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Editor’s Note

The December 2020 issue of Acta Via Serica contains articles from leading scholars
in the study of history, politics, and anthropology in Central Asia. As the second,
and hopefully final issue to be published in the midst of the worldwide coronavirus
pandemic, this edition addresses the political, diplomatic, international and societal
challenges facing Afghanistan (William Maley), the vital economic, social, and cultural
legacies of the Mongols in Eurasia (Morris Rossabi), the experiences of migrants to
the city of Sumqayit in Azerbaijan from the Soviet era to the present (Philipp Jäger),
the international factors souring ties between China and India (Amitendu Palit), the
economic, social and cultural factors influencing migration patterns from Uzbekistan to
Japan and South Korea (Timur Dadabaev and Jasur Soipovand), and the economic and
cultural factors determining the charismatic nature of rule in nomadic societies (Gulnar
Kendirbai).
William Maley’s important work sounds the alarm about current conditions in
Afghanistan. He identifies struggle between patron client networks, the COVID 19
pandemic and what appears to be an imminent American military withdrawal as factors
contributing to domestic instability and a resurgence of the Taliban. In Afghanistan,
Maley describes a weakly institutionalized state and a winner take all struggle for spoils
between rival networks and clans for the patronage flowing from the Presidency and
its 28 ministries. The Afghan economy has been hobbled by the Coronavirus, which
is underreported due to limited testing. The gravest danger, though, is the one sided
concessions provided to the Taliban including direct meetings and prisoner releases by
the U.S in its haste to leave the country. In Maley’s assessment, the extremist, unpopular
Taliban are unwilling to make concessions and biding their time until U.S. withdrawal.
Morris Rossabi evaluates the Mongols’ influence on China, Russia and the Middle
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East, arguing that the Mongols promoted vital economic, social, and cultural exchanges
among civilizations. Chinggis Khan, Khubilai Khan, and other rulers supported trade
and adopted policies of toleration toward foreign religion and served as patrons
of the arts, architecture, and the theater. The Mongol era witnessed extraordinary
developments in painting, ceramics, manuscript illustration, and textiles. The Ming
dynasty adopted some principles of Mongol military organization and tactics and were
exposed to Tibetan Buddhism and Persian astronomy and medicine. The Mongols also
introduced agricultural techniques, porcelain, and artistic motifs to the Middle East,
supported the writing of histories and promoted Sufism in the Islamic world. The
Europeans became aware, via Marco Polo’s travel through the Mongols’ lands, of the
technological, scientific, and philosophical innovations of the East.
Philipp Jäger uses participant observation and qualitative, semi-structured interviews
with officials, internal migrants and IDPs (internally displaced people) to show shifts
in migration to the Azerbaijan city of Sumqayit over its short 80-year history. The city
first became known in the USSR for its chemical plants, which supplied the whole
country with plastics, detergents, and fertilizers and attracted young workers from
remote Caucasian villages. After the collapse of the Soviet Union mobility increased as
Azerbaijani refugees from Armenia and IDPs from Karabakh fled to Sumqayit, which
grew into Azerbaijan’s second-largest city. More than a generation after the ceasefire,
IDPs still are separately administered. Jäger shows how, during the post-independence
period, informal housing and labor markets have offered migrants a place to stay, and
he portrays Sumqayit as an arrival city, an established urban platform for migrants who
prefer internal to transnational migration
Timur Dadabaev and Jasur Soipovand undertook face-to-face interviews with
hundreds of Uzbek migrants to Japan and Korea in order to determine the key factors
behind their movement to Japan and South Korea, which have become alternatives
to the traditional migration destinations of Russia and Kazakhstan. Dadabaev and
Soipovand identify the Uzbek government’s provision of training and micro credit as
important push factors, and view Japan and Korea as providing opportunities as part of
people-oriented policy engagement of Uzbekistan. They find that Uzbek students have
followed the pattern established by earlier East Asian migrants in abusing educational
opportunities to focus on earning money on the side. The Uzbeks also viewed their stay
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in both countries as temporary and didn’t seek integration, but reported high satisfaction
with the experience. The major difference appears to be that Korea runs a much more
formalized, open labor migration system than Japan.
Amitendu Palit focuses on the structural competition between China and India,
tracing recent patterns of economic and political interactions between the two
countries, while simultaneously paying attention to the external impact of other great
powers, notably the United States. The reasons Palit gives for deteriorating Chinese and
Indian relations include rising tensions between the U.S. and China, the evolution of the
Belt and Road Initiative, and the growth of the Indo-Pacific construct. He emphasizes
India’s vociferous opposition to the BRI stemming from Pakistan’s close ties with the
project and its threat to India’s relationships with its neighbors. Palit notes the US
use of India as a counterbalance to China’s growing dominance in the Southeast and
South Asian region and India’s pushback against China’s digital efforts to institute 5G
technology. He argues that China and India will force Central Asian nations choose
between them in the areas of trade engagement and technological development.
Gulnar Kendirbai argues that contrary to European depictions of the Mongol khans
as despots, nomadic mobility impeded centralization of authority, control, resources, or
information under a single ruler. To gain followers, therefore, charismatic nomadic
rulers had to attract supporters by demonstrating adherence to established norms
of social reciprocity, interacting with followers through personal, flexible, and nonbinding partnerships. Leaders had to show respect, generosity, and provide collective
benefits by preventing and settling conflicts. Kendirbai argues that nomads developed
psychological and cultural expectations of leadership and shows how Chingis Khan’s
personal adherence to these norms facilitated his rise to become the supreme Mongol
ruler. The charismatic leader’s ability satisfy all parties enabled them to consolidate and
protect their communities from precarious climatic and ecological conditions of the
Eurasian steppes.
In addition to the thematic articles, Dmitry Shlapentokh, Farda Asadov, Tamer
Balci, Paul Kubicek, and Gulnar Kendirbai provide their critiques of recent Silk Road
Scholarship with book reviews on publications by Edith W. Clowes, Sergey Glebov, Hee
Soo Lee & Mohammad Bagher, M. Hakan Yavuz, Fatma Kelkitli, and Shoshana Keller,
respectively.
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We owe a debt of gratitude to all of the contributors to this issue, the anonymous
peer reviewers and the members of our editorial board without whom this issue would
not have been possible. We wish to welcome four new board members who joined
us from this issue: Paul Tae-Woo Lee from Zhejiang University in China, Andrey
Makarychev from the University of Tartu in Estonia, Morris Rossabi from Columbia
University in the U.S., and Jeanne Wilson from Wheaton College in the U.S.
We hope that our readers find this issue to be of value in their ongoing research
as we ready ourselves for the publication of the next issue of Acta Via Serica in June of
2021.
Acta Via Serica Editorial Committee

ACTA VIA SERICA

Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020: 1–24
doi: 10.22679/avs.2020.5.2.001

Afghanistan:
Elite Tensions, Peace Negotiations,
and the COVID Crisis
WILLIAM MALEY*

Afghanistan has experienced more than four decades of severe
disruption, ever since the communist coup of April 1978 plunged the
country into a state of disorder that was then severely aggravated by
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979. Despite the
high hopes that accompanied the overthrow of the Taliban regime in
2001, Afghanistan’s path in the first two decades of the 21st century
has proved to be anything but smooth, and this article highlights a
confluence of challenges – political, diplomatic, and societal – that
Afghanistan presently faces, challenges that in large measure account
for the profound uncertainty that clouds its future. The article is divided
into four sections. The first provides some context for the discussion
of these three challenges. The remaining sections investigate the
particular challenges – intra-elite rivalries, a fragile and defective peace
process, and the underreported but grave threat to life and limb in
Afghanistan resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic – in more detail.
Together, these challenges highlight the dangers of wishful thinking
about harsh realities.
Keywords: Afghanistan, Elites, negotiations, Taliban, pandemic

* Dr. WILLIAM MALEY is Professor of Diplomacy at the Australian National University.
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Introduction
Afghanistan has experienced more than four decades of severe disruption, ever since
the communist coup of April 1978 plunged the country into a state of disorder that
was then severely aggravated by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979.1
The war of the 1980s, pitting Soviet and regime forces against Islamic resistance groups
known collectively as the Mujahideen,2 cost hundreds of thousands of lives, led to the
displacement as refugees of millions of Afghans, and caused grave damage both to
Afghanistan’s infrastructure and to human capital formation. The withdrawal of Soviet
forces by 1989, as a result of the advent of Mikhail Gorbachev to power in the USSR
in 1985, did not bring peace to the country.3 The communist regime finally collapsed in
April 1992; the capital city Kabul became the focus of contestation between antagonistic
Mujahideen groups;4 and finally, in September 1996, the Taliban movement, armed and
supported by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence directorate (ISI), succeeded in
taking over the Afghan capital.5 The Taliban, however, failed to secure either genuine
popularity or international legitimacy. They were displaced in October-November 2001
by a U.S.-led intervention following the September 11, 2001 attacks in the United States
orchestrated by Al-Qaeda, whose leader, Osama bin Laden, was based in Afghanistan
where he had received hospitality from the Taliban.
Despite the high hopes that accompanied the overthrow of the Taliban regime,
Afghanistan’s path in the first two decades of the 21st century has proved to be anything
but smooth, and the aim of this article is to highlight a confluence of challenges –
political, diplomatic, and societal – that Afghanistan presently faces, challenges that in
large measure account for the profound uncertainty that clouds its future. The article is
1

2

3

4

5

On the events of this period, see Anthony Arnold, Afghanistan: The Soviet Invasion in Perspective (Stanford:
Hoover Institution Press, 1985); Henry S. Bradsher, Afghanistan and the Soviet Union (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1985); Rodric Braithwaite, Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan 1979-89 (London: Profile
Books, 2011); William Maley, The Afghanistan Wars (London: Macmillan/Red Globe Press, 2021).
See Olivier Roy, Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990);
Abdulkader H. Sinno, Organizations at War in Afghanistan and Beyond (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2008).
On the withdrawal, see Amin Saikal and William Maley (eds), The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Artemy M. Kalinovsky, A Long Goodbye: The Soviet
Withdrawal from Afghanistan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011); Rodric Braithwaite, “The
Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan,” in At the End of Military Intervention: Historical, Theoretical, and
Applied Approaches to Transition, Handover and Withdrawal, ed. Robert Johnson and Timothy Clack (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015).
See Fotini Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 57100.
Anthony Davis, “How the Taliban Became a Military Force”, in Fundamentalism Reborn? Afghanistan and the
Taliban, ed. William Maley (London: Hurst & Co., 1998).
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divided into four sections. The first provides some context for the discussion of these
three challenges. The remaining sections investigate the particular challenges – intraelite rivalries, a fragile and defective peace process, and the underreported but grave
threat to life and limb in Afghanistan resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic – in
more detail. Together, these challenges highlight the dangers of wishful thinking about
harsh realities.
The debilitation of the state was one of the factors that opened the door for the
Pakistan-backed Taliban to seize control of Kandahar in 1994, Herat in 1995, and finally
Kabul in 1996. The talib, or religious student, was long a familiar figure around the
northwest frontier of India, and in the 1980s, some of these religious students mobilised
against the Soviet invaders. The Taliban movement, however, was rather less spontaneous,
having been instrumentalised at the instigation of Major General Naseerullah Babar,
interior minister in the government of Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto. While
echoes of village values could sometimes be detected in the discourses of individual
Taliban,6 the movement was pathogenic rather than traditional, and drew for its shocktroops on exiles more likely to have grown up in refugee camps than in Afghan villages,
as well significant numbers of non-Afghans.7 These pathogenic origins meant that the
Taliban movement was strikingly lacking in the pragmatism that often marks village life,
and the leaders preached a highly-twisted version of the Deobandi school of Islam,
stripped of the moderation that was to be found in its originators in British India.8 It
reflected a distinctively totalitarian mindset, but not a Leninist form of organisation: it
was rather, to quote the analyst Thomas Ruttig, a network of networks.9
The Taliban regime showed no interest in developing anything resembling modern
political institutions, and thus when it was overthrown by the United States and its
allies in 2001, Afghanistan had a dire need for a process by which new state institutions
could be designed and legitimated. This came about through the Bonn conference
of November-December 2001 at which non-Taliban Afghan political actors reached
an agreement to establish an interim administration, to be upgraded to a transitional
administration, which would then preside over the drafting of a new constitution, which
finally took effect in 2004. When a country has suffered as much as Afghanistan has,
there are unlikely to be easy solutions to problems that have accumulated and solidified
over a very long period of time, and it is therefore important that measures to assist
6

7
8

9

Anand Gopal and Alex Strick van Linschoten, Ideology in the Afghan Taliban (Kabul: Afghanistan Analysts
Network, June 2017).
Ahmed Rashid, “The Taliban: Exporting Extremism,” Foreign Affairs 78, no.6 (1999): 22-35.
See Barbara D. Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1982).
Thomas Ruttig, “How Tribal are the Taliban?,” in Under the Drones: Modern Lives in the Afghanistan-Pakistan
Borderlands, ed. Shahzad Bashir and Robert D. Crews (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012).
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Afghanistan be grounded in reality rather than in public relations strategies. This was a
lesson that the US found hard to accept.10

Some Context
A complex array of factors contributed to the circumstances that Afghanistan has faced
in recent years. One of the most important has been the degrading of the capacities of
the state and the diffusion of power to a wide range of actors, something that resulted
from the Communist coup and the Soviet invasion. The state was relatively fragile even
before 1978 as a result of its excessive dependence on unstable sources of income,
which had rendered it a classic “rentier” state,11 but the advent of communist rulers
gave rise to significant problems of legitimacy in a society in which atheistic Marxism
was radically at odds with the commitment of the bulk of the population to values
shaped by the Islamic faith.12 In addition, the Marxists within the “People’s Democratic
Party of Afghanistan” were themselves divided between warring factions, giving rise to
severe problems of elite fragmentation.13 It was little surprise that the loyalties of many
components of the Afghan population shifted away from the agencies of the state
towards other actors with stronger legitimacy claims than the state proved capable of
sustaining. This was not just a problem for the Marxists. Once diverse nonstate actors
become focal points for legitimacy, re-legitimation of state structures looms as a longterm problem.
The Bonn conference had already set the scene for a bureaucratically-complex
state, by providing for up to 28 departments within the interim administration. The
2004 Constitution then provided for a highly-centralised system, built around a strong
presidency.14 This was to prove highly problematic. The office of president was
overloaded, with the president being the symbolic head of state, executive head of
government, and a one-person interagency management process. Furthermore, since
power was so formally concentrated, the presidential system virtually guaranteed
that there would be intense competition for the top office, with a large number of
disappointed losers in Afghanistan’s complex and multiethnic society. Warnings about
10

11

12

13

14

Lauren Kay Johnson, “I Helped Write the Official Lies to Sell the Afghanistan War,” The Washington Post,
December 14, 2019.
See Barnett R. Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State Formation and Collapse in the International System
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995).
Amin Saikal and William Maley, Regime Change in Afghanistan: Foreign Intervention and the Politics of Legitimacy
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1991).
Anthony Arnold, Afghanistan’s Two-Party Communism: Parcham and Khalq (Stanford: Hoover Institution
Press, 1983).
See William Maley, Rescuing Afghanistan (London: Hurst & Co., 2006), 30-55.
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the perils of presidentialism15 were overlooked or ignored.
While the new Afghan political system was formally presidential, its practical
functioning was significantly shaped by informal considerations, notably the prevalence
of political networks as crucial devices for the realisation of actors’ political objectives.16
Networks, as defined by Sharan, are “distinct open-hierarchical structures whose
members are interdependent on each other’s power and resources for political outcomes
in an informally structured and continuously renegotiated arrangement.”17 Over time,
the emerging instrumentalities of the state became increasingly entangled with such
networks, giving rise to a neopatrimonial political system in which nepotism and
corruption could flourish.18 The system was also a product in part of the low levels of
civic trust following decades of conflict, and of perverse effects of opium cultivation
and foreign aid,19 but it contributed to major dysfunctionalities in the state, to a failure
to entrench the rule of law,20 and to scandals such as the 2010 collapse of the Kabul
Bank.21
The development of a neopatrimonial system had significant implications for the
conduct of popular elections. In 2004, Hamed Karzai, who had been selected to chair
the interim administration in 2001, secured a popular mandate as president with 55.4%
of the vote. But times changed, and this became clear at the time of the 2009 presidential
election. By 2009, confidence in the direction in which Afghanistan was travelling had
waned significantly, as a result of which the presidential election seemed likely to be far
more competitive than the first election in 2004. If an incumbent president is dislodged
15

16

17

18

19

20

21

Juan Linz, “The Perils of Presidentialism,” Journal of Democracy 1, no. 1 (1990): 51-69; Matthew Soberg
Shugart and John M. Carey, Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional Design and Electoral Dynamics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992).
See Niamatullah Ibrahimi and William Maley, Afghanistan: Politics and Economics in a Globalising State
(London: Routledge, 2020), 53-57.
Timor Sharan, “The Dynamics of Informal Political Networks and Statehood in Post-2001 Afghanistan:
A Case Study of the 2010-2011 Special Election Court Crisis,” Central Asian Survey 32, no. 3 (2013): 336352 at 337. See also Timor Sharan, Dawlat-e shabakahi: Rabeteh-i qodrat wa sarwat dar Afghanistan pas az sal-e
2001 (Kabul: Vazhah Publications, 2017).
See William Maley, Transition in Afghanistan: Hope, Despair and the Limits of Statebuilding (London: Routledge,
2018) pp.37-40; William Maley, “Institutional design, neopatrimonialism, and the politics of aid in
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in a neopatrimonial system, it is not the president alone who suffers; those networks
that have formed around the president are likely to suffer as well. This created strong
incentives for electoral fraud, which occurred on a gargantuan scale in 2009 – finally
securing Karzai a second term – and set the scene for further fraud in the elections
of 2014 and 2019, where Dr. Ashraf Ghani emerged victorious.22 The victim of the
fraud on each of these three occasions was Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, who had served as
Foreign Minister from 2002 to 2006.
Initially, steps had been taken to try to address the risk of electoral fraud. Article 156
of the 2004 Constitution made provision for an “Independent Election Commission”
(Komision-e mustaqel-e entakhabat), but in a striking measure, an “Electoral Complaints
Commission” (Komision-e shakaiyat-e entakhabati) was established, with independent
international election administrators nominated by the Special Representative of the
UN Secretary-General comprising a majority of the members. This creative use of
“shared sovereignty” greatly increased the likelihood that “losers” would accept the
final outcome of electoral processes, but it also contributed to a near-death experience
for Karzai in the 2009 presidential elections, when the invalidation by the Complaints
Commission of fraudulent votes left Karzai without an absolute majority in the first
round of voting. After Dr. Abdullah’s withdrawal from the contest, Karzai moved with
some haste, in the name of “Afghanisation,” to eliminate the international majority
on the Complaints Commission. In what was to prove a grave lapse of judgement,
the Special Representative of the Secretary-General, Kai Eide of Norway, agreed that
“our transition agenda should include full Afghan responsibility for future elections,”23
and reportedly told international stakeholders that “the UN had no intention of
opposing Afghanization as a principle.”24 The effect of “Afghanisation” in practice was
disastrous: it deprived the system of a crucial safety valve,25 undermined the electoral
22
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process as a device for political legitimation, and severely aggravated the problem of
elite fragmentation. Afghan elections have been bitterly fought and deeply divisive ever
since.
All these problems perhaps would have been manageable had it not been for the
progressive resurgence of insurgency within Afghanistan over the best part of two
decades, largely fuelled by Pakistan, which for geopolitical reasons of its own provided
sanctuaries, training, and equipment to the Taliban. In the immediate aftermath of the
overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001, the movement was in considerable disarray.26
The distraction provided by the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, however, provided the
Taliban with an opportunity to regroup, especially from 2005: one senior Taliban leader
stated that “Pakistan removed all the restrictions and we told all Taliban members that
Pakistan does not want to arrest us, they want to support us.”27 The consequences for
ordinary Afghans were grave: in the period from 2007-2019, the UN recorded 25,751
civilian deaths in the conflict at the hands of anti-government elements, or 66 percent
of all such deaths.28 The Taliban also mounted mass-casualty attacks against civilian
targets in Kabul, often using vehicles packed with explosives.29 Such attacks were plainly
acts of terrorism, defined by Richards as “a method that entails the use of violence
or force or the threat of violence or force with the primary purpose of generating a
psychological impact beyond the immediate victims or object of attack for a political
motive.”30 The insurgency was not driven by widespread normative support: in a 2019
Asia Foundation survey of opinion in Afghanistan, 85.1 percent of respondents stated
that they had no sympathy at all for the Taliban.31 Nonetheless, with violence blighting
their daily lives, many Afghans by 2020 were beginning to feel not just despairing, but
increasingly desperate at their plight.
Finally, complicating all these factors was the loss of interest in Afghanistan on the
part of successive US administrations. This began with the invasion of Iraq; some years
later, Admiral Michael G. Mullen, Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, stated that
“In Afghanistan, we do what we can. In Iraq, we do what we must.”32 There could have
been no clearer indication of the drift in focus to which Afghanistan had fallen victim.
This problem was aggravated during the presidency of Barack Obama. It was very clear,
very early, that President Obama had no desire to see his agenda of reform undermined
26
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by a foreign war in the way that the Vietnam War had eaten away at the foundations
of Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency. He pursued a contradictory policy, in which US
ground activity in Afghanistan escalated, but with the identified intent of withdrawing
the bulk of US forces within a specified period.33 Designed in part to focus President
Karzai’s mind on governing seriously,34 it simply allowed the armed opposition to sit
out the escalation and await the period of “transition” (inteqal) that ultimately saw the
bulk of international forces withdrawn from Afghanistan by the end of 2014. When
Donald Trump took over the presidency, he made no attempt to disguise his isolationist
proclivities, which became very obvious when the Trump Administration in 20182020 bypassed the Afghan government, a major non-NATO ally of the US, to sign an
agreement on February 29 2020 with the Taliban. The labelling of the agreement as
an “Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan” (Mowafeqatnamah-e awardan-e saleh be
Afghanistan) could not disguise the reality that it was an exit agreement. Nothing could
have been better calculated to add to the challenge posed by intra-elite rivalries, to which
I will now turn.

Intra-elite Rivalries
At the outset, it is important to understand that there is nothing particularly unusual about
division within political elites. While it is relatively common for observers to bemoan a
lack of “unity” within Afghanistan’s national political elite, in significant respects this
simply highlights the relative pluralism of the Afghan political environment of the 21st
century. Intra-elite rivalries become a source of danger when they involve contestation
over the fundamental rules of the political game, or if they lead to violence in the
streets, as one witnessed with the activities of the Nazi Sturmabteiling (SA) paramilitary
in the early 1930s in Weimar Germany. In the aftermath of the controversial 2014
presidential election, a “National Unity Government” was established, as a result of
significant US pressure, which remained in place nominally until the 2019 poll. It was
riven by tension and did not work especially well, but the relations between the key
figures in the government, President Ashraf Ghani and “Chief Executive Officer”
Dr. Abdullah Abdullah remained civil, if not exactly cordial, and probably less tense
than those between President Trump and the Democrats after the November 2020
US elections. But that said, key reforms promised to Abdullah in the agreement that
established the National Unity Government never materialised, and as time passed, the
relations between the different camps deteriorated noticeably. And it took nearly eight
33
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months from the September 2019 election to strike anything like a workable agreement
between the two leading candidates, Ghani and Abdullah.
It is tempting to see the challenge of intra-elite rivalries simply or primarily in
terms of rivalries between these two individuals. But that would be superficial and
simplistic. Political figures such as Dr. Ghani and Dr. Abdullah found themselves nested
within wider networks of supporters who aligned themselves with such leaders in the
context of norms of solidarity and reciprocity which meant that their concerns could
not be ignored. This was especially the case with a figure such as Dr. Abdullah, who
did not have the advantage of incumbency. In the early years after 2001, when Ghani
was the finance minister and Abdullah the foreign minister, they actually worked quite
cooperatively when circumstances so required. But they were not natural allies, having
trodden very different life-paths. Dr. Abdullah, by training an ophthalmologist, was a
close associate of the famous Mujahideen commander Ahmad Shah Massoud, of ethnic
Tajik background, whose stronghold in the 1980s was the Panjsher Valley north of
Kabul. By contrast, Dr. Ghani was of Ghilzai Pushtun background, and during the
1980s was an academic in the United States prior to working as a senior social scientist
with the World Bank. They thus reflected the diverse backgrounds – mujahid versus
emigré technocrat – of those who took office after 2001, and their own networks of
associates tended to reflect this schism as well.
In addition to this schism, Afghanistan’s national political elite has also been
divided on the question of what institutional structures and approaches might work
best for Afghanistan, and this division has to a certain degree reflected differences
between the Pushtun and non-Pushtun elements of the wider population. While it is
dangerous to overgeneralise, key figures amongst the Pushtuns have often supported
a centralised rather than decentralised model of the state, and a presidential rather
than a parliamentary system, whilst significant non-Pushtuns have tended to prefer a
decentralised model with a strong parliament rather than a strong presidency. These
differences were prominently on display during the constitutional drafting process in
2003-2004, and remain a source of stress within the political system. A formally-strong
presidency in a formally-centralised state tends to give politics a “winner-take-all”
character, which is one reason why disputes over electoral fraud at presidential elections
have proved so ferocious.
This problem has been aggravated by the development of a neopatrimonial system.
A formally-strong presidency in a formally-centralised state makes the presidential
palace potentially a crucial asset in determining how offices – so-called “positional
goods”35 – and contracts are distributed during the course of a president’s term. This
35
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can give rise to an even more combustible situation if ethnic entrepreneurship begins
to emerge. In Afghanistan, ethnic identifications are complex,36 but it can be very
tempting for a leader to seek to appoint members of his own ethnie to positions of
significance. If and when this happens, other groups can take offence and mobilise to
resist such developments. One result can be a flourishing of “contentious politics,” in
which activists who feel that they have little chance of securing their interests through
formal political channels seek to use protests and demonstrations as tools for interest
articulation.37 A more dangerous result can be the formation of militias, designed to
function as self-protection forces for individuals or groups who feel that they have
been excluded from a share of political power, and that the state cannot be trusted to
provide them with security. Afghanistan has not quite reached the point at which such
a development comes to represent a fundamental threat to the stability of the state; but
there is certainly a risk that this could happen as the result of a misconceived “peace
process.”
What makes this a potent issue is the phenomenon of “warlordism.” The very term
is controversial, since it can be deployed as part of a rhetorical strategy by which some
political actors seek to delegitimise competitors.38 Nonetheless, it serves as a reminder
that whilst the Afghan state formally is highly centralised, Afghan political actors de
facto include regional and local strongmen who may enjoy a degree of legitimacy in
the eyes of members of particular communities that gives to them a salience that they
might not otherwise enjoy. Recent nuanced studies have demonstrated that simplistic
characterisations that seek to depict strongmen as intrinsically in opposition to the state
need to be treated with considerable caution.39 “Warlords” have displayed a remarkable
capacity to survive in the face of challenges.40 But that said, a “peace process” that
seemed poised to hand significant formal powers to the Taliban could well be a trigger
for such actors to dust off their weapons in order to defend what they see as their core
interests. This is a real danger that Afghanistan now faces.
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The “Peace Process”
In 2020, as a result of the February 29 agreement, Afghanistan found itself – allegedly
– in the middle of a “peace process.” Normally one would think that only good could
flow from a peace process, but this process came to pose a significant challenge for
Afghanistan. On the ground, violence continued to stalk the lives of ordinary people,
notwithstanding the commencement of discussions on September 12, 2020 in Doha
between the Taliban and a delegation from the Afghan government. This stood as a
stark reminder that “peace” can be an elusive phenomenon in a society rent by deep
schisms at the elite level, and severe trauma at the mass level. It should also prompt
the reflection that past efforts at bringing about peace in Afghanistan had virtually
never had the effects for which the architects had hoped. This was especially the case
with the April 1988 Geneva Accords on Afghanistan, signed by representatives of the
Government of Pakistan and the communist regime in Kabul, and witnessed by the
United States and the USSR. The UN Secretary-General, Javier Perez de Cuellar, argued
at the time that the Accords “lay the basis for the exercise by all Afghans of their right
to self-determination, a principle enshrined in the Charter.”41 This was precisely what
the Accords failed to do, leaving unaddressed the deep differences that separated the
Communist regime from its Mujahideen opponents.42 Years of bitter conflict were to
follow.
One feature that cast a shadow over the Afghanistan “peace process” from the
very outset was the willingness of the United States from 2018 to engage directly
with the Taliban – a player armed by, and crucially dependent on, a foreign patron,
Pakistan43 – while excluding the Afghan government from the process. This was a
longstanding demand from the Taliban, and it gave them a precious seat at the table
with the United States, in exchange for nothing. To find a comparable precedent for
such exclusion, it is necessary to turn to the Munich conference of September 1938,
in which the future of the Czechoslovak Republic was canvassed by Hitler, Mussolini,
Chamberlain, and Daladier in the absence of any Czechoslovak representatives. The
sacrifice of Czechoslovak interests in the Munich agreement did not bring peace, but
rather set the scene for the occupation of Prague in March 1939 and the outbreak of
the Second World War with the German invasion of Poland on September 1 that year.
On the eve of the invasion, Hitler remarked “Our enemies are small worms. I saw them
41
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in Munich.”44 Here one finds highlighted one of the dangers to which Afghanistan is
now exposed: inadvertently, the United States signalled that its approach to negotiation
would be supine rather than robust. In sending such a signal, it virtually invited the
Taliban to wait for further concessions, rather than contemplate any concessions of
their own.
The framing of the peace process also proved to be a contributing factor to problems.
In 2017, a well-connected former US official defined the problem to be addressed as
“vested interests on all sides in continuing the war,” arguing that Washington could
influence the Taliban’s calculations through “applying military pressure and offering
political opportunity” and “using our leverage with the Afghan political elite to ensure
their commitment to negotiating.”45 There are, of course, all kinds of vested interests at
play in Afghanistan, but such a reductionist approach overlooks the fundamental gulf in
values that separates the Taliban and a new generation of Afghans strongly committed to
a more pluralist “republican” model of politics, even if the actual practice of politics in
Kabul since 2001 has fallen short of such an ideal. This is especially problematic when
one is talking about values that are grounded in religious beliefs, and there is evidence
from comparative analysis suggesting that disputes based on religious claims are
particularly intractable.46 Such value-conflicts cannot simply be wished away. Bargaining
and brokerage techniques that might succeed in bridging the gulf between parties when
only interests are involved can be much less efficacious when serious conflicts in values
are on the table.
The mischaracterisation of the Afghan conflict simply as a struggle between vested
interests was symptomatic of a wider problem that afflicted the negotiation process,
namely a lack of deep understanding of the complexities of the Taliban and Taliban
decision-making. On the one hand, from the Taliban’s time of dominance from 1996
to 2001, analysts have access to a large volume of evidence about how the Taliban
behaved when they had access to at least some levers of state power, even though the
state in the late 1990s was extremely debilitated. But as to the internal politics of the
Taliban, much remains deeply obscure. In 2010, Western powers held discussions with a
“senior Taliban leader,” only to learn that the man with whom they had engaged was an
imposter,47 reportedly a grocer from Quetta. Even more strikingly, the founding leader
of the Taliban, Mullah Omar, died of natural causes in April 2013, but it took more than
44
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two years for the news to leak out,48 and as late as December 2014, a respected analyst
could write that “Mullah Omar remains the Taliban supreme leader and the source of
all authority in the movement.”49 The lesson here is that we know considerably less
about the internal operations of the Taliban than we would like to think.
Beyond this lurks another problem. In the 19th century, Lord Acton famously
warned that power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. This serves
as a reminder that what the Taliban might say about how they would behave if they
obtained access to state power is a very poor guide to how they might actually behave. In
the 1990s, as the Taliban expanded through different parts of Afghanistan, a narrative
surfaced that depicted them as pure students, uninterested in political power, and
concerned only with ridding the country of predatory warlords. This fed into a vision
of a stable Afghanistan in which reconstruction would be funded by revenues from
oil and gas pipelines built through the country by Western corporations exploiting the
stability that the Taliban had provided. Zalmay Khalilzad, later the principal negotiator
for the Trump Administration, argued that “once order is established, concerns such as
good government, economic reconstruction and education will rise to the fore.”50 This
was not how things worked out.
This history helps explain why a number of groups in Afghanistan have felt deeply
apprehensive about the prospect that the Taliban might find themselves anywhere near
power in the future. Whilst many individuals have suffered at the hands of the Taliban,
two particular groups have good reason to feel fearful. One is Afghan women. The
policies that the Taliban applied to Afghan women in the second half of the 1990s
reflected highly-stereotypical views on gender that had deeply-repressive consequences,
and while it is a considerable mistake to see Afghan women simply as passive victims
rather than as repositories of agency,51 many would not like to repeat the experience of
earlier times and see it as a looming peril. The Taliban delegation that began to negotiate
in Doha in September 2020 consisted entirely of men, and in response to measures to
ensure that the name of a person’s mother could be included on an Afghan citizen’s
identity card, a Taliban spokesman reportedly stated that “From a religious point of
view, the names of women are among the prohibitions that cannot be mentioned
anywhere … Mentioning the names of mothers, wives, sisters and daughters is not
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culturally tolerable in our society.”52 The other group with strong grounds for fear are
Shiite Hazaras. In August 1998, the Taliban in Mazar-e Sharif carried out a massacre of
Hazaras that the writer Ahmed Rashid described as “genocidal in its ferocity,”53 and this
is not something that Hazaras have forgotten.
The way in which the “peace process” was structured also gave rise to problems.
Initially, the stated position of the United States when it engaged with the Taliban was
the familiar diplomatic formula that “nothing is agreed until everything is agreed.” This
is a readily-defensible approach to negotiation since it signals that provisional offers
may become firm only in the event that they are matched by reciprocal concessions. For
example, using such an approach, a provisional US offer to withdraw troops could have
been conditioned on a ceasefire by the Taliban. But faced with Taliban obstreperousness,
the US negotiator, Zalmay Khalilzad, buckled, and moved in 2019 to a radically-different
model of negotiations, namely one in which there would be first a bilateral USTaliban agreement, and only then some kind of “intra-Afghan negotiations.”54 The
consequences of the shift were catastrophic. By envisaging intra-Afghan negotiations
only after the conclusion of a US-Taliban agreement, the new approach created a classic
perverse incentive for the Taliban to engage in the further use of violence against
Afghan targets, with a view both to seizing as much territory as possible before intraAfghan negotiations reached a critical point, and to demonstrating a capacity to wreak
mayhem if the Taliban did not get their way at the negotiating table. The US concession
on this critical point also sent the signal that the US could be taken for granted, and was
prepared to abandon its Afghan allies for the sake of an exit deal. Unsurprisingly, the
February 29 agreement contained no requirement for a ceasefire, was completely silent
on the issue of Taliban sanctuaries in Pakistan, and contained no provisions to protect
human rights or a democratic order in Afghanistan.
A similar signal was sent by a particularly disturbing element of the February 29
agreement, namely the provision for the release of up to 5000 “combat and political”
Taliban prisoners held by the Afghan government. This provision, seemingly inserted
at the last minute,55 was an affront to Afghan sovereignty, and furthermore had the
potential to deprive the Afghan government of a key bargaining card in any future
negotiations with the Taliban. Under intense US pressure, the Afghan government
agreed to release some prisoners, but then found that Washington was prepared to
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demand even more than the February 29 agreement required. Thus, while the agreement
provided for a ceiling to releases (“up to” 5000 prisoners), the US accepted the Taliban
demand to treat this as a target; and while the agreement provided for the release of
“combat and political” prisoners, the US went along with Taliban demands for the
release of convicted criminals as well.56 Reports soon surfaced of released prisoners
returning to the battlefield.57
For defenders of the “peace process,” perhaps the strongest argument in its
favour was that it would deliver the Taliban to the table to negotiate with the Afghan
government.58 But underpinning this line of reasoning was a questionable assumption,
namely that the Taliban would be interested in negotiating seriously with the Afghan
government. There were four reasons to be highly sceptical about such an assumption.
First, the Taliban had never shown any interest in negotiating with the Afghan
government, which they routinely described as a puppet; and the February 29 agreement
did not even refer to the Afghan government by name, instead talking about “Afghan
sides.” Second, the Taliban in the February agreement had secured almost all of their
key objectives – status, a timetable for the US troop withdrawal, and a commitment to
release Taliban prisoners – and as Francis Bacon famously remarked in his essay “Of
Negotiating”, it “is better dealing with men in appetite, than with those that are where
they would be.”59 Third, the absence of any provision for a ceasefire in the February 29
agreement left the Taliban with a military option intact, making it less likely that they
would be prepared to offer meaningful concessions to reach an agreement. Fourth,
the manifest reluctance of the US to apply any pressure at all to the Taliban again left
them in the comfortable position of being able to meet the very limited demands of
the February 29 agreement without having to offer any significant concessions in return
during the course of the intra-Afghan negotiations.
With the commencement on September 12, 2020 of “intra-Afghan negotiations,”
another problem came into view, namely the scope for stalling to which the process
gave rise. It is a mistake to think that parties that engage in negotiation processes are
necessarily focused on securing a constructive outcome. On the contrary, they may take
part in negotiations as a way of avoiding other pressures, or to create the impression
of constructive engagement, or simply to eat up time as they prepare to take some
other initiatives. When this occurs, the result is typically an illusion of active diplomacy.
Delegations may appear to be fully engaged, purporting to seek instructions from
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their principals, or undertaking media interviews and giving off-the-record briefings.
But it may all be for show, and it is important for observers not to be deluded into
mistaking this for progress. Once the intra-Afghan negotiations began, it became clear
the two kinds of stalling were at play. The Afghan government, which had little trust
in Khalilzad or the Trump Administration, had an incentive to engage in tactical stalling
in order to see what the result of the November 3, 2020 US presidential election might
be. Much more seriously, however, the Taliban had an interest in strategic stalling, finding
ways of avoiding serious negotiation by advancing procedural demands that no Afghan
government could easily accept, and that delayed the opening of more substantive
discussion for nearly three months.
These concerns might seem academic if it were not for the fact that perceptions
of what is happening in a peace process can feed back into the real world of politics in
a country such as Afghanistan. Thomas Hobbes famously remarked that “reputation of
power, is power.”60 The effect of the Afghanistan “peace process” was to undermine
the reputation of the Afghan government and boost the reputation of the Taliban.
The danger is that in combination with Taliban military activities, this could be the
trigger for a “cascade,” where power holders in Afghanistan realign themselves with the
Taliban not because they either like the Taliban or want them to come to power, but
simply because they think it is something which is going to happen anyway and that it
is not wise to be on a losing side.61 It was a cascade that brought down the communist
regime in April 1992, sweeping away a UN peace plan in the process. It is a danger of
which members of the current Afghan political elite remain acutely aware, and given
intra-elite rivalries, it could infect the Afghan political elite as well.

COVID-19 in Afghanistan
The emergence in China in late 2019 of the SARS-CoV-2 virus triggered the global
COVID-19 pandemic. In the first identified case of a death in Afghanistan as a result
of this virus, a 40-year old Afghan man died on March 19, 2020 of an acute respiratory
infection in Chimtal District in the Province of Balkh. As a country afflicted by the
pandemic, Afghanistan has received far less attention than other countries which the
virus has ravaged, notably the United States, Brazil, Italy, Spain, France, United Kingdom,
and India. Yet the effects of the disease in Afghanistan have been devastating. Anyone
with friends in the country is aware that elderly Afghans have been dying in very large
60
61
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numbers, to the point where one journalist remarked that the busiest enterprises were
those involved in coffin manufacture and gravedigging. It is useful therefore to conclude
this discussion of challenges that Afghanistan faces with some observations about the
implications of COVID-19.
In the last two decades, Afghanistan has been one of the countries most affected by
globalisation. Many of these effects have been positive, but it is now more exposed to
globalised dangers than ever before in its history, and one of these dangers is the spread
of pandemic disease. The relatively-porous border between Afghanistan and Iran was
likely the point at which the SARS-CoV-2 made its way into Afghanistan,62 and once
it arrived, it began its exponential spread. As of late November 2020, approximately
44,000 cases in Afghanistan had been confirmed in Afghanistan, and 1600 deaths.63
These official figures, however, grossly underestimated the real scale of the problem,
not because of any negligence in data collection on the part of the Ministry, but simply
because its testing capacity was so limited: by late September, testing laboratories had
been established only in Kabul and six other provinces (out of 34), and at a border
crossing.64 A study by economist William Byrd, however, has painted a vastly more
alarming picture. Drawing on several sources, he estimated “that 100-200,000 Afghans
had died from the pandemic by the beginning of August,” and observed that “the
calculations of Covid deaths made here strongly suggest that in 2020 the disease has
been responsible for an order of magnitude more deaths than all the civilians killed in the
war in Afghanistan since 2001. Indeed, Covid deaths are probably already higher than all
war-related deaths – including combatants – during this nearly 20-year period.”65 Byrd
goes on to identify serious economic consequences of the pandemic for Afghanistan:
falling output, an increased budget deficit, and a sharp increase in the poverty rate.
Two particular vulnerabilities are important to note at this point. First, the public
health system in Afghanistan remains significantly underdeveloped, despite some sterling
efforts by various doctors and officials in the last two decades. This underdevelopment
serves as a reminder that Afghanistan is a very poor country, where world-class medical
facilities are accessible only to a small number of people. A victim of COVID-19
who requires intubation and ventilation to survive is unlikely to do so, simply through
lack of access. Where developing countries have succeeded in avoiding disaster, it has
typically been because high levels of “social capital” have resulted in early preventive
62
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measures so that reliance on a relatively weak health system has been avoided: TimorLeste provides a remarkable example. Second, many Afghans, especially those who have
moved recently to cities, live economically-marginal lives where what they earned during
the day pays for the food that they eat in the evenings. “Social distancing” in such a
situation becomes very difficult or runs the risk of tipping people from a position of
food insecurity to one of truly acute peril, especially if the prices of basic goods begin
to rise sharply as output falls.
It is important to recognise one other critical point: that the threat posed by the
pandemic is not one that should be measured simply in terms of mortality, but also in
terms of morbidity. It has been widely documented that the mortality risks associated
with COVID-19 rise sharply with age.66 Afghanistan has a young population, with some
24,559,262 Afghans, or 74.6 percent of the total population, estimated on June 1, 2020
to be under the age of 30.67 This has led some to think that Afghanistan might enjoy a
“margin of safety” when faced with the COVID-19 threat, but this line of reasoning
does not take into account the growing evidence of long-term morbidity that can result
from infection with the SARS-CoV-2 virus.68 While it is too early to offer any definitive
assessments, there is a risk that young Afghans who have survived the pandemic may be
faced with significant long-term health problems that blight their lives in diverse ways.
The outlook for Afghanistan and for Afghans thus appears to be a sombre one,
and the problems discussed in this article cast a deep shadow over the country’s
future. The dysfunctional rivalries within the political elite have weakened the political
system as a tool for dealing effectively with some of the most critical challenges that
Afghanistan faces. The “peace process” has failed to deliver even a semblance of peace,
and arguably has weakened the government, strengthened the Taliban, and incentivised
the intensified use of violence by the Taliban and Islamic State. These problems – of
political dysfunction and intensified insurgent violence – have come to a head at the
very time when the threat of pandemic disease is so grave that any compromising of
the capacity of the state to respond will inevitably have tragic human consequences.
The high hopes of 2001, when the overthrow of the Taliban was widely celebrated,
have long since faded, and Afghans now fear that they will be left on their own to cope
with the daunting confluence of challenges that this article has discussed. It is thus all
the more important to emphasise in conclusion that the vast bulk of ordinary Afghans
66
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bear no responsibility for the problems with which they are confronted, problems that
have taken shape in the realms of politics and diplomacy in a globalised world. If the
future remains bleak, more young Afghans will likely seek to leave the country, and their
claims for protection as refugees will likely be well-founded.69 In the 1980s, a young
Afghan said to the novelist Doris Lessing, “We cry to you for help, but the wind blows
away our words.”70 Those who in more recent times promised not to abandon the
Afghans need to remember their promises.
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69
70

See William Maley, What is a Refugee? (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).
Doris Lessing, The Wind Blows Away Our Words (London: Pan Books, 1987).

