearly felt. In 

contrast to the internationalist aims of the project, disagreements came 

to the fore that signalled a national rather than international mindset. The 

Iranian participants, for instance, stated that “Central Asia had not had a 

significant culture” of its own. Similarly, other members suggested that 

“Central Asia [was] only an historical and cultural notion.” By questioning 

the geographic specificity and origin of Central Asian civilisation, the 

argument could be made that the cultural achievements of the region had 

come to the region from elsewhere.[81] 

 In line with Tucci and Glaesser’s diffusionist viewpoints discussed 

above, the Iranian delegation also suggested that the book’s focus should 

be on the spread from higher cultures into the region: on “influences 

received by the region from... civilizations as Iranian, Indian, Chinese 

and so on.”[82] In support of this, the dlegation proposed to abandon the 

chronological approach of the History of Central Asian Civilizations and 

opt for a thematic approach instead. However, the majority of participants 

suggested “all cultures should be treated equally”, and spoke out in favour 

of a chronological approach rather than a thematic one.[83] Even so, a 
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shared chronology was not easily agreed on, the problem being that each 

participant wanted to highlight events that had taken place “in his own 

country”.[84] 

 While this last comment indicates the rise of a nation-centric rather 

than internationalist orientation, the meeting illustrates that a regionally 

demarcated historical perspective also challenged the ‘one world’ premise 

of the Central Asia project. In his 1977 workplan, Gafurov had underscored 

the fundamental singularity of the world historical path, and had proposed 

using “the European chronological designation” for writing the history of 

Central Asia. Now, however, members challenged the universality of this 

periodization; dismissing it as “not… applicable to Central Asian history.”[85] 

Furthermore, while in the past the terms of Inner Asia, Central Asia and 

Middle Asia had often overlapped, various participants now presented 

the culture of Central Asia as demarcated by strict regional boundaries. 

When the Mongolian delegate stated that territorial boundaries of Central 

Asia also encompassed Manchuria and Siberia, this was rejected by the 

majority of the participants who argued that these areas in fact belonged 

to “Inner Asia”.[86] 

*

In his seminal book Rule of Experts, Timothy Mitchell points out how the 

rise of the current concept of the modern economy as the “totality of 

monetarized exchanges within a defined space” demanded the separation 

between the “material” world and the world of  its “representation.”[87]  As 

the above discussion shows, the emancipatory anti-colonial agenda of 

Central Asian modernisers such as Gafurov, was confronted at several 

instances by arguments that separated the cultural-historical traditions 

that had shaped the Central Asian past from the particular territorial 

locality where these traditions had taken shape. These acts of separation 

seemed to leave intact both the vision of the Central Asian state or 

republic as a modern culturally ethno-centric nation, as well as that 

[84]  Memo by Y. Kono: Subject Meeting of Experts for the preparation of a History of Civilizations of 

Central Asia, 4 November, 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) UNESCO.

[85]  Ibid.

[86]  Ibid.. 

[87]  Mitchell, Rule of Experts, introduction, for the quote see p. 6..
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of Central Asian culture as an expansive, pluralistic cultural heritage; 

producing the idea that they were two dispersed entities. This was also 

the case at the UNESCO expert meeting for the History of the Central 

Asian book project of 1978. While eventually the participants agreed 

that a geographical notion of Central Asia did exist, certain participants 

continued to disinguish between the territorial notion of Central Asia and 

the spiritual cultural one.  

  Professor Denis Sinor (USA), for instance, proposed the following 

geographical delimitation: in considering the past, research for the History 

of Central Asian Civilizations was to illuminate the cultures of sub-state 

communities, or “territories lying at present within the boundaries of 

Afghanistan, China, India, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan and the USSR,” based 

on an examination of “material atochthonous to the region.”[88] In an 

opaquely formulated paragraph he also suggested that there should be 

space to acknowledge the inluence of states situated outside this area: “It 

will also take into account such foreign influence which in prehistory and 

history contributed in a significant measure to the formation of presen-

day Central Asia.” [89] Aware that this might be viewed as contrary to the 

original aims of the project, he added that, when tracing the history of 

peoples and civilisations “who and which impacted on the region” this 

should be done “only to the extent necessary for a better understanding of 

Central Asia as defined above”.[90] The qualification “present day” suggests 

that here, in particular, processes of change and modernization were 

meant. If that is the case, his proposal implicitly distinguished between 

local cultural trends and progressive, modernizing patterns of culture 

which are then traced to foreign influences.  

 In the description of Professor Bira (Mongolian ASSR), by contrast,  

no such such qualification existed. To his mind, Central Asia was a region 

that illuminated the cultural impact of various sub-state communities on 

a international, perhaps global level: “The cultural worlds of Central Asia 

englobes… the various parts of the Asian continent, i.e. Iran, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Northern India, the Central Asian Soviet Republics, Mongolia, 

[88]  [Note on Central Asia’s geographical delimitation by Denis Sinor], 10 October 1978, 008 (5-191.2) A 

06 (44) UNESCO.
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the westerns and north-western areas of the People’s Republic of China, 

and, in the past, Eastern Turkestan, Tibet, Manchuria and partly southern 

and eastern Soviet Siberia.” [91]  

 As we have argued at the start of this thesis, historians now 

marvel at UNESCO’s broad definition of Central Asia as a region. This 

suggests that the distinction between the historical transnational and a 

modern conceptualization of Central Asia as a conglomerate of particular, 

bounded nation-states has taken firm root in our collective imagination. 

Historically, Central Asian culture and civilisation may be perceived as an 

international and potentially multi-layered, pluralistic space with porous 

boundaries. In its modern guise, however, Central Asian culture is marked 

by the influence of distinct, territorialized (nation-)states. Its logic, this 

thesis contends, indicates the demise of peoples’ internationalism as a 

historical perspective and modern emancipatory, anti-colonial agenda. 

[91]  [Note on Central Asia’s geographical delimitation by Professor Bira], undated, 008 (5-191.2) A 06 (44) 

UNESCO.