20

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020

Bibliography
“2010 Elections: IEC Announcement, International Views,” Cable Reference ID
10KABUL10_a, U.S. Embassy, Kabul, January 3, 2010.
Adili, Ali Yawar. Afghanistan’s 2019 Elections: A review of the disputed presidential election and
its aftermath. Kabul: Afghanistan Analysts Network, September 28, 2020.
Afghanistan in 2019: A Survey of the Afghan People. Kabul: The Asia Foundation, 2019.
Agreements on Settlement of Situation Relating to Afghanistan. Geneva: United Nations
Information Service, Press Release Afghanistan/9, April 14, 1988.
Arnold, Anthony. Afghanistan: The Soviet Invasion in Perspective. Stanford: Hoover Institution
Press, 1985.
Arnold, Anthony. Afghanistan’s Two-Party Communism: Parcham and Khalq. Stanford:
Hoover Institution Press, 1983.
Bacon, Francis. “Of Negotiating.” The Essays, Francis Bacon. Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1985.
Belluck, Pam. “Covid Survivors With Long-Term Symptoms Need Urgent Attention,
Experts Say.” The New York Times, December 5, 2020.
Bizhan, Nematullah. Aid Paradoxes in Afghanistan: Building and Undermining the State.
London: Routledge, 2018.
Borzyskowski, Inken von. The Credibility Challenge: How Democracy Aid Influences Election
Violence. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019.
Bouverie, Tim. Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War. London: The
Bodley Head, 2019.
Bradsher, Henry S. Afghanistan and the Soviet Union. Durham: Duke University Press,
1985.
Braithwaite, Rodric. Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan 1979-89. London: Profile Books,
2011.
Braithwaite, Rodric. “The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan.” In At the End of Military
Intervention: Historical, Theoretical, and Applied Approaches to Transition, Handover and
Withdrawal, ed. Robert Johnson and Timothy Clack. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015.
Burns, Robert. “Mullen: Afghanistan Isn’t Top Priority.” The Washington Post, December
11, 2007.
Byrd, Bill. Covid-19 in Afghanistan (8): The Political Economy Repercussions of Covid-19 and the
Aid Response. Kabul: Afghanistan Analysts Network, October 14, 2020.
Christia, Fotini. Alliance Formation in Civil Wars. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012.
Coburn, Noah, and Anna Larson. Derailing Democracy in Afghanistan: Elections in an
Unstable Political Landscape. New York: Columbia University Press, 2014.

Maley: Afghanistan

21

Cookman, Colin. Assessing Afghanistan’s 2019 Presidential Election. Washington DC:
Peaceworks no.166, United States Institute of Peace, August 2020.
Cousins, Sophie. “Afghanistan Braced for Second Wave of COVID-19.” The Lancet 396,
no.10264 (2020): 1716-1717.
Davis, Anthony. “How the Taliban Became a Military Force.” In Fundamentalism Reborn?
Afghanistan and the Taliban, edited by William Maley. London: Hurst & Co., 1998.
Eide, Kai. Power Struggle Over Afghanistan: An Inside Look at What Went Wrong – and What
We Can Do to Repair the Damage. New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2012.
Estimated Population of Afghanistan 2020-2021. Kabul: National Statistics and Information
Authority, June 2020.
Farrell, Theo, and Michael Semple. “Making Peace with the Taliban.” Survival 57, no.6
(2015-2016): 79-110.
Filkins, Dexter, and Carlotta Gall. “Taliban Leader in Secret Talks Was an Imposter.”
The New York Times, November 22, 2010.
Fitrat, Abdul Qadeer. The Tragedy of Kabul Bank. New York: Page, 2018.
Gall, Carlotta. “Mullah Muhammad Omar, Enigmatic Leader of Afghan Taliban, Is
Dead.” The New York Times, July 31, 2015.
Giustozzi, Antonio. The Taliban at War, 2001-2018. London: Hurst & Co., 2019.
Gopal, Anand, and Alex Strick van Linschoten. Ideology in the Afghan Taliban. Kabul:
Afghanistan Analysts Network, June 2017.
Hakimi, Orooj, and Storay Karimi. “In the Name of the Mother: Afghan Woman Wins
Recognition, Sparks Taliban Opposition.” Reuters, September 23, 2020.
Hardin, Russell. One for All: The Logic of Group Conflict. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1995.
Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Ibrahimi, Niamatullah, and William Maley. Afghanistan: Politics and Economics in a Globalising
State. London: Routledge, 2020.
Independent Joint Anti-Corruption Monitoring and Evaluation Committee. Report of the
Public Inquiry into the Kabul Bank Crisis. Kabul: Independent Joint Anti-Corruption
Monitoring and Evaluation Committee, 2012.
Johnson, Lauren Kay. “I Helped Write the Official Lies to Sell the Afghanistan War.”
The Washington Post, December 14, 2019.
Johnson, Thomas H. “The Myth of Afghan Electoral Democracy: The Irregularities
of the 2014 Presidential Election.” Small Wars and Insurgencies 29, nos. 5-6 (2018):
1006-1039.
Kalinovsky, Artemy M. A Long Goodbye: The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2011.
Khalilzad, Zalmay. “Afghanistan: Time to Reengage.” The Washington Post, October 7,
1996.

22

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020

Kirkpatrick, David D., Farnaz Fassihi, and Mujib Mashal. “‘Recipe for a Massive Viral
Outbreak’: Iran Emerges as a Worldwide Threat.” The New York Times, February
24, 2020.
Kuran, Timur, and Cass R. Sunstein. “Availability Cascades and Risk Regulation.”
Stanford Law Review 51, no. 4 (1999): 683-768.
Lessing, Doris. The Wind Blows Away Our Words. London: Pan Books, 1987.
Linschoten, Alex Strick van, and Felix Kuehn. An Enemy We Created: The Myth of the
Taliban/Al Qaeda Merger in Afghanistan, 1970-2010. London: Hurst & Co., 2012.
Linz, Juan. “The Perils of Presidentialism,” Journal of Democracy 1, no. 1, (1990): 51-69.
Malejacq, Romain. “Warlords, Intervention, and State Consolidation: A Typology of
Political Orders in Weak and Failed States.” Security Studies 25, no. 1 (2016): 85-110.
Malejacq, Romain. “From Rebel to Quasi-State: Governance, Diplomacy and Legitimacy
in the Midst of Afghanistan’s Wars (1979-2001).” Small Wars and Insurgencies 28, nos.
4-5 (2017): 867-886.
Malejacq, Romain. Warlord Survival: The Delusion of State Building in Afghanistan. Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2020.
Maley, William. “The Geneva Accords of April 1988.” In The Soviet Withdrawal from
Afghanistan, ed. Amin Saikal and William Maley. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989, 12-28.
Maley, William. Rescuing Afghanistan. London: Hurst & Co., 2006, 30-55.
Maley, William. What is a Refugee? New York: Oxford University Press, 2016.
Maley, William. “State Strength and the Rule of Law.” In Afghanistan – Challenges and
Prospects, edited by Srinjoy Bose, Nishank Motwani and William Maley. London:
Routledge, 2018.
Maley, William. “Institutional design, Neopatrimonialism, and the Politics of Aid in
Afghanistan,” Asian Survey 58, no. 6 (2018): 995-1015.
Maley, William. Transition in Afghanistan: Hope, Despair and the Limits of Statebuilding.
London: Routledge, 2018.
Maley, William. The Afghanistan Wars. London: Macmillan/Red Globe Press, 2021.
Maley, William, and Michael Maley. “Appraising Electoral Fraud: Tensions and
Complexities.” Conflict, Security and Development 16, no. 6 (2016): 653-671.
Malinowski, Tom. “Trump’s Peace Deal with the Taliban is a Sham. Here are Two
Honest Alternatives.” The Washington Post, March 7, 2020.
Mallapaty, Smriti. “The Coronavirus is Most Deadly if you are Old and Male.” Nature
585, 3 September 2020, 16-17.
Manchanda, Nivi. Imagining Afghanistan: The History and Politics of Imperial Knowledge.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020.
Mansfield, David. A State Built on Sand: How Opium Undermined Afghanistan. London:
Hurst & Co., 2016.

Maley: Afghanistan

23

Marshall, Michael. “COVID-19’s lasting misery.” Nature 585, September 17, 2020, 339341.
Mashal, Mujib. “Confusion over Afghan-Taliban Talks Further Complicates Peace
Process.” The New York Times, July 27, 2019.
Mashal, Mujib, Fahim Abed and Jawad Sukhanyar. “Deadly Bombing is Among Worst
of Afghan War.” The New York Times, June 1, 2017.
Metcalf, Barbara D. Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1982.
Miller, Laurel. “A Peace ‘Surge’ to End War in Afghanistan.” The New York Times, July
23, 2017.
Miller, Laurel. “Will the U.S.-Taliban Deal End the War?” The New York Times, February
18, 2020.
Mukhopadhyay, Dipali. Warlords as Bureaucrats: The Afghan Experience. Washington, DC:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, August 2009.
Mukhopadhyay, Dipali. Warlords, Strongman Governors and the State. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014.
Obama, Barack. A Promised Land. London: Viking, 2020.
O’Donnell, Lynne. “Defying Peace Deal, Freed Taliban Return to Battlefield.” Foreign
Policy, September 3, 2020.
Partlow, Joshua. “Karzai Aide Blames British for Bringing Taliban Imposter to Talks.”
The Washington Post, November 26, 2010.
Partlow, Joshua. A Kingdom of Their Own: The Family Karzai and the Afghan Disaster. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2016.
Pettersson, Therése, Stina Högbladh, and Magnus Öberg. “Organized Violence, 19892018 and Peace Agreements.” Journal of Peace Research 56, no. 4 (2019): 589-603.
Rashid, Ahmed. “The Taliban: Exporting Extremism.” Foreign Affairs 78, no.6 (1999):
22-35.
Rashid, Ahmed. Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in Central Asia. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000.
Richards, Anthony. Conceptualizing Terrorism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015.
Roy, Olivier. Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990.
Rubin, Barnett R. The Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State Formation and Collapse in the
International System. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995.
Ruttig, Thomas. “How Tribal are the Taliban?” In Under the Drones: Modern Lives in the
Afghanistan-Pakistan Borderlands, edited by Shahzad Bashir and Robert D. Crews.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012.
Saikal, Amin and William Maley (eds). The Soviet Withdrawal from Afghanistan. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989.

24

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020

Saikal, Amin, and William Maley. Regime Change in Afghanistan: Foreign Intervention and the
Politics of Legitimacy. Boulder: Westview Press, 1991.
Schetter, Conrad. Ethnizität und ethnische Konflikte in Afghanistan. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer
Verlag, 2003.
Sediqi, Abdul Qadir. “Australia, France Object to Release of Final Taliban Prisoners:
Officials.” Reuters, August 17, 2020.
Semple, Michael. Rhetoric, Ideology, and Organizational Structure of the Taliban Movement.
Washington DC: Peaceworks Report no.102, United States Institute of Peace,
December 2014.
Sharan, Timor. “The Dynamics of Informal Political Networks and Statehood in Post2001 Afghanistan: A Case Study of the 2010-2011 Special Election Court Crisis.”
Central Asian Survey 32, no. 3 (2013): 336-352.
Sharan, Timor. Dawlat-e shabakahi: Rabeteh-i qodrat wa sarwat dar Afghanistan pas az sal-e
2001. Kabul: Vazhah Publications, 2017.
Shugart, Matthew Soberg, and John M. Carey. Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional
Design and Electoral Dynamics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.
Sinno, Abdulkader H. Organizations at War in Afghanistan and Beyond. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2008.
Sorush, Rohullah. Covid-19 in Afghanistan (6): A closer look at the MoPH’s official figures.
Kabul: Afghanistan Analysts Network, 24 September 2020.
Stanski, Keith. “‘So These Folks are Aggressive’: An Orientalist Reading of ‘Afghan
Warlords’.” Security Dialogue 40, no. 1 (2009): 73-94.
Weidmann, Nils B., and Michael Callen. “Violence and Election Fraud: Evidence from
Afghanistan.” British Journal of Political Science 43, no. 1 (2013): 53-75.
Zylke, Jody W., and Howard Bauchner. “Mortality and Morbidity: The Measure of a
Pandemic.” JAMA 324, no. 5 (2020): 458-459.

ACTA VIA SERICA

Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020: 25–50
doi: 10.22679/avs.2020.5.2.002

Mongol Impact on China:
Lasting Influences with Preliminary Notes
on Other Parts of the Mongol Empire
MORRIS ROSSABI*

This essay, based on an oral presentation, provides the non-specialist,
with an evaluation of the Mongols’ influence and China and, to a lesser
extent, on Russia and the Middle East. Starting in the 1980s, specialists
challenged the conventional wisdom about the Mongol Empire’s almost
entirely destructive influence on global history. They asserted that
Mongols promoted vital economic, social, and cultural exchanges among
civilizations. Chinggis Khan, Khubilai Khan, and other rulers supported
trade, adopted policies of toleration toward foreign religions, and served
as patrons of the arts, architecture, and the theater. Eurasian history
starts with the Mongols. Exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum of
Art and the Los Angeles County Museum of Art confirmed that the
Mongol era witnessed extraordinary developments in painting, ceramics,
manuscript illustration, and textiles. To be sure, specialists did not ignore
the destruction and killings that the Mongols engendered.
This reevaluation has prompted both sophisticated analyses of the
Mongols’ legacy in Eurasian history. The Ming dynasty, the Mongols’
successor in China, adopted some of the principles of Mongol military
organization and tactics and were exposed to Tibetan Buddhism and
Persian astronomy and medicine. The Mongols introduced agricultural
techniques, porcelain, and artistic motifs to the Middle East, and supported
the writing of histories. They also promoted Sufism in the Islamic world
and influenced Russian government, trade, and art, among other impacts.
Europeans became aware, via Marco Polo who traveled through the
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Mongols’ domains, of Asian products, as well as technological, scientific,
and philosophical innovations in the East and were motivated to find sea
routes to South and East Asia.
Keywords: Molgols, sinicization, linking the world, cultural diffusion,
Ming Dynasty

This essay offers an expansion of a lecture delivered remotely at a conference at
Keimyung University.1 It is designed for non-specialists who have not studied the
Mongols and focuses on the general themes relating to Mongol influence on China,
together with preliminary remarks on other parts of the Mongol Empire. Specialists will
be aware of most of these subjects. Thus, the essay is not meant to be comprehensive,
but it provides non-specialists with some of the major issues concerning the Mongol
influences and reflects, in particular, the themes the author himself has addressed. The
works of some scholars and writers who have dealt with the same or similar themes will
be mentioned, but the studies of other distinguished authors will regretfully be omitted
because the focus will be on specific themes.
Many traditional Chinese accounts tended to downplay the impact of the nomadic
pastoral or hunting and fishing societies who resided north of China on Chinese society.
The traditionalists restated the common refrain that the foreigners were assimilated
when they settled down and attempted to rule China. The distinguished Sinologist
Ho Ping-ti, for example, presented this viewpoint about the Manchus and the Qing
dynasty becoming sinicized during their rule of China from 1644 to 1911. The New
Qing History scholars, including Evelyn Sakakida Rawski, challenged that conception
and asserted that the Manchus preserved much of their culture and language until the
middle of the nineteenth century.2 The New Qing History did not describe the Manchus
as totally assimilating or to use the Chinese phrase laihua (“come and be transformed”).
The laihua interpretation is less convincing for the Mongols. After all, the Mongols
survived as a distinct group, with their own language, culture, religion, and State. Even
the Mongols under foreign rule retained their identities. The question that remains is,
did the Mongols have any lasting influence beyond their reign over China (from 1234
to 1368 in the north and from 1279 to 1368 in the south). The distinguished historian
David Robinson has made a case for Mongol impact in some areas of Ming society,
1
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particularly at the court. He has demonstrated that the Emperors from the time of the
Yongle reign (r. 1403-1424), like the Mongol Khans, repeatedly showed their skills in
archery and riding, wore hunting clothes, had their portraits painted in hunting apparel,
played polo, and established menageries of animals. They participated in hunts as a
means of “demonstrating dynastic power and facilitating diplomacy.”3

I. New Views of the Mongols
Until the 1980s, the conventional images of the Mongols portrayed them as barbaric
plunderers and killers who, during their campaigns, showed scant concern for renowned
cities, distinguished monuments, and human life. Contemporary sources described the
razing of buildings and massacres of hundreds of thousands from the time the Mongols
emerged from Mongolia in 1207 to the conquest of the Southern Song dynasty in 1279.
Yet these writings reflected the views of the Mongols’ enemies, most of whom they had
subjugated. On occasion, these non-Mongol sources exaggerated the damage and the
loss of life the Mongols wrought. The Mongol side of the history is unavailable because
the Secret History of the Mongols, the only contemporary Mongolian source, scarcely deals
with their foreign campaigns.4
Starting in the 1980s, several specialists on the Mongols, including David Morgan,
Thomas Allsen, and I, as well, among others attempted to restore the balance and to
report on the positive aspects of Mongol rule, without ignoring or downplaying the
destruction the Mongols unleashed. They pointed out that perhaps the Mongols’ most
important contribution was to bring East Asia, the Middle East, and Europe in touch
with each other and that Eurasian history began with the Mongols’ creation of the
largest contiguous land empire in world history. The Mongols also built splendid cities,
promoted the economies, fostered the sciences, technologies, and the artistic advances
in their domains.5
These reevaluations of the Mongol era have also given rise to vulgarizations, not
mere popularizations, and have resulted in distortions. Non-specialists who cannot
conduct research on the Mongol empire because they do not have facility in the languages
of the primary sources and have had scant training in the interpretation of such texts
have written sensationalized accounts with extraordinarily erroneous claims. One writer
3
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has asserted that Chinggis Khan was a democrat, an advocate of international law, and a
proponent of religious toleration and women’s rights. He has also credited the Mongols
with a role in the development of the Renaissance.6 These absurd formulations have
stimulated interest in the Mongols, but they cannot stand up to strict scrutiny, and
they undermine proper descriptions and evaluations of the Mongol impact on global
history. These gross distortions may have contributed to the selection in the late 1990s
of Chinggis Khan as the “Man of the Millennium.” Although this designation and
these ascriptions are positive, they will not convince non-Mongol historians and may
challenge specialists’ more substantial insights about the Mongols.

II. Mongols and Trade
The Mongols’ lifestyles in the steppes shaped their policies as rulers of a vast empire.
As nomadic pastoralists, the Mongols could not fulfill all their requirements for survival
in the demanding environment of Mongolia. Harsh winters with considerable snow and
ice, which occurred about once every five years, devastated their economy, resulting in
the deaths of numerous animals. Under these circumstances, Mongol herders needed to
trade, mostly with China, to obtain foodstuffs, mostly grains. In addition, their frequent
migrations to locate water and grass for their herds precluded the transport of tools
and equipment required to produce manufactured products, including pots, barrels,
shears, and other necessities. Again, they obtained such items mostly from China. Thus,
the Mongols needed and supported trade. On the other hand, China professed selfsufficiency and, at least in theory, scarcely valued commerce and imposed limitations
on foreign trade. Naturally, in practice, Chinese merchants and even officials profited
from trade. Yet Confucian ideology relegated merchants to a relatively low social status.
In addition, the Chinese Imperial courts imposed restrictions on commerce and often
enacted sumptuary regulations that prohibited merchants from displaying their wealth.
Unlike the Chinese, the Mongols had no ideological objections and, in fact, needed and
craved trade.7
The Mongols’ favorable attitude toward commerce translated into sponsorship of
trade throughout the domains they subjugated. They lifted many of the restrictions
on trade in China, and they also aided merchants. The Yuan dynasty of China built
roads, canals, and bridges and allowed merchants to lodge and obtain supplies at the
6
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empire’s official postal stations, which facilitated the traders’ travels. It also reduced
confiscatory taxes, provided low-interest loans to merchants, and issued and backed
paper money.8 Similarly, the Mongols who ruled in the Central Asian lands occupied
oases that depended on trade. Thus, the Mongols’ arrival on the world stage and the
so-called Pax Mongolica, which was not as stable as the term implies, led to increased
travel.
Yet travel along the Silk Roads remained treacherous, as caravans faced innumerable
obstacles on the trade routes. Travelers’ reports of corpses of men and animals observed
along the trails attest to these hardships. Manmade barriers were as critical as the
inhospitable natural environment. Extortionist middlemen and states often demanded
bribes or tariffs. Bandits plagued Silk Roads travelers, and caravans loaded with valuable
and easily transportable goods attracted looters. If powerful kingdoms or empires
failed to maintain garrisons, watchtowers, and postal stations, caravans faced even more
perilous journeys.9 Still another difficulty was the enormous capital required for longdistance trade. The Mongols responded by stimulating the development of ortogh or
merchant associations to engage in such trade. If a caravan failed to reach its destination,
under the ortogh system, the losses would be spread among several merchants instead
of wiping out the resources of one specific trader. Despite the hazards, expenses, and
insecurities of long-distance trade, it is clear that merchants could make substantial
profits and thus persisted in dispatching caravans.10 Short distance commerce remained
the norm and was more economically significant, but long-distance travel persisted and
had great cultural importance.
The romantic vision of long-distance or Silk Roads trade has often overshadowed
maritime commerce and interactions. In the Yuan dynasty’s case, the disastrous naval
expeditions against Japan and Java appeared to confirm that the Mongols were not
adept at sea. Yet the Yuan established Maritime Trade Superintendencies (shibo tijusi) in
Quanzhou, Qingyuan, and Guangzhou, special Maritime Trade Offices (shibosi), and a
Boat Building Superintendency (zaochuan tijusi). It recruited Arab and Persian Muslims
for positions in these offices.11 The Mongols’ desire for such luxury products as textiles,
gold, medicines, and spices stimulated maritime trade, which often superseded political
considerations. Japan, which had endured Yuan dynasty attacks in 1274 and 1281,
resumed commerce with China within a decade after the abortive typhoon-afflicted
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second invasion.12 In 1290, Japanese ships were permitted to land in Yuan-governed
ports. A Chinese vessel that sank in 1298 in Hizen confirms the commercial relations
of these two countries, which had been sworn enemies less than two decades earlier.13
Seaborne commerce with South and Southeast also flourished. As Tansen Sen has
observed. “For local economies in East and South Asia, the increasing significance of
international commerce may have been a principal reason for [an] upsurge in diplomatic
missions from the Yuan court to India in the late thirteenth century.”14 Sixteen missions
from the Yuan court reached India between 1272 and 1296, and India dispatched
eighteen embassies to the Mongol court. The renowned Arab jurist and traveler Ibn
Battuta bears witness to Sino-Indian trade during this era in recounting the arrival of a
Chinese embassy loaded with velvet cloth, musk, quivers and swords, and a jeweled robe
to his city.15 The Yuan maritime policies initiated the largest trade turnover in history
between China and India. The Indian ports also offered access to the main seaborne
links between the Yuan and the Mongol Khanate of the Middle East. In this trade with
Hormuz and other Persian Gulf sites, the Yuan received precious stones, medicines,
pepper, nutmeg, and other spices and exported silk, ceramics, and copper coins. As
important, the Yuan Emperors could thus remain in touch with another major domain
of the Mongol Empire, the Ilkhanate in Iran. An additional stimulus to seaborne
commerce was the hostile relationship between the Yuan and Central Asia, which on
occasion blocked overland trade.16 The Yuan was compelled to explore and expand
maritime trade. Its success in fostering maritime commerce resulted in a substantial
increase in commercial taxes from 4,000 ingots of silver in 1272 to 450,000 ingots by
1286. Most of the ships in this trade were from Iran, the Arab lands, Southeast Asia,
and India.17
Yet ships from China also took part in overseas commerce. Recent excavations
of shipwrecks yield clues about the massive scale of this trade. A ship that sank off
the coast of Korea, which had been headed for Japan, contained tens of thousands of
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porcelains.18 The profitability of this trade eventually improved the building of ships,
and some were “ocean liners boasting staterooms, wine shops ... (and were) sturdily
built, with watertight bulkheads, and the larger ones had lifeboats in tow.”19 In addition,
Muslim and Hindu communities residing in Southeast China were helpful and offered
advice and information about travel and trade. The missions of the Muslim eunuch
Zheng He during the Ming dynasty have overshadowed Yuan maritime commerce.
Zheng led a flotilla of ships and thousands of men on seven journeys from 1405 to
1432, and his remarkable embassies reached all the way to the east coast of Africa, a
notable achievement which has tended to draw attention away from the Yuan maritime
successes.20 Yet Yuan maritime trade operated on a large scale and perhaps was more
economically significant than the overland Silk Roads commerce. It should also be
noted that the Yuan portrayed seaborne relations with other lands as part of a tribute
system, with China as the superior partner, which thus bolstered its perception of itself
as a global ruling force. Whatever the Mongols’ claims or assumptions, the sea linked
Asian civilizations, another Mongol legacy.

III. Mongol Legacy and Diffusion in the Sciences and the Arts
Such travels and trade fostered geographic knowledge, another major Mongol
contribution. A map in the Yuan Jingshi dadian has survived and is much more inclusive
than earlier Chinese versions. It shows the four Mongol Khanates, as well as important
cities stretching to Isfahan and Damascus, and provides a generally accurate depiction
of Eurasia. Travelers certainly contributed to such knowledge, but in addition, the
arrival of Muslims in Daidu (or Beijing) during this period offered experts who devised
more precise delineations of maps and incorporated latitudinal and longitudinal grids,
concepts that derived from the Islamic world. The Mongols also commissioned the
compilation of an Imperial Geography, the Yuan da yigong zhi, and fashioned other maps,
which are no longer extant.21 Muslim geographers and astronomers played roles in this
heightened knowledge of geography.
At the same time, the Mongol era also witnessed enhancements of Islamic and
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European knowledge of Eurasian geography and of the fashioning of maps. Hamd
Allah Mustawfi al-Qazwini (ca.1281-1339), an Iranian historian and geographer,
produced remarkably sophisticated maps of the world, which delineated the coastlines
and in the center of the map showed the various climates. The Yuan map is so similar to
this map that some historical geographers have suggested that the Chinese version may
have been based on al-Qazwini’s map.22 Yet definitive proof is lacking.
Merchants were not the only voyagers who capitalized on the relatively peaceful
situation created by the Pax Mongolica. The flow of travelers, including soldiers,
physicians, envoys, clerics, entertainers, artisans, merchants, princes, astronomers,
administrators, translators, artillery experts, scribes, geographers, cooks, scholars,
engineers, and financial specialists, promoted diffusion and borrowings, as these
individuals interacted with numerous different groups during their travels.23 Christian
envoys and missionaries traveled to the Mongols’ original capital in Khara Khorum
and then to Daidu when the Mongols moved their capital into China. Several came as
ambassadors from the Pope or the European monarchs and sought to prevent further
Mongol invasions in Europe and to forge peaceful relationships, but they also alienated
the Mongols by urging them to accept Papal superiority and to convert to Christianity.24
The Mongols in China also recruited Iranian astronomers, including Jamal al-Din,
to assist them in observations of the sky and stars, in constructing astronomical
observatories similar to the Maragheh observatory in Iran, and in developing a calendar,
which was eventually produced by the eminent astronomer Guo Shoujing, as well as
physicians in advancing medical knowledge.25 They compelled craftsmen to move from
one part of their domains to another to introduce new motifs and technology. Foreign
soldiers whose states or peoples had submitted sometimes joined and traveled with
the Mongols. Chinese specialists in siege warfare offered their skills to the Mongols
in Central Asia and Iran, while Muslim experts provided catapults and assisted the
Mongols in their campaigns against the Southern Song.26
The Mongols’ love of beautiful objects would have dramatic ramifications for the
arts. They served as intermediaries in transmitting Chinese motifs and technology to
the Middle East and thus promoted artistic diffusion. The dragon and the phoenix,
the Chinese symbols for the Emperor and Empress respectively, appeared on Persian
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ceramics and tilework. Song dynasty scenes from landscape paintings, including the
depictions of trees and mountains, were replicated in such Iranian illustrated manuscripts
as the Shah nameh and Rashid al-Oin’s universal history.27 Iranian potters imitated
Chinese celadons and then blue-and-while porcelains. Unlike traditional explanations
of the Mongols roles, which downplayed their contributions, recent research confirms
that they were influential in the development of porcelains. Mongols were in charge of
the government office of porcelains and alerted Chinese potters to the tastes of the
Islamic world for specific shapes and motifs. Later, they would transmit cobalt blue
for the production of blue and white porcelains.28 Central Asian and Iranian textiles
also influenced Chinese versions, due to the Mongols’ forced migration of weavers
from the so-called Western Regions to China.29 The culmination of the movement of
weavers was the production of nasij, gold-threaded textiles that the Mongols admired.
In sum, the Mongols fostered extensive artistic diffusion, both in bringing motifs from
one region of their domains to another and by serving as customers for luxury articles
created by artisans. Exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Cleveland
Museum of Art, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the National Palace
Museum in Taipei have confirmed the extraordinary artistic diffusion during this era.
Leading a demanding and often perilous lifestyle, as well as having a persistent
problem with the consumption of alcohol, the Mongols were concerned about their
bodies. Prior to their conquests, they relied on shamans for treatment or cures. As
they emerged from Mongolia, they learned about physicians and sought their counsel.
Nestorian Christians, as well as Muslim physicians and pharmacologists, and Korean
doctors, played major roles in introducing foreign medical practices, beliefs, and
medicines into the Mongol and Chinese worlds. The Guanghu si (Broadening Benevolent
Office) treated Mongols in Daidu and Shangdu. Placed under the supervision of
the Academy of Medicine (Taiyiyuan), it persisted throughout Mongol rule under
Nestorian leadership, though Muslim physicians were also involved.30 The Academy
had access to thirty-six volumes of Muslim medical texts in the Imperial Library.
Muslims also introduced medicinal drugs into China through a Pharmaceutical Bureau.
In China, “the Mongol rulers recruited and promoted a vast number of doctors in
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the central government because of their needs as world conquerors, and the medical
administration, in turn, created and expanded the network of medical institutions.”31
Physicians accompanied the Khans during their travels. Like artistic diffusion, medical
diffusion became a significant Mongol contribution, with the intermingling of some
medical practices from the Middle East and China. It should be noted, however, that the
fundamental Islamic and Chinese medical systems did not merge and instead remained
separate.
The Mongols’ vaunted religious toleration affected the religions in their Khanates.
However, contrary to the conventional view, they adopted policies that, on occasion,
harmed specific religions. In China, they sided with Buddhists in disputes with Daoists
and turned over Daoist property to the Buddhist monasteries.32 Still, the Mongols
frequently supported foreign religions to ingratiate themselves with the clergy, who, they
believed, could facilitate rule over the entire population. They did not necessarily believe
in religious toleration. Instead, they used religion for political stability.33 Despite this
realpolitik policy, they, nonetheless, became involved and promoted several religions.
Tibetan Buddhism attracted Khubilai’s wife Chabi and led him to invite the Tibetan
Buddhist Phags-pa to serve as the head of the Buddhist establishment in China, as well
as to develop a new written script and to recruit Tibetan and Nepalese artisans for the
court.34

IV. Mongol Impact on China
The Mongols fostered considerable diffusion and interaction, but was there an enduring
legacy after the Mongol collapse? This legacy may best be observed in China. The Ming,
a native dynasty which took power in 1368, proclaimed its desire to rid itself of Mongol
influence and, at first, divorced itself from the Mongol policy of a relatively free flow of
people from all over Eurasia into China. It limited contacts with foreigners and restricted
trade and tribute missions from nearby and distant regions. In actual practice, such sakoku
or “closing of the country” was not carried out. Korea, for example, dispatched 391 so31
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called tribute embassies from 1392 to 1450,35 and envoys and merchants arrived from
the Jurchens of Manchuria, Japan, Thailand, and the Timurid domains in Samarkand
and Herat, among other locations. The stated policy entailed considerable limitations
to avert the threat of another foreign invasion and replication of the so-called Mongol
yoke, but the Mongol support for merchants and trade influenced the Ming. Even the
status of merchants was bolstered, perhaps a holdover from the Yuan dynasty.
Looking beyond the stated policy, there is considerable evidence of Mongol
influence on the Ming. For example, quite a number of Mongols decided to remain in
China after the collapse of the Yuan dynasty and served as translators or interpreters
and as members of the Imperial Guard (Jinyiwei). Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of
the Ming, employed loyal Mongols in these positions, and some Mongols, seeking to
avoid the turbulence in Mongolia, settled in China and were granted rice allowances,
pastureland, and hay for their horses.36 Second, the Emperor did not wish entirely
to denigrate the Yuan and anointed the Mongol Emperors because they secured the
Mandate of Heaven and recruited able Confucians as advisers. Even more important,
several of the Ming Emperors allegedly claimed legitimacy based upon a Mongol model.
Several scholars have recently argued that these Emperors adopted the Yuan emperors’
claims to universal rule and portrayed themselves as successors to the Chinggisids. Zhu
Yuanzhang’s son Zhu Di reputedly went so far as to portray himself as the successor to
Khubilai Khan.37 This effort to capitalize on the Mongol legacy persisted until the midfifteenth century and ended when a new elite, based on the civil service examinations
and the bureaucracy, displaced the more military-oriented Ming rulers.
The Ming certainly borrowed from the Mongol military system. As Edward Dreyer,
a specialist on the Ming military, explained, “The deliberate creation of a military
elite that was set above the civil service exams was a new departure for a dynasty-of
Chinese origin.”38 Adopting Mongol policies, the Ming court established a hereditary
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and registered military officer class, which had considerable power. It also borrowed
features of Mongol military organization. Basing itself on a decimal system, it started
with a chillarchy (qianhuso) and five chillarchs comprising a Guard (wei), and then it relied
on military colonies (tuntian), originally a Chinese system but used extensively in the
Yuan, with soldiers acting as farmers and supplying themselves. The Bureau of Military
Affairs (shumiyuan) centralized control over the new military, except for the Imperial
Guard, the Emperors’ protectors, and closest comrades. The Ming thus witnessed a
greater emphasis than the last native dynasty, the Song, on the military, which was likely
a reflection of Mongol influence.39 It also does not appear to be an accident that the
Ming produced more military texts than all the previous dynasties combined, surely a
Mongol influence.40
The Ming imposed substantial control over the civil bureaucracy. It borrowed the
institution of the Censorate, which existed before the Yuan dynasty, but was “far more
pervasive” in Mongol-ruled China. Censors in the Ming traveled throughout China and
acted as spies on the bureaucracy.41 After tours of inspection on local governments, they
sent reports directly to the Emperors about violations of the public trust, malfeasance,
and incompetence. This system contributed to the developing despotism of the Ming
rulers because it provided the Emperors weapons, mostly accusations of corruption or
nepotism, to counter the literati who attempted to control the bureaucracy. In sum, the
view that there was a “conscious effort on the part of the Ming Emperors to identify
themselves with the political tradition of their Mongol predecessors is evident also
in the bureaucratic structure of the government, which borrowed directly from the
Mongols” is at least partially valid.42
Yuan dynasty rule also had cultural influences on the Ming. The Mongols’ interest
in Tibetan Buddhism spilled over into the Ming. The Ming Emperor Zhu Di repeatedly
invited Tsong-kha-pa, the founder of the Yellow Sect of Tibetan Buddhism, to come
to the court and provided valuable gifts for Tibetan Buddhist envoys.43 Such relations
frequently assisted Ming Emperors to depict themselves as sponsors of Buddhism
and as Universal Rulers. Imperial portraiture also had an impact on the Ming rulers.
Paintings or tapestries of Ming Emperors on hunts, a quintessential Mongol activity,
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reflected Mongol models, with the rulers wearing Mongol tunics and headgear and
showing their prowess in riding horses and with bows and arrows.44 The paintings not
only reflected the Emperors’ martial skills but also their industriousness and avoidance
of luxuries. Such depictions would convey notions of the empire's glory and power.
Another Mongol legacy was the recognition that the Persians had made great strides in
astronomy. Following the Mongol precedent, the Ming established a Bureau of Muslim
Astronomy to provide climate and weather information, among its other duties.45 Yet,
the underlying Chinese and Iranian astronomical systems remained distinct. The Ming
legal codes, on occasion, adopted the Mongol practice of restitution to aggrieved
parties rather than punishments. The Mongol impetus for geographic knowledge
had reverberations in the Ming. The court commissioned several geographic works,
the most renowned of which was the Da Ming yitong zhi, as well as a map, the Da
Ming hunyi tu, which offered a fine delineation of Western Asia and North Africa.46
Physicians, astrologers, and diviners all had higher statuses, another product of Mongol
influence. At the same time, the Ming Emperors founded a College of Interpreters
(Huitongguan) and a College of Translators (Siyiguan), an indication that they needed
experts on foreigners and that the Ming court’s policies of isolation and limited contact
with foreigners were not successful.47
Other Mongol influences were related to daily life and activities. Some Mongol
words, the two-stringed fiddle, and a few foods, which became part of the Chinese diet,
were specific examples. Mongol blood mixed in with the Chinese genetic pool through
rape, concubinage, and intermarriage. Mongol DNA has been found in substantial
segments of the Western and Central Asian populations, but the extent of Mongol
impact on the Chinese population has not been studied. Several historians have suggested
that the Mongols contracted the plague bacillus and transmitted it along the Silk Roads
to West Asia, contributing ultimately to the Black Death. This hypothesis sounds, on the
surface, to be plausible, but it is still speculative and lacks specific evidence.
It is important to bear in mind, however, that there was a darker side to the Mongol
impact on China. The level of violence introduced by the Mongols was astonishing.
The censuses of North China before and after the Mongol invasion attest to great loss
of life, and the Chinese sources describe considerable destruction. The Ming emphasis
on the military and on the production of numerous military texts was, in large part, a
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legacy of this carnage and destruction.

V. Notes on Mongol Legacy in the Golden Horde and Ilkhanate
These preliminary notes, which are not meant to be absolutes, reveal that some SinoMongol practices spread to Russia, but controversies remain concerning the impact of
the Golden Horde on Russia.
The Mongol occupiers of much of Russia received perhaps either the mostly
notoriously harsh assessments or, in the works of some nineteenth and early twentiethcentury historians, were not seriously considered. Russians often stigmatized the
Mongol period as the era of the “Tatar yoke.” They accused the Mongols of destroying
or pillaging numerous towns and cities, massacring untold hundreds of thousands, and
enslaving others. The poet, playwright, and novelist Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837),
for example, wrote that “Is it perchance the dark dominion of the Tartars?” 48 He also
noted that “the schism [brought about by the Mongols] separated us from Europe and
we took no part in any of the great events which stirred her…”49 Some pre-twentieth
century historians added that the Mongols did not make any positive contributions
to Russia. In his twelve-volume history of Russia, Istoriya gosudarstva Rossiyskogo (18161826), Nikolay Mikhailovich Karamzin (1766-1826) asserted that the Mongols were
responsible for Russia’s backwardness Yet he hedged his views about these “Dark
Ages.” He wrote that although the Mongols did not, in any way, contribute to Russian
civilization, their demise led to unity, the greatness of Russia, and the establishment of
the autocratic system, of which he approved. The so-called Slavophiles expanded on his
views, asserting that isolation from “decadent” Catholic and Protestant Europe, which
relied exclusively on rationalism, led to positive results. They added that the unique
Russian heritage was preserved, with its devotion to and leadership of the Orthodox
Church after the collapse of Byzantium, and a strong Russian State developed.
However, many historians argued that the development of a Russian autocratic
government, precipitous separation from the rest of Europe and the ensuing lack of a
Renaissance or Enlightenment, led to the almost irreparable damage to the economy,
the cheapening of the value of human life, and the subversion of traditional literature
and arts and crafts all of which were attributed to Mongol or Tatar influences. They
asserted that all these influences were disastrous for Russian history. In the twentieth
century, many “historians have blamed the Mongols for all the ‘failings’ of Russian
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society at one time or another,”50 several groups had a more positive view. Historians
in the USSR were decidedly not part of those groups. They had negative views of the
so-called Tatars. They expressed horror at the destruction and massacres wrought by
the Mongols, and also maintained that the Mongols’ demands for tribute and taxation
and pillaging of cities subverted trade and handicrafts. The economy did not develop,
and feudal relations rather than commercial and industrial progress prevailed. The lack
of economic development precluded political centralization. The eventual unification
of Russia in the sixteenth century ran counter to Mongol influences, which prospered
with Russian disunity. 51
However, a group of Eurasian historians in the West had a more positive view
and noted that the Mongols actually fostered unity, a more powerful and centralized
government, and a road to Statehood from the pre-Mongol steppe and city governmental
structure. The Russians adopted the Mongol conception of the State and simultaneously
became linked to the East in trade. Isolation from the West contributed to a unique
Russian identity and strengthened the Orthodox Church.
Research starting in the late twentieth century appeared to indicate some Mongol
influences on Russia. The Mongols accepted and then introduced some Chinese
institutions in their far-flung domains. The most prominent notion was the establishment
of a dual administration, one civilian and the other military. In Russia, an official similar
to the one known by the Mongols as the darughachi conducted censuses, collected taxes,
and administered the system of justice, while the basqaq served as the military governor.
This dual administrative structure had developed as early as the Tang dynasty (618-907,
if not earlier, in China, and the Mongols borrowed it as they organized the Yuan dynasty,
often turning over the civilian system to non-Mongols while retaining control over
the military. The Mongols’ concept of land ownership also derived from the Chinese
system. Animals were privately owned in the steppes, but pastureland was available to
all. The Mongols’ exposure to China, in which the ruler, in theory, owned the land and
allotted it to his people shaped their approach to land in Russia. The Khans, similarly,
allotted land to their own people and their subjects, and, in particular, offered land
grants to the military, which would be used to support soldiers and their families while
they were on campaign. Muscovy would adopt this same system.
Still another institution the Mongols adopted from China was the postal station
system, which could deliver official messages at a rapid clip. They vastly expanded the
number of postal stations (according to the written sources, building one every twenty
50
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miles throughout the empire), which became a vital part of their communication, their
intelligence efforts, their military success, and were pervasive in Russia as well. Finally,
Muscovy’s eventual victory and establishment of a Russian-dominated government did
not end Mongol influence. Some Mongols and so-called Tartars remained in Russia,
converted to Christianity, were accepted into Muscovite service, became part of the
Tsarist aristocracy, and thus had an impact on later Russian history.52
The Golden Horde pursued some of the same policies as in other Mongol domains.
It supported trade, which turned out to benefit Muscovy. Mongol protection of the
trade routes permitted Russian trade with Europe and China. North Russia exported
furs, honey, and wax to Europe and received fabrics, wine, and spices in return. Recent
excavations in Russia have uncovered an extraordinary number of Chinese ceramics
and silks.53 Like the Khanates in China and Iran, the Golden Horde supported and
patronized artisans, resulting in the creation of spectacular gold artifacts and textiles.
Muscovite princes and clergymen garnered substantial profits from this commerce.
Such resources permitted and contributed to Muscovy’s drive toward unifying Russia.
Money also influenced the law. As in other Mongol lands, monetary compensation for
victims often replaced punishments.
Charles Halperin and Donald Ostrowski, two specialists on the Mongol era in Russia,
challenge several of the Golden Horde’s alleged negative influences. First, the view that
the Golden Horde cut Muscovy off from Europe and prevented the Renaissance and
other Western movements from reaching Russia does not jibe with Mongol promotion
of commerce and of technological and artistic diffusion. Novgorod and other North
Russian cities indeed continued to trade with Northern Europe throughout the period
of the Golden Horde. Second, the Mongol impact on the reputed seclusion of women
is contradicted by the rights Mongol women enjoyed and by the authority of Mongol
elite women. In the early years of the Mongol empire, such women as Ögödei Khaghan’s
wife Töregene, Khubilai’s mother Sorghaghtani Beki and wife Chabi, and Hülegü’s wife
Dokhuz Khatun had extraordinary influences on public policy.54 Third, Ostrowski then
counters the perception that the Mongols were responsible for the introduction of
so-called Oriental Despotism into Russia. He observes that the Mongol Khans were
not all-powerful. The princes and nobility could restrict the Khan’s authority and had
52
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been granted leverage by their right and power to elect a new Khan. Finally, Ostrowski
and Halperin question the extraordinary damage and loss of life during the Mongol
invasions, as described in the Russian contemporary chronicles. They suggest that these
accounts are exaggerated. Acknowledging that many buildings were razed due to their
wooden construction, they still maintain that the destruction and killings did not match
the descriptions related in the Russian sources. They do not deny the violence and
sometimes indiscriminate slaughter but assert that such incidents were not as pervasive
as the native writings would suggest.
Instability characterized IlKhanate Iran. Conflicts that erupted into warfare shaped
IlKhanate relations with the Mamluks of Egypt to the west, the Golden Horde in
the north, and Chaghadai Central Asia to the east. Yuan China was the only Khanate
with which the Ilkhanate was on good terms. That one relationship proved crucial
because it generated trade and permitted considerable diffusion and borrowing from
each other’s cultures.55 Khubilai Khan sent a princess named Kökechin, who was
accompanied by the Polos, from China to be married to an Ilkhan, which provides
additional confirmation of the Yuan’s close relations with the Ilkhanate, as does the
regular exchange of diplomatic missions.56 Yet the Ilkhanate was plagued with many
problems.57 Struggles over the succession to the Ilkhanate resulted in the executions
of three Ilkhans before Ghazan Khan restored stability for several decades in 1295.
Moreover, during the seventy-year period of Ilkhanate rule, only one vizier had a natural
death, further evidence of instability. The first Ilkhan Hülegü’s initial discrimination
against Muslims and appointment of Buddhists, Nestorians, and Jews in official positions
and the later Ilkhan Ghazan’s conversion to Islam and his purge of Buddhists created
further difficulties.58 On the other hand, Ghazan evinced considerable interest in China
and Chinese culture, and his successor Öljeitu supported the Yuan by challenging its
vaunted enemy in Central Asia. Hülegü and his descendants also had rights to land and
animals in China, which further cemented close relations with the Yuan.
Such harmonious relations between the Yuan and the Ilkhanate explains the Mongol
legacy in Iran and the Middle East, although it is important not to overemphasize their
impact on these regions. The arrival of Chinese, Mongols, and eventually Europeans
exposed the IlKhanate to developments in each of their cultures. These foreigners
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brought information about the outside world, which incidentally contributed to Rashid
al-Din’s universal history. Indeed, the multi-ethnic Ilkhanate and Ghazan’s fear of the
possible loss of Mongol identity prompted him to commission Rashid al-Din to write a
history of the Mongols, which then morphed into histories of Iran, Islam, Jews, Franks,
Chinese, and other peoples.59 The flow of people also sparked greater knowledge of
geography and more precise delineation of maps, and Rashid al-Din’s work benefited
from such geographic information.
Chinese and Ilkhanate science and technology also influenced each other although
the caveat about overemphasis holds true here as well. The Iranians’ underlying
conceptions of the sciences and the operation of the world were not abandoned.
Nonetheless, Chinese agriculture, which was among the world’s most productive, had
an impact on Iran. Although Iranians knew about rice, contact with China led to greater
planting, as well as the more frequent use of rice in their cuisine. Rhubarb, which
grew wild in China and was believed to have medicinal properties, also reached Iran.60
This great interest prompted Rashid al-Din to write a book on agriculture.61 On the
other hand, Iran did not adopt printing nor did it accept paper money, fearing that its
introduction was an Ilkhanate ploy to gather up precious metals and to enrich itself.62
In sum, the Mongols served as vital intermediaries between China and Iran and
contributed to borrowing and cultural diffusion between the two civilizations. These
cross-cultural exchanges centered on the Mongols’ cultural, political, military, and
scientific norms and needs. They found, protected, and employed individuals with
the skills they required, whether they be financial experts, physicians, astronomers,
craftsmen, soldiers, or administrators. One of their most significant legacies was the
policy of recruitment of foreigners with special skills.

VI. Mongol Influence in Central Asia
Central Asia is the least studied of the Khanates that the Mongols influenced.63 Granted
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as an appanage to Chinggis Khan’s son Chaghadai, it was riven by dynastic struggles, with
non-Chaghadai leaders, rather than Chaghadai’s descendants, often serving as rulers. It
was also repeatedly in conflict with the Yuan dynasty to the east and Ilkhanate Iran
to the west.64 The ensuing disunity weakened both the Chaghadai and non-Chaghadai
potentates. Topography, with Central Asia’s daunting deserts and mountain ranges, also
contributed to disunity, with oases and towns frequently acting on their own and not
abiding by the policies of the central authorities.
Yet the Mongols’ encouragement of trade favored Central Asia, as land-based
caravans needed to traverse the region. After the initial Mongol conquests, which
were described in sometimes gruesome and exaggerated detail by the Iranian historian
Juvaini, the Central Asian towns revived rather quickly.65 Commerce flourished, which
translated into flows of Iranians, Turks, Chinese, Armenians, and even Europeans
arriving at Central Asian towns. Learning about the Central Asian Muslims’ expertise
in trade and finance, the Mongols in China recruited them to serve in the Ministry
of Finance and to serve as tax collectors, including the infamous Ahmad who raised
considerable sums for the Mongol rulers but was eventually assassinated by a cabal of
men who accused him of corruption.66
This flourishing economy provided the underpinnings of developments in the arts
and sciences. Mongol patrons and customers supported the production of textiles, with
gold thread, illustrated manuscripts, and miniature paintings. The rise of Temür, or
Tamerlane, led to innovations in architecture, including his own tomb and the Registan,
a square eventually composed of three madrassahs.67 Tamerlane’s architectural projects
were, in part, based on the example of the construction in the Mongol capital of
Tabriz, including the tomb of the IlKhan Öljeitü. Science, in which Central Asia had
had considerable achievements before the Mongol invasions, witnessed considerable
developments, culminating in the construction of Ulugh Beg’s famous observatory in
Samarkand.68
This presentation has focused on the legacy in the four Khanates that the Mongols
established, but they also influenced Georgia, Armenia, Vietnam, and Japan, among
other states. That is the subject for other lectures.
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In sum, perhaps the most significant Mongol legacy entailed linking the various
civilizations in Eurasia. This era witnessed the first direct contact between the two distant
areas in Eurasia, Europe, and China. It is not necessary to emphasize the conventional
stories of the Mongols’ stimulus to the Age of Exploration or to Christopher Columbus’
carrying Marco Polo’s book on his voyage to confirm the importance of the Mongol
era. Their era set the stage for the early modern and modern worlds.
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detergents, and fertilizers. While production increased in the postWWII period, young people from remote Caucasian villages were
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USSR. Migration did not stop when the USSR collapsed. To the
contrary, mobility increased as Azerbaijani refugees from Armenia and
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since the ceasefire, IDPs still are separately administered. In the last 20
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Introduction
“The arrival city is a machine that transforms humans. It is also, if allowed to flourish, the
instrument that will create a permanently sustainable world,” postulates Doug Saunders
in his much-respected book on migration Arrival City.1 He recognizes arrival cities
as “transitional spaces” in which the dynamics of migration take place.2 His colorful
metaphor shows the possibilities and difficulties in the massive migration occurring
at the beginning of the 21st century. The strength of Saunder’s conception is that it
focuses on places where migration occurs, making the process of migration tangible.
Such a perspective helps to provide a deeper understanding of the interaction between
a migrant’s agency and the urban structures in which he or she operates.
The World Migration Report 2020 estimates that there are 272 million international
migrants.3 In 2009, the UNDP calculated a much larger global population of 740 million
internal migrants,4 who have had a tremendous impact on regional development and
economic dynamics. As a social phenomenon, mobility influences more and more lives.
Despite a plethora of global migration studies, the field lacks regional empirical studies
that collect qualitative data ‘on the ground,’ to further the development of theoretical
knowledge and specialist programs to support migrants.
This article uses an example from the Caucasus to contribute to the ethnographic
body of literature on migration. Migration in the region did not begin with the collapse
of the Soviet Union, but rather in the 1970s, from the heavily populated Soviet south to
higher wages in the labor scarce central and eastern parts of the country.5
I aim to show shifts in migration to the Azerbaijan city of Sumqayit over its short
80-year history. How did the structures that migrants encountered in Sumqayit vary
under different political regimes? How did their agency shift over time? My investigation
is based on participant observation and qualitative, semi-structured interviews with
officials and internal migrants and IDPs (internally displaced persons) conducted over
two months of anthropological fieldwork in Sumqayit in 2015 as well as critical analysis
of local (post-) Soviet literature and comparison to other cases.
While Saunders provided examples from Istanbul and Teheran,6 I intend to enrich
the discourse on migration and urban transformation by focusing on the Greater
1

2
3
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5

6
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Baku Region. The Azerbaijani capital, Baku, has been analyzed by many scholars
including Grant,7 Roth,8 and Valiyev.9 However, studies in social sciences about the
rest of Azerbaijan remain an exception. Few anthropologists have conducted research
in rural Azerbaijan, with the notable exceptions of Yalçın-Heckmann10 and PflugerSchindlbeck.11 These studies show how social structure is intertwined with rural
migrants’ agency concerning economic strategies, risk management, and vulnerability.
Yalçın-Heckmann’s12 significant contribution on informal trade networks and migration
to Russia highlights relationships and new dependencies between land-owning nonmovers and transnational migrants trading agricultural products in Russian metropoles.
In particular, the urban space outside of Baku remains in the dark. After
independence, scientific interest concentrated on the capital. In contrast to Baku, which
is in urban discourses associated with positive values such as cosmopolitism13 or nonwestern modernism,14 Sumqayit is still depicted as a demure and dirty worker’s city a
generation after the breakdown of the Soviet Union. But the city and its inhabitants
have strikingly changed following independence.
Since the 1980s, migration studies has developed as a field in anthropology,
concurrent with the disappearance of studies on the classical site of fieldwork, ‘the
village.’ In the aftermath of the writing culture debate,15 calls grew louder for a different
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approach to space, like the multi-sited ethnography.16 Initially, remittances and the social
organization of migration were of central concern. In the 1990s, studies on migration
diversified as scholars began to pay attention to fields like transnationalism, inclusion,
racism, and citizenship.17 While these aspects bear significance in international migration,
my study of urban transformation and internal migration highlights aspects of gender
and the convergence of labor, educational, and forced migration. However, a complete
separation seems impossible, because a move from hinterland Azerbaijan to Sumqayit
includes the active decision not to move abroad. Another point concerning citizenship
touches non-registered migrants who are deprived of communal services.
“Key traditional analytical categories include institutions, class (or stratification),
integration, anomie, solidarity, power, social order, and social conflict. More recent
categories include gender, ethnicity, identity, agency, networks, social exclusion/
inclusion, and social capital,” Stephen Castles remarked.18 My article not only takes up
these points but, in addition, analyses the historic background of shifting migration
to Sumqayit. On this basis, it can promote an understanding of the specific migration
situation called for by Castles.19
In terms of studies in the Caucasus, it seems especially worthwhile to fill the void
between surveys on Baku, Tbilisi or Yerevan and the countryside. As crossroads between
their region and the capital cities, these urban spaces possess their own features and
logic. Çağlar and Glick Schiller20 point out the role of cities as “useful entry points” to
study migration, noting that “each city’s institutional structure shapes variations within
its different local territorial districts and economic sectors.” The upheavals of the
transition period spread out these variations spacially while chronologically condensing
them.
An ethnography on Sumqayit provides more than a ‘post-socialist urban study.’
In recent years the concept of the post-socialist city has come into question. Gentile
proposes to drop post-socialist and regional attributes in order to focus on globally
comparable social phenomena like gentrification.21
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…interpreting urban development in Poland or Azerbaijan––or for that
matter anywhere else in the world––requires looking beyond economic
transition, marketization, or neo-liberalization, which at best offer only partial
explanations that need to be complemented with input from other vantage
points.22

In this sense, my article focuses on migration, informality, and urban transformation
as comparable categories. Conceptualizations like informality studied in particular
aspects of cities and societies rather than in general territorial units, challenges existing
urban theories emanating from the global North.23 This holds particular potential
for “untheorized” cities like Sumqayit or Gentile’s example Öskemen in Eastern
Kazakhstan. They are not merely cities that economically lag behind their respective
capitals and global cities.24 The interplay of their urban actors’ agency with structural
elements deserves careful study and can advance urban studies in the 21st century.

Migration, Development and the ‘City of Youth’
Sumqayıt,25 Sumgait, City of Gardens, Komsomolsk-on-Caspian, and City of Youth
(gənclər şəhəri), are only some of the names connected to the city. While ‘City of Youth’
sounds like a slogan from a bygone period, it entails more than the Soviet youth cult. To
this day, Sumqayit attracts young people from all over Azerbaijan who seek their fortunes
in the Greater Baku Region. For many of them, Sumqayit is not the destination, but a
way station. Some stay for only a short while, others stay for years. The flow of people
impacts the city and opens up new ways to approach Sumqayit, in contrast to the image
of Sumqayit as a worker’s city during the Soviet period.
It’s impossible to gain an understanding of Sumqayit without considering Baku,
the capital and oil metropolis on the Caspian Sea. At the end of the 19th century, Baku
was transformed from a stop along the Silk Road into the center of the global oil
industry with the invention of modern methods of oil extraction and refining. The city
attracted entrepreneurs from the Russian Empire and beyond, including Europeans
such as the Nobel brothers. As in European industrialization, workers moved to the city
from the nearby countryside. Early on, the Soviets increased Azerbaijan‘s oil extraction
22
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Figure 1. Map of Sumqayit

to supply the whole country, before production shifted to the more easily accessible oil
fields of Western Siberia. Compared to other republics of the USSR, Azerbaijan was
the last to record industrial growth, from 1950-1978.26 A modest economic growth
rate was compounded by high population growth due to high fertility and an influx of
ethnic Azeris from Armenia even before the hot phase of the Karabakh conflict (19881994).27 Azerbaijan’s national income per capita in 1990 was only 62% of the average
Soviet level, below even Georgia (76%) and Armenia (83%).28 During the Soviet period
approximately 36% of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic‘s (AzSSR’s) population
was considered poor, above the Soviet average.29
The countryside was the locus of poverty in Azerbaijan. While AzSSR agriculture
supplied the USSR’s economy with cotton and fruits, the proportion of the population
engaged in agriculture fell from 47% in 1950 to only 27% in 1987.30 By the second half
of the 20th century, collective and state farms failed to solve the structural problems of
26
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Soviet agriculture and failed to supply the country with sufficient grain, milk, or meat,
or enough jobs for rural youth. A coupon system for milk and butter introduced at the
beginning of the 1980s led to 250,000 unemployed by the end of the decade.31
Escaping poverty is a prime motive for migration (e.g., Massey et al.,32 Cohen
and Sirkeci),33 and the Azerbaijan case illustrates that such mobility was not limited to
capitalist states. While the region recorded a net outflow of migrants from the Brezhnev
period until 2007, high fertility expanded the population. While the rural regions lost
population during the entire Soviet period, the cities of the AzSSR gained migrants in
the 1980s,34 a sign of the USSR’s economic difficulties. One possibility for the rural
poor was to emigrate to the European parts of the USSR.
Azerbaijani migration to other Soviet republics began with oil workers and students.
Thousands of talented young Azerbaijanis received scholarships for universities in
Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities of the USSR.35 After graduation, they filled nationwide vacancies in the Soviet planned economy. Demobilization after serving in the Red
Army also played a significant role in migration. In the late 1980s during Gorbachev’s
economic reforms, Azeri entrepreneurs targeted the larger metropoles like Moscow,
Leningrad, or Kiev.36
While Lezgins and Jewish Tats from northern Azerbaijan, in addition to Talysh and
Azeri from the south, mainly concentrated on selling fruit and vegetables, Azeri and
Muslim Tats from the Absheron peninsula tended to specialize in the flower trade.37 The
economy’s strong regulation and the deficit of consumer goods during the late Soviet
period opened the door to informal trade activities. The numbers of Azeri migrants
to Russia rose significantly in the 1990s. Yunusov counted from 1.5 to 2 million Azeri
migrants at any one point during the decade, depending on work opportunities and
complications like the Second Chechen War or the 1998 Russian financial crisis.38 Recent
estimates count 600,000-1,000,000 Azeri living legally and illegally in Russia.39
Rural Azeris also moved to the new industrial centers of the AzSSR like Sumqayit
31
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or Mingachevir (Mingəçevir) to satisfy a nearly unquenchable demand for labor.
While the republic’s capital required a resident permit (propiska), migrants were openly
welcomed in the new industrial centers. “Migration in the Soviet era, especially prior
to the 1970s, was largely a by-product of crash industrialization and was determined
by economic planning objectives rather than voluntary labor market flows,” emphasize
Becker, Mendelsohn, and Benderskaya.40 Sumqayit was an example of this policy.
Moscow planned for its population to form an industrial cadre that would produce
to meet national demand. The city’s impact on local migration processes was not of
central concern.
After independence, Baku flourished as petroleum manufacturing was modernized
and contracts with transnational oil companies were signed, fueling an increase in trade
and a construction boom. Azeris looking for employment found plenty of jobs in the
capital, where they earned twice or three times more than in the countryside. A move
to the Greater Baku Region offered an alternative to labor migration as gastarbeiter in
Russia. As my fieldwork shows, the region could also function as a point of retreat
for migrants expelled from their original destinations. This could occur because of
individual guilt, as in the case of a young man evicted from Moscow for a visa violation,
now working as a waiter in one of Baku’s shopping malls, or as a reaction to crisis, as
with a middle-aged businessman considering relocating his business from the Crimea to
Azerbaijan due to conflict and embargo.

Planning a Soviet City
Immediately following the CPSu’s 16th party congress (26 June - 13 July 1930) enactment
of a massive industrial investment plan, the Leningrad planning bureau Giprogor, which
also developed plans for the republic capitals of Minsk and Yerevan, presented its ideas
on how to develop the Baku region.
After considering several alternatives, it was determined to establish a larger
industrial settlement, beginning with a combined heat and power station41 in the northwestern part of the Absheron peninsula. The location provided a flat topographical
relief, access to freshwater via the Shollar Water Pipeline supplying Baku as well as
access to seawater for production,42 and a link to the Rostov-Baku railroad.43
40
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On November 22, 1949, when Sumqayit gained city status, its population consisted
of 17,200 inhabitants, mainly migrants.44 Only a minority were recruited from the
smaller fishermen and farmer villages of the Absheron Peninsula. The majority were
workers of mixed ethnic origin from the Caucasus mountains or even construction
worker brigades from Barnaul in Western Siberia or Krasnovodsk (today Turkmenbashy
[Türkmenbaşy]) in Turkmenistan),45 which underlined construction sites’ state-level
importance. According to Dulayeva, new agricultural technologies and the transition
to collective farming enabled the transfer of surplus labor force to Azerbaijan’s new
industrial centers.46 Photographs from the Sumqayit Museum of History show the
first worker’s wooden barracks, which were upgraded to brick houses in the late Stalin
period, and thus named ‘Stalinki.’ The authorities aimed to offer housing for 90,000
workers, covering an area of 1,700 to 1,800 hectares in a large half-moon along the
northern coast. A buffer zone was created between the living quarters and the factories,
to isolate dangerous sites, particularly the synthetic rubber plant, which was constructed
two kilometers away from the living quarters.47
Nevertheless, development focused on the industrial complexes, with the prevailing
belief that oil should be processed into other products for the sake of the whole Soviet
economy. Cultural centers, clubs, and libraries were constructed around the factories
and the living quarters to educate workers.48 As Kotkin puts it, “the socialist city…was
not simply a place where an urban population was located, but a device for including a
new set of attitudes as well as new kinds of behavior in its urbanized inhabitants – in a
word, an instrument for creating socialist people.”49
The construction of the first chemical plant began in 1943 and in 1945 a synthetic
rubber plant for testing new technologies and production methods followed.50 In the
1950s and 1960s industrial potential expanded with the construction of a tube-rolling
state in 1953 an aluminum factory in 1955,51 and superphosphate factory in 1958.52
Factory schools (shkoly fabrichno-zavodskogo obucheniya) were introduced in 1944 to locally
train workers for the plants, concentrating on practical production skills. The schools
developed further into vocational schools, each connected to a large industrial plant; the
first training construction workers. Local Azeris in particular benefited, accounting for
44
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2,295 of the first 3,000 pupils.53
Under Soviet Ministry of Chemistry orders, Sumqayit received engineers and
chemists from universities throughout the country and craftsmen and technicians from
special colleges in Voronezh, Yaroslavl, and Yerevan, resulting in an ethnically mixed
population comprised 40.6% of Azeris, 35.5% of Russians, 13.0% of Armenians and
10.9% other Soviet nationalities.54 Living space for inhabitants remained scarce despite
housing receiving 23.5% of all investment under Kruschev from 1956-1960.55 In the
1970s, 30% of urban households still lived in dormitories. Morton described at the time
that “because of the zero vacancy rate and with millions waiting to receive their own
apartments, most newlyweds are compelled to live with their parents for many years
before getting a place of their own.”56
Migrants entered Sumqayit informally and through the state-directed economy.
Young Azeris from the hinterland gained easy access to the industrial plants as unskilled
workers. Not needing to show qualifications, they could gain access to a worker’s
dormitory by registering for work. Newcomers could also stay at the home of a relative
or resident from their home village. Working at a plant and living in a dormitory enabled
one to obtain a propiska (residence permit) needed to register for a flat. How quickly a
home could be attained depended on factors like workplace and family status, number
of children, and merits in the Soviet system. Informality played a role in early migration
to Sumqayit and sources told me that it was common to ask relatives or workers from
the same village or region for a place to stay while looking for a job.
Migrants also relocated to Sumqayit through the state-directed economy. Young
specialists were sent to the city in order to bring knowledge of implementing and
developing complex chemical production. In the Soviet system graduating students were
required to comply with a directive that determined their workplace, and only after two
years, when their diploma was validated, could they search for their own workplace or
housing. A city council official during the Soviet period noted the city’s main advantage:
young specialists were tempted by a flat, which was difficult to obtain everywhere in the
Soviet Union.
Non-Azeris could feel comfortable due to the use of the Russian language for all
public purposes. In contrast to Baku or Ganja (Gəncə), Sumqayit had no Azeri speaking
counter milieu for the pre-Soviet period in distinct architectural or cultural units.
Already in the 1950s, it became clear that the planning of compact quarters was
53
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insufficient to house the rising number of workers. In 1954 the AzGosProekt planning
bureau in Baku began with the concept of micro district (microrayon) with a space of
19-31.1 ha, designed as a single complex including a service sector with shops, service
facilities, kindergartens, and schools to meet the daily needs of their inhabitants.57 The
idea of the ‘superblock’ originated in the 1930s, “a grouping of four-to-six-story blocks
of flats arranged around a quadrangle.”58 Sumqayit’s first micro-district was planned on
an area of 23.5 ha and was expected to offer accommodation for 7,300 people. The
main building architecture consisted of groupings of five-story houses with three to
four sections (stairways), containing three flats on each floor, with nine square meters
per capita,59 less than in Western countries but significantly higher than the Soviet
standard, which, by 1950, at four square meters, was the lowest in Soviet history.60
Sumqayit exceeded twice the planned population of 85,000 in the 1960s, extending
in a 12-kilometer-long and 2-kilometer-wide strip from the village of Jorat (Corat) and
the Nasosny settlement (Hacı Zeynalabdin Tağıyev).61 AzGosProekt responded with a
new general plan in 1964, adopted by AzSSR’s government in 1967. The ecological buffer
zones were developed with buildings, however, and included temporary settlements
for construction workers ‘Stroitel,’ and ‘KemStroi’ (chemical construction), which
contained construction companies for industrial development along with residential
buildings and dormitories, producing environmentally harmful exhaust.62
Sumqayit’s development was inseparable from industrial growth. The urban
ethnography of Abbasov and Selimzade illustrates this:63
Sumgait was a worker’s city and all its life is determined by industrial
enterprises. The rapid pace of development of the Sumgait industry caused a
significant increase in the city‘s population.
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The population grew from 60,000 in 1960, 100,000 in 1965, to 135,000 in 1970.64
An IDP from the Qubadly (Qubadlı) region reported that migration from Qubadly
to Sumqayit increased because of the invitations of local politicians like Kamran
Huseynov, Sumqayit’s first party secretary (1953 to 1958)65 who recruiting Qubadly’s
farmers. An influx of rural Azeris, attracted by a well-organized industrial workplace
and single-family flats with running water and electricity, fueled the city’s population
growth until the mid-1970s. Later during the USSR’s stagnation, natural increase caused
Sumqayit’s growth. Migration decreased but never stopped.
Soviet macroeconomic problems were echoed in Sumqayit. Well-structured extension
of a larger micro-district could have improved traffic and the construction economy, but
supplies and services were reduced to save costs in the 1964-1967 general plan.
Elimination of separate commercial and restaurant buildings reduced the size
of the service sector, which was crammed into the first floor of residential buildings,
space ill-suited for commerce, and no area was provided for seasonal street markets.66
Most shops were centrally located along main streets (Lenina, Druzhby, Nizmi, Samada
Vurguna, and Narimanova),67 leaving undersupplied 70% to 80% of the population
living in the micro-districts of eastern Sumqayit and placing additional pressure on
public transport.68
Deputy Mayor Akif Kerimov, a Moscow-trained engineer working in the
administration since the 1980s explained that expansion in the only open direction, the
southeast, placed each new neighborhood farther from the industrial plants in western
Sumqayit. Inadequate train and bus services impeded transportation from Sumqayit to
the worker hometowns in the Caucasus Mountain hinterlands, the source of the city’s
agricultural produce.
The young growing population put pressure on public services. While each
neighborhood had its own educational infrastructure, few children attended school in
their own micro-district. With a city population of 235,300 in 1984, 57,000 students had
to be sent to other quarters for school.69 Two of three younger children had no place
in crèches or kindergartens and schools provided classes in two or three shifts to meet
demand.70
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Photo 1. 17th Microdistrict built in the 1980s

Sumqayit currently has five times its originally designed population of 90,000 and
the delayed expansion of infrastructure and apartments led to critical articles in the
local newspaper, the Sumgait’s communist in the late Gorbachev period.
The city’s most serious problem was only publicly aired in the final days of the
Soviet Union. The petrochemical industry tainted the air, contaminated the soil, and
poisoned the sea giving rise to abnormally high disease rates.71 Officials kept this
dangerous secret, and Sumqayit’s children’s cemetery was only revealed following the
Soviet collapse. Hundreds of graves bear witness to elevated rates of child mortality,
stillbirth, and genetic defects caused by heavy metal poisoning and air pollution. Official
statistics were never published.72
Kerimov and the City museum director explained to me that the initial drafts of
the settlement plan included a protective buffer zone and roads designed to function as
the city’s lungs by quickly dispersing exhaust. Little by little the buffer zones shrank and
industry became more concentrated. Gases safe in isolation could combine to produce
a poisonous mixture.
The street market sale of produce from the private plots of Azeri farmers helped
insulate Sumqayit against Soviet supply shortages in the late 1980s. The state cut social
programs and redirected its focus to the economy. Despite macroeconomic difficulties,
Sumqayit’s population grew from 211,400 in 1980 to 260,700 by 1990.73
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A newly independent Azerbaijan inherited the Soviet industrial complexes. Most
could not survive the market economy and closed down, releasing workers. Their last
production was used to supply the escalating 1993/4 Nagorno-Karabakh War.

War, Refugees, and the City
The distant Nagorno-Karabakh War heavily affected Sumqayit. On the night of
February 28-29, 1988, anger and rage over events in Nagorno-Karabakh exploded into
the Sumgait pogrom. The previous day protesters in Karabakh demanding integration
with Armenia murdered two Azeri.74 A mob of Azeri workers from the dormitories and
Azeris who had fled from Karabakh gathered at Sumqayit’s outer micro districts and
moved towards the center, searching Armenians, raiding their homes,75 and in a single
night killing between 26 and 29 and injured several hundred Armenians. Only a Red
Army-imposed curfew put an end to the violence.76
Speculation about the origins of the night’s deadly violence includes conspiracy
theories about secret KGB operations and conscious provocation by Armenian
nationalists,77 yet no independent historical research has addressed the pogrom. The
Sumgait pogrom marked the beginning of a new period for the city. Most of the
14,000 Armenians that left were replaced by internally displaced people (IDP)s from
Karabakh.78
Elderly Azeris in Sumqayit told me that Armenian emigration left a big gap, in
the neighborhood yards of the inner city as well as in the work brigades that had
commonly been ethnically mixed. Sumqayit’s officials were caught by surprise and failed
to appreciate the importance of Armenians in the Soviet workplace and the effect of
events in Karabakh. Even social scientists, such as urban ethnographers Abbasov and
Selimzade, saw technocratic unification weakening national identity in Sumqayit’s urban
society.79
Urban living conditions in relation to rural areas are less likely to preserve the
national peculiarity, not only in productive, but also in the non-productive
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spheres of life, where the ethnic specialty is usually held most staunchly. Urban
conditions are also changing the spiritual culture and traditional relationships
between family members, younger and weaker generations, customs, and
rituals. The internationalization of the spiritual sphere in Sumgait strengthens
the socio-cultural integration of all nationalities. National cultures are
becoming more similar in terms of the degree of cultural community. This, in
turn, creates new opportunities for closer cultural contacts.

For Abbasov and Selimzade structure influences the urbanites, an approach that the
structure-agency-theorists (e.g. Giddens)80 rendered obsolete. Abbasov81 and Abbasov
and Selimzade82 demonstrate a lack of cultural sensibility and adopt a systematic
approach to formally describe the working class and the industrial city. They sought
to show how “specific characteristics of the formation of Azerbaijan‘s workingclass detachment in Azerbaijan‘s new cities,” would overcome cultural peculiarities
to develop a common Soviet people.83 Notions of modernity and Marxist ideology
concealed Russian supremacy. Distinctive religious beliefs and practices were defamed
as “leftover from the past” to be overcome by scientific Marxist education. Abbasov
and Selimzade lost sight of clandestine anti-system forces like religious revivalism and
rising nationalism that were hidden beneath Sumqayit’s socialist veneer and focused
instead on system affirming actors, excluding the individual sphere.
Sumqayit became an important destination for refugees. The number of Azeri
refugees and IDPs rose rapidly from 4,000 in January 1988 to 190,000 by the beginning
of 198984 to 220,000 by the start of the hot phase of the conflict in 1992. Included
were refugees from Armenia, and IDPs from Karabakh (formerly 25% Azeri), and
the mainly Azeri-populated but Armenia-occupied Lachin Corridor where the Qubadly
region is located. By December 1993, 778,500 Azeris were registered as IDPs and
refugees85 rising to 838,000 or 11% of Azerbaijan’s population by the end of fighting
in January 1998. 18,276 refugees and 46,842 IDPs officially registered in Sumqayit,86
posing a gigantic challenge to the city, which had a population of 273,000 in 1992.
Eldar and Qasim, two men in their sixties, illustrate the challenges faced by IDPs
arriving in Sumqayit in the early 1990s. In 1993 Eldar was driven out of his village in
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the Qubadly region where he worked as a teacher. Sumqayit was a logical destination
because Eldar had lived there for a decade in the 1970s, initially arriving to work in a
factory and returning in 1973 after completing military service in Murmansk. Eldar
subsequently studied at the local sports institute and after graduation took a school
teaching position in the Qubadly region. Eldar taught sports classes at the village
school, married, and established a home, breeding chickens and sheep. He returned to
Qubadly for his family, but all this was lost when his family was forced to flee the war
to Sumqayit.
Qasim lost contact with his family after Armenian forces occupied the Qubadly
region. He served as a policeman but joined a partisan group to defend his homeland
in the war. In 1993 Qasim came to Sumqayit, and after a month sheltering at a distant
relative’s flat, moved into a refugees’ hostel. He then rediscovered his lost family
members in Sumqayit at a former middle school that had been transformed into a
refugees’ hostel. They found a place to live together, renting as subtenants of an elderly
Russian lady. Qasim returned to fight with a partisan unit until 1996.
Eldar and his family were quartered in a kindergarten, so crowded that Eldar lived
with eight others in a three-meter square room, with one person sleeping on top of the
table while another slept underneath. The refugees included numerous children. While
it first seemed like a bad dream, as more and more IDPs from Karabakh and the Lachin
Corridor arrived, he began to realize the impossibility of his plan to return home after
a month or two.
Kerimov describes the disorder created from the arrival in Sumqayit of 31,000
refugees in one week at the peak of the crisis in 1993 in need of immediate food,
shelter, water, and electricity. Compounding matters, the IDPs arrived after the
decommissioning of the industrial factories, at the height of economic collapse, when
even basic foodstuffs were in short supply.
Nevertheless, as Kerimov explains, since conditions in Sumqayit were better than
in many parts of the country, the city faced a ‘second wave’ of refugees and IDPs from
parts of Azerbaijan lacking electricity, water, and gas. These ‘second wave’ migrants,
who also targeted Mingachevir, Ganja, and Baku, posed an additional challenge to the
authorities.
This pattern corresponds with Cohen and Sirkeci’s analysis of migrant rationality:87
…the outcomes of moving regardless of the conclusions, are executed
strategically and in a rational fashion. In other words, when a migrant leaves
his or her home, he or she does so with a plan and a goal in mind. Even the
moves of refugees who flee cultural, economic, religious, and social problems
87
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and persecution in their home communities and nations are typically making
a calculated decision about their futures.

After fleeing isolation and deprivation in rural shelters along the new NagornoKarabakh border many IDPs and refugees determined that their future would be
brighter in Sumqayit.
Thus, the true number of fugitives in Sumqayit must certainly have exceeded
the official figure of 67,000. Kerimov estimates 90,000, in contrast to a pre-conflict
population of about 330,000, accounting for nearly one-quarter of the city’s current
inhabitants. Many in the ‘second wave’ frequently visited their initial registration site to
collect social support funds but then returned to Sumqayit to live and work.
The refugees and IDPs that arrived in the early 1990s could not replace the departing
(mostly non-Azeri) specialists and workers. Unlike the former Soviet-era Qubadly labor
migrants, the displaced had to flee. The balance of migration between Azeri workers
and Soviet specialists tipped into a massive influx of rural Azeris population changed
social life on the streets, as Russian no longer dominated public space. As in Russia and
other CIS-states criminal elements filled the void created by the collapse of the Soviet
social order.
During my fieldwork I noticed that a fair number of residents who had lived in
Sumqayit from the Soviet period associated negative developments with the arrival of
refugees, confusing a symptom of crisis with its cause.
Sadykhov and Mamedov report that in 1994, 18,330 of the 200,000 Azeri refugees
from Armenia had settled in Sumqayit,88 and of the 62,838 IDPs in Sumqayit the largest
group (27,339) originated from the Qubadly region.89
In fact, Qubadly’s government administration was relocated to Sumqayit, providing
public services and schools in exile. Public servant‘s jobs were protected and their salaries
paid from the state budget. IDPs from Qubadly thus formed a kind of city inside a
city, despite living in kindergartens, schools, and culture clubs scattered throughout
Sumqayit, a short term fix taken at the height of the Karabakh War, but hardly a longtime solution.
Every refugee and IDP was entitled to receive 20 USD per month in so-called
‘bread money,’ and additional benefits including free electricity, water, gas, school
materials, and special scholarships for higher education.90 The 1999 Law on IDP Status
provided tax relief and free medical treatment to IDP pensioners, children, disabled,
88
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low-income earners, and surviving dependents.91 Altogether, spending on IDPs and
refugees amounted to 3% of the state budget by 2011, the highest rate in the world.92
Nevertheless, the money is insufficient and until the 2010s, IDPs lived in refugee
dormitories. Even the upper floors of Sumqayit’s main train station were inhabited by
IDPs at the time of my fieldwork in 2015.
The distinctive administrative structure would enable immediate return from exile
once Qubadly was free. While the displaced felt secure and taken care of, the system also
underscored IDP separation, making them feel that they did not belong in Sumqayit.
The Qubadly administration treats IDPs as ‘victims’ dependent on state support and
shelter. Only the more successful IDPS who start businesses and acquire homes or
commercial or industrial property encounter Sumqayit’s administration. Bureaucratic
barriers thus divide Sumqayit inhabitants, including IDP children born and raised on
the Caspian coast.
These support structures continue three decades after the Karabakh War.
Construction of a new 4 hectare housing complex in 2018 with kindergarten and
school for over 1,000 IDPs and refugee families further isolated them from the rest
of the city.93 In Georgia as well, the concentration of IDPs from Abkhazia and South
Ossetia in “Collective Centers” did not work well. “…often they are located separately
from the main residential areas of the cities, thus creating a suitable environment for
physical isolation of IDPs with their further alienation and spatial segregation from
the mainstream societies.”94 Socially and psychologically IDPs in Azerbaijan similarly
suffered, despite receiving greater financial benefits derived from state oil revenue.
Salukvadze et al. (2014) reason that the concentration and separation of IDPs
“significantly hinders possibilities of their integration in mainstream urban societies
and processes.”95
The 2020 Karabakh war brought a new dynamic to the situation. According to the
agreement between Azerbaijan and Armenia moderated by Russia. the Lachin Corridor
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will be monitored by Russian peacekeepers for at least five years.96 At the end of 2020
it is still unclear when the evacuated Qubatly civil administration will be able to reassert
control over the region from the Russian military and how many IDPs will be able to
return. Considering the level of economic development in the Greater Baku region, a
large scale return is hardly imaginable without massive investment.
For Qasim, who worked as an editor for the Qubadly administration official
newspaper, Sumqayit is familiar, but not his homeland, which he considers to be
Qubadly where his ancestors are buried. Eldar taught in an IDP school and financed by
IDP donations, published a book of poetry about Qubadly. The separate administrative
structure provided both with jobs, but it should be reevaluated 25 years after the ceasefire. IDPs living in IDP housing complexes working in IDP jobs form an isolated island
inside Azerbaijan society.

Formal and Informal Housing
The breakdown of the Soviet system immediately transformed the lives of Sumqayit’s
inhabitants. Closure of the large industrial complexes turned Sumqayit into a worker’s
city without workers. The struggle to meet daily needs, though, left no time to worry
about an identity crisis. Many non-Azeris reacted by emigrating to Russia or other CISrepublics.
Developing housing represents a challenge for the municipality. Industry and
transportation infrastructure take up 78 of the city’s 104 square km area, leaving only
26 square kilometers for housing and commerce, which encourages hybrid use of shut
down industrial areas. The new market economy stimulated demand for commerce,
which was legally restricted to Kolkhoz market, resulting in severe transportation
problems.97
The crisis affected public housing as well. After the large Soviet construction
companies were disbanded in the early 1990s, Kerimov reports that the authorities
negotiated with a large French firm to develop multi-story buildings in the 20th and 21st
micro-districts but disagreed on costs. This failure resulted in the growth of informal
housing.
Later on, as in Baku, Turkish construction companies developed multi-story
buildings in 2003 and were followed by Azerbaijanian companies, which built houses
south of Sumqayit near the highway to Baku. Housing co-operatives were granted
favorable land access to construct taller buildings, but their popularity declined following
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cases of financial mismanagement and botched construction in Baku. Recently arriving
rural migrants find most new apartments in the Greater Baku region unaffordable.
As social problems mounted construction of single-family houses became more
popular. Beginning with perestroika and glasnost, the local Kommunist Sumgaita newspaper
complained about long, unmet housing claims and the use of dormitories as permanent
abodes. Inhabitants reacted, taking personal initiative, and seizing land, which the
authorities tolerated. Viktor Krivopuskov described the situation in 1988:98
Almost no attention was paid to the construction of housing and the
creation of an appropriate social sphere. Tens of thousands of citizens
lived in basements, in self-constructed and unsuitable huts in the so-called
“Nakhalstroy” district. The Azerbaijanis of Sumgait were mainly from rural
areas, they were the least educated and skilled workers, among them was a large
turnover of staff, a high level of unemployment, delinquency, drunkenness,
drug addiction...

This negative image can also be viewed as the hybrid use of space. By allowing a certain
degree of informality in the 1980s the municipality enabled migrants to combat the
housing crisis on their own. Gorbachev’s housing market reforms provided state loans
for private house construction, planting the “first seedlings of suburbanization” in the
Soviet space.99 Zhimbiev’s Ulan-Ude example and my own research demonstrate that
private housing spread outside Soviet metropoles, even though Sumqayit lacked the
open land or leased land available in Ulan-Ude.100
In contrast to Krivopuskov, Kerimov claims that the municipality cared deeply
about the housing situation but lacked sufficient resources. He indicates that 19,500
families had already registered in 1985 with the authorities, seeking to improve their
housing situation. As mentioned previously, the city confronted a severe shortage of
kindergartens and schools.
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Figure 2. Informal Housing Hybridization of the Industrial Zone

Informal private construction began in the 1980s. House construction relied on
family or personal networks for labor since the private hire of workers was prohibited.
The absence of open markets meant that materials had to be acquired through personal
networks, or reused from existing structures. The resulting highly heterogeneous
buildings, nakhalstroi, were concentrated in the dacha area inside the buffer zone. Only
after independence could inhabitants equip their homes with running water, electricity,
and gas.
Dacha collectives were only erected in the late Soviet period, designed to serve as
vacation buildings and gardens rather than as permanent homes. Migrants purchasing
dachas or building houses in the former buffer zone are often unaware of its hazards.
Even huts inside the former factory areas were built from partial structures, like the
walls of industrial plants.
Negligent factory closure left behind a deadly heritage of toxic waste. Soviet-era
industries annually released between 70,000 and 120,000 tons of poisonous substances
into the air and water causing cancer rates 22-51% higher in Sumqayit than in other
parts of Azerbaijan.101 In the 2000s the German firm GIZ102 supported administration
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efforts to clean up the most dangerous sites.
Pollution especially impacts migrants unfamiliar with the city’s industrial past. A
local GIZ worker related the story of a Western Azerbaijan couple who sold their rural
estate and came looking for work in Sumqayit, where they built a house directly near a
sewer. The family’s small daughter soon fell ill, forcing the mother to leave her job to
take care of the chronically ill child. The family invested everything in the house and
can’t afford to move. In another case in which a house was built directly beneath a power
supply line the municipality evacuated the inhabitants and dismantled the building.
In such cases, the administration is urged to offer social housing which limits the
number of evictions it orders. Kerimov points out that unlike the gecekondu (squatter
settlement) in Turkey a massive systematic seizure of land never happened on the
territory of Sumqayit. He remarked that such processes occurred in Baku in the early
2000s. A conflict arose between the municipality and the squatters but was solved by the
intervention of Ilham Aliyev. “In 2011, the President of Azerbaijan called for solutions
to the issue of informal housing through transparent mechanisms of formalization.
However, the situation has not changed since that period of time.”103 At the practical
level, legalization proves to be unexpectedly difficult.
Illegal housing in Azerbaijan is in some ways comparable to the gecekondus in
Turkey. According to Demirtaş-Milz, gecekondu in Anatolia functioned as a vehicle
of urban growth in the post-WWII period (2013: 693):104 “In Turkey, between 1960
and 1980, governments approached gecekondu settlements as inexpensive alternatives
to the provision of social housing for low-income groups, thereby removing a heavy
burden from the state’s shoulders.” Squatting occurred in Azerbaijan in the 1990s not
as a conscious policy but as a reaction to socio-political instability and war. Since the
early 1980s Demirtaş-Milz observes in Turkey an internal pressure “…to remove the
obstacles of the full transition to a market-driven economy under the guidance of the
IMF and the World Bank”105 and attempts to formalize the settlements with regulations
and title deeds,106 but
t[T]his formalization, however, did not lead to the social and physical
integration of these settlements as regular settlements within the rest of the
city, as expected. Instead, during this transitional period, with clientelistic
relations increasing in power, strong local agents (early-comer/established
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immigrants who had more than one house, informal real estate agents,
emerging land speculators, and the mafia) gained greater opportunities to
realize their entrepreneurial interests…107

Sumqayit’s dacha zones, too, never systematically legalized or transformed into a formal
residential zone. Only partial title deeds were provided, and due to economic breakdown
and war, owner relationships are not always clear. The dacha zone remained a hybrid
or ‘gray space,’ which according to Yiftachel is “…neither integrated nor eliminated,
forming pseudo-permanent margins of today’s urban regions.”108 Within Sumqayit’s
buffer zone the city’s upper class constructed villa-like estates in central areas, while
refugees and dispossessed migrants built huts out of parts of abandoned factories.
Barring thorough legalization, the better off may use their connections to secure land
rights while others are evicted.
Illegal houses were individually constructed. Interviewees who lived in Sumqayit
during the Soviet period all report that the principle in the 1990s was: anyone with
money can build. Houses were erected all along the city border and filled the formerly
open space between Sumqayit and two nearby settlements. From 1999 to 2014 the
populations of these two settlements, Jorat and Nasosny, rose from 8,339 to 13,065,
and from 18,060 to 21,801 respectively.109 Meanwhile, the city has tightened house
construction regulations and now requires that building plans be presented to receive
building permits.
Architecture in the center of Jorat appears largely heterogeneous, with Soviet
buildings standing directly next to newly erected houses built after the demolition of the
existing stock. The small plots only allow for a very small garden, if any at all. Houses
are usually one or two stories on property enclosed by a wall next to the road. Larger
villa-like buildings were erected between Jorat and the 20th/21st micro-district in the
2010s. I encountered a 65 year-old pensioner on a walk in Jorat who had lived his entire
life there. He told me that a one-hectare plot in Jorat costs 20,000 USD. He built a house
for 40,000 USD there in the 2000s which is now more expensive. He complained about
a recent rise in the price of building materials.
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Photo 2. Taxi in Jorat – A Taxi Navigates along the Narrow Streets of Jorat

Jorat’s image has completely changed. During the Soviet era, Jorat provided a sharp
contrast with Sumqayit, due not only to an architecture of white, tall new buildings
surrounded by flowers, in the city, and shaded, twisted alleys with hidden buildings in the
village, but also to its inhabitants. While Russian was spoken in the streets of Sumqayit,
Jorat’s residents, without exception, spoke Azerbaijanian. Jorat‘s inhabitants behaved
contrary to the Soviet slogans of ‘higher, faster, farther’ and ‘peoples‘ friendship.’ An
interviewee who spent her childhood in Sumqayit in the 1980s recalled a neighbor boy
who was randomly beaten for walking past Jorat, which was considered a backwater
inhabited by barbarians and criminals.
After independence, Jorat became a more desirable residence due to available land
and its older village houses which offered an alternative to the micro-district. One of
Jorat’s new residents, the young father Ramil, fled with his family to Sumqayi in 1999
from Armenia. he initially lived in an apartment in the micro-district where he married
his wife from Fuzuli (Karabakh) and had two sons. He decided to buy a house with
a garden in Jorat. Ramil works as an engineer in a chemical plant and stressing the
importance of education, sent his sons to school in Sumqayit, where they also attended
private nursery schools.
Jorat’s Soviet nickname, the “City of Gardens” now only applies to the city center
and communal gardens are rarely found within residential blocks. In the micro-districts
on the outskirts of the city, one encounters unmarked parking spaces, and retail and
service buildings, along with open spaces that offer creative possibilities in these
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neighborhoods. Urban and rural overlap in these hybrid spaces. I witnessed a shepherd
herding 30 sheep along Cherkassy Street near the 12th micro-district, and three cows
grazing in a free field in front of the 35th school in the 18th micro-district, sites that do
not conform to the stereotypical industrial city.
The prices of flats in Sumqayit vary according to location and condition, with
the cheapest flats found in micro-districts on the southeastern outskirts of the city.
According to a local real estate agent, the price for a single room apartment in 2015
ranged from 36,000 USD in the 5th micro-district to 48,000 USD in the 2nd quarter. 2
room-flats costs between 48,000 USD in the 8th micro-district and 67,000 USD in the
12th micro-district, 3 room flats between 64,000 and 100,000 USD (both 6th microdistrict), and 4 room flats between 78,000 USD in the 6th micro-district and 110,000
USD in the 9th and 11th micro-district. Expensive neighborhoods included the 30th
quarter and the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd micro-districts.
A local real estate agent reported that housing prices had doubled in ten years with
development continuing. Sumqayitians who had privatized apartments in the city center
benefited most of all. Privatization began first in 1988 with state officials. Kerimov
mentions cases in which struggling families earned money by selling apartments in the
city center and moving to the outskirts. While he interprets this as an adjustment to the
capitalist order, it could also be considered displacement.
Movement in Sumqayit’s housing market is directly linked to migration. Departing
non-Azerbaijani specialists made available high-quality apartments just as IDPs arrived
demanding affordable housing. A 60-year-old interviewee, who worked in a government
ministry after independence, stated that he had exchanged his small apartment in Baku
for a spacious apartment in Sumqayit better suiting his family. The few well-trained
arrivals to Sumqayit from Baku, however, cannot compare to the tremendous influx of
low skilled refugees and IDPs.

Formal and Informal Labor Market
The construction business heated up and real estate prices sharply rose with Azerbaijan’s
economic growth in the 2000s, first affecting Sumqayit and then all of Asheron.
Sumqayit became a bedroom suburb of Baku, causing kilometer long traffic jams on
the highway to the capital. Accessible building land became scarce in Absheron with
satellite photos showing the entire region covered in buildings outside of oil wells, salt
lakes and national parks.
Construction of paved roads, canals, electricity, water and gas could not keep up
with the fast rate of development. In the Saray settlement south of Sumqayit multistory buildings now replace primitive houses in the city center.
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Table 1: Demographic Development on the Absheron peninsula
		

1979

1989

1999

2009

2019

Baku

1,533.2

1,794.9

1,788.9

2,048.8

2,277.5

Sumqayit

205.7

254.4

283.2

309.4

343.1

Absheron district110

53.1

70.4

81.8

189.8

212.6

Population in thousands
Source: Azərbaycan Respublikasının Dövlət Statistika Komitəsi. Azǝrbaycanın demoqrafik göstəriciləri
2014: 63 and 73; Azərbaycan Respublikasının Dövlət Statistika Komitəsi. Azǝrbaycanın demoqrafik
göstəriciləri 2019: 62

The statistics show that the Absheron region in the 2000s developed faster than
Sumqayit, keeping in mind that IDPs and temporary working migrants are excluded
from the figures. The Absheron region offers an opportunity to settle in villages near
the metropole in the Greater Baku region. In this sense, Sumqayit is competing with
Baku and its surrounding villages. Sumqayit’s advantage lies in a stable infrastructure
(still struggling to catch up with growth).
Nevertheless, interviewees complain about the quantity and quality of education.
Three decades after Kerimov’s survey the city still fails to provide sufficient preschool
education. While wealthier households can opt for private kindergartens, working
migrants often face the decision of caring for their children full time in the city or
leaving them in village kindergartens in the hinterland. The informal economy could
manage child care, but this requires a level of trust and affiliation to migration networks
or personal recommendations. However, all of my interviewees trusted formal private
childcare institutions if they were unable to access municipal childcare.
Sumqayit schools are criticized for poor quality. While acknowledging that
municipal and IDP schools function at a basic level, highly educated household heads
complained that the schools lagged behind those in the capital. A 30 year-old civil
servant whose wife works in a bank told me that they are considering a move to Baku
for their children. Striking differences are evident in higher education. The Sumqayit
university and vocational schools lack a wide range of subjects. Vocational schools are
now independent of industrial plants and do not provide standardized diplomas.
While urban interviewees criticized vocational schools, migrants viewed them as
an opportunity. For rural Azerbaijan youth, the challenges of gathering information,
paying expensive tuition, and finding housing make it difficult to attend educational
110

The Absheron district covers the west of the Absheron peninsular between Sumqayit and Baku.
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institutions in the capital. Studying in Sumqayit offers the advantages of a diploma
which is more valuable than one in the countryside (where corruption is a problem) and
the use of study time to search for a future job.
During my fieldwork, I became acquainted with Shafura, a 21-year-old woman
from Shaki (Şəki). After finishing school in the ancient town, she found that the only
job-training opportunities offered in Shaki were for “typical female jobs” – as she
said – like elementary or nursery school teacher, which she found unattractive. She
instead decided to register at the state technical vocational school in Sumqayit where she
studied ‘Customs and IT’ for two years as the only female student. After graduation, she
applied for a job in Shaki’s customs department but was rejected and relegated to the
main customs office in Baku for further training. Challenging financial conditions led
Shafura to choose work over further education. Her father separated from his wife and
two daughters and did not offer financial support. Shafura tried to persuade her mother
to move with her to the Greater Baku Region where salaries were higher and eventually
moved the family to Sumqayit where Shafura found a job as a saleswoman in a fashion
boutique and her sister worked a cashier in a supermarket. Concerned about her health
the two young women asked their mother to stop working. The sister’s pooled income
was sufficient to rent a two-room flat in the 17th micro-district together with a Shaki
school friend. Although she earns a relatively good salary of 200 Manat (appr. 210 USD
in 2015) plus bonuses up to 380 Manat (appr. 400 USD in 2015), she still dreams of a
job in customs that would allow her to apply theoretical knowledge. That she also can’t
find a job in IT despite her degree, reveals deficits in the program. Nevertheless, Shafura
is optimistic about her future.
Shafura’s case shows that she made her migration decision “in reference to the
strength and weaknesses of the mover, but also in reference to the strength and
weaknesses of her and his household.”111 As a member of a small, three-person
household Shafura could not leave her mother and younger sister behind. Not only
could Shafura find a job with sufficient salary and potential for professional work, but
her younger sister also found work in a supermarket with an acceptable salary even
without work experience, and her mother could work as a cook if necessary, not likely
in Shaki’s limited restaurant sector. From this perspective, her household’s move to
Sumqayit can be interpreted as risk avoidance.112
Also notable is that Shafura’s household is exclusively female. Migrant women
reported to me that even if they find a job, it is much harder to be professionally
accepted at a workplace in rural Azerbaijan.
The informal labor market in the Greater Baku Region holds enormous potential.
The informal labor market rose immediately following the Soviet collapse in a large
111
112
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scale deindustrialization process typical across the newly independent states.113 The scale
of the informal economy in Azerbaijan is difficult to measure but estimates place it
between 31% to 60% of GDP.114 Two empirical examples in my fieldwork demonstrate
the difficulty in measuring the informal economy.
In the southeastern outskirts of the city along Mahammad Asadov Street, building
material supply stores border the 18th micro-district in an area that is easy to reach
via the main road from the city center and is close to the beginning of the country
road leading to Baku via Saray. Many customers from the Absheron region use the
marketplace for their construction sites in Saray and in neighboring villages.
Mostly middle-aged men gather in front of the shops to offer their services as day
laborers on construction sites. Although the government now discourages informal
employment in the construction business, especially at private construction sites, day
laborers are common. Their salary varies according to their knowledge and equipment.
If needed, workers also complete garden or storage work.
The day laborers divide themselves into migrants and locals. Migrant workers easily
find accommodation as subtenants in the cheaper residential areas of the 17th and 18th
micro-districts. The street labor market is easily accessible to migrants and those who
seasonally migrate, usually during the construction season from spring to fall.
As is typical with internal migration, the number of seasonal construction workers
cannot easily be determined.115 Arkadii, a Ukrainian pensioner who still ekes out a living
as a day laborer, told me that locals like him gather with migrants at the street market
and that employers are not concerned about a worker’s origin, in contrast to local
businesses, which might ask for residency registration.
Street labor markets are common in the region and are known in Tashkent and
the Uzbek regions as “mardikor bazaar.” 60% of the day laborers in Tashkent case are
migrants.116
The migrants and skilled logistical and construction workers in the Sumqayit street
labor market differ from the markets in Baku in the 1990s notoriously known as “slave
markets” (qul basarı), where refugees and IDPs were forced to offer any kind of service.
Yunusov describes four male and one female street market in Baku.117 Only a male street
market exists in Sumqayit. In 2015 the demand for female domestic aids and nannies was
Yang-Ro Yoon, Barry Reilly, Gorana Krstic and Sabine Bernabe, A Study of Informal Labor Market Activity
in the CIS-7, Paper, prepared for the Lucerne Conference of the CIS-7 Initiative (January 2003), iii.
114
Farid Guliyev, “The Informal Economy in Azerbaijan,” Caucasus Analytical Digest 75 (2015): 7.
115
Russell King and Ronald Skeldon, “‘Mind the Gap!’ Integrating Approaches to Internal and International
Migration,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36, no. 10 (2010): 1620.
116
Evgeniy Abdullaev (ed.), Labour Migration in Uzbekistan. Social, Legal and Gender Aspects (Tashkent: UNPD,
2008), 99.
117
Yunusov, Migration Processes in Azerbaijan, 71.
113

Jäger: Arrival at the Caspian Coast

79

satisfied through informal networks and individual advertisements on online platforms.
The examples show that Sumqayit offers an alternative to migration abroad. Cohen
and Sirkeci remind us that migrants consider several categories of insecurities in addition
to economic motivations.118 Taking political, religious, or environmental insecurities into
account, Sumqayit may seem more attractive than emigration to Russia where Azeris
face religious and ethnic discrimination. Seasonal labor migrants take much less effort
to come to the Greater Baku Region. With nearly one-third of Azerbaijan’s population
in Greater Baku, almost every rural household holds ties to the capital.

From a Working-Class City to a Creative-Class City
While industry remains of high strategic importance for the local Sumqayit economy, it
no longer plays as major a role in the labor market. Only 13,940 worked in manufacturing
in 2013, with 12,321 employed in commerce and repair services,119 which fails to include
a large number of informal traders, street vendors, and non-registered entrepreneurs.
These statistics indicate a shift to the service sector. Taking into account the 329,300
official inhabitants, 60,000 IDPs, and many other non-registered migrants it becomes
clear that the city itself forms a marketplace.
Commerce was on the rise in the 2010s. Sumqayit’s central marketplace had
been reconstructed and clothing, household goods, and electronics shops, and large
supermarkets attracted customers along the central streets.
But Sumqayit’s service and leisure facilities only served to complement those of
the capital. The city offered no bookstore except a tiny antiquarian store and most of
my younger interviewees complained that they had to go to Baku on the weekends
for entertainment, such as the cinema or dancing. My interviewees’ most popular
recreational activity was walking at the seaside park and eating out with friends.
Baku exerts a significant impact on Sumqayit’s labor market. While Kerimov
estimated that 27,000 Sumqayitians commute daily to the capital, the director of
the local job center placed the figure at between 40,000 and 50,000. The decision to
commute is based on higher salaries and low transportation costs. During my fieldwork
buses continuously shuttled between the cities. Revitalization of the local train link was
planned to lessen permanent traffic jams. Students without access to a dormitory in
Banku or with relatives in Sumqayit comprised the largest group of commuters. One
type of migrant appears to hold the key to the city’s transformation: migrants returning
home to Sumqayit. If they were born in Sumqayit or spent much time here, these
118
119
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returning migrants appear to be nearly invisible. Nevertheless, they actively decided
to return to Sumqayit after living abroad. I met young migrants who returned after
working or studying abroad.
Overseas education opens opportunities for well-payed jobs in Baku and
entrepreneurial enterprises in Sumqayit as is evident in the example of the 26 year-old
Sarhan who returned after completing his Master’s studies in England.
Upon return, he found work in the administration of an international organization
in Sumqayit, and decided to also open a café based on a coffee shop he’d experienced in
Sheffield. Sarhan set up the London Café, a cozy coffee shop located directly in the city
center. The London quickly became popular among Sumqayit youth, especially among
young women unable to enter the male designated çayhana Azeri teahouses. While
one café has little measurable impact on the local economy, it creates a base for other
cosmopolitan-oriented young people who would otherwise have to travel to Baku for
such an experience. Initiatives like this should be recognized because they help the city
emancipate itself from the image of a worker and refugee city and attract new business
activities outside industry.
Sarhan’s example shows youthful spirit. Entrepreneurs like him, who engage in
transnational migration and return with ideas can provide an impetus for economic and
cultural development. This approach is taken by migrants who focus their attention
beyond Baku’s labor market. Rapid settlement on the Absheron peninsula allows for
renegotiation of centers, and new opportunities for Sumqayit. Supporting Sumqayit as a
creative center presents a challenge to the central state, whose focus is directed towards
modernizing the capital and Azerbaijan’s regional agricultural development.
Another young entrepreneur is Azad,in his mid-twenties from central Azerbaijan.
After graduating from Sumqayit’s university to become a teacher he did not pursue a
career at school but took over and developed a learning center in Sumqayit offering
computer, language, and soft skill classes. The learning center boomed in 2015, as
students sought to increase cultural capital to find a well-paid job in Baku or even
abroad. To informally supplement his salary from the new firm Azad writes business
cases and advertisements for local companies.
Start-ups in the Greater Baku Region are looking for creative consultants, offering
the possibility of high-paying jobs in the informal economy, demonstrating that
the informal economy is transforming, rather than disappearing from Azerbaijan’s
modernizing economy.
The younger generation especially was actively looking for possibilities. Azad saw
Sumqayıt’s development potential:
That is to say, I had a chance to study, the year I entered, that is, to study in
Baku, that is, I could go and study, but I think Sumgayit is a better place, a
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more convenient place for a young person who wants to develop and prove
himself. From the point of view that it is not a very developed city, that is, and
not a mixed city like Baku, that is, you can define yourself, what you want and
where you should focus.

Azad’s narrative reveals the spirit of a young creative mind finding an open space in
Sumqayit while Baku seems to channel migrants into a few places like the Heydar
Aliyev Center, the gentrified central districts, and the decaying, overcrowded Soviet
blocks in the outer districts. Sumqayit instead offers a place to find a new home at
a reasonable rent, at least until the 2010s construction. Entrepreneurs could try out
business ideas without massive investments and much local competition. The mixture
of open space, economic boom, and accessible education paved the way for a vivid
urban transformation at the beginning of the 21st century.
One aspect of the free space Sumqayit offers to migrants is related to safety from
political pressure. As the capital and gateway to the world, Baku is more closely connected
to, and affected, by, the international market. Sassen views the Baku metropole this
way as the Caucasian global city, command point, key location, and production site.120
The autocratic state reacted to economic pressure without negotiating with the local
population, infringed on space by demolishing the central Sovetsky district in Baku in
the 2010s, which disrupted the neighborhood’s structure (məhəllə), displacing 10,000
households without fair compensation and pushing the former inhabitants to newly
built blocks at the edge of the city.121
Politicians exert less pressure on landholders in Sumqayit. As Kerimov described
officials handle the housing issue with care. Although most houses are illegally or semilegally erected (for use as a dacha but not for permanent living) the municipality restricts
home demolition to cases that immediately jeopardize life. Settlers still face danger, though,
because illegal neighborhoods have no formal political representation. While President
Aliyev appoints the Mayors of Baku and Sumqayit and the heads of the executive in the
Azerbaijanian political system, registered citizens elect the municipalities (bǝlǝdiyǝ), which
assist the executive.122 Migrants thus lack this opportunity for democratic participation.
But there is another side of the coin. Islamic extremists have also made use of
Sumqayit’s open space. Arab countries had already gained influence by Azerbaijan
independence, for instance in the case of the Saudi charity organization Nijat which
financed the construction of apartments in Sumqayit for IDPs from the Karabakh War
in 1993.123
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Tightened state control following extremist Salafist group recruitment for jihad in
Baku’s Abu Bakr Mosque, sent extremist groups looking for a new recruiting ground.124
The new Salafist movements gained power in Sumqayit, which already functioned as a
safe base for Dagestan extremists, and Sumqayitians were found among ISIS members.125
Those in Baku may possess a negative image of Sumqayit as a dirty industrial city,
an extremist hideout, and a place to rehabilitate former prisoners (3,095 of which from
1981 to 1991 were given low ranking jobs in Sumqayit’s industry during Soviet times).
But from the Sumqayitian perspective the city provides a democratic space of expression
for disadvantaged groups like impoverished internal migrants, religious believers
fleeing supression, and former prisoners. The city forms a stage with fewer state actorpredefined representations of space or limits on the spatial practice of the inhabitants.126 In
this sense, Sumqayit proves to be a city of a new and heterogeneous Azerbaijan.

A Post-Socialist City and/or Arrival City?
Sumqayit is a young city, planned and built according to the principles of socialist urban
development, but could we call it “post-socialist,” considering its dynamic growth and
social, cultural and economic impact on a globally connected Azerbaijan during the
first 30 years of independence? Does such a category reasonably fit the Sumqayitian
case? “Aside from becoming a weaker spatial container, post-socialism has also ceased
to be a temporal container or recognizable condition…,” Chelcea and Druţǎ argue.127
In observing Sumqayit’s dramatic contemporary history, instead of categorizing
containers, more attention should be paid to the agency of migrants, non-movers, and
urban authorities. As Ferenčuhová encapsulates, the scientific debate has been advanced
through “…contributions carefully considered various meanings of post-socialism
in order to understand the specificity of the post-socialist urban experience.”128 This
approach is more reasonable than generalizing about the post-socialist city according to
a political or geographic category. My study contrasts with the image of a passive entity
Religion and Soft Power in the South Caucasus, ed. Ansgar Jödicke (London: Routledge, 2017): 109. Russell
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under pressure from global capitalism and contributes to the investigation of ‘social
agents’ interpreting and creating on-going change.129
My ethnography also advances Ferenčuhovás critique that “more history in the
research on today’s post-socialist cities, including examining the history of the concepts
we are using” should be taken into account. In the Cold War period, the idea of the
socialist city was used to “designate the ‘other’ to the Western or capitalist city.”130
Planned by the leading offices of city development Sumqayit was designed as a paragon
of the socialist city, and – taking Moscow’s perspective – offered proof that a socialist
city could be established outside of the Russian communist heartland.
But we must take a critical view that includes migrants’ local agency. The Soviet
authorities understandably tolerated informal housing (nakhalstroi) and the upgrading
of dachas, holding on to the ideology of a superior socialist economy at a time when
insufficient resources impeded the construction of formal housing needed by migrant
workers in Sumqayit’s industrial complexes.
Returning to Saunders, Sumqayit could be considered as an arrival city. While on the
one hand, Sumqayit shines as an example of a Soviet planned city outside Russia with
its structured center and industrial heritage, on the other the city serves as a transitory
place for newcomers. The city has the potential to offer a new start for refugees and
IDPs, as well as migrants from Azerbaijan’s hinterland. Manageable costs and migration
risks characterize the “entry mechanism” for migrants.
It not only takes people in, by providing cheap housing and assistance finding
entry-level jobs (through the networks), but it also makes possible the next
wave of arrivals in a process known as a chain of migration: the arrival city
sends cash and provides basic lines of credit to the village, it arranges jobs
and marriages…131

From this perspective, migration processes continue back to the early days of Sumqayit,
even within the socialist economic model. Post-socialist Sumqayit developed the
fundamentally different function of an “urban establishment platform.”132 Following
independence, Sumqayit offered manifold possibilities to build a house and establish
a small business, while the Baku market overheated after the oil-driven economic
boom in the late 1990s and early 2000s. As Kerimov relates, in the 2010s well-planned,
vigorous state campaigns were mounted against informal employment, including within
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construction. There is a thin line between combating economic crime and abuse which
threatens the social and economic development provided through informal structures.

Conclusion
My research shows how ongoing migration left a footprint on the city. From the initial
construction workers that established the city to the labor migrants of today, migration
to Sumqayit has never stopped. The USSR integrated Azerbaijan into a larger Soviet
migration system which intensified in the 1980s and continued after independence into
the 1990s. Founded as a socialist city, Sumqayit was intended to both develop a strong
chemical and metallurgical industry and blossom as a worker’s city with educational and
cultural institutions. Migrants were regarded as a cadre or as refugees, as a mass, floating
into the city.
Such a perspective cannot obscure the view of migrants as individual actors,
however. My anthropological fieldwork reveals the individual agendas, motivations,
hopes, fears, and interactions of migrants with urban dwellers, which must be taken
into consideration to understand Sumqayit today. Refugees and IDPs continue to shape
Sumqayit’s urban landscape even though government authorities separately administer
to them, a generation after the Karabakh conflict.
With independence, Sumqayit adopted a different development path. Rather than
construct more common mass housing the former buffer zone and industrial estates
were hybridized and transformed into residential areas offering a place to stay albeit with
hazards like pollution and legal uncertainty. Constant population growth put pressure
on the city to provide living conditions for urbanites and newcomers while revitalizing
its industrial and architectural heritage.
Migrant agency in relation to the city structure shifted over time. During the
Soviet period, formal institutions provided work, housing, and security, but limited
access to the city. After independence, the city offered more possibilities. For migrants
with high or medium salaries, Sumqayit’s micro-district provided accessible housing.
Migrants from poorer regions of the country used alternative means to access the city,
constructing informal housing on the city’s border or in abandoned industrial sites and
finding informal work. Migration to Sumqayit offered fewer risks than to Baku while
facilitating participation in the Greater Baku regional economy.
Laborers and returning migrants form a city by bringing in new impulses for
development. My study shows that the considerations and choices of workers regarding
a place for life and work closely connect Sumqayit to the Greater Baku Region. Until
now Sumqayit has only been understood as part of a regional system in reference to
the capital and the surrounding Absheron district. Economic possibilities in the formal
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and informal labor market offer a serious alternative to transnational migration. As
an arrival city, Sumqayit provides an urban establishment platform for migrants like
Shafura to make a living or for IDPs like Eldar to find a second home.
*all the names of migrants have been changed.
Received April 21, 2020, Revised October 20, 2020, Accepted October 22, 2020
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Introduction
Few bilateral relations have assumed as much complexity in modern times as China-India
relations. As the world’s two most populous countries,1 and the two largest economies,2
China and India – sharing more than 3,000 km of common border in the Himalayas –
are deeply conscious of each other’s presence from a geographic, as well as geopolitical
and geo-economic perspectives. Their rapid economic growth and expanding strategic
influence has made a deep impact upon the regional political and economic order in
Asia. The weight of a rapid ‘rise’ of both countries, first by China, and then increasingly
by India, in a condition of bilateral mistrust following the military conflict in 1962,
and an unresolved border dispute, has led to Asia feeling the implications of what is
metaphorically often referred to as the tussle between the ‘dragon’ (China) and ‘elephant
(‘India’). Almost all parts of Asia, particularly those that are in geographical proximity to
both countries, including South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Central Asia, are experiencing
the impacts, and would continue to do so in the foreseeable future.
China-India relations have also been influenced by other significant global
developments. China’s spectacular economic success, particularly its ability to maintain
high economic growth and prominent presence in major global production networks,
have enabled it to challenge the durability of a unipolar world order spearheaded by the
U.S. China’s goal of commanding a reshaped world order, determined by its ability to
purposefully support growth and development in vast parts of economically backward,
or commercially languishing, Asia and Europe, has manifested through the ambitious
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is a clear challenge to the global economic
order dominated by Western institutions. The project not only rattled the U.S. and its
regional allies but also intimidated India, which occupies a prominent place in the BRI
geography and was already wary of China’s expanding military and economic presence
in its immediate neighbourhood. Counterbalancing strategies, such as the IndoPacific construct pioneered by the U.S., and including Japan, India, and Australia, have
contributed to further irritation in the China-India relationship. In the recent months,
which have witnessed a significant erosion in bilateral relations following the latest
military clashes in June 2020, China-India relations stand precariously poised.
This paper is an attempt to closely analyse the global and regional circumstances
that are contributing to greater mistrust in China-India relations over the last few years.
1

2

China’s population was 1.4 billion, while India’s was 1.37 billion in 2019, according to the World Bank
data on country population (World Bank a, n.d.).
China’s GDP measured by purchasing power parity (PPP) in current international $ was 23,460,170
million in 2019 making it the largest economy in the world in PPP measure. India’s GDP measured by
PPP in the same year was 9,611,679.30 million in the same year. This made India the 4th largest economy
in the world by the same measure, after the U.S. and European Union (World Bank b, n.d.).
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These factors, as the paper argues, contribute to pushing already tenuous bilateral
relations to greater estrangement. The paper further argues that the persistence of these
factors, and increasing confrontational postures between China and India, would lead
to significant pressures on neighbouring regions such as Central Asia, to make strategic
choices between the two countries, as both countries would promise economic benefits
from these choices as they establish competing economic frameworks. The pressures
are likely to be felt most in global trade negotiations at the WTO and new-generation
technology.
1. Historical Engagement and New Developments
Both India and China are among the oldest civilizations in the world. Their ancient
history of interface and engagement is centuries old. These are marked by trade and
people to people exchanges. One of the earliest examples of the contact between
the two civilizations can be traced back to the expeditions of the celebrated Chinese
Admiral Zheng He, several centuries ago, during his naval voyages in the Indian Ocean.3
Close economic engagement with India was also an aspiration for the Ming dynasty
(Palit P.S. 2017).
Buddhism was a major engine for engagement between the two countries. Scholars
have variously pointed to Buddhism being a common philosophy and source of spiritual
and educational inspiration for large sections of the population in both countries.4 In
this regard, the role of Buddhism is probably highlighted best by Chinese scholar Tan
Yun-Shan: “Buddhism was born in India, enriched in China, and then scattered over the
world” (Chanda 2007, 183). Buddhism continues to remain a focal point of engagement
between the two countries in the modern era too. This is evident from it resonating
strongly during the bilateral engagements between Chinese President Xi Jinping and the
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi,5 after their assuming office, and during the last
decade. China’s involvement in the multi-country efforts to revive the ancient Buddhist
university of Nalanda — an idea proposed by the former Indian President APJ Abdul

3

4

5

Historical accounts indicate Zheng He’s tablet in Sri Lanka, depicted in three languages (i.e. Chinese,
Persian and Tamil) advancing the cause of free trade and commerce (Tharoor 2012, 133).
(Palit P.S. 2017) Noted economic historian and globalization scholar Nayan Chanda (2007, 183) draws
attention to the significant role played by religious messengers and preachers of Buddhism played in
connecting with various communities in the engagement between both countries.
During Xi’s visit to Gujarat in 2014, Prime Minister Modi brought him to visit the Valabhi University,
which was visited by noted Chinese Buddhist chronicler Hiuen Tsang in 629 AD. Hiuen Tsang was
recalled by President XI too during Prime Minister Modi’s visit to X’ian in May 2015 (Palit P.S. 2017).
Buddhism is likely to remain one of the few common areas of convergence, and key drivers of future
engagement between China and India (Kieschnick 2003).
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Kalam 6 — is another example of Buddhism acting as a common bond in facilitating
contemporary engagement between the two countries.
Two individuals have been noticeably and historically prominent in expanding SinoIndian engagement during the last century. These include the Indian Nobel-laureate
philosopher-poet Rabindranath Tagore7 and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, popularly
referred to as the Father of the Indian nation.8 But while individuals like Tagore and
Gandhi, and the thread of Buddhism continue to contribute to the engaging historical
and cultural communication discourse and engagement between China and India,
the modern era has witnessed a significantly troubled relationship between the two
countries. To an extent their respective modern histories – India being a British colony
and its perception by China as an ‘imperial’ actor, and a concomitant view by India of
China being a victim of colonialism – begun affecting their mutual understanding after
the 2nd World War, which was further exacerbated by India’s perception of China as an
expansionist due to development in Tibet (Pardesi 2017). The “Panchsheel Agreement’
of 1954 – outlining the five principles of peaceful coexistence – was disrupted by the
border conflict in 1962, bringing in a period of perpetual disengagement between the
two countries, as the scars of the battle deepened mutual mistrust, and ideological
divisions of the Cold War intensified polarisation.
Since the revival of diplomatic relations in 1978, Sino-Indian relations gradually
returned to normalcy. For three decades, relations slowly advanced to encompass several
spheres. These include engagement on global issues of common concern, notably
climate change; a fast-growing trade and business relationship; and greater interface
between people and agencies on both sides. All these progressions happened without
major instances of conflicts between the two countries. Both countries stayed engaged
in discussions on resolving national border disputes, which culminated in the signing of
a border defence agreement between the two countries in October 2013, outlining the
broad structure of an arrangement intended to retain peace through mutual cooperation
on the borders (Singh 2013).
The later part of the previous decade has been marked by growing instances
of skirmishes between the two countries, involving face-offs between armed forces
on the disputed borders in the Himalayas. A more than two month long stand-off
between troops at Doklam plateau, at the tri-junction of India, China, and Bhutan in
6

7

8

The former Indian President, APJ Abdul Kalam, proposed the idea during his address to the Joint
Session of the Bihar Vidhan Mandal in 2006 (Palit P.S. 2017).
Tagore, or Zhu Zhendan (thunder of the Oriental dawn), as he was christened in China, has been a 21st
century icon promoting Sino-Indian intercultural communication. He has been a common cultural
emblem with several of his writings having been translated into Chinese from Bengali (Palit P.S. 2017).
Gandhi has been a widely respected and studied figure in China. The latest initiative to add to the
scholarship on Gandhi in China is the Centre on Gandhian Studies established at Fudan University in
Shanghai in 2015.
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India’s Northeast that begun from June 2017, was eventually resolved through extensive
diplomatic conversations (Joseph 2018). The resolution of the standoff was followed
by establishment of a mechanism of exclusive informal consultations between the
Chinese President and the Indian Prime Minister. Two such summits, organized in April
2018 at Wuhan in China, and in October 2019 at Mamallapuram in India, had President
Xi Jinping and Prime Minister Narendra Modi communicating extensively, one-on-one
with each other, for several hours. While these summits did not achieve much progress
on finding a mutually acceptable solution to the outstanding border dispute, they did,
perhaps, contribute to the growth of better understanding in some other aspects of
bilateral relations, such as on Kashmir (Joshi 2019).
Whatever little trust and confidence were achieved through these meetings,
however, were lost in the catastrophic developments of June 2020. For the first time in
more than four decades, border clashes led to the loss of several lives, for both China
and India, when their troops clashed in Galwan Valley on the Sino-Indian border in the
Eastern part of the Indian state of Ladakh. The severity of the conflict was far more
than what had happened in Doklam three years ago, displaying the ineffectiveness of
existing mechanisms between the two countries for ensuring peace on their borders
(Panda 2020) and the importance of deep and serious engagement for solving historically
outstanding issues.
The border clashes have been followed by extensive diplomatic and military
consultations aiming to de-escalate the hostilities and tension. However, disengagement
of troops on the borders is yet to be achieved. It is difficult to ascertain when full
disengagement will happen. As of now, the prospects of Sino-Indian relations returning
to ‘business as usual’ also look highly circumspect. While the countries have not snapped
off diplomatic ties, the latter are clouded in an atmosphere of cynicism and mistrust.
While Sino-Indian relations do have their own problems, particularly in terms of
the historical problems of unresolved border issues and the legacy of military conflict,
the complications experienced by relations in recent years has also been contributed to
by a series of notable developments in the world and the region that have directly, or
indirectly, contributed to worsening of ties between the two countries. The next section
looks closely at three major developments – U.S.-China relations, the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), and the evolution of the Indo-Pacific – as factors that have contributed
to growing complications in relations.
2. Global and Regional Factors Contributing to Strained Ties
U.S.-China Relations
The onset of the Trump Presidency in the U.S. has been accompanied by an accelerating
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deterioration of ties between the U.S. and China. The most pronounced evidence of the
hostilities has been in the sphere of their trade relations.
The U.S., under President Trump, has been judging the merits of bilateral
trade relations with partner countries on the basis of whether they produce deficits
or surpluses for the U.S. Those producing deficits for the U.S. are considered major
imbalances, injurious for the American economy, and greater national interests.
The U.S. trade deficit with China has been a point of particular concern with
the Trump Administration leading to the imposition of American tariffs on a large
number of Chinese goods, inviting retaliation by China, and unleashing a trade war
of sizeable proportions. After months of consultations, both countries agreed on
a partial trade deal in January 2020 for ending the trade war (Bisio et al. 2020, 1-5).
The deal emphasized China buying more from the U.S. for reducing the trade deficit.
However, other U.S. demands, particularly those relating to discriminatory treatment
of U.S. businesses in China, remained unaddressed in the deal. The outbreak of the
COVID19 pandemic prevented progress on the resolution of more issues, as did the
impending U.S. Presidential elections. Notwithstanding President Trump’s exit and Joe
Biden’s entry in the White House, trade and investment are expected to remain bitter
points of disagreement between the U.S. and China, contributing to deep mistrust and
hostility between the world’s two largest economies and major powers, as both try to
snatch the top spot in the global economic order.
Hong Kong and Taiwan have also emerged as sensitive spots in U.S.-China relations
leading to further deterioration in bilateral ties. Following the wide-spread protests in
Hong Kong after the enactment of new security legislation on June 30, 2020 and its use
by the Hong Kong government for curbing local protests (Barron 2020), the U.S. and
several Western countries reacted sharply by describing the move as Beijing’s attempt
to crush democracy in Hong Kong with the help of a pro-China local government.
Alongside Hong Kong, global attention has also focused on Taiwan with the Trump
Administration rapidly expanding its engagement with the country. If in the years to
come, the U.S. formally recognizes Taiwan as a formal rejection of China’s ‘One-China’
policy, the move would have “unpredictable and dangerous consequences” (Stavridis
2020) and severely damage U.S.-China relations, leading to greater implications for
regional relations, including Sino-Indian relations.9 The possibility is reinforced
by several U.S. lawmakers urging for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with Taiwan,10
which would clearly mark U.S. intentions to formally acknowledge Taiwan and develop
9

10

China’s unease over Taiwan, and the effect it might have on ties with India, is visible from the Chinese
embassy in India issuing a press release to India media ahead of Taiwan’s national day (October 10)
asking Indian media to adhere to ‘One China’ policy in its reporting and refrain from referring to Taiwan
as a ‘country’ distinct from China (Mohan 2020).
U.S.-China Relations: Taiwan Trade Deal on Donald Trump’s Radar, American Lawmaker Says 2020.
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institutional relationships with it.
U.S.-China relations have sharply soured after the outbreak of the COVID19
pandemic and the rapid escalation in concerns around the technology provided by
Chinese companies, such as Huawei, their links with the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP), and fears over such links being used by Chinese tech firms for gathering
information on citizens and agencies of countries where they operate. The concerns
have led to the U.S. leading efforts to push Chinese firms out of several national domestic
technology spaces and prohibiting Chinese digital content providers, including widely
popular ones like TikTok and WeChat (Whalen et al. 2020). The fears over ‘foreign’
surveillance and its impact on national security have led to the U.S. and China shutting
down specific consular offices in each other’s territories.11 The anti-China rhetoric
in the U.S. is expected to heighten as the Trump administration heads into the U.S.
Presidential elections. This is evident from President Trump holding China responsible
for the outbreak of the COVID19 pandemic in his speech at the United Nations
General Assembly, and China reacting strongly to the criticism by accusing the U.S. of
‘spreading political virus’.12
The worsening of ties between the U.S. and China over the last few years, and
particularly during President Trump’s tenure in office, has been accompanied by India’s
growing strategic proximity to the U.S. Both countries have been wary of China’s
increasing economic and strategic influence. For the U.S., India remains the largest
regional partner for counterbalancing China in South Asia, and increasingly more in
the Indian Ocean. For India, on the other hand, dealing with an assertive, and often
aggressive China, has led to shedding off historical hesitations arising from decades
of practice of a non-aligned foreign policy, to engage with the U.S. more closely. As
a result, the India-U.S. defence partnership has significantly expanded on many fronts
(Pandit 2020). This clearly has implications for India-China relations, which, in turn,
affect the relations both these countries have with others, including in Central Asia, as
further discussed in the paper.
Belt and Road Initiative
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has been a regional game-changer in several ways.
Comprising land corridors, connecting China to the continents of Europe and Africa,
11

12

In an unprecedented escalation of bilateral tensions, U.S. ordered closure of the Chinese embassy in
Houston in July 2020, accusing the embassy of being involved in economic espionage and theft of
valuable scientific research information (Wong et al. 2020). China retaliated by asking the U.S. consulate
in Chengdu to shut down for ‘meddling in its internal affairs.’ (U.S. Consulate: China Orders U.S.
Consulate Closure in Tit-for-Tat Move 2020)
(China: Trump ‘Spreading Political Virus’ at United Nations’ 2020).
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through the contiguous landmasses of Central Asia, Russia, West Asia, South Asia and
Southeast Asia, the BRI envisions the modern Silk Road economic landscape. But it is
not limited to land-based connectivity. The initiative includes the 21st century Maritime
Silk Road, which connects China and the Far East, to Africa and Europe, through the
maritime spaces of the South China Sea, South Pacific Ocean, Bay of Bengal, Indian
Ocean, Arabian Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Mediterranean Sea. The humongous
multi-modal connectivity project also includes a digital arm, christened the ‘Information
Silk Road’, which aims to link the BRI geographies being connected through land and
sea, further through cyberspace, in form of advanced IT infrastructure, and technology
services (Kadi 2019).
India has vociferously opposed the BRI. It has specific territorial concerns with
the project. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), an important part of
the land arm of the BRI, passes through a part of the Northern Indian, Himalayan
state of Kashmir, which India considers, as sovereign Indian territory, but illegally
occupied by its North-Western neighbour Pakistan (Sharma 2017). In addition to this
specific territorial concern, India criticized the BRI as a project that avoided meaningful
dialogue among countries during its evolution, and as an initiative that is likely to
impose unsustainable debt burdens upon countries (Government of India Ministry
of External Affairs 2017). The references were clearly to China’s unilateral approach
in announcing the BRI without consulting other countries on its structure. The point
on indebtedness was specifically with respect to countries, which might not be in a
position to repay the financial debt that they get into, upon receiving Chinese support
for building infrastructure and ending up compromising on their strategic autonomies
as a result. This, from an Indian perspective, was imminently possible in an Asian region
comprising countries hungry for obtaining funds for infrastructure development.
India’s concerns are that such funds would be provided by Beijing for expanding its
own strategic influence in India’s neighbourhoods (Palit A. 2017).
India’s criticism of the BRI and its decision to stay from the initiative was in
contrast to the collaboration that it has displayed in working with China and other
countries in the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) for funding infrastructure
development projects in Asia. As a founding member of the AIIB, India is the secondlargest shareholder in the Bank after China. By working with China on the AIIB, but
avoiding the BRI, India made clear its willingness to participate in connectivity initiatives
that are multilateral and transparent, and not affecting its core concerns like sovereignty,
such as the AIIB, as opposed to the BRI (Palit A. 2017).
From a Chinese perspective, however, the BRI is significant for a variety of
reasons. Foremost among these is its description as an effort that would promote a
world order different from the one created around alliances and dynamics between the
U.S., Europe, and Russia after the 2nd World War. The new order is expected to enable
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President Xi’s China to carve out new major power relations through construction of
new partnerships and alliances (Kondapalli 2017).
India’s sharp criticism of the project was probably the first rebuttal to President
Xi’s vision of crafting a new regional and global order enabling China to command
considerable geopolitical influence, obtained from its undisputed financial ability to
support countries in funding infrastructure and public goods. By attacking the ‘virtuous’
aspect of the project, India damaged China’s credibility to a considerable extent, as
more and more countries, subsequently began questioning the credibility and objectives
behind the BRI. China-funded major regional infrastructure projects, such as the
Hambantota port in Sri Lanka, began attracting considerable scrutiny over Chinese
recipients of infrastructure funds getting ‘indebted’ to China as a result and foregoing
strategic autonomy. As more such criticism increased, the credibility of the BRI began
getting questioned globally. Notwithstanding the global character of objections, from a
Chinese perspective again, India remains ‘responsible’ for launching the damage on the
credibility of the BRI.
The problems for the BRI are likely to increase, as U.S. sanctions on Huawei and major
infrastructure-building Chinese firms like the China Communications Construction Co.
(CCCC) and the China Shipbuilding Group, start taking effect (Blanchard 2020). With
India also having pushed Huawei out of its 5G trials, and creating major barriers for
Chinese investments in the country, India and the U.S., along with countries taking
similar measures, have begun building large international pressure on the credibility of
Chinese companies. Many of these are already engaged in infrastructure-building in
BRI countries, including in Central Asia. At some stage, the latter countries might be
forced to think deeper over the larger implications of close engagement with Chinese
businesses that are sanctioned by U.S., India, and many Western countries. Of course,
these sanctions might not necessarily result in Central Asian countries blocking Huawei.
Decisions on staying engaged with the Huawei and Chinese technology providers, as
well as BRI projects, depend to a very large extent on individual country circumstances
and conditions of specific projects. Nevertheless, as the cleavage between China and
India deepens, the ostensible implications for their other regional partners on economic
issues are impossible to overlook.
Indo-Pacific Construct
As a strategic regional construct, the Indo-Pacific has gained great prominence following
its forceful articulation by the Trump Administration. Historically though, the idea of
Indo-Pacific was first put forward by the former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in
his address to both Houses of the Indian Parliament on August 22, 2007. In his speech,
Prime Minister Abe noted: “The Pacific and Indian Oceans are now bringing about a
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dynamic coupling as seas of freedom and prosperity. A ‘broader Asia’ that broke away
from geographical boundaries is now beginning to take on a distinct form” (Abe 2007).
The Indo-Pacific strategy, broadly visualised as the Free and Open Indo-Pacific
(FOIP), is primarily aimed at containing a rising China. India is an important part
of the Indo-Pacific strategy, which has grown out of the security-centric military
alliance between the U.S., India, Japan, and Australia, popularly described as the Quad
(Quadrilateral Security Dialogue). Born as a response mechanism to the Tsunami in
the Indian Ocean in 2004, and shelved in 2007, the Quad was subsequently revived in
November 2017, as a consultative dialogue framework between the four democracies
of the Indo-Pacific. The initiative marks a key effort of the countries to balance China’s
regional hegemony (Hanada 2019). China’s discomfort with the initiative is evident
from its describing the latest meeting of the Quad country ministers in Tokyo as an
‘exclusive clique’ aiming to target ‘third parties’ (People’s Republic of China Ministry of
Foreign Affairs 2020).
The worsening of ties between the U.S. and China has ensured the U.S. prioritizing
efforts on advancing the FOIP. The initiative looks to be picking up momentum
with China’s ties with all three other Quad members – India, Australia, and Japan –
worsening in recent months. Among these, India-China relations have worsened the
most, following the serious border clash involving the loss of several lives at the Galwan
Valley in June 2020 mentioned earlier. The incident is likely to encourage India to play a
more proactive role in promoting a regional architecture meant to counter an aggressive
China with the help of other allies like the U.S. and Japan. This is clear from the recent
reorganization within India’s Ministry of External Affairs for devoting greater attention
and focus to the Indo-Pacific (Bagchi 2020).
As the Indo-Pacific gains more traction in the region by becoming more expansive,
the pressure on China increases, as does its conviction about India being part of a greater
geopolitical exercise to marginalize China. Over time, the Quad group of countries is
likely to work together in expanding non-military cooperation within themselves, and
across the Indian and Pacific Oceans, including in infrastructure-building, for providing
alternatives to the region in accessing public goods in form of new infrastructure assets
(Paik and Park 2020). Such efforts are likely to create further misgivings with China, and
impact its relations with India.
3. Implications of Deteriorating Sino-Indian Ties on Central Asia
There are obvious consequences of the current trajectory of Sino-Indian relations
influencing those countries in their neighbourhood and close sphere of engagement.
This section reflects on two distinct spheres of such influence, in trade engagement and
technological choices, respectively.
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Trade Engagement
One of the major implications of lower cooperation is lesser convergence of India
and China on global trade issues at the World Trade Organisation (WTO). India and
China have had several occasions of bilateral disputes at the WTO.13 Notwithstanding
these occasions, which have increased in the recent past, both countries have a history
of collaborating at the WTO. The collaborations can be traced back to their common
interest in defending the interests of developing countries at the WTO.
At the Cancun Ministerial of the WTO in 2003, Sino-Indian collaboration was
particularly noticeable in the efforts of both countries to highlight the unfavourable
impact of agricultural subsidies on world trade, particularly the interests of developing
country agricultural producers (Palit A. 2012, 104-105). Both countries, along with
several other emerging market developing countries, combined to form the G20 group
of WTO members, accounting for a sizeable share of the world’s farmers and global
population, to exert pressure on the U.S. and EU’s agenda for reducing subsidies and
domestic support (Palit A. 2012, 104-105). More instances of their collaborating at the
WTO include repeatedly arguing in a common voice demanding flexibilities in reducing
tariffs. Most significant, however, was the joint defence in the Ministerial Discussions
at the WTO in July 2008 over the finalization of the special safeguard mechanism for
developing countries, following surges in agricultural imports. A decision couldn’t be
reached and both countries were accused by the U.S. and the EU for the breakdown in
talks.14 Both China and India, over the years, have remained committed to the cause of
the Doha Development Agenda (DDA)15 at the WTO and have emphasized its effective
implementation.
Over the last decade, instances of collaboration between China and India at
the WTO have become much less. This is largely due to the growing difference in
perspectives between the two countries on several trade issues and the increasing
tendency of the WTO’s members to move ahead on several new trade issues outside
the ambit of the WTO in smaller groups. Developments around e-commerce are a
pertinent example. On January 25, 2019, nearly half of the WTO’s members decided
to launch plurilateral talks on deciding global rules for trade in e-commerce (World
13

14

15

India has been a complainant, and China a respondent, in 68 disputes at the WTO. Similarly, there have
been 53 cases, where China has been a complainant and India a respondent (World Trade Organization(a)
n.d.).
See Jonasse (2018) for more details on the breakdown in talks and the affront between the U.S. & EU on
one hand, and India & China on the other.
The Doha Development Agenda (DDA) refers to the trade programme launched at the Doha Ministerial
of the WTO at Doha in Qatar in November 2001. The Ministerial placed the interests of developing
countries and their greater participation in world trade at the core of the work programme (World Trade
Organization (b) n.d.).
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Trade Organization 2019). While the group included China, India stayed out. This was
a specific occasion marking the increasing difference between the two countries on
emerging global trade issues. China’s willingness to join multilateral talks was largely
due to its eagerness in shaping global rules on digital trade, where it visualizes itself as
a significant actor in league with the U.S., EU, and the rest of the developed world, in
the days to come. India, on the other hand, is hesitant and reluctant to join the talks,
describing them as premature, particularly for developing countries (United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development 2019). The enlarging distance between the two
countries on trade is also evident from India refusing to endorse the efforts of the
majority of G20 members to collaborate on developing common data standards for
facilitating digital trade, while China didn’t object to the same.16 It is clear that while
not undermining the importance of emphasizing the overall interests of developing
countries in global trade, China is keen on becoming a global rules-setter in new
generation trade issues – a role that India is yet to be comfortable with. Indeed, in this
regard, India is among those countries which are wary of ‘China’ standards becoming
the benchmark in global trade. This, ostensibly, was one of the reasons responsible for
India quitting the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership – a sixteen member
free trade agreement (FTA) in the Asia-Pacific, intended to be the largest FTA in the
world in market size and population.17
As India and China increasingly differ and diverge in their perspectives and
positions on new global trade issues, the impact is going to be felt on future negotiations
at the WTO, as well as further possible and prospective regional trade agreements.
Central Asian countries would also feel the impact of the divergences. Members of
the region have contrasting experiences of engaging with the WTO. While the Kyrgyz
Republic has been a member of the WTO since 1998, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan joined
the WTO much later, in 2013 and 2015 respectively. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan
do not belong to WTO. It is interesting to note that while the Kyrgyz Republic and
Tajikistan have not joined e-commerce talks that include China, Kazakhstan, despite
being the latest entrant to the WTO, and with a record of relatively less engagement in
WTO negotiations, has nonetheless joined. The fact that two Central Asian members
of the WTO have refrained from joining the talks, while another hasn’t, shouldn’t be
attributed to India, which has refrained, and China, which hasn’t, ‘influencing’ them.
But it is possible that the Central Asian members of the WTO, like those in Africa and
16

17

India, Indonesia and South Africa were the three G20 members to refrain from endorsing the declaration
(Group of Twenty 2019).
The RCEP is a 16-member FTA comprising Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Korea, China and India with
the ten ASEAN economies. After staying engaged in the trade deliberations for nearly seven years, in
November 2019, at the regional meeting of the heads of states of negotiating countries, the Indian Prime
Minister declared India’s withdrawal from the agreement due to non-fulfilment of its core interests.
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Asia, have become increasingly exposed to the dichotomous views and positions of the
world’s two largest developing economies - China and India - on trade. Earlier, when
both countries had largely identical views on trade, it was easier for other developing
countries to work with them on DDA and other common developing country agendas
at the WTO. The situation now is markedly different. The possibility of Central Asian
economies being persuaded by China and India, respectively, to align with the distinct
views that they float at the WTO symbolizing their perspectives of developing country
interests, is quite strong.
Technological Choices
China and India’s differences on new-generation trade issues, primarily those connected
to digital trade and data standards, is also connected to the pressures Central Asian
countries might experience in their long-term technological choices.
Like several other countries in the West, India has begun a pushback on Chinese
technology and digital content in recent months. Huawei and ZTE – the Chinese telecom
giants – are unlikely to feature in India’s plans to advance to 5G telecommunication
networks in the country. This is following the latest border clashes between China and
India in June 2020, which led to India revising its foreign investment rules, emphasizing
scrutiny of investment proposals from neighbouring countries with land borders, on
national security grounds (Chaudhary et al. 2020). India also blocked more than one
hundred Chinese mobile apps for engaging in “….activities which is prejudicial to
sovereignty and integrity of India, defence of India, security of (the) state and public
order” (Government of India Ministry of Electronics & IT 2020).
The recent accentuation in hostilities between India and China occurred at a time,
when the building of country coalitions and strategic alliances are taking concrete
shape around technology, particularly its source and impact on national security. India’s
pushback on Huawei cannot be disconnected from these impulses, manifesting in
country alliances like the Clean Network programme, led by the U.S. (Pompeo 2020).
The Clean Network aims to specifically guard the U.S. against “aggressive intrusions
by malign actors – more specifically, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)” - by adopting
internationally accepted digital standards and passage of secure data into the U.S. through
5G networks (Pompeo 2020). Chinese telecom companies are excluded from the list of
‘clean’ telecom enterprises featured in the initiative, while India’s Jio, owned by Reliance
Industries, is part of the group along with several other telecom firms from Japan, Taiwan,
Korea, Australia, and Europe (U.S. Department of State n.d.). India has also joined the 5G
alliance of ten democracies working on building an alternative to the Huawei for moving
forward on 5G, along with Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Korea, the
UK, and the U.S. (Sherman 2020). Clearly, India’s national efforts to distance from Chinese
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technology firms, by identifying them as a source of threat to its national security, is not
isolated, and is part of a larger pushback on Huawei and other Chinese tech companies,
being orchestrated by several countries.
While India is retreating from Chinese telecom companies, the presence of the latter
in Central Asia – notably, in Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan – is far-reaching
and deep-rooted with Huawei leading several 5G initiatives in the region and acting
closely with regional governments (Hashimova 2020). Central Asia is an important part
of China’s BRI and the ‘Information Silk Road’. Being a landlocked region, Central
Asia’s economic prospects and future connectivity to China and the rest of the world,
depends much on its global digital links – an aspect that China is well aware of. China’s
IT infrastructure and 5G investments in the region are as significant as the various land
connectivity projects (Hashimova 2020). As a prominent ‘first mover,’ China has had a
clear advantage in establishing technological footprints in the region.
In so far as the region’s engagement with India and China on technological choices
are concerned, the absence of Huawei from India’s next generation telecom advance,
and the reliance on Huawei by several Central Asian countries, marks a clear wedge.
Whether this will in any way influence India’s relations with Central Asian countries,
where Huawei is deeply entrenched, particularly in areas of economic and scientific
collaboration, needs to be examined separately. What is clear, however, is that Central
Asian countries would increasingly feel the impact of techno-diplomacy in determining
their national choices on the technology providers and their digital standards. These are
expected to be brought in by both China and India as the chasm between them widens
further on technology and its security impacts. One of the eventual objectives of such
diplomacy is aligning with new technology alliances and partnerships (Capri 2020, 5) –
an effort, whose influence on Central Asia might become profound as China and India
seek to deepen their engagement with the region through their distinct technologybased strategic packages.
Technological choices are a part of the broader economic choices that countries
from Central Asia might have to make as the India-China rift widens, and the regional
dynamics get reorganized around the competition between pro-China and anti-China
alliances. The latter would primarily include the Quad group of countries, as mentioned
earlier, who are working through the FOIP framework, to counter China’s strategic
influence in the region. The cooperation among Quad is widening to economics and
business. The Resilient Supply Chain Initiative (RSCI) proposed by Japan, India, and
Australia is a specific example (Government of Japan Ministry of Economics, Trade
and Industry 2020). Though the initiative aims to work on making regional supply
chains resilient following the disruptions in production caused after COVID19, the
intention of moving production out of China and relocating among friendly countries
is obvious. Another pertinent example is the collaboration between India and Japan
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on developing 5G alternatives (Chaudhury 2020). These initiatives need to be looked
at in the context of earlier initiatives by the U.S. with respect to the FOIP, notably the
passage of the Better Utilization of Investment Leading to Development (BUILD) Act
of 2018, enabling the establishment of the U.S. International Development Finance
Corporation (USIDFC), which will aim to channel U.S. investments in strategic and
developmental sectors in developing countries in the region. The initiative is clearly
in response to China’s rise and its efforts to fill in the infrastructure financing void in
developing countries (Runde and Bandura 2018).

Conclusion
The rich historical exchanges that connect the world’s two most ancient civilizations –
India and China – look forgotten in contemporary developments that have enhanced
conflicts and hostility between them. The current trajectory of China-India relations is
not only complex but also reflective of enormous mistrust and hostility.
As the main arguments in this paper note, current China-India relations have been
shaped by two groups of factors. The first among these is the historical difficulties
and disagreement that exist between them, particularly regarding the unresolved border
issue. The second includes issues that are exogenous to the bilateral relations. The paper
has mostly focused on the latter, and principally among these, on the respective impacts
of deterioration in U.S.-China relations, the enunciation of the BRI, and the articulation
of the Indo-Pacific. The cumulative effect of these factors accentuates the divisions
among China and India on their approaches to various global and regional issues with
notable impacts for other countries.
India and China are now increasingly saddling strategic spaces – along with
friendly countries and partners – that aim to decisively balance each other’s geopolitical
influences. Such efforts have significant impacts for others with whom they engage,
including countries in Central Asia, as they are ‘approached’ by both countries and their
coalitions for locking on to strategic choices in infrastructure, trade, and technology.
For countries being approached, the choices are going to be difficult, and would
require considerable skills in staying neutral, or balancing the implications of taking
sides. The choice to be on the Chinese side of such support and asset-building, as
opposed to those offered by India and others, might be difficult, as they are likely to be
accompanied by demands of geopolitical support too. Much depends on how Central
Asian countries are able to reflect on their specific national development priorities for
balancing between the competing pressures.
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1. Introduction
For Japanese and South Korean policy officials, the Central Asian region was little
navigated prior to the Soviet collapse, and their relations with states in the region
began only with the independence of these states from the Soviet Union. In thirty
years of development since independence, the Japanese and South Korean agenda of
cooperation with Central Asian countries has been framed by diplomatic initiatives (the
Central Asia + Japan forum of 2004 and the South Korea + Central Asia forum of 2017,
etc.), official development assistance (ODA), or Japanese and South Korean corporate
penetration of Central Asian markets (Dadabaev 2020). Both Japan and South Korea
struggled with the issue of how to integrate the Central Asian region into their foreign
policies. As demonstrated below, these countries faced the task of making engagement
with Central Asian states effective and visible to the Central Asian public. They also
struggled with the dilemma of how to reflect their national identities in their policy
engagements with Central Asian counterparts and how to differentiate their Japanese/
South Korean “self ” from Chinese or Russian“others” (Dadabaev 2019a; Rakhimov,
2018).
One approach embraced by both Japan and South Korea consisted of launching
initiatives to reach out not only to Central Asian political leaders and corporate
professionals (as is often seen in Chinese and Russian regional policy engagement) but
also to the general public, which is not often spoken for by political elites (Dadabaev
2016, 2019b). Japanese and South Korean approaches also differed.
This paper, therefore, raises the following questions to compare Japanese and
South Korean policies in Central Asia and to provide insights into new trends in such
policies: What are the foreign policy engagements of Japan and South Korea in Central
Asia? How do they relate to the intensifying educational mobility and labor migration
from Central Asia (Uzbekistan) to Japan and South Korea? By answering these two
questions, this paper aims to discuss in detail the social factors that play important roles
in localizing foreign policy engagements and narrating them in terms easily understood
by the public.
In narrowing its focus, this paper sheds light on the phenomenon of educational
mobility and unskilled labor migration from Uzbekistan to Japan and South Korea,
and it attempts to highlight the advantages and disadvantages of this process. This
focus is predicated on the fact that Uzbekistan is the largest source of educational
mobility and labor migration in the Central Asian region. While the Central Asian states
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of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan are well-known sources of migrant workers to Russia
and other labor markets, Uzbekistan stands out both in terms of its population, which
makes it the largest and the most significant country in the region, and the overall
number of migrant workers seeking jobs abroad. Of Uzbekistan’s population of 33
million, 10% work abroad (Kuchins 2015, 3). The largest migration destinations are
Russia, Kazakhstan, the UAE, and Turkey, followed by South Korea (Seitz 2019) and, in
recent years, Japan. Uzbek migrants and students traditionally opted to travel to Russia
and neighboring countries due to linguistic similarities and ease of communication.
Cases of aggressive discrimination by Russians against Asians in general, and Central
Asians and Uzbeks in particular, often including verbal insults and physical abuse, have
turned Uzbek migrants toward alternate destinations. In this sense, Japan and South
Korea represent new frontiers for migrants who are actively exploiting these new labor
markets.
Methodologically, this paper adopts a pilot survey that explores and occasionally
compares the experiences of Uzbek migrants in Japan and in South Korea, using
datasets of face-to-face interviews involving fifteen questions related to various aspects
of Japanese and South Korean life. The interviews were conducted face to face and
online (Telegram, Skype, etc.) with 66 migrants and language school students (whom
this paper treats as labor migrants who also study) in Japan from November 2019 to
January 2020 and online with 30 laborers and students in South Korea from August
to September 2020 (see appendixes 1 and 2). Once recorded, these conversations
were then transcribed and thematically analyzed. The imbalance in the numbers of
interviewed students was due to limitations associated with accessing students in South
Korea from Japan as well as the 2019 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, which made
networking with potential respondents difficult. Despite these limitations, these two
datasets represent a valuable source of information utilized for this study.
A few limitations of the study deserve mention. The authors used snow-ball
sampling in an attempt to locate and interview respondents. This study attempted to
locate respondents according to the nature of their migration experience, according to
the category of their residency permit, mainly students and employment permit holders.
This focus and the difficulties of building rapport with migrants, some of whom were
involved in semi-legal labor, produced a sample that was not necessarily representative
in respect to gender, age, or profession. The outcomes of the interviews were not
only analyzed thematically but also checked against intentional misrepresentation or
unintentional errors by cross-referencing with published material or job-related posts
on social media (primarily the Telegram channels of students and labor migrants in
South Korea and Japan) which exist in great numbers and provide certain details of
the employment conditions offered to Uzbek migrants. In addition, due to the limited
number of respondents, this inquiry does not provide the precise percentage breakdowns
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of responses, which the authors consider to be inadequate. On the contrary, the authors
seek to present a snapshot of the multiplicity of migrant experiences and types of
activities, as mentioned by respondents. At the same time, the authors limited the scope
of material in this paper by not including quotations from interviews, due to word
count limitations, which can be remedied by referring to alternative papers (Dadabaev
and Akhmedova 2021, accepted, forthcoming) which include detailed extracts from
interviews and quotations. Despite the deficiencies dictated by the nature of the abovedescribed subject matter, this paper presents the results from a pilot comparative
inquiry into Uzbek migration to South Korea and Japan, contributing to the literature
on Central Asian migration.

2. Japanese and South Korean Central Asian Engagements and
their Limits
For both Japan and South Korea, the independence of Central Asian states, including
Uzbekistan, was an unexpected event for which their foreign policies were poorly
prepared. Both of these countries had little, if any, interaction with this region during
the Soviet era due to the limitations imposed by the Soviet government. In addition to
the restricted communication with the Soviet administration, the landlocked geographic
status of the Central Asian states, and the lack of transportation infrastructure
(railroads, highways, direct flights, etc.) independent of Russia, limited ties from Central
Asia to Japan and South Korea. The absence of common geographic borders between
both Japan and South Korea and the Central Asian states further complicated the
establishment of dynamic relations.
In addition to the geographic distance of the region from Japan and South Korea,
the Central Asian region differs significantly from Japan and South Korea in terms of
language, culture, and religious beliefs, hindering intercultural connections. Japanese
foreign policy often treats the Central Asian region as the origin of Japanese Buddhism
and emphasizes common features, such as a similar worldview and the role played by
Japanese prisoners of war who were appreciated for their work in Uzbekistan in the
aftermath of WWII (Dadabaev 2013, 2016). While these facts are powerful elements in
a narrative justifying Japan’s presence in Central Asia, they have not significantly assisted
Japanese efforts to meet its future practical goals and strategy in the region (Uyama 2003).
Similarly, although the Korean diaspora has been instrumental in creating a narrative for
the need for South Korea to engage with the region and to help those sharing the same
Korean roots, it has become apparent in the process that Central Asian Koreans differ
from their counterparts in South Korea in terms of culture, language, and worldview,
limiting the efficient use of human resources represented by the significant number
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of ethnic Koreans in Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan (Dadabaev 2019a, 138154). Therefore, both Japan and South Korea confront the problem of how to integrate
the Central Asian engagement into their respective identities and foreign policy.
Japan has approached this problem through various schemes. One of Japan’s first
high-level initiatives, the 1996 Obuchi mission to Azerbaijan and Central Asia, consisted
of Member of Parliament (and later Prime Minister) Obuchi, and other politicians.
Obuchi reported to P.M. Hashimoto of the need to engage with Central Asia and the
Caucasus as a new “frontier” to expand Japan’s presence into the post-Soviet space and
beyond. The mission resulted in P.M. Hashimoto’s 1997 Eurasian/Silk Road Diplomacy
speech, in which he envisioned creating a net of interdependence between Russia,
China, and the Central Asian states through active Japanese corporate and governmental
support (Hashimoto 1997). This vision, to a great extent reflected Japan’s global influence
and international identity as the second most economically powerful country in the
world (Murashkin 2015). P.M. Hashimoto’s vision was not implemented, however, due
to the short-lived administrations of P.M. Obuchi (1998-1999) and P.M. Mori (19992000). P.M. Koizumi’s administration (2001-2006) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan
2002), next sought to engage the region through F.M. Kawaguchi’s 2004 announcement
establishing the Central Asia + Japan Dialogue Forum, a set of annual inter-ministerial
and high-level talks to support Central Asian regional integration, consolidating their
position in the face of growing Chinese and Russian pressure. P.M. Koizumi was also
the first Japanese P.M. to visit Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan in August of 2006. Japan’s
initiatives in the region intensified again when F.M Taro Aso (who later became P.M. and
is currently Deputy P.M.) announced the 2006 Arc of Freedom doctrine and Prosperity
doctrine, which attempted to conceptualize the Central Asian region as part of an arc
that stretched to the Middle East (Aso 2006). However, poor practical implementation
of the doctrine did not generate aggressive corporate or public participation. Only with
P.M. Abe’s second administration (2013-2019) did Japan adopt a more dynamic foreign
policy towards Central Asia, with P.M. Abe 2015 visit to all five regional states and
offer of various infrastructure projects as alternatives to Chinese projects, which could
be linked to internationally high-quality Japanese infrastructure standards (Abe 2015).
These initiatives succeeded in cementing Japan’s position as a major regional ODA
provider and created in the region one of the most favorable environments for ODA,
as consistently evidenced through a range of social surveys.
South Korea’s government has also attempted to construct a narrative for its
Central Asian presence in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union. The South
Korean presence in Central Asia has been championed by South Korean corporations,
differentiating the country’s regional engagement from that of Japan’s, which was
spearheaded by governmental initiatives. In the 1990s, South Korean corporations
(Daewoo, Daewoo Unitel, Kabool Textile, etc.) were among the first to build industrial
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plants in the region. Additionally, the presence of the Korean diaspora offered a
comparative advantage for South Korean penetration into Central Asian markets and
justified the country’s presence in such a distant region to South Korean taxpayers,
which also differentiates South Korea from Japan. As stated above, however, the
diaspora’s role was limited by the divergent identity that diaspora members developed
during their lives in the Central Asian region.
Roh Moo-hyun (2003-2008) initiated the first governmental initiative through
the resource and corporate-focused Comprehensive Central Asian Initiative (2006),
which attempted to link Central Asian resources with South Korean technology. The
Korea + Central Asia forum followed, and in 2017 was institutionalized into a type
of international organization (Secretariat of Korea-Central Asia Forum, https://www.
centralasia-korea.org/web/pages/gc51269b.do). Other South Korean outreach toward
the Central Asian region includes the Lee administration’s New Asia Diplomacy and
New Silk Road Policy (2008-2012) and the Park administration’s (2013-2017) Eurasia
Initiative proposal of 2013 (Day, Dong-Ching, 2017).1 The most recent initiative to
affect the region is the Moon administration’s New Northern Policy (2018-present) (cf.
the New Northern Policy (https://www.bukbang.go.kr/bukbang_en/)). Through these
schemes, South Korea has attempted to construct a proper narrative for its policies in
the Central Asian region.
While the aforementioned Japanese and South Korean initiatives significantly
furthered Central Asian nationhood, development, and the decolonization of regional
infrastructure by offering alternatives to Chinese and Russian projects, they prioritized
the needs of Central Asian governments with little direct impact on the local general
public.
To increase the visibility and accessibility of engagement to the general public,
the two countries established Japanese and Korean centers throughout the region to
provide language education and extend diverse educational opportunities to Central
Asian youth. The minimal employment opportunities available to those who mastered
the Japanese or Korean languages limited the effectiveness of these centers, however.
To address this issue, Japan and South Korea concluded labor migration agreements
with Uzbekistan. South Korea has been a forerunner in this respect. After adopting a
law on foreign migration, South Korea entered into negotiations with Uzbekistan and
in 2006 signed an agreement for government-controlled migration, which set a quota
of approximately 3,000 workers per year (3,400 workers out of 90,000 applicants as of
2019).
The government of Uzbekistan preselects migrants through labor migration1

For the New Northeast Policy; see the Korean Institute of Economic Policy (http://www.kiep.go.kr/
eng/index.do)
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centers specifically created for this purpose, which train workers in basic language
skills and send them to preselected employers in South Korea. Uzbekistan’s 13 “Ishga
Markhamat” (Welcome to Work) service centers located throughout the country
conclude agreements with prospective applicants concerning potential foreign
employment in Japan, South Korea (as well as Turkey, Russia and more) and provide
three months of training to up to 20,000 trainees per year. Training courses include the
appropriate foreign language for the destination, as well as professional training (welding
for instance). These centers also provide microcredit loans to those planning overseas
work to cover travel and initial expenses, protecting against predatory lending schemes,
in which overseas lenders extend credit at exorbitant interest rates to migrant Uzbek
workers, demanding repayment from their salaries. The Uzbek government funds such
microcredit loans. Those dispatched through the centers are considered self-employed,
and if they pay taxes, are eligible for social benefits and a pension upon retirement age
(Ministry of Employment and Labor of Uzbekistan 2020).
This scheme enables the Uzbek government to exert a degree of control over
migration flows and offers the migrants some protection in Russia, Japan, South Korea,
and elsewhere. Japan has followed this model and established a training center in
Uzbekistan, announcing its willingness to accept Uzbek workers to Japan as foreign
workers under Tokutei Ginou or Specified Skilled Worker system or alternatively as
technical interns (Ginou Jisshusei) permitted to engage in extra work outside of their onthe-job training sessions.
These government-run schemes have come under fire for a variety of shortcomings.
The Uzbek press recently reported nepotism, corruption, and an absence of proper
criteria in the South Korean selection of Uzbek candidates. Selection is currently
conducted through a random lottery drawing. The Japanese program is only available
each year to hundreds of migrants (as opposed to thousands in South Korea) and in
reality, channels poorly paid foreign labor to Japan, where Uzbek trainees are denied
proper treatment as workers. Uzbek migrant worker rights in Japan are not protected
and their stay is heavily regulated. So, in numerous instances, students have disappeared
upon arrival in Japan to join the illegal workforce.
The result is the recent trend, described below, in which educational and labor
migration from Central Asia to East Asia has expanded through channels, such as
language schools, outside of government control. While such institutes in Japan and
South Korea claim to be dedicated to language learning, in reality, they help create a
scenario in which students work 12 or more hours per day at several jobs, with language
studies relegated to a part-time exercise.
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3. Conceptualizing Educational and Labor Migration as the New
“Horizon”
Several studies focus on the phenomenon of international migration from Central Asia.
Some emphasize the government role in facilitating migration flows (Bisson 2016; LiuFarrer and Tran 2019, 235-249; Abashin 2016); however, numerous factors facilitate
and motivate migrants to travel abroad in search of opportunities (Gel'man 2004).
For instance, much research discusses in detail the migration of Russian-speakers to
Russia at the outset of the Soviet collapse (Korobkov 2007). Other studies do not
connect these flows to interstate relations, but place migration within global flows of
migrants influenced by transnational processes (cf. Laruelle 2013; Bartolomeo et al.
2014; Kakhkharov 2020 et. al). These works facilitate bilateral observation and enable
comparison of the migration experience of Central Asian states from both regional
and gender perspectives (Portes et al. 1999; Abashin 2013; Petesch and Demarchi 2015;
Tatarko, A., Berry, J. W., & Choi, K. 2020).
Scholars have focused on a variety of causal forces that shape migration flows,
terming them push and pull factors (for Uzbekistan migration to Russia see Urinboyev
2016), including ethnic preferences (e.g., Kim 2014), demographic pressures and social
networks (Turaeva 2013, 2014), economic factors (Kakhkharov 2020 et. al; Kadirova
2015; Hiwatari 2016; Virkkunen 2017; Seitz 2019), ecological factors, and administrative
factors such as endemic corruption or limited mobility imposed through domestic
controls (Reeves 2012; Laruelle 2013; Schröder and Stephan-Emmrich 2014). Other
studies compare Uzbek student experiences in Germany and Japan and offer insight
into the social remittances they produce (Radjabov 2017). In addition to the above
factors, other research discusses the role of local connections, not between states but
between localities within states, known as trans-local migration (Levitt 2001; Schröder
and Stephan-Emmrich 2016; Urinboyev 2016, 28).
The concepts of “home” and “return” feature significantly in many studies
narrating the motivations of Uzbek migrants in Russia and elsewhere (Abashin 2015;
Urinboyev 2016). They measure their journey abroad not purely by the amount of
wealth accumulated, but more importantly, by the positive evaluation and appreciation
they receive at home, defined as their close circle of family members (Carling and Erdal
2014). Their sense of community both at home and abroad is increasingly maintained
through virtual social networking tools (Urinboyev 2017; Christensen 2012) such as
Telegram, as detailed below.
To a great extent, the experiences and narratives of student-migrants seeking
gainful employment in Japan and South Korea reflect the factors mentioned above
and are closely related to push and pull factors. This study also emphasizes structural
problems arising from poor institutionalization of official migration channels, which
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results in alternative tracks of labor market penetration. The lack of official labor
migration channels and the poor organization of this process combine to accelerate
student-masqueraded labor mobility. In addition to the limited number of available
migration openings from Uzbekistan to Japan and South Korea, the arbitrary and
frequently opaque candidate selection process further lowers the degree of trust in the
official process, forcing individuals to seek alternative migration channels. (see Figure
1 below)

Figure 1. Factors influencing Uzbek migration to Japan and South Korea

4. From Central Asia to East Asia: Uzbekistan’s Dynamics
4.1. Japanese Dynamics
While Chinese, Iranian, Vietnamese and Brazilian migrants sought employment
opportunities, taking advantage of Japan’s period of rapid economic growth (19551975), Uzbek migrants slowly entered the Japanese employment and educational
market largely after Japan’s economic downturn. The economic slump influenced their
understanding of the niches available to them in Japan and is the period for this study
of Uzbeks sojourning in Japan. Several factors shape the dynamics of Uzbek labor
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migration to Japan and South Korea.
In addition to the domestic demand for jobs in Uzbekistan, one of the most important
factors to consider is the host country’s policy with respect to migration practices, as
exemplified in this paper by Japan and South Korea. Due to cultural differences and its
geographic location, Japan is not historically considered migrant-friendly. Foreigners
comprise just 2% of Japan’s overall population of 127 million (OECD 2018). Chinese
(389,117) constitute the largest foreign ethnic group in the Japanese labor market,
accounting for 26.6% of foreign workers, followed by Vietnamese (316,840), accounting
for 21.7% of foreign workers, and Filipinos (164,006), accounting for 11.2% of foreign
workers (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare 2019). The fastest-growing migrant
worker groups are the Vietnamese (31.9%), Indonesians (21.7%), and Nepalese (18.0%).
While these data do not demonstrate a significant presence of the Uzbek workforce in
the Japanese labor market, the data on Uzbek citizens residing in Japan registered a
200-fold increase, from as few as 20 in 1994 to 3,951 in 2018. Regarding educational
mobility, data show that the number of Uzbeks seeking educational opportunities under
student visas increased from only 101 students in 2000 to 2,366 in 2018, as shown in
Table 1 below.
Table 1. Increasing Number of Uzbek Immigrants to Japan

(Source) Ministry of Justice of Japan, http://www.moj.go.jp/housei/toukei/toukei_ichiran_
touroku.html (compiled by authors using Zairyu Gaikokujin Toukei reports from 1996 to 2018)
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In interviews conducted with 66 language school students to clarify the purpose
of their stay in Japan, the overwhelming majority (approximately 60 students) named
access to educational opportunities. While some revealed that they sought official travel
channels to work in Japan, they also acknowledged that gaining such employment
was more complicated and difficult than opportunities provided through educational
mobility. Once enrolled in language schools, they utilized the opportunities made
available to them through the permission for part-time jobs (shikakugai katsudo kyokasho)
issued by the immigration office. Regarding information channels, the majority of
respondents replied that their choice was greatly influenced by family members, those
sharing common origins (city, village, etc.) or their community (religious, professional,
social).
When surveyed about the financial resources required for enrollment in Japan,
the majority claimed to have borrowed money from family members or acquaintances
(Figure 2).

Figure 2. Sources of Finance for Trips (Japanese sample)

When asked about how important it was for them to work while studying in Japan
and remit generated income back to Uzbekistan, the majority of those enrolled in
Japanese language schools replied that it was very important or relatively important,
indicating that the purpose of their enrollment in educational institutions was in part if
not solely to benefit from access to the Japanese labor market (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. The Importance of Remittances to Uzbek Migrants (Japanese sample)

Similarly, the number of respondents indicating that they remitted financial
resources from Japan was the highest among language school students, while those in
the other categories were inclined to minimize the importance of financial remittances
(Figure 4).

Figure 4. Who Remits the Most? (Japanese sample)
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With respect to the prospect of a long stay or settlement in Japan, all of the
respondents indicated that they did not intend to settle down or naturalize. Most
defined the timeframe of their stay in Japan as approximately 3-5 years to build a
financial foundation for their lives back in Uzbekistan. The topic of returning and
building their career back in Uzbekistan featured prominently in our conversations, and
most respondents saw the value of their stay and work in Japan in relation to expected
professional development and business opportunities back in Uzbekistan and not in
Japan. When asked why they choose to “return” instead of building careers in Japan,
some indicated a desire for further education in Japan, but they were inclined to indicate
an eventual desire to return. These answers were closely connected to issues of identity
(cf. Main and Sandoval 2015). The greatest reasons they cited for return to Uzbekistan
were not rejection from Japanese society, but rather the distance from family and
community, worldview (Uzbekchillik, or Uzbekness), and a strong longing for religious
community and Islam, which Japanese society accommodates slightly, if at all.

4.2. South Korean Dynamics
The data for South Korea demonstrates a slightly different trend. First, the number of
Uzbeks in South Korea is six times greater than in Japan due to the robust official labor
migration channel established from Uzbekistan to South Korea in 2006. As a result, in
2019, the number of Uzbek residents in South Korea reached 25,961, as shown in table
2 below.
Table 2. Uzbek Citizens in South Korea
Nationality

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Uzbekistan

14,246

16,151

18,486

18,818

25,961

Source: Commission for Statistics of Korea, http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action

In comparative perspective, Uzbek migrants are among the largest groups of
incoming foreigners, ranking as the 5th largest group of foreign residents in South
Korea (see Table 3). This includes Uzbek Koreans who “returned” to or migrated to
South Korea from Uzbekistan for business, work, or study.
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Table 3. International Migrants: Persons Continuously Residing in South Korea over 90 days
By
Nationality

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

372,935

402,203

452,657

495,079

438,220

China

177,001

165,494

156,848

169,336

138,653

Vietnam

30,244

40,099

47,964

55,992

61,344

United States

22,741

21,771

19,848

21,171

20,839

Thailand

20,122

28,457

71,506

80,349

53,290

Uzbekistan

14,246

16,151

18,486

18,818

25,961

Philippines

9,867

9,530

8,988

10,053

9,149

Cambodia

9,564

10,248

9,523

8,710

9,917

Source: Commission for Statistics of Korea, http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action

Uzbeks are also the largest migrating group among the former Soviet states to
settle in South Korea, followed by citizens from Russia and Kazakhstan, which both
also host large Korean diasporas, as shown in table 4 below.
Table 4. Residents of South Korea by Citizenship (selected country of the FSU)
2020. 03

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

Kazakhstan

178

3,534

7,711

13,356

15,724

12,469

Kyrgyzstan

53

1,385

1,759

1,688

1,898

1,622

Tajikistan

29

119

161

219

199

217

Turkmenistan

1

13

35

41

143

237

Uzbekistan

527

14,246

16,151

18,486

18,818

25,961

Georgia

1

16

12

16

19

23

Russia (Federation)

506

6,784

15,025

18,638

18,726

17,983

Ukraine

74

968

1,240

1,298

1,362

1,199

By Nationality

Source: Commission for Statistics of Korea, http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action
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Uzbek citizen migration to South Korea is double-layered, including the ‘return’
to Korea by members of the Uzbek Korean diaspora, and in recent years, very high
numbers of ethnically non-Korean Uzbeks for purposes of labor and education. As
seen in the table on residency permits, overseas Koreans represent the largest group of
Uzbeks in South Korea, followed by those in the unskilled employment and visiting/
joining family category and those indicating education-related goals in South Korea
(Table 5).
Table 5. Types of Residence Permits Received by Uzbek citizens in South Korea
2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

Total

14,246

16,151

18,486

18,818

25,961

Short-term Visitors

1,328

1,321

1,334

1,154

1,343

Short-term Employment

2

-

3

-

-

Job Seeking

6

3

1

11

42

Study

343

535

1,130

1,687

2,727

Industrial Trainees

220

208

282

193

98

General Trainees

313

676

1,778

2,100

1,746

Trade and Business

2

2

2

1

5

Professors

1

-

-

1

2

Unskilled Employment

3,329

2,719

2,783

2,355

3,359

Visiting/Joining Family

232

1,371

2,134

2,107

3,144

Residence

15

23

36

31

132

Overseas Koreans

1,260

1,907

2,087

2,129

3,516

Marriage Immigration

264

251

221

224

461

Visiting & Employment

6,525

6,877

6,498

6,538

8,574

Qualification of Stay

Source: Commission for Statistics of Korea, http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action

Similar to the case of Japan, where respondents tended to settle around major
industrial cities such as Tokyo (and surrounding areas such as Kanagawa, Chiba, Saitama
and Ibaraki), Osaka, and Nagoya, Uzbek migrants prefer to settle in large Korean
industrial cities and economic zones with high economic potential such as Seoul, Busan,
and Chungcheongnam-do, as detailed in table 6 below.
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Table 6. Main Areas of Residence of Uzbek citizens in South Korea
Administrative District (Si, Gun, Gu) (1) 2013
Gross Total

30,699

Seoul

1,480

Busan

1,313

Daegu

881

Incheon

1,494

Gwangju

730

Daejeon

272

Ulsan

729

Sejong-si

107

Gyeonggi-do

9,901

Gangwon-do

252

Chungcheongbuk-do

1,655

Chungcheongnam-do

2,414

Jeollabuk-do

908

Jeollanam-do

964

Gyeongsangbuk-do

1,748

Gyeongsangnam-do

5,789

Jeju-do

62

Source: Commission for Statistics of Korea, http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/index.action

These results also demonstrate that their residence in South Korea is tightly
connected to employment opportunities and the availability of jobs that provide for
their social security and income for family members who depend on their remittances
back to Uzbekistan.

5. Migrant Perceptions of South Korea and Japan
Comparing the two countries, we note that there are several similarities and differences
in the way migrants treat their sojourn to Japan and South Korea. Regarding similarities,
the vast majority of Uzbek student-migrants in our survey indicated that they considered
their stays in Japan and South Korea to be temporary, having little desire to settle for the
long or medium-term or to seek permanent residence. While the lack of opportunity
to permanently settle and their visa term (long vs. short) may have predetermined
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their answer, respondents in both Japan and South Korea cited cultural differences
and incompatible religious differences as well as the worldview regarding attitudes
towards the family and elderly as the main reasons for not desiring a longer stay. In
this sense, our sample supports the findings of similar studies showing that temporary
Uzbek migrants in Japan and South Korea do not regard their current legal “status to
be the most detrimental factor in their decision to permanently settle or ‘return home’”
(Dadabaev and Akhmedova 2021, forthcoming).
The overwhelming majority of respondents provided a projected three to five year
timeframe for their stay in both countries, reflecting the amount of time in which they
would be able to repay debt incurred for travel expenses to Japan/South Korea and build
the financial and social capital to enable solidifying their standing back in Uzbekistan.
Among the factors significantly influencing the respondents’ choices to stay or
leave, family/community ties in Uzbekistan and religion (Islam) played the greatest roles
in their decisions to return. Interestingly, the overwhelming majority of respondents
indicated that they were fully satisfied with their lives in Japan/South Korea and
therefore did not link their desire to return to Uzbekistan to dissatisfaction with their
current host countries. Rather, they did not see these two aspects as mutually exclusive.
Because they lived their lives within Uzbek communes (sharing apartments with
like-minded fellow citizens), they did not detach their existence in Japan/South Korea
from their life in a social space of “Uzbekness,” maintaining purely functional interaction
with host country local communities. They interacted with the host society barricaded
behind an Uzbek identity and the ideal of a “musofir” (a wanderer in unknown lands). In
their own words, their current lives are defined by their attachment to ethnic Uzbekness
(Uzbekchilik) or by Islamic religious interpretations of their stay as that of a wanderer
or musofir in search, not only of financial reward, but also of life experience, wisdom,
and justice.
In such a self-rationalized structure, the eventual “return home” is the point in their
judgment where they have reaped the fruits from their current life in the host society.
Upon their return, the majority hope to either utilize their experience as know-how in
Uzbek society (in line with the social remittance concept; see Levitt 2001b; Radjabov
2017) or enhance social standing in their communities (Ruget and Usmanalieva 2011).
One feature common to Uzbeks in Japan and South Korea is that they view their
current opportunity as one they were forced to take, due to a lack of alternatives back
home, whether due to a failed national university entrance examination, lack of education
funds, or limited work prospects and low salary. Some respondents also indicated that
they decided to travel to Japan or South Korea when they saw an opportunity to both
study and work to save for their future return home. Importantly, those considering
options for educational mobility or labor migration outside of Uzbekistan viewed
Japan and South Korea as a viable alternative to traveling to Russia, where Uzbeks
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are dominant in the foreign labor market but face tremendous discrimination and
psychological and physical abuse.
Most respondents indicated in their narratives that although they appreciated
the opportunities offered by their sojourn to Japan and South Korea, they had to
overcome challenges primarily related to self-identity and the purpose of travel. They
were prepared to accept and deal with logistical limitations and daily problems in these
countries because their current stay offered them the opportunity to “stand on their
feet” and establish lives back home. In addition, most interviewees discussed their
sojourn as part of a maturation process, an increasing appreciation for their own society,
and, importantly, “religion.”
Studies of migrants in Russia and elsewhere have already raised the issue of the
increasing religiosity among migrants due to the migration experience, as religious
beliefs provide a proper framing for most migrants, soothing their perceived difficulties
in host societies.
In the case of Japan and South Korea, the respondents overwhelmingly emphasized
that religious attachments helped them internalize and explain experiences to others.
Although many indicated that they were part of a religious community, they still preferred
a religious community in their own country comprised of close family members rather
than migrant strangers.
This result also corresponds to the respondents’ high satisfaction with their stay
in host societies. They have the opportunity to see and learn new things to which they
would not be exposed to back home, while any difficulties faced in the host society are
considered temporary and transient.
The greatest advantage from their stay for respondents in both Japan and South
Korea was the short-term economic benefit of capital accumulation. Respondents
linked this capital to the pursuit back in Uzbekistan of goals which the overwhelming
majority interpreted as the opportunity to launch their own business rather than as
purely financial gain.
Many indicated that they hoped to use knowledge of the social and economic
institutions, schemes and enterprises in Japan and South Korea, ‘copying’ or ‘modifying’
them to fit society in Uzbekistan.
Many respondents indicated that theoretically, such behaviors could be interpreted
as an attempt to socially remit practices that can potentially not only enhance the
standing of these individuals but also contribute to the soft and hard power potentials
of Japan and South Korea in the region since migrants sojourns offer channels for the
transfer of business practices and work ethic and provide an opportunity for migrants
to accumulate the capital needed to launch enterprises back in Uzbekistan.
In addition to the similarities between Japan and South Korea in the eyes of
migrants, there are also striking differences in their perceptions of these societies. The
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first difference relates to the channels of travel to these two East Asian countries. In the
case of Japan, educational mobility, most commonly in the form of Japanese language
training, is the most popular means for labor migrants (see Table 7).
Table 7. Expenses for Educational Opportunities and Part-time Job Search in Japan
Fee Types

Approximate Monetary Amount

Fees charged by Japanese language schools in Japan
Tuition fee for the first year

US$ 6,300-7,300 (depends on the Japanese language school and its location in Japan)

Apartment rent per month

US$ 200-670 (depends on the location and number
of people sharing a room)

Fees charged by education agencies/brokers in Uzbekistan
Language training fee in Uzbekistan

US$ (price depends on the school and its location
in Uzbekistan); even after a student obtains a visa,
he/she is required to continue studying the Japanese
language until his/her departure to Japan or be responsible for paying fees for the period

Processing fee for services such as preparing documents, preparing for online
interviews, assisting with translation in
the online interview, finding a Japanese
school in Japan, paying the visa fee

US$ 500-1,500 (depends on the agency and individual broker); if a visa is not obtained, $300 will
be retained by the agency, and the rest will be returned to the student

Airfare (one-way or two-way ticket
from Uzbekistan to Japan); students’
personal responsibility

US$ 300-720

Assistance in finding part-time jobs
through people who work as brokers
and live in Japan; students’ personal responsibility

US$ 50-285 (Uzbek students in Japan are divided into
three groups: Most students find part-time jobs with
the assistance of their friends or relatives or by themselves; the second group of students finds part-time
jobs by paying approximately $50-$200 to Uzbek brokers; the third group of students finds part-time jobs
by paying individual Uzbek brokers in Japan approximately $285 plus an additional 10% of their daily salary); this group of students usually uses this service
in the first six months after coming to Japan (usually
Japanese language school students)

Compiled by authors from interviews of 66 students/migrants in Japan.
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Students enroll in Japanese language schools in Uzbekistan, gain a certain level
of proficiency, and then apply for Japanese language training in Japan, which can last
from 6 months to several years, depending on the desire of the student. As indicated
above, such enrollment requires a significant amount of initial investment, which these
migrants borrow from family members, friends, or “brokers” who facilitate their travel
to Japan. In the majority of cases, such migrants attempt to stay in Japan for several years
until they accumulate enough resources to repay their debt and build the foundation of
financial stability back home. Some of these individuals travel to Japan several times,
enrolling in various language schools or progressing to professional training schools
and, sometimes, undergraduate programs. The main reason for the popularity of this
migration channel is the limited opportunities offered by Japan for direct and official
labor migration (hundreds annually rather than thousands as in the case of South Korea,
see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Source of Assistance for Processing & Preparing Admission Documents

In recent years, the number of foreign laborers directly employed from abroad,
including Uzbekistan have increased in elderly care, agriculture, and certain types of
manual labor (such as cargo companies). The government strictly regulates these new
areas of labor migration, however, requiring that applicants possess a certain level
of language proficiency and particular skills. For instance, in the area of caretaking,
applicants must pass a state Japanese language examination a few years after arrival to
qualify for a license and a longer stay, limiting opportunities for applicants interested in
travel to Japan.
In the case of South Korea, direct migration practices are more widespread,
with the Uzbek Ministry of Labor establishing a special agency for labor migration
responsible for facilitating the travel of such migrants to Japan and their protection.
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South Korea offers several thousand (approximately 3,000) spots per year to Uzbek
citizens. Those unable to use this opportunity then exploit the option of educational
mobility for the purpose of labor migration (Table 8).
Table 8. Comparison of Expenses for Educational Opportunities and Part-time Job Search
in Japan and South Korea
Fee Types
Tuition fee for the
first year (it is also
possible to pay
every six months)
Apartment rent
per month

Japan
Approximate Monetary Amount

South Korea
Approximate Monetary Amount

US$ 6,300-7,300 (depends on the
Japanese language school and its
location in Japan)

Nearly US$ 4,000 for Korean
language school
Approximately US$ 6,000 for
university

US$ 200-670 (depends on the
location and number of people
sharing a room)

Nearly US$ 4,000 for Korean
language school
Approximately US$ 6,000 for
university

Fees charged by education agencies/brokers in Uzbekistan

Language training
fee in Uzbekistan

US$ (price depends on the school
and its location in Uzbekistan);
even after a student obtains a visa,
the student is required to continue
studying the Japanese language
until his/her departure to Japan or
be responsible for paying fees for
the period

SUM 120,000-200,000 (price
depends on the school and its location in Uzbekistan); it is also required to finish a 6-month course
in some language programs

Processing fee for
services

US$ 500-1,500 (depends on the
agency and individual broker); if
a visa is not obtained, $300 will
be retained by the agency, and the
rest will be returned to the student;
such services include preparing
documents, preparing for online
interviews, assisting with translation in the online interview, finding
a Japanese school in Japan, paying
the visa fee

US$ 100-500 (depends on the
agency and individual broker);
such services includes preparing
documents, checking for mistakes
in the documents, bringing and
submitting them to educational
institutions in South Korea

Airfare

US$ 300-720 (one-way or two-way US$ 300-500 (one-way ticket from
ticket from Uzbekistan to Japan); Uzbekistan to South Korea); stustudents’ personal responsibility
dents’ personal responsibility
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Assistance in finding part-time jobs;
students personal
responsibility

US$ 50-285 (Uzbek students in Japan are divided into three groups:
Most students find part-time jobs
with the assistance of their friends
or relatives or by themselves; the
second group of students finds
part-time jobs by paying approximately $50-$200; the third group
of students finds part-time jobs by
paying individual Uzbek brokers
in Japan approximately $285 and
10% of daily salary); this group
of students typically uses such
services in the first six months
after coming to Japan and are considered Japanese language school
students

Uzbek students in South Korea
are also divided into three groups:
Most students find part-time jobs
with the assistance of Korean brokers/agencies by paying 10% of
their daily salary; the second group
of students finds part-time jobs
through their friends or relatives
or by themselves; the third group
of students finds part-time jobs
by paying approximately a $70-$90
one-time fee until the agency finds
suitable work for them

Compiled by authors from interviews

The process of controlling and licensing language school students in South Korea
puts additional pressure on students to properly attend their studies. Schools must
approve documents required for students to receive a work permit and confirm that
their grades are high enough to allow for part-time work.
In the case of Japan, students do not feel similar pressure because Japan’s immigration
service entrusts the task of monitoring student performance to the schools and issues
part-time work permits without review of student performance or attendance. The
majority of employers require documentation from migrant workers, however, and are
frequently reluctant to offer jobs with work hours exceeding the standard defined in
labor laws. Students thus attempt to efficiently “maximize” use of time in Japan by
landing part-time employment in different places with shifts that do not overlap. This
arrangement undermines efficient learning, and many fall asleep while attending school.
However, our respondents named financial gain through part-time employment as a
higher priority than academic gain.
In regards to job finding, migrants to Japan largely use an informal network
consisting of their fellow citizens through the Telegram social networking platform.
As soon as they arrived in Japan all respondents went online, using Telegram to get
connected and for professional networking to find jobs.
In the case of South Korea, our respondents indicated various means to find jobs,
including signing direct contracts with employers before arriving in South Korea, paying
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official agencies, or unofficial “brokers” who publicize their services on Telegram, and
relying on networks of friends. Thus, compared to Japan, more options appear available
in South Korea to find jobs with relative ease.
Interestingly, many posts in South Korea advertise jobs with room and board,
while in Japan, jobs advertised with lodging are nonexistent. In this sense, the labor
market structure forces those coming from Uzbekistan to Japan to share lodging and
food costs and obtain psychological security through communal living. The earlier
arrivals to Japan include former student-migrants and labor migrants who have set up
enterprises with services targeting the student and labor migrant community, providing
money transfer services from Japan or offering assistance in document preparation for
arrival to Japan. Such services function as an underground banking system, arranging
transfers over the phone from Japan to various cities in Uzbekistan. Migrants typically
bring money to an office in Japan. The amount to be disbursed is transmitted over the
phone to the remitting service agent in Uzbekistan, and within a matter of minutes,
the migrant’s relative receives the amount from money pooled in Uzbekistan for this
purpose. No documentation is registered, and the transaction represents an information
remittance practice.
In the case of South Korea, however, similar remittances are just one available
option for migrants. Other alternatives include sending money through numerous
businessmen who travel to South Korea for wholesale purchases or remittance through
travelers who frequent South Korea on regular flights offered by Asiana Airlines and
Korean Air. In addition to financial remittance, migrants often exploit South Korea’s
role as a source of major industrial products, electronics, and clothing for the Uzbek
market, sending these products to generate income and facilitate or launch the trading
businesses of relatives and acquaintances back home in Uzbekistan.
In contrast, the high prices and foreign origin of merchandise in Japan prevent the
country from serving as a source of products to be sent home. Outside of occasional
Uzbekistan Airways flights during the tourist season, Uzbekistan and Japan also lack
direct flight connections. Japan then, is financially rewarding for those able to enter the
labor market and remit funds to family members back home.
Regarding the institutional environment, respondents found that job searches in
South Korea were easier than those in Japan for several reasons. First, compared to
Japan, migrants generally encountered a more tolerant attitude towards the foreign
workforce in South Korea, where employers openly search for foreigners through
agencies or various labor markets. In Japan, our respondents reported mostly informal
job searches conducted through a network of like-minded Uzbek travelers and the
absence of official placement agencies targeting foreign workers.
Strict workplace rules in Japan prohibit continuous, multi-hour shifts in the same
job, forcing respondents to seek shifts at several different workplaces to maximize
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profits. Those in South Korea, however, indicated that they could work beyond the
legally allowed limit in the same workplace if they so desired, and many reported that
their employers would arrange their residence and even provide food. Such arrangements
are rare, if nonexistent, in Japan, leaving respondents solely responsible for housing
arrangements. The only exception is the Japanese government-run professional trainee
scheme which regulates and controls trainees’ private lives, including their place of
residence. Finally, the two countries’ student work regulations differ. In Japan, students
are allowed to work part-time 28 hours per week during their studies and 40 hours
per week during their vacations. Students apply and receive work permits from the
immigration authorities, who entrust educational institutions with control of the studywork balance. Our respondents report that South Korean immigration authorities
regulate more strictly the issuance of student work permits, first verifying enrollment
along with student academic grades and attendance.
A few individuals in the Japanese sample had also experienced labor migration to
Russia and South Korea. They disclosed that they had accumulated initial funds through
seasonal work in Russia for travel to South Korea and Japan. Discrimination faced in
Russia led them to pursue a job in East Asia.
In comparing South Korea and Japan, they felt that South Korea provided an easier
environment in which to find a job. They considered the Japanese working environment
to be more demanding and precise than in South Korea, where, depending on the kind
of job, employers often did not as scrupulously control work output. Some felt, though,
that the more demanding Japanese work environment offered long term benefits
through discipline that was internalized by the respondents as part of a journey for
wisdom and experience, as explained above.

6. Conclusions
This paper arrives at several conclusions based on our pilot survey in Japan and South
Korea. First, labor migration and educational mobility are becoming the next “horizon”
in the expanded relationship between East and Central Asia.
Migration is powered by several factors, including the efforts by Japan and South
Korea to pursue ‘original’ people-oriented regional policy engagement, and demands
for labor opportunities from Central Asian states, such as Uzbekistan, for their young
and growing populations.
Second, the mobility initiatives which sent Uzbek students and laborers to Japan and
South Korea have both positive and negative aspects, some of which pose a worrisome
trend and may impede future cooperation. In particular, endemic corruption and the
scarcity of jobs available through official labor migration from Uzbekistan to Japan and
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South Korea have led Uzbek students to increasingly abuse educational opportunities,
which have been turned into a pipeline for unofficial labor migration.
Third, although educational mobility has prominently featured in labor migration
in East Asia (particularly from China, Vietnam, and the Philippines to Japan and South
Korea), the movement of Uzbeks to Japan and South Korea demonstrates that this
trend has expanded beyond East to Central Asia.
Fourth, while increasing numbers of Uzbeks seek to engage in such educational/
labor mobility, little evidence suggests that they consider migration a “side door” to
permanent settlement or integration into Japanese and South Korean society, as most
opt to return home in the short and medium-term.
Fifth, most regard their stay as a short sojourn due to religious and identity-related
differences. They define their journey along the lines of musofirs, or religious wanderers,
seeking opportunities, wisdom, and experience to be used to solidify their social identity
and standing back in their own society.
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Introduction
European and other contemporaries tended to explain the authority of Mongol khans
by linking it to a despotic and authoritarian style of ruling, which they believed enabled
them to maintain iron discipline among their subjects and secure their unquestioning
obedience. For example, according to the famous report of the Italian friar Giovanni di
Plano Carpini, who visited the Mongol court in 1245-47,
The emperor of the Tatars has a wonderful power over everyone. No one
dares camp anywhere unless the emperor himself assigns the place. He
himself assigns where the generals stay, the generals assign the millenarii their
place, the millenaarii assign the centenarii their place, and the centenarii the
decani their place.1

Yet scholars of nomadism provided ample evidence convincingly showing that
due to the factor of mobility, the dynamics of nomadic power relations had
eschewed centralization of power under a single ruler. For example, William
Honeychurch has stated that nomadic power relations were informed by the
interplay of what he calls ‘spatial politics’, which he defines as “a negotiative
environment, in which authority, control, resources, and information could
not be socially or spatially concentrated, nor really monopolized.”2 Multiple
seats of power engendered by these dynamics unfolded against an alternative
political landscape, one that resisted the top-down, center-oriented trajectories
characteristic of power relationships in agrarian societies. These ‘spatial politics’
thwarted the formation of stable political structures, and, hence, contributed to
the relatively limited longevity of nomadic states. In this setting power was not
about wielding power per se, but about balancing power in an effective way, by
sharing it with parties involved in order to meet their expectations.
Against this backdrop, ambitious nomadic rulers tapped into their followers’
willingness to cooperate by undertaking raids, campaigns and long-distance migrations
that could significantly undermine their rivals by attracting those rivals’ followers.
In addition, successful raids and campaigns provided the rulers with the chance to
demonstrate their generosity through sharing spoils with their noble and common
followers alike.
These types of interactions were enabled, among other things, by the relative
1

2
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economic independence that the majority of members of nomadic societies enjoyed.
Usually, both noble and ordinary nomadic families owned their own households,
comprised of a main tent, several other tents, and a certain amount of livestock that was
considered the family’s private property. The property could not be taken from its owners
unless they were obliged by judges to give away a portion of their livestock as a fine or
offered it to their rulers and relatives as a tribute or a gift. Under these circumstances,
nomadic rulers were not in a position to impose taxation on their followers, but satisfied
with voluntary donations. Nomadic wealth was, indeed, measured by possession of
livestock. However, because of nomadic economies’ vulnerability to environmental
conditions, the number of livestock tended to fluctuate frequently.
The often unpredictable climatic conditions of the Eurasian Steppes put pressure
on nomads to make quick and independent decisions about whether to cooperate with
or separate from their leaders or other nomadic communities. While their insistence on
their right to free choice was a working strategy for meeting the immediate challenges
presented by these conditions, the alternative spaces of power contestation this freedom
engendered ultimately inhibited the greater potential for effective rulers to emerge,
which might have given these communities a stronger chance to survive and prosper
under the inhospitable conditions of their native habitats over time. Nomads embraced
mobility for purely political and other non-economic considerations, strategically
negotiating and renegotiating the terms and conditions of their cooperation. If
commoners used this strategy as a means of controlling their leaders’ behavior, the
leaders used it to reinforce their own status. This suggests that the way of harnessing
the nomads’ centrifugal aspirations was through investing in ‘the sovereign importance
of movement’ and, in this way, transforming their free choices into a ruler’s own choice.
Predicated on maintaining their right to economic and political freedom, the nomads’
sense of properly-balanced power relations transformed interactions with their leaders
into personal, flexible, and non-binding partnerships.

The nomads’ centrifugal aspirations shaped by the demands of their
economy amplified the element of uncertainty characteristic of their political
relationships, which, in turn, came to play a key role in shaping their psychological
and cultural expectations. This came to manifest in reinforcing their awareness
of belonging to certain kinship groups, usually represented by three generations,
and maintaining strong bonds with them. For rather than through submission to
remote and abstract rulers, it was through their family networks that members
of these groups were able to secure their economic cooperation and protection.
Each member was therefore expected to conform to specific patterns of
behavior defined by their gender, age, and kinship status and designed to
strengthen cooperation within their nuclear and extended families. Violation of
these norms was, as a rule, met with strong condemnation by other members
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and, could, in some cases, even lead to extradition.

Proper social conduct entailed avoiding conflicts and showing respect to one’s
kinsfolk, especially to their elder members, in the form of loyalty, generosity, hospitality,
protection, and rendering assistance. Many visitors to nomadic encampments, including
V. V. Radlov, observed that regardless of the number of items they gave to their
inhabitants as gifts, the nomads immediately shared the items with everyone present,3
who most likely represented their relatives. Radlov’s observation resonates with the
observation of the Swedish traveler Johann Schnitscher, who visited the Kalmyks in
1714: “… this people seems to surpass us Christians by far as regards their mutual
affection, because they do not enjoy the least thing solely for themselves, unless they
first divide it with their brethren who are present, whether they be 20 or even more.”4
This suggests that charismatic nomadic rulers were able to attract their followers
provided they also demonstrated their adherence to established norms of social
reciprocity. The interplay of uncertainty ultimately spelled out the workings of a
charismatic nomadic leadership that, among other things, entailed a ruler’s ability to
consolidate his relatives and other nomads, by showing respect and generosity toward
them, as well as preventing and settling their conflicts.
Revisiting the story of the rise of Chingis Khan to the status of supreme Mongol
ruler shows how, within the fluidity of steppe political negotiations, Chingis Khan’s
personal adherence to these norms toward his close relatives and loyal nobility proved
an effective strategy for counterbalancing his followers’ centripetal aspirations and
hence, prevailing over his rivals.

The Mongol Principle of Collective Sovereignty
Hodong Kim has argued that at least until the mid-fourteenth century the Mongol
Empire had been run by Chingis Khan and his successors as a family enterprise, which
reflected the Mongol sense of world order.5 The sense was based on the concept of
collective sovereignty of members of the ruling dynasty of Chingis Khan that implied
that all members of the royal family were considered legitimate to claim the portion of
incomes and spoils from populations placed under Mongol rule. According to the Qazaq
historian Tursun Sultanov, the principle mandated that each adult Chingisid prince had
the right to his share (inju) of populations and lands, along with a certain number of
3
4

5
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craftsmen and a portion of agricultural land that became property of his ruling family.
The inju populations and lands were called by the ancient Turkic words ulus, el, and yurt.
The latter notions were also used for the designation of groups of nomadic populations
without linking them to certain territories.6 A closer examination of Mongol and other
sources, however, suggest that only truly charismatic figures among the Mongol nobility
could benefit from the Chingisid principle of collective sovereignty, including claiming
their share from incomes in lands placed under Mongol rule. Batu, grandson of Chingis
Khan and the founder of the Golden (Kipchak) Horde, was one of them, who “had his
allotted share of every province in the country that had come under Mongol rule, and
this share was duly taken away by his agents.”7
The proposed imperial unity manifested in recognition of the superior status of
Great Khan and upholding the principle of social reciprocity that apart from exchange
of envoys, gifts and tributes, entailed adoption of a special code of royal conduct.
Generally, the Mongol power succession was governed by the principle of primogeniture,
implying that a ruler’s brother or his elder son were expected to replace him. In practice,
however, this principle was often correlated through the entertainment of another
principle, which Joseph Fletcher called the principle of tanistry or the principle of
choice. Following tanistry practices, participants in the royal meetings (quryltai) dedicated
to the election of a great khan often ignored the age of candidates and chose those
who had succeeded in rallying support from influential Chingisid and non-Chingisid
nobles.8 The quryltai decisions therefore had a strong potential for engendering the
rise of contested seats of authority that were followed by succession wars among rival
candidates. Hence, predicated on the principle of collective sovereignty, the tanistry
workings secured each royal member’s right to challenge the established status-quo and
claim the superior power status for themselves. The Mongol power succession thus
demonstrates a highly competitive environment of the Inner Asian politics and a crucial
role of personal charisma in shaping the unravelling of the nomadic leadership politics,
including patterns of power-sharing and centralization.
Based on what Nikolai Kradin and Paul Ratchnevsky investigated, we can surmise
that Chingis Khan’s code of customary laws Yasa or Yosun operated also as the code
of royal conduct that was bequeathed by the dynasty’s founder on his successors and
other members of his family.9 Apart from customary regulations, Yasa represented the
6
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collection of the khan’s oral instructions, advice, and thoughts, which he uttered on
various occasions. In Ratchnevsky’s view, the Yasa instructions were known only to the
senior members of the ruling family. They were carefully written on scrolls and preserved
in secret archives.10 This suggests that Yasa functioned as a form of social contract that
put limits on what each member of the ruling family could do with respect to other
members for the sake of achieving the ‘common good’ in the form of cooperation and
establishing peace and order, but also conducting successful campaigns and raids. It
capitalized on norms of social reciprocity to be observed by the khan’s heirs. In other
words, Yasa provided a legal basis for the dynasty to retain their integrity and, hence,
their superior ruling status, which was viewed by its founder as a strong guarantor of
the longevity of his empire.
Historians have established that Yasa traced its origin to törü, the state concept of
the ancient Turks (sixth-eighth centuries B.C.). Along with high principle, high law, and
the collection of established laws, the törü concept entailed establishing justice, order,
or ranking among subject populations, by setting up the institution of co-rulership,
as well as dividing and distributing spoils of war.11 Following the törü principles, Yasa’s
instructions aimed to resolve periods of heightened uncertainty and to overcome
conflict and disagreement among members of the ruling nomadic class. It gave the
ruler the ability to settle conflicts in a peaceful way by appealing to the norms of social
reciprocity, which he used as a strategy for counterbalancing his subjects’ right to free
choice.

Sedentary vs. Nomadic Technologies of Power
The cultural historian Peter Burke has contended that the institutionalization of
the French ruling class in seventeenth-century France was achieved through the
construction of the image of Louis XIV to meet with his subjects’ cultural and
psychological expectations and demands. The creation of the king’s image was therefore
not merely the result of a manipulation of French society, but strongly resonated with
the centralizing seventeenth-century French state: “… the image of the omniscient and
omnipresent monarch cannot be dismissed as nothing but the product of propagandists
and flatterers,” because the image was “up to a point – the expression of a collective
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need. It is poor speculation, but it is tempting to suggest a link between the rise of the
centralising state in the seventeenth century and the rise of the cult of the king, who
represented – indeed, incarnated – the power of the centre.”12 “The Christ-centered
kingship” 13 that formed one of the basic aspects of court politics in premodern and
modern states further reinforced the center-dominated vision of their societies.
The sense of properly balanced relations of power engendered by these dynamics
found its spatial expression in the territorial organization of space, where the seat of the
monarch evolved into a political, economic and cultural center of a polity comprised of
his and his nobles’ lands. The centralization of the monarch’s power was accompanied
by the rise of early territorial states, the institutionalization of civil and criminal laws,
and the rise of their nobility as a class who shared common interests vs. their monarchs
and ordinary subjects.
In agrarian societies, relations over land spelled out relations of domination and
dependency. The landowners’ right to impose control on their subjects in the form of
payments of taxes and services, which the subjects owed to the landlords for working the
latter’s land, 14 was safeguarded by the monarchs, who protected the landlords’ properties
and enabled the latter to grow, by asserting legal regulations and using surveillance and
punitive mechanisms of their states. Although the king could not directly impose his
will on his nobility, the latter had a stake in reinforcing the king’s central status, because
they found themselves ever stronger exposed to the king’s punitive forces, bureaucracy,
and courts to fix their peasants to land.
Due to the absence of land ownership and a relative economic independence, the
nomads’ perception of properly balanced relations of power eschewed describing them
in terms of control and dependency. Although nomadic consensus-building also aimed
to create an impression of power emanating from a strong ruler, as the anthropologists
Philip Salzman and Walter Goldschmitt have remarked, so as “to encourage respect
and fear and discourage opposition,”15 “the pastoralists showed respect for authority
but not subordination, obedience or other characteristics suggestive of dependency.”16
By citing the Iranian nomadic overlord sardar, Salzman states that his status rested not
on his control of necessary resources, or on his ability to coerce tribesmen, but on the
kabul, permission or consent, of tribesmen, because he knew that his subjects would
12
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follow him, “only so far as it suited them.” He only made commands that “he knew
his tribesmen were willing to obey,” and led only “where his tribesmen were willing to
follow.”17
Fletcher believed that on the basic level of nomadic social organization represented
by nuclear and extended families and lineages, leaders were capable of finding suitable
pastures and providing their subjects with protection.18 The well-known Qazaq historian
Nurbulat Masanov also stated that members of the basic Qazaq social units, which he
identified as minimal and extended communities (minimal’naia i rashshirennaia obshchina),
were economically self-sufficient in terms of regulating their migrations and using
pasturelands.19 He contended that any interference with these issues from above could
disrupt the nomadic economic process and lead to a disaster.20 Nicolló Di Cosmo, in
turn, suggested that the need for an overlord emerged in times of social conflict and
ecological disaster that required the nomads to cooperate on a larger scale.21 During
these times, the nomads united into bigger political units, which Masanov termed
associative groups (assotsiativnaia gruppa), in which members were connected to each
other through true and fictive kinship affiliations.22
This shows that unlike the kings’ institutionalized charisma, a nomadic ruler’s
charisma functioned as a work-in-progress, convincing his followers that his lasting
military success, buoyed by his personal conduct, provided evidence of the Divine’s
interference. In other words, to secure his status and the integrity of his community, he
had to rely mainly on his followers’ voluntary recognition.23

Anda, Father-Son, Guregen, Aka-Ini, and Others
Norbert Elias’ study demonstrates that by playing off his nobles against each other,
King Louis XIV initiated what is known as favoritism that further reinforced his central
status. As Elias notes,
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…the king prevented a unification of court society against him, by which he
promoted and maintained the desired tension-balance, the precondition of
his rule. It is a peculiar type of field and form of rule that manifests itself here
in the court, and analogously in the wider dominion of the absolute monarch.
What is characteristic of this dominion is the exploitation of enmities between
subjects to reduce their hostility towards, and increase their dependence on,
their sole ruler, the king….he must carefully channel the tensions, cultivate
petty jealousies and maintain within the group a fragmentation in their aims
and therefore in the pressure they exert. He must allow opposed pressures to
interpenetrate each other and hold them in equilibrium, and this requires a
high degree of calculation.24

In contrast, Chingis Khan capitalized on demonstrating his adherence to the norms of
social reciprocity with respect to his own family and kinsfolk that strongly resonated
with his followers’ psychological and cultural expectations. As a matter of fact, the khan
extended these norms to his nobility, by treating them as members of his extended
family.
The aspect of Chingis Khan’s career that linked his charisma to his extraordinary
military achievements has been well-documented and researched by historians and
therefore will not be discussed here. Yet, his military campaigns could not have been
so successful without the strong backing of his family, close relatives, and loyal nobility.
Apart from his military skills, it was through Chingis Khan’s ability to invest in cultural
and psychological norms shared by members of these three groups that he proved able
to exert his influence over other segments of Mongol society. As Paul Ratchnevsky
remarked, “…above all he understood how to win over his own countrymen, so that
they willingly followed him as leader, in every reprehensible deed.” Chingis Khan proved
able to attract followers even after losing his battles.25 On several occasions during his
formative years, his army won decisive battles against his rivals’ larger armies.26
As The Secret History 27 shows, Chingis Khan’s ability to impose strong discipline and
24
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his iron will on his nobility was largely due to their willingness to cooperate with him,
rather than proof of his despotic personality and rule. His followers’ recognition linked
the khan’s status as supreme Mongol ruler to the backing of the Divine. Subsequently,
it legitimized Chingis Khan to not only impose his own laws, but also secure the
laws’ implementation, as well as granted the khan the privilege of distributing lands,
populations, titles, ranks, generous gifts, and spoils.
The Secret History accounts that Chingis Khan learned the tough lesson of the crucial
role of relatives in securing survival under the open sky of the inhospitable Eurasian
steppes when members of his immediate extended family had wandered off after his
father’s death and left his mother along with her four young children alone. The Secret
History describes the survival of the family as a miracle and attributes it to the mother’s
strenuous efforts aimed to sustain herself and her children.
Rashid al-Din stated that “Chingis Khan urged his sons to concord and unity:
‘As long as you are in agreement with one another, fortune and triumph will be your
friends and your opponents will never gain the victory.’ By reason of this quality,”
Rashid al-Din remarks, “it has been possible for Chingis Khan and his successors to
conquer the greater part of the world.”28 The works of the medieval authors Juvaini and
Rashid al-Din aptly demonstrate that by capitalizing on loyalty, justice, obedience, and
discipline, Chingis Khan proved capable of skillfully playing off his rivals against each
other, and, in this way, prevailing over all of them. As The Secret History shows, Chingis
Khan applied these standards not only to his relatives but also to loyal members of his
nobility.
Owen Lattimore called practices associated with these policies “the artificial
extension of kinship” and listed among them, along with the anda institution, the
institutions of unagan bogol (lit. subjected slave) and nukur (nökör/nököd, lit. friend,
companion). He defined unagan bogol as a “collective subjection of a clan to another
clan” that led to the integration of the subjected clan into the genealogical makeup
of the dominating clan. Nukur, in turn, could be any man regardless of his tribal and
social backgrounds, who declared his personal loyalty to a leader of his choice.29 Chingis
Khan integrated some of these men as his personal bodyguards (keshig).30 The Chingisid
nobility also often adopted orphans and other children from related and unrelated
families, a practice that was widely spread among the Mongols and other nomadic
populations.
28
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Juvaini and Rashid al-Din linked several well-established patterns of social behavior
toward one’s close relatives and kinsfolk to the Yasa royal code. The patterns mandated
respect for elder relatives (the principle of aka-ini), relations between father and son,
father and son-in-law (guregen), and sworn brothers (anda), including relations with
relatives of one’s wife (anda-khuda).
In the formative period of his rise to power, Chingis Khan began using the Mongol
institution of anda to establish relations of social reciprocity to ward off his rivals and
attract his followers. In anda, two unrelated men took an oath to establish a brotherhood
relationship. It was alleged that the anda commitments tied men to each other more
strongly than those based on blood.
Chingis Khan’s father, Esugei, became anda of the powerful Kereit leader Ong
Khan, after assisting him against his enemies. He did so despite Ong Khan’s mean
treatment of his brothers and close relatives, which had caused them to leave Ong Khan.
During his rise to power, Chingis Khan followed in his father’s footsteps, by assisting
Ong Khan in similar situations and treating him as his adopted father, while Ong Khan,
in turn, treated Temujin as his adopted son. This adopted father-son relationship was
instrumental for not only ensuring the decisive contribution of Ong Khan’s army to
Temujin’s victorious battles, but also as a means of demonstrating the future Mongol
leader’s commitment to upholding his father’s legacy, by following the aka-ini principle.
The last factor gained significance after Ong Khan, under the influence of his son
and Temujin’s own anda, the Mongol noble Jamukha, began to plot against Temujin.
In response, Temujin was quick to get rid of Ong Khan by defeating his army, despite
Ong Khan’s belated repentance and attempts to reestablish the union. According to The
Secret History, Temujin publically condemned Ong Khan and his supporters for their
treachery and ingratitude, in contrast with his acts of generosity toward them. Among
other things, Temujin had provided his adopted father with shelter and booty and sent
troops to rescue his daughter who had been captured by her father’s enemies. In Chingis
Khan’s own words, quoted in The Secret History: “There was not a day I allowed you to
go hungry, there was not a month you were not given the things that you needed.”31
The same fate befell Chingis Khan’s other important rival, Jamukha, his former
anda, who in the steppe political fashion had repeatedly plotted against Chingis Khan
and his other close allies and ended up being abandoned by his followers. His several
remaining nobles handed Jamukha to Chingis Khan, who suggested a reunion, but
Jamukha refused, saying: “My very nature is different than yours. I’ve been crushed
by my anda’s generosity and greatness.”32 Remarkably, Jamukha explained his defeat by
31
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contrasting his family background with his anda’s. He pointed to the strong backing of
Chingis Khan by his mother, brothers, wives, and children, including close relatives and
followers, whom Chingis Khan had treated with respect and kindness. He listened to
their advice and rewarded them generously, which enabled him to pacify “every tribe
in the world”: “As for me, I lost my parents when I was small and had no younger
brothers, my wife is a prattler, my companions untrustworthy. Because of this, I was
excelled by my sworn friend, whose destiny was ordained by Heaven.”33
Rashid al-Din remarked that Jamukha “was always known for his disagreebleness
and contentiousness,” assisting his anda and, at the same time, intermittently plotting
against him.34 Rashid al-Din cited an influential Mongol noble, who reacted to Jamukha’s
behavior by saying: “Those who cause confusion among people and engage in trickery
and disloyalty were considered not worthy of leadership, despite their noble origin
and military skills.” According to Rashid al-Din, Temujin had all of these qualities.35
He always tried to make sure that booty was divided equally, rewarded those of his
comrades who did not strive to appropriate the booty for themselves, and praised their
behavior as having complied with the great tradition.36
It is well known that Chingis Khan and his successors encouraged their rivals to
surrender voluntarily and if they did so, they were generously rewarded by the Mongol
rulers. Chingis Khan integrated them into his own nobility by giving his daughters to
them in marriage. These nobles came to form a special group among the khan’s nobility
and army known as sons-in-law (guregen).37 For example, when the Uyghur ruler decided
to voluntarily surrender to Chingis Khan and expressed his desire to become the khan’s
fifth son and send him precious stones, Chingis Khan was very pleased to hear this.
He adopted him as his fifth son and gave him his daughter in marriage, as well as sent
generous gifts.38 He also adopted Arslan Khan, the khan of the Qarluq, as his son, after
he had voluntarily surrendered to him.39 Chingis Khan appointed another leader who
had voluntarily surrendered to head a unit of ten thousand soldiers, giving him power
over cities and important regions in China.40 On one occasion, Chingis Khan praised
his elder son Juchi for conquering the People of the Forest without much suffering or
bloodshed.41
The Mongols’ tolerant attitude toward all established religions also strongly
33
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contributed to their ability to establish coalitions with the nobles subjugated to them.
Marco Polo remarked: “During his travels through foreign countries he [Chingis Khan
– G. K.] constantly thought to attract as many people as possible to himself and make
them his allies.”42
It is important to note that Chingis Khan’s choice of Ugedei, his third son from
his chief wife, as his successor was motivated by Ugedei’s conciliatory character and not
his military skills. The khan preferred Ugedei to his elder brother Chagatai, despite the
latter’s knowledge and strict maintenance of Yasa, and to his younger brother Tolui, who
had distinguished himself as an excellent warrior. Unlike both his brothers, Ugedei was
inclined to make compromises and settle conflicts rather than to impose punishment.43
Chingis Khan’s daughter-in-law, Sorqaqtani, the Christian wife of his son Tolui, was
highly respected by all members of the Chingisid nobility for her strong adherence to
the principle of aka-ini. She catered to all of her relatives, by acting with “courtesy and
attention,”44 so much so that Juvaini and Rashid al-Din attributed the rise of her sons
Möngke, Hulagu, and Khubilai to supreme leader status to the fact that their mother had
raised them in compliance with the aka-ini principle. In the period following the death
of Guiyk, who had preceded the ascendance of her son Möngke to the status of Great
Khan, Sorqaqtani never missed the opportunity to send generous gifts to her relatives
and other nobles and to seek their advice. Ugedei Khan was said to have consulted
with Sorqaqtani on all issues, including military affairs. It was reported that Sorqaqtani
took care of her noble and ordinary subjects alike, regardless of their religions or social
status, by rendering protection and settling conflicts. Despite her Christian faith, she
treated the Muslims under her rule with respect and care.
Sorqaqtani’s most beneficial gift was her peace-making ability, for which she was
highly renowned. Juvaini contrasted Sorqaqtani to Terken Khatun, the mother of Sultan
Jalal ad-Din, the ruler of Khorezm, who had dominated her son’s decisions. In particular,
Terken Khatun favored the nobles who shared her Turkish origin. Juvaini attributed the
fall of Khorezm to the Mongols, among other things, to Terken Khatun’s plots against
the rest of the sultan’s nobility, and her cruel treatment of the sultan’s rivals.45

Chingis Khan and His Nobility
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Chingis Khan’s investment in his nobility’s cooperation seems to have had a crucial
impact on shaping the geographical concept of his empire. As Lattimore pointed out,
in his formative years the khan strongly prioritized pacifying the nomadic tribes in
the interior steppe regions over campaigning in China. These tribes represented the
most serious potential threat to his rule, and their backing would secure the successful
outcome of his future campaigns.46
It’s no wonder that Chingis Khan considered the support of his comrades-in-arms
‘the Grace of the Heavens’ and attributed his leadership status to their endorsement.47
This vision seems to have been the result of his previous failures to cater to his followers’
expectations. The Secret History recounts an episode when Chingis Khan did not treat
his brother Khasar fairly, which prompted the khan’s nobles to leave him and join the
powerful shaman Teb Tengri, who became his rival. Later on, with Chingis Khan’s tacit
approval, Teb Tengri was murdered by the khan’s brothers. Chingis Khan blamed the
murder on the shaman’s attempt to sow hostility among Chingis Khan and his brothers:
“Because Teb Tengri laid hands on my younger brothers and spread baseless slanders
among them in order to sow discord, he was no longer loved by Heaven, and his life,
together with his body, has been taken away.”48 What is notable, however, is that Chingis
Khan’s explanation met with the approval of his followers, who seem to have prioritized
maintaining close family ties over fearing the shaman’s spiritual powers.
Chingis Khan came to frame his policies toward his nobility in terms of his
compliance with the great principle of reward for service. He gave his nobility unlimited
freedom over their subjects and enemies and strove to grant all of their desires by
distributing the lion’s share of booty among them and taking only part for himself.49
According to The Secret History, during his formative years, Chingis Khan distinguished
himself with his acts of remarkable generosity, loyalty, and willingness to cooperate.
Several times during his rise to power, his followers’ devotion saved his life. He never
forgot their contributions, and generously rewarded them favors “without attention to
social origin and race” 50…and, in so doing, “set the lives of all the Mongolian people
in order.”51
During the historical 1206 quryltai that Chingis Khan convened after his decisive
victory over his main rivals, he appointed his adopted brother, Shigu Khutu, as ‘a judge
of all people,’ and put him in charge of keeping legal records. Khutu, however, declined
the appointment, asking instead to be rewarded with spoils taken from cities. Chingis
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Khan agreed. During this quryltai the khan listed in detail all leaders’ deeds that had
contributed to his rise to power and publicly announced his rewards to each of these
nobles. Some nobles asked to be granted thirty wives, while others requested certain
pastures. The khan met all of their requests.52
Chingis Khan respected his nobility’s right to free choice, by consulting with them
in all matters of life.53 For example, one of his influential nobles, Koko Chos, was
able to settle a conflict that erupted between Chingis Khan’s two older sons, Juchi and
Chagatai, following their father’s appointment of their younger brother Ugedei as his
successor.54 The Secret History capitalizes on the scenes demonstrating Chingis Khan’s
adherence to the standards that showed his loyalty to his close relatives and other
nobles, where he kept his promises to them and granted all their wishes.55 Although on
several occasions he was enraged by some of his nobles who had violated the principles
and ordered them killed, he could also forgive other culprits. He remained, however,
vengeful and uncompromising toward enemies of his family and his personal enemies
throughout his life. At the same time, he never missed the opportunity to generously
reward those among his noble and ordinary men who had complied with his principles.56
By demonstrating his personal adherence to the principle of service, the khan was able
to secure the moral support of his followers against those nobles who had violated his
principles. For example, he was known for severely punishing even those nobles who
had switched to his side after having betrayed their patrons.
It is known that Chingis Khan lived in very modest conditions, sharing his meals
and blankets with his generals and soldiers. He was quoted as saying: “A man is worthy
of leadership who knows what hunger and thirst are and who can judge the constitution
of others thereby, who can go at a measured pace and not to allow the soldiers to get
hungry and thirsty or the horses to get worn out. The proverb ‘Travel at the pace of the
weakest among you’ alludes to this.’”57 On another occasion, he remarked to a Chinese
official: “The Heavens rejected China for its excessive wealth and pride. As for me, I
inhabit the northern steppes and do not have licentious habits.”58
By following the great principle of service, he granted one of his wives, Ibaka, to
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a loyal member of his personal guard (keshig), by saying to Ibaka: “I am giving you to
him because of the great principle of reward for service.”59 He did so despite Ibaka’s
having won his heart with her beauty, charm, warmth, and good sense. According to
Rashid al-Din, in addition to giving away his wife, Chingis Khan gave this noble “all the
horses, servants, followers, household slaves, herds and flocks, treasures and stores he
possessed, except for one cook and one golden goblet from which he drank kumiss 60
both of which he kept as souvenirs.”61
More than merely accounting for Chingis Khan’s eccentric behavior, this episode
shows the way his followers associated generous acts with the behavior of charismatic
rulers. By giving away his wife and sharing his personal items with the noble, Chingis
Khan treated him as his equal partner and, hence, met the requirement of sharing
power and wealth with his companions-at-arms.
Chingis Khan’s and Ugedei’s legacy continued to exert a strong influence under
the third Great Mongol Khan, Guyuk, according to Giovanni Plano Carpini’s report
cited at the beginning of this article. Although Carpini was referring to Guyuk when
he wrote about the wonderful power of the Mongol khan, considering that Guyuk’s
term was short (it lasted for only two years), it is likely that his impression had largely
been due to the legacy of Guyuk’s charismatic predecessors, rather than Guyuk himself.
Carpini’s visit coincided with Guyuk’s enthronement and the initial stage of his term as
Great Khan.

Chingis Khan’s Successors
Chingis Khan’s immediate successors, his son, Ugedei, and grandsons, Guyuk and
Möngke, strictly followed their father’s teachings. Each tried to surpass his predecessor
in his demonstration of generosity. All of them, according to Juvaini and Rashid alDin, rather than being concerned about the state’s treasury, became preoccupied with
satisfying the needs of their noble and ordinary subjects alike. According to Juvaini,
Ugedei ordered them to open the deposits of the treasures collected during
so many years from the countries of the East and the West on behalf of
Chingis Khan, the sum of total of which could not be contained within the
bellies of ledgers. He closed the mouths of the censorious with rejection of
their advice, and allotted his portion to each of his relatives and soldiers, his
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troops and kinsfolk, noble and base, lord and liege, master and slave, to each
in accordance with his pretensions; and left in his treasures for the morrow
neither much nor little, neither great nor small.62

When Ugedei’s nobles mentioned his excessive generosity, he used to reply: “It is known
with certainty by all mankind that the world is faithful to none and that wisdom requires
a man to keep himself alive by the perpetuation of a good name.”63 Ugedei’s legendary
generosity was preserved for generations in numerous anecdotes cited by Juvaini and
Rashid al-Din. One story strikingly demonstrates the Mongol nobility’s attitude toward
wealth and power. It features one of Ugedei’s wives, Möge Khatun, when Ugedei had
ordered her to give her two precious pearls to a poor man as a reward:
the poor man went away rejoicing and sold them for a small sum. The buyer
said to himself: ‘Such fine jewels are fit for the kings,’ and the next day he
brought them as a present to Qa’an. Qa’an declared: ‘I said that they would
come back to us and that the poor man would not be disappointed.’ He gave
them back to Möge Khatun and distinguished the bearer with all kinds of
favors.64

The Great Khan Möngke also strove to distinguish himself with generosity. On one
occasion, he settled all commercial contracts that had been concluded under his
predecessor, Guyuk, by ordering that merchants be paid due amounts of money out
of his treasury.65 Remarkably, Möngke solicited the approval of his most influential
nobles before embarking on a campaign against his rival relatives, according to Rashid
al-Din.66 Juvaini wrote that initially, Möngke was not inclined to punish his rivals, but
he finally did so upon the insistence of his nobility.67 After his death, the two camps of
noblemen who stood behind Möngke’s two brothers, Arig Buka and Khubilai, initiated
hostility between the brothers by each claiming one of the brothers as their patron.68
Arig Buka’s defeat by Khubilai Khan was largely facilitated by Arig Buka’s nobility, who,
in the meantime, had become apprehensive about their patron’s unjust deeds (“he was
shamelessly killing his rival’s innocent subjects and causing hardships”) and abandoned

62
63
64
65
66
67
68

Juvaini, Genghis Khan, vol. 1, 188-89.
al-Din, The Successors of Genghis Khan, 76.
Ibid, 81.
Juvaini, Genghis Khan, vol. 2, 603.
al-Din, The Successors of Genghis Khan, 211-12.
Juvaini, Genghis Khan, vol. 2, 581.
al-Din, The Successors of Genghis Khan, 230, 248-50, 252.

158

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020

him.69
The Mongol nobility adhered to upholding the Yasa principles, which they viewed
as a source of their legitimacy. The Mongol noble Nogai, who had been the commanderin-chief of Batu and Berke, the khans of the Golden (Kipchak) Horde, was quoted as
saying in reference to Chingis Khan’s Yasa: “We have a yarlyq (order, instruction- G. K.)
from Chingis Khan, saying that if anyone in his ulus and family goes astray and disturbs
the ulus we are to investigate the matter and incline their hearts to agreement with one
another.”70

Ceremony
The pomp and splendor that surrounded the court ceremonials of European and
other monarchs were important for creating a visual and social distance between the
monarchs and their immediate surroundings and, in this way, enhancing myths about
the divine origins of their authority.
In contrast, the Mongol ceremony was designed to convey a message of a much
more mundane nature, one that opted to reflect, in the words of Ratchnevsky, “the
informal and frank character of the leader and his comrades-in-law.”71 As Juvaini
remarked, “It is one of their laudable customs that they have closed the doors of
ceremony, and preoccupation with titles, and excessive aloofness and inaccessibility,
and all things customarily associated with the fortunate and the mighty.”72
As a rule, the Mongol enthronement ceremony featured only a few rituals,
including the lifting of a newly elected khan on a piece of felt by noble participants of
the ceremony, who also took off their hats and loosened their belts. This was usually
followed by a generous feast, to which all participants were invited.73
The ceremony of the election of Guyuk, Chingis Khan’s grandson, to the status
of great Mongol khan in 1246 can be cited as a striking case in point. According to the
Dominican monk Simon De Saint Quentin, the khan’s nobles seated the newly elected
khan on a piece of white felt rug and told him:
Look above and see God, look below and see the felt on which you are sitting.
If you rule properly, and will be generous and fair, and treat each member of
your nobility in accordance with his rank, you will become famous, the whole
al-Din, Fazlullah’s Jami’-u’t Tawarikh. Part One, 431.
al-Din, The Successors of Genghis Khan, 145.
71
Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 150.
72
Juvaini, Genghis Khan, vol. 1, 26.
73
The Secret History of the Mongols. An Adaption by Paul Kahn, 157.
69
70

Kendirbai: On Nomadic Charisma

159

world will obey you and God will send you anything you wish deep in your
heart. But if you do the opposite, you become hapless and all will abandon
you and take everything from you, including the felt on which you are sitting.74

The nobles thus made clear that the success of Guyuk’s term directly depended on
the khan’s willingness and ability to share his power and wealth with his nobility.
All three successors of Chingis Khan - Ugedei, Guyuk and Möngke - used their
nominations to demonstrate their adherence to the aka-ini principle, as well as to make
their nobles approve their choice and show loyalty in public. All three became engaged
in performing the symbolic act of refusing their nominations, by indicating that their
senior relatives were more legitimate to occupy their status. According to Juvaini,
Ugedei’s resistance to his father’s choice lasted over forty days, after which he finally
agreed to take over the job. His successor Guyuk used his refusal to ascend to the
throne as the pretext for securing his status for members of his family.
When his nobles nominated him, Möngke resisted for four days, according to
Juvaini. He finally agreed to ascend to the throne after his brother had pointed out
that his resistance violated the principle of aka-ini. The brother’s remark related to
Möngke’s uncle Batu, who had proposed Möngke for the throne of Great Khan. Batu
was considered the most respected senior member of the Chingisid family by the time
of Möngke’s nomination. Moreover, Möngke’s brother warned him that his behavior
could lead to violation of the aka-ini principle by other nobles.75

Conclusion
This study has capitalized on the crucial role of the mobility factor in shaping the
nomads’ economic and political life, including their perception of a charismatic
leadership. Among other things, its interplay prevents from describing the nomads’
interactions with their leaders in terms of either patrimonial76 or patron-client relations,
despite the latter’s personal and voluntary character. For the relations of interest
operated predominantly as relations of inequality and economic dependency. As S.
Eisenstadt and L. Roniger argue, inequality of power characteristic of the patron-client
relations was translated into a reciprocal vertical alliance between the two:
in such a way as to combine access to critical resources – whether to land,
74
75
76

Sergei G. Kliashtornyi and Tursun I. Sultanov, Gosudarstva i narody Evraziiskikh stepei, 197.
Juvaini, Genghis Khan, vol. 2, 561.
Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, trans. A. A. Henderson and Talcott Parsons
(New York/London: The Free Press/Collier Macmillan, 1947), 347.

160

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 5, No. 2, December 2020

water, manpower or employment opportunities, to scarce skills or favors and
services…- with promised reciprocity, signs of goodwill, elements of force
and respect, solidarity and interpersonal relations.77

Despite certain flexibility of relationships between a patron and his clients, a properly
functioning patron-client relationship entailed what Sharon Kettering calls “blind
obedience” of a client to his patron. As she states, in seventeenth-century France
a client’s independent intéressé or self-interest was recognized as a political problem.
Clients, therefore, were eager to assure their patrons that the clients’ interests were
identical with those of their patrons.78 James Scott has also stated that: “First patron and
client are not equals. The basic exchange between them both arises from and reflects
disparity in their relative wealth, power, and status.”79
Although the nomads’ cooperation with their leaders was also motivated by
considerations of getting access to pastures, booty, and trade, along with securing
protection, their leaders were expected to enable effective cooperation in the first place.
This entailed maintaining an effective balance of power through acknowledging their
subjects’ right to free choice.
In place of “blind obedience” therefore predicated on control over necessary
economic resources that was characteristic of patrimonial and patron-client relations,
nomadic leaders and their subjects embarked on mobility to control each other’s behavior,
and, in this way, maintain a balance of power, which each side viewed as beneficial.
Since finding this equilibrium presented both sides with formidable challenges, the
nomadic power relations often tended to acquire an unpredictable character tainted by
the element of uncertainty. Because of this element, these relations do not easily yield
to describing them in terms of either patrimonial or patron-client relations regardless
of the kinship terms, in which they, as a rule, were coached.
Accordingly, this study has invested in highlighting the crucial role of the
uncertainty factor in shaping the nomads’ psychological and cultural expectations with
respect to each other and their charismatic rulers. It has argued that these expectations
became translated into the requirement of social reciprocity implying certain patterns
of behavior that each member was expected to adopt toward their relatives and other
nomads. An effective leadership, in addition, entailed the leaders’ ability to prevent and
settle conflicts in such a way so that their decisions would satisfy all parties involved. It
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was therefore not coincidental that Qazaq and Nogai customary judges bis often headed
large communities of their tribesmen organized along fictive and real kinship lineages.
The qualities above proved the indispensable attributes of charismatic nomadic
leaders that allowed them to consolidate their communities against a background spelled
out by the uncertainty of steppe political negotiations and the family-oriented nature of
nomadic economies that were, in turn, strongly exposed to the precarious climatic and
ecological conditions of the Eurasian steppes.
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Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity. By Edith W. Clowes. New
York: Cornell University Press. 2011. 200 pp. ISBN: 9780801477256
From Empire to Eurasia: Politics, Scholarship, and Ideology in Russian Eurasianism. By Sergey
Glebov. Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press. 2017. 237 pp. ISBN: 9780875807508
doi: 10.22679/avs.2020.5.2.007
It is well known that scholars dealing with the humanities and the social sciences place
their work in a particular political context. Work, in such cases, informs the reader not
only about the subject of the work, but also about the intellectual environment of
the author. In some cases, the political message is subtle. In other cases, the political
message is clear or even brazen. Two works on Eurasianism – the creed quite popular
in the early post-Soviet era – can serve as examples.
Two reviewed books reveal several ideas which, in this or that way, have
permeated Western discourse. The strong influence of postmodernism implicated
that ideology/”discourse” is the major force in shaping reality, or reality does not exist
as a fixed category and is constructed. Following this line, historians of revolutions,
the Bolshevik Revolution in our case, often appeal to the role of ideology and often
downplay the brutality of popular violence. Popular “multiculturalism” also shapes
the views of social scientists and each society is measured by the way these principles
are implemented. Minorities’ real positions in society does not matter. The reality is
“constructed” as it “should be.” Another essential aspect of this vision of both the past
and the present is clear “Fukuyamism.” According to this model, history shall inevitably
move in the direction of political democracy, albeit the rule of the people shall not lapse
into dangerous “populism,” which actually dismantles the liberal form of democracy.
Those who disagreed with the general premise emerged as ignorant reactionaries. There
is no serious attempt to understand contrary views in their polyphonic complexity.
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Politicizing the Past
It is axiomatic that the study of the past is intimately connected with the present; or,
to be precise, it exists only in the context of the present. This does not mean the
complete relativization of the past in postmodernist fashion. The objectification of the
past requires the assiduous work of collecting data. Still, the very choice of subject and
rearrangement of data inevitably bring the present into the past. Thus, in reading a book
about the past, the reader is informed not just about the subject of the narrative, but
also about the time and place where the narrative was created. From this perspective,
one could approach monographs on Eurasianism published in the United States of
America in the last ten years or so.
Eurasianism is a political and philosophical doctrine which emerged exactly 100
years ago in 1920 among Russian émigrés, who had fled the Bolshevik Revolution. One
of the founders of Eurasianism stated, with an air of irony, that there were as many
Eurasianisms as Eurasianists. Still, there were core attributes of the teaching, and this
could easily be traced to the pre-WWII “classical” Eurasianism; and most of them were
related to the political framework of post-revolutionary, post-Civil War Soviet Russia/
USSR. Dealing with these realities is essential for understanding the nature of the creed.
The key features of Eurasianism are as follows:
1.

2.

3.

4.

After the Civil War, Russia, soon transformed into the USSR, was completely
isolated from both West and East. At the same time, it became a cohesive
political body. This was related to the Eurasianists’ assumption that Russia/the
USSR was an organic civilization, separate from both the West and East. They
discard the notion that Russia/the USSR was an empire similar to empires of
the West, in which the conqueror and the conquered were clearly separated
from each other.
The early Bolsheviks were predisposed to minorities and were against
Russian nationalism. Consequently, Eurasianists proclaimed the existence of
a “Eurasian” nation where ethnic Russians, while playing an important role,
were not colonial masters who controlled minorities, but just a part of the
organic Eurasian body.
Bolsheviks proclaimed that their major goal was to promote worldwide
revolution and later, building an ideal communist society. Consequently,
Eurasianists proclaimed that the Russian/Eurasian civilization was different
from the West in its “ideocratic” nature. This means that Russians/Eurasianists
did not live for material interests, as is the case with the West, but for some
sublime goal.
The Bolshevik regime was ruthless and egalitarian. Its leaders promoted those
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who demonstrated their dedication to the regime and who were ready to
sacrifice their lives for the cause. This also implicated Eurasianist discourse,
and in search of historical analogy, they turned to the Mongols. According to
their views, not only had Russia been a part of the Mongol empire, known
as the Golden Horde, with approximately the same borders as the USSR, but
the Mongols had also provided a template for “Eurasian” polity: the Khans
promoted mostly those who were people of high moral caliber.
Eurasianism was mostly unknown in pre-WWII and even post-WWII USSR. Lev
Gumilev was among the very few Soviet/Russian intellectuals who were aware of the
creed. In the Gorbachev-era and especially early post-Soviet era, Eurasianism reemerged
and became quite popular. One of the reasons was the increasing disappointment with
the post-Soviet arrangements and fresh memories of the USSR. Eurasianism or, to be
precise, neo-Eurasianism, was elaborated upon by many Russian intellectuals. Alexander
Dugin is the most famous among them. While interest in Eurasianism has declined in
Russia, it became the focal point of research in the West, especially in the USA. As was
noted above, Russian Eurasianism explains and, to some degree, addresses the needs
of the Soviet elite. At the same time, the study of Eurasianism, both in its original and
later transmogrification, addresses the needs of American elite: First, the prevailing
postmodernism which, in general, disregards the social-political settings of certain
ideological trends. Second, preoccupation with the position of minorities in society
and using the approach to minorities as a yardstick for measuring any society. Third,
the peculiar approach to those intellectuals and their doctrines, who does not fit into
the prevailing discourse. They are usually dismissed outright and often without serious
attempts to understand their output. It was this general trend in American thought
which manifested itself in the study of Eurasianism in the two reviewed books.
The authors of the monographs are people of diverse origins and training. They
deal with different aspects of Eurasianism, from the movement’s origins to the more
recent developments of the creed. All of these books inform the reader not only about
the important aspects of Russian intellectual history, but also about their own time and
place, where the book was written and published.
We limit our analysis to two books: Professor Edith W. Clowes’, Russia on the Edge:
Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity and Sergei Glebov’s From Empire to Eurasia:
Politics, Scholarship, and Ideology in Russian Eurasianism, 1920s-1930s. While Glebov’s book
deals with pre-WWII classical Eurasianism, Clowes’ work addresses post-Soviet neoEurasianism, together with other related topics.
The first chapter of Glebov’s From Empire to Eurasia deals with biographies of the
major proponents of the Eurasian movement, while his second focuses on Eurasianism’s
major ideological framework, particularly in the rehabilitation of the Mongol conquest
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as actually a positive event for Russia. The third chapter examines the views of Nikolai
S. Trubetskoi, one of the leading figures in Eurasianism. Trubetskoi criticized what he
regarded as Eurocentrism of European thought and insisted that European civilization
should not be regarded as the model for other civilizations. In Trubetskoi’s view, each
civilization has its own template. The fourth chapter focuses on Eurasianism’s major
idea, that Russia is not a traditional empire, in which the conquered and the masters are
divided. Russia/Eurasia is an organic unity. The fifth chapter deals with the spiritual
and cultural bonds which cement the peoples of Eurasian space, while the sixth deals
with the political evolution of Eurasianism.

The Movement’s Origins: Eurasianists as “Multiculturists”
Professor Glebov describes Eurasianism’s origins among Russian émigrés in the
1920s. While Eurasianism had a lot of modifications, and one of the participants in
the movement has made the wry comment that there are as many Eurasianisms as
Eurasianists, the doctrine has a clear core. The proponents of the creed believed that
Russia is a peculiar civilization based on the “symbiosis” of Eastern Slavs, mostly ethnic
Russians, who are historically Christian Orthodox, and Muslims, mostly of Turkic
origin. Eurasianists have never regarded Russia as an Asian country. Still, most of them
have believed that Russia was closer to Asia than to Europe. Eurasianism has continued
to be a popular creed in Russia and elements of the creed can also be detected in other
countries, such as Turkey, Japan, and, more recently, China. Glebov’s book deals with
the early form of Eurasianism, its classical pre-WWII modification.
Gleblov’s monograph definitely makes an important contribution to the study of
Eurasianism, albeit mostly because of the small chapters at the beginning and the end
of the volume. In the small introductory chapter, the author provides biographical
sketches of major participants in the Eurasian movement. In an equally small, actually
afterthought-type chapter, the author deals with the history of the Eurasian movement,
from its birth in the 1920s among Russian émigrés, to the demise of this first manifestation
in the late 1930s, on the eve of WWII. While these parts comprise less than ten percent
of the entire book and are clearly marginalized by the author, they are the most valuable
parts of the volume. The point is that those who engage in the study of Eurasianism,
especially its pre-WWII classical variation, deal with comparatively easily accessible
sources. Little is published on the actual history of the movement. The reason for
this is obvious. The detailed description of the movement’s dynamics would require
arduous research in archives and libraries with rare, not easily accessible, publications.
The research is complicated by the fact that these archives and libraries are located in
different countries also not easily accessible. The author apparently used archives in
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Russia, the Czech Republic and France. Unfortunately, he does not indicate exactly
which archives he actually used. There are short and often enigmatic symbols, which
are not easy to decipher. The author also used many hard-to-obtain secondary sources,
which helped him to reconstruct the details of the life and evolution of the movement,
which are the most interesting parts of the book. It should be interesting not just to
Western but also to Russian readers, despite the abundance of works on Eurasianism
published in Russia, especially in the 1990s. Unfortunately, the past constitutes not more
than ten percent of the entire narrative. In addition, the description of the movement,
its dynamics, instead of being the framework of most of the narrative, was put aside as
a separate chapter.
While the factual framework of the book is quite interesting and engaging, the
story is different, at least from our perspective, from the theoretical framework of
the work. While ignoring the political evolution of the movement as the basis for
discussion and its broad political context, the author implies that Eurasianist theories
were essentially unrelated to their political discourse and, in a way, to the life around
them. Of course, Glebov could claim that this assumption oversimplifies his views. Still,
the methodological structure is clear: the history here is shaped by ideological/cultural
discourse. Social and political frameworks are either ignored or marginalized. One could
argue that the view that ideology should be politically contextualized is as valid as the
view that political context should be ignored. Still, marginalizing the political/social
setting of the cultural events creates problems for understanding the true meaning of
the phenomenon, especially if the comparative aspect is not taken into the equation.

Popular Orientalism:
Discourse of Ideology or Discourse of Violence
While asserting the reason for the rise of Orientalism’s popularity, Glebov implied that it
was due to the exotic nature of the creed. This actually ignored the fact that Orientalism
or, to be precise, “Asiatism” was related to the violence and horror of WWI and finally
the brutality of the Bolshevik regime.
Let’s start with the beginning of the narrative, where Glebov analyzes the cultural
roots of Eurasianism. He is absolutely right in his notion that the Orient became quite
a popular subject in the beginning of the 20th century in Russia and Europe, and his
view is supported by other scholars (Glebov 2017, 54-55). But how and why did such
an interest emerge? Glebov provides no explanation. Still, a broadly comparative view
could offer a clue. “Orientalism” became quite fashionable in the West, where imperial
expansion, social tensions and an underlying Social-Darwinism increasingly challenged
the optimistic and basically democratic principles of the Enlightenment. The fear of
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Oriental hordes, ready to attack civilized Europe, was not so much the reflection of
the fear of a true “yellow peril,” as expressed by the German Emperor Wilhelm II, as
of the Oriental barbarians in the Westerners’ own midst. It was the “deplorables,” if
one remembers Hillary Clinton’s expression, in Europe whom the elite dreaded. They
were “lustful gorillas,” (Hippolyte Taine) or “Morlocks” (H.G. Wells). One could see
the same views of “Orientals” in Russia. In Andrei Bely’s novel St. Petersburg (1913) the
Oriental savages were inside the most European Russian city, which had just recuperated,
together with the rest of the country, from the devastating 1905-1907 revolution. Still,
the end of revolution did not diminish the threat of internal “Asians” and this was clear
in Bely’s images. These deep social/political undercurrents prevailed in the last years of
Russia’s ancien régime, and it also explains the rise of a peculiar proto-Eurasianism and
equally peculiar “Mongolism” in the works of Russian writers. Glebov pays considerable
attention to the “Mongolism” of Eurasianism and provides a detailed analysis of
Prince Trubetskoy’s Genghis Khan’s Heritage. Here he points out, quite rightfully, that the
essay, one of the cornerstones of early Eurasianism, was directly connected with the
Bolshevik Revolution and World War I. Trubetskoy mocked the ideologists of Western
powers who asserted that the West conducted its foreign policy guided by noble goals.
For Trubetskoy, the Western powers were brutal beasts, using indiscriminate violence.
Trubetskoy implied that they behaved in a “Mongolian/Genghis Khanian” manner:
Genghis Khan also slaughtered anyone who stood in his way. Yet it was not just World
War I that inspired Trubetskoy’s appeal to Genghis Khan. The Russian Revolution
and the following Civil War were “Mongolian”/ “Genghis Khanian” in their very
nature. Red and White terror alike decimated their opposite side, often without any
consideration for gender or age. Some historians believe that the brutality of the Civil
War was on a much broader scale even than that of World War I. In WWI, the soldiers
of the belligerent countries did not feel a particular animosity toward each other. There
were many cases of “fraternization” between soldiers of opposing armies. This was
true both on the Western and Eastern fronts. Nothing like this happened during the
Civil War. Both Red and White, Red possibly more than White, exterminated their
enemies without pity. The appeal to Genghis Khan/Mongolianism was not just the
result of juxtaposing Russia to the West – traditions that went back centuries before the
Civil War – or of the brutality of WWI. It was also due to the reality of the emerging
Soviet regime, which was “Mongolianly” brutal and totalitarian in its socio-political
manifestations.

Book Reviews

171

Benevolent “Multiculturalism” or Cynical Pragmatism
Glebov praised Eurasianists for their “multiculturalism” and implicitly related it with the
Soviet regime’s treatment of minorities, at least in the beginning of the regime’s existence.
At the same time, he ignored the pragmatic implications of Soviet “multiculturalism.”
Ignoring the socio-political context obscures the nature of the birth of Eurasianism.
While in some cases Glebov ignores the socio-political context, in other cases he tries to
“sanitize” it in a particular way, and places Eurasianism in this peculiar context. He states
that the “Eurasian”/Soviet empire was a special empire. Eurasianists praised Soviet
leaders for catering to minorities and having no imperial propensities, unlike Western
powers. It was implied that the USSR was a peculiar “affirmative action” state and
that the anti-imperialist slogans of the Soviet leaders were taken at face value. Glebov
provides no attempt to analyze the political reality as it was and just implicitly follows
Eurasianist thought on these matters. One of the major reasons is that Glebov follows
the prevailing views of many leftists/liberals who regard the support/promotion of
minorities as a token of the progressiveness of any society. These views are telescoped
into the past and at least the early Soviet regime is seen as “progressive” due to the
considerable role that minorities played in the regime’s early history. However, the interest
in minorities often had little to do with a peculiar democratization of the Soviet regime
that made it presumably different from the colonial empires of the West. It is true that
Jewish commissars, Lettish riflemen and similar bodies were extremely important to the
regime. Still, interest in these minorities was often quite practical. Whereas peasants and
even workers – presumably putative supporters of the regime – had periodically risen
against the Bolsheviks even in the beginning of the regime’s history, when dreams of
a new and harmonious society were fresh, certain minorities (e.g. Jews) were always on
the side of the regime. This was plainly because the opposite side – Whites – was deeply
anti-Semitic, and, in general, had little desire to support minorities, even on the level
of political sloganeering. The early Bolshevik regime’s approach to minorities was not
very different from the policy of many similar regimes in the past, including those who
were hardly democratic. The Janissaries serving the Ottoman Sultans – mostly drawn
from Slavic subjects – occupied structurally the same position as the Lettish riflemen in
the early Soviet era: both were faithful to their rulers and absolutely alienated from the
populace. Later, in the late 1920s and early 1930s, with the rise of Russian nationalism,
Stalin’s government still appeared to be predisposed to minorities. By that time, the states
of Central Asia were “constructed” by the regime. Still, this was hardly due to Stalin’s
peculiar attachment to “multi-culturalism.” The created/fostered nationalism prevented
Central Asians from internalizing their transethnic Islamic identity. Whereas Russian,
actually broad Slavic, nationalism solidified the state, the “international” Islamism
that replaced “proletariat of all countries, unite!” with the slogan “All Muslims unite!”
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was a mortal threat. Stalin’s policy of “divide and rule” was the reason for supposed
benevolence toward Central Asian ethnicities and explains why Stalin was so eager to
create states in Central Asia. It is true that the regime appealed to the people of colonial
empires to revolt. Still, this again was done only for pragmatic reasons: the Western
colonial powers were the USSR’s mortal enemies, and Moscow wanted to create as
many problems as possible in their Asian backyard. At the same time, Moscow pitilessly
crushed any nationalistic movements that endangered the stability of the state. As a
matter of fact, it fought Basmachi, the rebels in Central Asia with their Islamist tinge, to
the early 1930s. Accepting the Eurasianist claim – and, of course, that of some Western
scholars – that the USSR was a peculiar empire without actually being an imperial power,
has clear political implications. The relationship between the various Soviet ethnicities
could be placed in the context of a Eurasianist paradigm: it was nothing but a happy
“symbiosis.” Glebov implicitly follows not just the Eurasianist view but also the related
Soviet propaganda without any critical reflection on either. One may also note that
Glebov’s book postdates by many years the collapse of the USSR, when the notion
of a “friendship of the people”/“symbiosis” has become clearly a fiction. Indeed,
even Ukrainians and Russians, whom Trubetskoy regarded as actually one people, are
engaged in a bitter conflict now.
Whether one agrees or disagrees, then, with the author’s conclusions, Glebov’s
book is undeniably an example of solid scholarship, which differs from some other
Western scholars who deal with Eurasianism, whose work provides more insight into
the views of the author than into their subject of study. A good example is Edith
W. Clowes’ Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity (2011), which
focuses on the post-Soviet cultural space and includes the views of Alexander Dugin,
one of the best-known post-Soviet neo-Eurasianists. Russia on the Edge deals with the
intellectual milieu of post-Soviet Russia, with considerable attention paid to Russian
conservative thought, especially Eurasianism, and its critics.

Contemporary Eurasianism: Dugin’s View
Perceiving or understanding foreign cultures, or periods in the past quite different from
the present, is a difficult undertaking. A common mistake is to look at the past, or at
different cultures, through the lens of one’s own culture and time. In fact, as we noted
at the outset, this bringing of the present into the past is unavoidable. Still, serious
scholars, being aware of these pitfalls, try to avoid the temptation to turn a scholarly
monograph into a political pamphlet. Yet this is not always the case. Analysis here
clearly suffers; and pretense to theoretical sophistication, combined with clear factual
errors, makes the situation even worse.
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Clowes states that her book deals with “imagined geographies.” (Clowes 2011, 4) It
would be unfair to suggest that Clowes ignores reality “as it is,” its socio-political setting,
and, in some cases, she implies that it could indeed shape the intellectual/cultural life
of society. She, for example, quotes Viktor Pelevin, one of the leading Russian postSoviet writers, with whom she deals extensively in the book: “Viktor Pelevin joked in
1993 that Moscow is not the Third Rome but the Third World.” (Clowes 2011, 1) Here,
she implies that the socio-economic collapse provides a template for understanding the
intellectual and artistic trends in post-Soviet Russia. She also rightfully admits that the
collapse of the USSR was traumatic for many Russians. She states that the Russians’ fear
has “both geographical and psychological meaning. No longer at the hub of the Soviet
empire, many Russians in the 1990s worried about being on the margins.” (Clowes
2011, pxiii) Still, this appeal to reality is fleeting; and with direct references to Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Community, she accepts the notions of national identity and related
notions about national borders as being discursive. (Clowes 2011, 10)

The Role of Discourse
As with Glebov, Clowes usually ignores or marginalizes the socio-economic dimension
of phenomena. For her, “discourse” rules supreme; and explanations of certain
phenomena can be found only in ideological and psychological realms, the origins of
which are unknown. Not only does ideological construction become actually independent
from reality, but also in predictable post-modernist fashion, it is “discourse” that defines
reality. Elaborating on the dominant ideological discourse in post-Soviet ideological
construction, she notes “the importance of space in post-Soviet writings” (Clowes
2011, 3) The importance of this space and how it was constructed lead Clowes to turn
to Eurasianism, with its interests in Russia’s relationship with Asian countries.
Clowes rightfully admits that for most of Russia’s modern history, its interest in
Asia was fleeting, and was mostly informed by Western Orientalism, the way Europeans
looked at Asia. Consequently, through most of Russia’s modern history, Russian
Orientalism was a peculiar form of Russian Westernism. “Until the rise of Japan in
the late nineteenth century, Russia’s interest in Asian cultures was typically channeled
through Western sources” (Clowes 2011, 13) One might add here that the interest in
the Orient disentangled from the European narrative emerged mostly only after the
Bolshevik Revolution, when Eurasianism as a distinct teaching was born among Russian
émigrés. Clowes provides no account of this early classical Eurasianism. Barely noting
pre-WWII Eurasianism, she states that “Eurasian debate reemerged in the 1960s and
deepened in the 1990s.” (Clowes 2011,15) She mentions Solzhenitsyn, but writes
nothing about Lev Gumilev, the “last Eurasianist,” who forms the link between pre-
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WWII Eurasianists and post-WWII variations. Later in the narrative, Clowes moves
to Alexander Dugin, one of the best-known representatives of Eurasianism and neoEurasianism in Russia in the 1990s.

Why Study a “Reactionary”?
Clowes’ dislike of Dugin is clear, and she does not bother to honestly analyze Dugin’s
views or accurately present his views or his biography. According to one passage, Dugin
was “educated in religious studies at Moscow University.” (Clowes 2011, 4) Not only
has Dugin never studied at Moscow University, but “religious studies” did not exist
in Soviet times. To be sure, various religious doctrines were studied in the context of
anthropology, philosophy and history. Still, no “religious study” existed. This emerged
only in post-Soviet times.
Like many Western observers, Clowes apparently does not read much of those
whom she strongly dislikes and presents a caricature, rather than a nuanced view of
her subject. Clowes stated that Dugin espoused “anti-intellectual, anti-civil, historically
backward-looking imperialism” and that he had “fascist values” (Clowes 2011: 53). In
addition, “Dugin’s worldview combines an extreme religion-fanatical mentality with a
conservative utopian temperament” (Clowes 2011: 54). This vision of Duginism as an
anti-liberal stooge justifies a cavalier attitude to his writings and misrepresentation of his
views. A few examples suffice: “Dugin’s villains are whole classes of people – primarily
Jews and Catholics, followed by Westerners – with whom Dugin disagrees, who stand
for civil social values, representative democracy, and enlightenment rationalism” (Clowes
2011: 57). This quotation is based on a popular cliché in which Dugin is a fascist Nazi
– and Dugin indeed was under the spell of fascism/Nazism in the beginning of his
intellectual career and possibly preserved at least some of this fascination later on –
and therefore, must be an anti-Semite. Still, Dugin did not follow this model. In the
beginning of his intellectual journey, he clearly differentiated between what he regarded
as “Atlantic” Jews – those from the USA who were crass materialists – and “Eurasian
Jews” of Eurasian/Russian space, driven in his readings, of course, by spiritualism
and dedication to the Russian/Soviet imperial project. Clowes claimed that Dugin was
against Catholics. This is another incorrect statement. Dugin has been fascinated with
Catholic medieval Europe, and often made positive statements about France, a country
with strong Catholic traditions. In his view, France, together with other countries of
Donald Rumsfeld’s (President George W. Bush’s Secretary of Defense) “old Europe”
is a wholesome “Eurasian” country, geopolitically and culturally close to Russia and, at
least, potentially, Russia’s ally against the “Atlantic” world of the USA, albeit Dugin’s
views on the subject change/vacillate over the course of time. The USA has usually
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been seen as a mortal enemy of Russia/Eurasia, as well as similar continental powers.
Dugin is especially fond of Iran; one might also note that Dugin briefly shared positive
views about the USA’s foreign policy in the beginning of Trump’s presidency.

Ignoring Polyphony
The implicit adherence to postmodernism shall have induced Clowes to see Dugin’s
text, as any other text, as a polyphonic, multi-layered construction and be attuned to the
text’s complexity. But this is not the case. Her dislike of Duginism is so strong that she
reads the text in only one way: it is the text of a primitive “reactionary”
In another example of Clowes’ distortion of Dugin’s views, she writes: “In his attacks
on Europeans, Dugin uses the pro-Mongol anti-Western Eurasianist terminology of
Nikolai Trubetzkoy.” Clowes 2011: 58) Once again, the familiar cliché is clear: Dugin is
a fascist/Nazi. Nazis and fascists loved brutal force, and exterminated the people. They
also conquered Europe. Consequently, they hated Europeans. They actually renounced
their European identity based on democratic values and respect for “human rights” and
became Asiatic. Asiatism is seen here as a pejorative term, as praise of brutality and
genocide. Thus, Nazis are supporters of Mongols and Dugin should be a supporter
of Mongols as well as of similar-minded Eurasianists such as Prince Trubetzkoy. The
notions and implications are false.
Nazis, with whom Clowes associated Dugin, had a rather negative view of
Mongols. It is true, as some historians have noted, that Hitler provided Mongols with
an approving nod when he designed his plans for Russia/the USSR: Nazi troops would
deal with Russia/the USSR in a ruthless, Mongolian fashion. Still, the major thrust of
the Nazi vision of Mongols and Germans/Aryans was quite different. Mongols were
related, not with Nazis, German, or “Aryans” in general, but with Russians, seen here
as the brutal Asiatics who endangered the European civilizations; the latter should be
defended by Nazis/Germans. It was not surprising that Michael Prawdin’s book on the
Mongol invasion, The Mongol Empire: Its Rise and Legacy, was quite popular in the Third
Reich, and that the invasion of Russia/the USSR was named after Frederick Barbarossa,
the medieval/Germanic king engaged in the Crusades, seen here as a “pre-emptive”
strike against hostile Asia/East.
Dugin, indeed, connected Nazism – in his own interpretation of course – with
Mongolianism, but not because he adopted mass slaughter. And to understand, this
one should look at Prince Trubetskoy’s views on Mongols, which Clowes should have
addressed if she wanted to present Dugin’s and related Trubetskoy’s views in more or
less objective fashion.
Prince Trubetskoy, the scion of one of the oldest Russian noble families, was not
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only highly educated, but also a well-known European linguist. Clowes, while noting
Trubetskoy’s “Mongolianism,” most likely appealed to Trubetskoy’s work. Genghis
Khan’s Heritage (Nasledie Chingiskhana). Still, in this work, there was no reference to brutal
Mongolian conquest, but to an absolutely different matter: Trubetskoy praised the great
Khan for rewarding people for their high moral fiber and, implicitly, providing the
opportunity for those of different creeds and ethnicities to live together in “symbiosis.”
The Mongolian commonwealth was, thus, a peculiar precursor to the USSR. In
Trubetskoy’s view, the Khan also believed that people should be “ideocratic,” i.e., live for
high goals, transcending their personal interests and very lives. It was these elements of
“Mongolianism” that appealed to the early Eurasianists and to Dugin in the early years
of his intellectual evolution. It was the “ideocratic” attributes of “Mongolianism” that
connected them with the Third Reich, seen by Dugin as a society of noble “ideocrats.”
Nazi brutality was conveniently excluded from the narrative.
The internationalist “Mongolianism” tempted Dugin and other similar individuals
prominent in the 1990s, occasionally to lapse into peculiar “spiritual Aryanism,” which
was defined mostly by spiritual, rather than racial or ethnic facilities. Still, Clowes
could not see this. It would have implied a departure from her vision of Dugin and his
intellectual allies as racist, narrow-minded bigots/Nazis unwilling to embrace Western
liberal models of state and nation-building.
Clearly there are at least two approaches to conceptualizing Russianness – the
essentialist and the constructivist. In one view, Russians are ethnically IndoEuropean, speak ‘pure’ Russian, adhere to the Eastern Orthodox confession,
and swear loyalty to a Russia defined by a myth of the north, whether Dugin’s
Aryan-based Arctogaia, or Prokhanov’s Slav-based north. The other view
broadly embraces as Russian anyone who is a citizen and welcomes the
‘hybrid’ person who combines ethnic background with a broadly-defined
sense of citizenship. (Clowes, 2011: 45)

Once again, the author willingly ignores facts that do not fit her views. Dugin
indeed praised “Aryanism,” as a mostly spiritual category, which he interwove with
“Mongolianism.” Both, as we noted, were praised not for their brutality, but for
their spiritual “ideocracy,” which, in Dugin’s view, constituted their very core. In the
conclusion to her passage on Dugin, Clowes noted that Dugin’s view “is important to
pay heed to because it expresses a yearning for high national self-esteem widespread in
today’s Russia. (Clowes 2011: 4) Dugin as a dangerous individual Dugin’s and similar
people’s popularity in the 1990s – by the time of the book’s publication, Duginism had
become increasingly passé in Russia – was due not just to abstract nostalgia for empire
– many Russians believed that the empire was actually a liability – but because of the
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conditions on the ground. Western order, brought about by the collapse of the Soviet
regime, brought the majority nothing but misery. Salaries were not paid, living standards
plunged, crime proliferated, and a few tycoons gorged themselves at the expense of
others. Clowes does not want to deal with this socio-economic trivia, and therefore
tried to find the roots of 1990s Duginism in the “wrong” ideological construction, or
just in abstract imperial nostalgia. Her unwillingness to look at the realities of the 1990s
influence her views on the critics of Duginism/Eurasianism. Her analysis informs more
about the views of liberal members of the Western elite than about the subject matter.

Critics of Duginism and Unworkability of the Western Order
Following the prevailing “Fukuyamism,” Clowes regarded the end of the Soviet regime
and collapse of the empire as a quite positive phenomenon, and she rightfully noted
that many Russian writers, those who were popular in the 1990s, regarded these dreams
of imperial revanche, as nothing but a pipe dream. Still, she failed to note that the same
writers regarded the implementation of American-type capitalist democracy as equally
being a pipe dream. As a matter of fact, they regarded the USA’s approach to Russia as
purely predatory.
While dealing with Duginism and other similar trends in the 1990s, Clowes
pointed out – and quite rightly – that they provoked a strong reaction. Still, she fails
to acknowledge here that those who attack Duginist/Eurasianist views saw no option
for Russia. The liberal capitalist West, at least as it appeared to Russia, brought Russia
nothing but collapse and total misery. To elaborate on the critics of 1990s-era Duginism/
Eurasianism, Clowes paid considerable attention to Viktor Pelevin, one of the leading
contemporary Russian writers of that time. Analyzing Pelevin’s 1996 Chapayev and the
Void, Clowes provided her vision of the book: “I interpret Chapaev and the Void as
an effort to diagnose rational-imperial psychosis as Soviet identity disintegrated into
fragments, and the Symbolic Order gives way to an absurd collage of symbols from a
wide variety of cultures, not only Russian” (Clowes: 2011: 8). Elsewhere she remarks
that: “Chapaev and the Void can be called a neo-Baroque allegory of the crumbling
national-imperial psyche that Dugin would like to reconstruct” (Clowes: 2011: 93).
In another place, she noted that Russia might not have a future, not just because of
imperial nostalgia, but also because of Moscow’s continued centralism and, implicitly,
Russian inability to embrace Western-type liberal institutions. She wrote: “In contrast
to both of these views, Pelevin, in Chapaeva and the Void implied that Russia was in
trouble because of imperial nostalgia and the too-great centripetal force of Moscow
– suggesting that there was no solution leading away from the totalitarian past and
into another kind of future.” (Clowes: 2011: 166) Putin’s increasing authoritarianism
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made the situation worse. “Putin-era Russia has indeed ‘gone back,’ relying on age-old
habits of rule by force and state control of mass media.” (Clowes 2011: 165) Thus
it was the inability to embrace the West or, to be precise, pre-Trump America, where
“the basket of deplorables” followed “democracy” but not “populism,” that doomed
Russia. Pelevin’s criticism of Russia in the 1990s is clear, but he hardly saw alternatives
in pre-Trump USA.
Pelevin’s critique of Eurasian fantasies is also clear. Pelevin clearly employs irony
concerning the dream to resurrect the Eurasian empire/the USSR, which Pelevin
connected with infatuation with Asianism. He points to the absurdity of the plans
of imperial revanche, so popular in the 1990s, implicitly relating them with Buddhism,
the proponents of which often see reality as a sort of mirage. The hero of the book
even has the characteristic name of “Pustota” (emptiness), who has finished his notes
between 1923 and 1925 in an imaginary Central Asian location with the characteristic
name of Kafka Kurt. (Clowes 2011: 168)
Baron Ungern, the colorful adventurer from the Civil War, also emerges in Pelevin’s
narrative to emphasize the absurdity of Eurasian dreams. Ungern was a man of Baltic
German blood, who fought in Siberia and Mongolia, and apparently dreamed of creating
a Eurasian empire of sorts. (Clowes 2011: 70) In Pelevin’s narrative, Eurasianists/
Duginists are not so much monsters as baboons. Still, those who replaced them, proWestern liberals who dominated Russia in the 1990s are the vermin who created a
society without any moral fiber. Pelevin conveyed this idea in an allegorical way, which
Clowes fails to decipher. In Pelevin’s book, Chapaev, the legendary Red Commander
from the time of the Civil War, and one of the book’s protagonists, stated “What has
always amazed me…is the starry heaven under my feet and Immanuel Kant within us.”
(Clowes 2011: 78)
“Here Chapaev – deliberately or not – confuses Kant and Schopenhauer. The
reference to the ‘starry heaven beneath my feet’ actually comes from Nietzsche’s essay
‘Schopenhauer as Educator.’ Chapaev, as will become increasingly clear, finds no use for
fixed time and space, which for him are ‘only a dream’.” (Clowes 2011:82)
The quoted passage has little to do with Nietzsche or Schopenhauer. It has quite
different implications. For Kant, the existence of God is related to the strong moral
fiber in human beings; their existence, Kant insisted, could be explained only by divine
providence. Their existence was as majestic in Kant’s view as the image of the canopy
of stars in the night sky. This idea, as Soviet researcher Iakov Golosovker suggested,
was known to Dostoevsky, and was employed by him in his Brothers Karamazov. In
Golosovker’s interpretation the very fact that one of the protagonists of Dostoevsky’s
book participated in his father’s murder – the most perverted and heinous act, according
to the philosopher Nikolai Fedorov, whose ideas were appreciated by Dostoevsky –
indicated that both morality and, consequently, God does not exist. In Pelevin’s story,
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the presence of stars in the mud puddle indicated that moral maxims in present-day
Russia are just a sham and the presence of Kant in his mind indicated that those
Westernized liberals who believed in bringing orderly moral society to Russia after the
end of the regime and the country are fools. Not all Western liberals are naïve dupes.
Most of them, especially those who come from the USA, are cynical predators who just
hide well their predatory instinct to take advantage of Russia and Russians, or at least
they hardly care about the people. Maria, a Russian girl, clearly idealized the USA, as
did many Russians; and, as in the case with her glamorous vision of Americans, their
idealization had a sexual/erotic implication.
“Maria fantasizes about flying over Moscow with Arnold Schwarzenegger” (Clowes
2011: 82).
Maria loves Schwarzenegger “in his role as the Terminator.” Her hero does not
just look strong, but also is a humane individual – the symbol of American civilization.
His humanism and moral fiber were underscored by the fact that he made “politically
correct” statements. He acknowledged “the rights of sexual minorities.” He also has
a “light sense of irony” in his approach to feminism and “a calm consciousness of
the ultimate victory of democracy and Judeo-Christian values.”1 Despite his “mild
criticism of feminism,” Schwarzenegger is the embodiment of “political correctness”
and presumably humanism. Still, in actuality, he cares less about Maria, the symbol
of the naïve Russian people who believe in good-natured, concerned Americans.
Schwarzenegger – the symbol of American society and most Americans – is a cold and
calculating machine. (Clowes 2011: 82)
“He is a robot with lens. From the very middle of the lens flashed a ray of blinding
red light – right into Maria’s eyes. (Clowes 2011: 21)
Pelevin presents the image of the USA and America as totally exploitative toward
Russia in his other works. Clowes referred to the image, albeit without understanding
their implications.
“In his novel, The Life of Insects, Pelevin imagined the exploitative U.S. businessman
Sam Sucker arriving in the Crimea – the formerly Soviet south -- transforming into a
mosquito and both really and metaphorically sucking the blood of various southern
natives.” (Clowes 2011: 162)

Conclusion
Each scholarly work, especially those dealing with the humanities, has several dimensions.
In one case, it informs the reader about the subject of the book, e.g. the particular
historical phenomenon. In other dimensions, it informs the reader about the time in
which it was created. This is the case with works dealing with Eurasianism, the peculiar
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intellectual trend. Born in the 1920s, it became quite popular in Russia by the time of
Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms and especially in early post-Soviet Russia. The interest in
Eurasianism, and especially in the early post-Soviet era, was due to emerging nostalgia for
the Soviet past. At that time, a huge numbers of works on Eurasianism were published
in Russia, and most works about pre-WWII Eurasianism were reprinted. Yet, very little
was written about Eurasianism in the West. The reasons for this were manifold. In some
cases, the delay in publication could be explained by the time those Western researchers
needed to assemble and organize the materials. But this is not the only reason. In some
cases, Eurasianism could be implicitly interpreted as a “politically correct” creed, which
promoted “multiculturalism.” Other manifestations of Eurasianism, for example in its
Gumilevian and especially Duginian interpretations, were conduits of quite different
ideas. The gist of it was a Russian/Eurasian authoritarian/totalitarian empire, totally
alienated from, and hostile to, the West, especially the USA. Moreover, this empire could
stand well in confrontation with the West in the Huntingtonian “clash of civilizations.”
This notion could hardly be placed in the context of the “unipolar moment” of the
late 1980s to early 2000s. And consequently, Eurasianism was marginalized as the
ideology that represented the past. Only in the late 2000s, when the “unipolar moment”
became increasingly passé, did interest in Eurasianism, especially in its most recent
modifications, reemerge in the West to explain not just Russia’s past but also its present.
The approach to Eurasianism and its proponents not just informs about the subject,
but also about the prevailing intellectual trends in the West. It shows the domination of
postmodernism, which tends to explain reality as an ideological/cultural construction.
It was the clear stress of “multiculturalism” and “democracy,” free from the “populist”
deviation as a yardstick for measuring any society. The trend also indicates the penchant
for ignoring reality if it does not fit the preconceived template. And above all, the
proponents of this trend not only demonstrate little tolerance for views sharply different
from their own, but even little desire to understand them in their complexity.
Dmitry V. Shlapentokh
Indiana University, USA

Turkish-Russian Relations: Competition and Cooperation in Eurasia. By Fatma Aslı Kelkitli. New
York and Abingdon: Routledge, 2017. Paperback 2019. 146 pp. ISBN: 9780367264659
doi: 10.22679/avs.2020.5.2.008
The rivalry between Turkey and Russia in Eurasia is longstanding, dating back to the
days of the Romanov and Ottoman Empires. Since the end of the Cold War, elements
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of this rivalry have taken on new dimensions in the post-Soviet space and beyond. At
the same time, however, there have been possibilities for cooperation as well, particularly
on economic issues. Fatma Kelkitli’s brief volume usefully surveys many elements of
the Russian-Turkish relationship in Eurasia, highlighting in particular how aspects of
interdependence between the two countries have reduced possibilities for conflict while
at the same time opening up avenues for cooperation.
After a brief introduction, the book is divided into three parts. The first, encapsulated
in Chapter 1, examines what the author calls a “flourishing multifaceted relationship.”
This includes not only institutionalized dialogue among political and military officials,
but, perhaps more importantly, people-to-people relationships, including business ties,
student exchange, academic cooperation, travel and tourism, and inter-marriages. Kelkitli
nests these features in the confines of complex interdependence theory, and states that
these various ties “acted as transmission belts at the time of political disagreements
between Turkey and Russia by urging and motivating governmental elites to re-open
channels of communication and to take measures to put the relationship back on track”
(p. 30). In other words, even when Turkish or Russian political elites might find grounds
for conflict and disagreement, complex interdependence has empowered a variety of
actors who benefit from mutually good relations. The main theme of this volume is
thus probing “to what extent the multilayered nature of the relationship restrained the
policies of Turkey and Russia vis-à-vis each other when they were embroiled in discord
and rivalry in the post-Cold War period” (p. 33).
The second part of the book delves into this question. It includes five short
chapters on some prominent issues that have been the basis, in the recent past if not
today, of conflict. These include conflicts in the south Caucasus (Chapter 2), Central
Asia (Chapter 3), the Black Sea (Chapter 4), support given to the other state’s ethnic
separatists (Chechens and Kurds) (Chapter 5), and several issues of contention in
the Middle East, especially Syria (Chapter 6). Many of these issues will be familiar to
those well-acquainted with Turkish and/or Russian foreign policy. Overall, the findings
are rather mixed. For example, Turkey and Russia remain on the opposite sides of
numerous conflicts (e.g. Turkey supports Azerbaijan whereas Russia backs Armenia in
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Turkey opposed Russian intervention in Georgia and
Ukraine, and Turkey has backed rebels against the Russian-backed regime of Bashir alAssad in Syria). Kelkitli suggests that in some areas, burgeoning economic ties between
Ankara and Moscow have tempered conflict. She makes this argument most clearly with
respect to Central Asia, which she argues “has been turning gradually from a region
of divergence and competition between Turkey and Russia into one of engagement
and cooperation” (p. 57). She points in particular to various bilateral (e.g. TurkishRussian Action Plan for Cooperation in Central Asia) and multilateral (e.g. the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization) forums for dialogue and cooperation. In contrast, she finds
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less cooperation in the Caucuses, although she suggests that even there Turkey has been
wary of pushing too hard against Russia because such action could jeopardize economic
relations. Turkey’s refusal to go along with European Union sanctions against Russia
after Russian actions in Ukraine stand as another example of how interdependence has
ameliorated the potential for larger conflict.
The third part of the book (Chapter 7) documents this interdependence on
various economic fronts, including bilateral trade, energy, construction, and investment.
There is little doubt that Turkey and Russia have an important — and growing —
economic relationship. One might ask, however, whether the notion of “complex”
interdependence best captures it. Instead, one might suggest that the better adjective is
“assymetrical,”1 as Turkey depends much more on Russia (especially for energy) than
Russia depends on Turkey. This point was driven home in 2016 after Moscow imposed
crippling sanctions on Turkey after Turkey shot down a Russian aircraft along its Syrian
border, an event Kelkitli suggests could be a turning point in relations. However,
with the advantage of hindsight, we can see that this event’s aftermath led not to a
worsening but a strengthening of ties, as President Erdoğan eventually apologized for
the incident and in turn received support from President Putin in the aftermath of
the failed July 2016 coup attempt. Today, one sees much greater cooperation between
Turkey and Russia in Syria, in part a reflection of the US withdrawal but also due to a
recognition that Russia is the dominant player in Syria and that if Turkey wishes to have
any influence in post-conflict Syria it will have to work with Russia. In other words,
Russian-Turkish cooperation in Syria is driven less by complex interdependence and
more, at least from the Turkish side, of cost-benefit calculations of Realpolitik. Turkey
and Syria are also working together on military matters, as seen by Ankara’s purchase of
the S-400 air defense system.
Turkish-Russian relations are, to be sure, quickly evolving, and one weakness of
this volume is that it does not address these new twists. More seriously, one could
suggest that while the volume provides a useful overview of aspects of the relationship,
it does not go into great depth on many questions (e.g. the chapter on Central Asia is
less than ten pages and offers little in terms of policies toward individual countries) and
that its conclusions are far more suggestive than definitely demonstrated. For example,
while one could certainly argue that economic ties are pushing Moscow and Ankara
closer, one could counter, in more realist fashion, that Turkey simply lacks the power to
confront Russia in the Middle East, Central Asia, or the Caucuses, where it casts a much
larger geopolitical shadow, and is therefore making do as best it can, focusing on areas
where it can usefully cooperate. Furthermore, beyond business ties, it is unclear what,
1

See Ziya Öniş and Şuhnaz Yılmaz, ‘Turkey and Russia in a shifting global order: cooperation, conflict and
asymmetric interdependence in a turbulent region,’ Third World Quarterly, 37, no. 1 (2016): 71-95.
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if any, the impact of people-to-people ties has on the “high politics” of Russian or
Turkish foreign policy. However, readers interested in Russian-Turkish relations would
still be advised to consult this work which provides a useful, multidimensional account
of a crucial relationship in Eurasia.
Paul Kubicek
Oakland University, USA

Ancient Korea in the Arabic and Persian Manuscripts. By Hee Soo Lee & Mohammad Bagher
Vosoughi. Samarkand: IICAS, 2020, 172 pp. ISBN: 9789943357563 doi: 10.22679/
avs.2020.5.2.009
Currently in 2020, as the international community faces unprecedented restrictions on
international travel and activities due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the international
academic community now has at its disposal an extremely useful new book for
studying cultural contacts along Silk Road trade routes in the early Middle Ages. It
is most remarkable that a book covering medieval Arab and Persian authors who
wrote about Korea — the most remote eastern destination on the ancient Silk Road,
was produced through the collaboration of two famous historians and specialists in
medieval oriental manuscripts, representing scientific communities at opposite ends of
the ancient trade routes — Professor Hee Soo Lee of Hanyang University in Korea and
Professor Mohammad Bagher Vosoughi from the University of Tehran. A noteworthy
coincidence is that the International Institute for Central Asian Studies, established
under the patronage of UNESCO in the city of Samarkand, one of the most famous
trade and cultural centers on the ancient trade route from the West to the Far East, took
responsibility for publishing the book.
The authors take an exciting approach to the problems addressed in the monograph.
The reader is given the opportunity to familiarize him/herself with cultural objects of
Middle East origin on the Korean Peninsula that clearly testify to the intensive exchange
of trade and culture between the two regions. The earliest artifacts from the eastern
provinces of the Roman Empire (Byzantium), or Iran (p. 13) can be dated back to the
5th and 6th centuries. This was a time of creation and development of historical and
geographical literature for the peoples of the Middle East region. However, studies of
these written records have yet to provide a convincing and detailed explanation for the
appearance on the Korean Peninsula of these monuments of material culture.
The authors committed to undertake a reasonable search for information about
Korea and Koreans in early Muslim-period written sources that contain the first
merchant and traveler testimonies about the Far East and Korea, dating back to before
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the Islamic period. First off, the book delves into extensive Arab and Persian geographic
literature dating back to the testimonies of travelers who reached the Korean Peninsula
by trade routes that most likely passed through China. The book includes almost all
works in this range of sources passed down to modern researchers: 23 documents that
directly mention Korea and corresponding texts from 60 manuscripts authored by 31
Muslim scholars (pp. 14, 27).
The monograph proposes several well-grounded solutions to long-debated
contradictions and discrepancies in the Muslim reports about Korea.
One issue concerns two variants (Basilla and Gosilla) for the name of the country,
Silla. The authors identify two lines of the word’s transmission in the Muslim literature
and explain the appearance of the prefix to the original name of Silla (pp. 20, 27, 4350). For many years there was no convincing explanation for the different descriptions
of Korea by Muslim authors, some of whom testified to the country’s insular position,
while others pointed to Silla’s overland connections with China.The only acceptable
explanation is the authors’ opinion that the traditional representation of Korea as an
island separated by sea from China was influenced by the description of the sea route
from China to Korea.
Early testimony about the so-called ‘Ruby Island’ from Fathnāmah-i Sind (The
Arab Conquest of Sind), reportedly authored by Abu al-Ḥasan ‘Ali b. Muhammad alMadā’inī (752~839) and then translated into Persian by ‘Ali b. Ḥamid b. Abubakr Kufī
in 1216, was traditionally thought to refer to Serendib Island (Ceylon). The monograph
offers arguments that the testimony refers to Silla rather than Ceylon (pp. 41-42).
Studying medieval Muslim concepts about the extreme eastern and western
longitudes of the populated earth is an interesting challenge for researchers and those
interested in the evolution of geographical knowledge from antiquity and the Middle
Ages. Muslim geographical literature borrowed the concept of extreme western
longitude from Greek authors. The meridian line ran through the legendary Saadat
Islands (Happiness Isles), or Khalidat to the west of the Morrocan sea coast. The
concept of extreme east longitude was introduced into Muslim geography from the
pre-Islamic Persian concept of the Kangdezh meridian far to the east. In relatively later
medieval Persian Muslim literature, Kangdezh is described similarly to Silla (Korea), as
a comfortable country with plentiful gold (even dog collars in this country are made of
gold), where life is pleasant (pp. 29, 53-61). Isn’t this the Islands of Happiness? Perhaps
such associations explain the ancient portrayal of Silla as an island country. The authors
convincingly conclude that as the name of the capital city of the country of the eastern
meridian, Kangdezh replaces the name Silla in the late literature. The study’s noteworthy
hypothesis is that the late Persian geographical literature use of the name Kangdezh to
refer to Korea comes from “Gyeong-ju”, or “Geum-seong” (meaning Gold Castle),
the ancient capital of the Korean state of Silla (pp. 52- 56, 61). The change in the
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country’s name could have resulted from a synthesis of knowledge from the Pahlavi
Iranian tradition with the information of early Muslim authors and the testimony of
Muslim merchants who visited Korea.
The study of the text of the epic Persian Muslim work “Kushnameh” occupies a
special place in the book. Central to the study of medieval Muslim contact with Korea
is the interpretation, with reference to real events, of the legendary journey of the hero
of Kushnameh, the Persian prince Abtin, to a remote country where he was warmly
welcomed by the ruler Tayhur and married his daughter Frarang.
After spending some time in the hospitable country of his father-in-law, Prince
Abtin decides to return home with his family, following well-known sea trade routes.
Study of the text led the authors to several important conclusions:
(1) Kushnameh is connected to the Pahlavi written tradition during the
Parthian and Sassanian periods of Iranian history. In all likelihood, the Pahlavi
text was orally transmitted and translated into Neo-Persian in the 11th century
by Hakim Iranshan Abu-l-Khay, whose authorship of the text has survived
to this day (pp. 24-27).
(2) The term ‘Basilla’ for Korea, found in some of the later works of Muslim
authors probably dates back to the term ‘Kushnamh,’ which retains a variant
derived from the original Pahlavi form of Wosilla. The authors also very
convincingly explain that the use of a prefix before the word Silla resulted
from a scribal error that often occurred during the translation of Pahlavi texts
into the Neo-Persian language (pp. 46-47).
(3) Many details describing the conditions of Prince Abtin’s host country,
including the climate, nature, food, music, palace rituals, the military system,
and hunting and sports customs echo the information in later sources about
Silla (p. 24).
(4) The Study of information from Chinese sources allowed the authors to
establish a connection between the content of Kushnamh and the legendary
story of the journey of the Sasanian prince Peroz to the Tang emperor
Gaozong (649-683). The last Sassanian shahinshah Yazdegird III sent his
son to China in a search for help against the Arabs. But Emperor Gaozong
refrained from confronting a new unknown enemy, preferring instead to
establish diplomatic relations with the Arabs. In 651, Prince Peroz and his
retinue were forced to leave China. No information about his future fate has
been preserved in the sources. And it makes sense to assume that he could
have traveled farther east to neighboring Korea (pp. 25-26).
(5) The name of the hospitable country in Kushnameh is not provided
as ‘Silla,’as in most Arab sources, but as ‘Basilla.’ The authors already
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demonstrated, though, that referring to Korea as ‘Basilla’ continued back to
the tradition of Kushnameh (pp. 65, 154).
(6) The author’s close textual study of Kushnameh and accompanying Muslim
literature allows them to conclude that the hospitable country that provided
shelter to the Iranian prince was the Korean state of Silla.
(7) This information is also evidence of early Korean contact with the
Near and Middle East in the pre-Islamic period. Reports about Korea from
Kushnameh developed in subsequent works of Muslim geography, which
had been changing with accumulated information about the Far East from
Muslim merchants and settlers who reached Korea along the Silk Road.

The work’s shortcomings include some technical errors. The authors repeatedly refer to
a detailed study of Professor Lee Hee Soo “Evaluation of Kushnāmeh as a Historical
Source in Regard to Description of Basillam” Acta Koreana, 2018, Vol.21, No.1. (pp.
39.51) which is absent from the list of cited literature. One can also disagree with the
widespread use of the terms “Persian literature” and “Persian sources,” since the study
covers both Arabic and Persian-language literature within the framework of a coherent
evolution of the Muslim geographical tradition. Perhaps the terms “Arabic Muslim
literature” and “Persian Muslim literature” would be more correct.
Professor Hee Soo Lee and Iranian researcher Mohammad Bagher Vosoughi’s
collaborative publication is the most complete study of medieval Arabic and Persian
geographical literature’s perception of ties between Korea and the Muslim world.
Without exaggeration, this book can be considered an encyclopedia of contact between
the Muslim world and Korea in the Middle Ages. The book analyzes and summarizes
almost all modern research literature on early Muslim writing about the Korean
states of Silla (57 BCE - 935 CE) and Goryeo (918-1392). The publication’s almost
complete collection of information about medieval Muslim authors who had reported
about Korea, along with the texts of their messages, is an exceptional achievement.
The duplications of these manuscripts published in the book’s appendix, make the
publication an invaluable resource companion for anyone interested in Korea’s contact
with the medieval Muslim world: medieval historians, specialists in Oriental manuscripts,
experts on primary source studies, and curious readers.
Farda Asadov
National Academy of Sciences, Azerbaijan
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Nostalgia for the Empire: The Politics of Neo-Ottomanism. By M. Hakan Yavuz Oxford.
UK: Oxford University Press, 2020, 317 pp. ISBN: 9780197512289 doi: 10.22679/
avs.2020.5.2.010
History is the recycling bin of politics. Politicians across the world manipulate historical
facts to validate their political standing; Turkish politicians are no exception. Keen
observers of Turkey have been closely following the rise of Ottomania in Turkey since
the 1980s; the craze for the Ottoman past has intensified in the last two decades under
the rule of the Justice and Development Party/Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP).
Scholars have published several articles and book chapters on neo-Ottomanism, paving
the way for this first book-length study of the subject. M. Hakan Yavuz, a prolific
scholar who has written on pretty much every aspect of modern Turkish politics, is
well-positioned to cover this complex topic. The book covers neo-Ottomanism from
the rise of the Ottomanism idea in the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire to the
contemporary domestic and foreign affairs of Turkey and contains eight chapters along
with an introduction and conclusion. The brief introduction and conclusion found in
each chapter provide useful, early glimpses of its contents.
Yavuz starts with a personal recollection in the preface, explaining how historical
memories in his Anatolian town of Bayburt were powerful enough to instill residents
with patriotic fervor. This personal connection compels readers to check their own
pasts and reminded me of my kite-flying childhood days on the Theodosius walls of
Istanbul. In the introduction, Yavuz states his aim to unearth the socio-political origins
of neo-Ottomanism and introduces his argument that neo-Ottomanism is nothing but
the product of active imagination. According to Yavuz, the core of neo-Ottomanism
predated British journalist David Barchard’s credited coining of the term in 1985. The
author posits that neo-Ottomanism is the latest episode in a decades-long ideological
struggle between Kemalists and neo-Ottomanists over Turkish identity.
In the first chapter, Yavuz digs into the Ottoman past and summarizes the nineteenth
century historical background of Ottomanism. He uses excerpts from interviews with
Turkish Sufi order members, politicians and opinion makers to support the claim that
the idea of neo-Ottomanism has been brewing in the conservative circles of Turkey
since the 1950s. Yavuz explains the nineteenth century conditions that gave rise to
the idea of Ottomanism, beginning with the Ottoman tanzimat (restructuring) reforms
initiated in 1839. In an age of separatist nationalism, the multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire
sought to craft a new overarching identity to maintain the multiethnic, multireligious
empire, while modernizing with western ideas, including nationalism. The swim against
the tide failed to save the empire but left behind a western-educated elite, first the
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Young Ottomans and later the Young Turks. While the former embraced Ottomanism
to preserve the empire, the latter lacked unity and were ideologically divided between
Ottomanists, Turkish nationalists and Islamists. A series of wars from 1911 to 1922
from Libya and the Balkans to World War I and finally, warfare within the Turkish
homeland brought the end of empire along with the deaths and suffering of millions.
This chapter provides a broad overview of the rise and fall of the Ottomanism idea
within the Ottoman Empire.
The second chapter delves into Kemalist reforms in the early Turkish republic and
traces the fragmentary pieces of the Ottomanism idea in post-Ottoman Turkish society.
Selective amnesia in the Kemalist republic became a coping mechanism to forget the
devastating suffering of the late Ottoman period and helped legitimize the existence
of a new state. The western-educated republican elite followed Orientalist thinking
emanating from Europe which identified Islam as the core cause of Ottoman weakness.
Earlier coverage of these concepts in the book would have been more helpful
for novice readers of the topic. While turning a heterogenous Ottoman society into a
homogenous nation-state required imagination, so did the resistance against this social
engineering project. Yavuz narrates this struggle in detail; Kemalists turned to the littleknown history of the pre-Islamic Turkish world, casting aside the Ottomans as useless,
decadent, and corrupt. The dichotomy between Kemalist selective amnesia and popular
social memory shaped by suffering, death, and migration drove a rift between state and
society, which widened further through a radical shift in alphabet from Arabic to Latin,
rendering millions illiterate and cutting their connection with the Ottoman past.
The divide between the Kemalist elite and the people offered an opportunity to
conservatives, who bridged the gap with an imaginary Ottoman past. Popular historians,
fiction writers and poets crafted an imagined Ottoman history unsubstantiated by
academic knowledge. Yavuz mentions some leftist intellectuals and novelists such
as Dogan Avcıoğlu and Kemal Tahir, who joined out of a desire for a communal
society with a strong statist tradition, akin to the Ottoman structure and preferred
Ottoman cosmopolitanism to a republican homogenous nation-state. Nevertheless,
the conservative thinkers writing about the Ottomans far outnumbered the leftists
and nearly dominated the field. The Turkish right’s Cold War anti-communist stance
brought together nationalism and Islam through a Turkish-Islamic Synthesis (TIS),
which fostered creation of the quintessential Ottomans.
Yavuz’s third chapter analyzes and explains how three literary groups contributed
to the creation of the idea of neo-Ottomanism. The first group includes Yahya Kemal
Beyatlı, Ahmed Hamdi Tanpınar and 2006 Nobel literature laureate Orhan Pamuk.
Beyatlı was an Istanbul romantic poet, who has written a poem about almost every
neighborhood of the old city. His poems were among the elements used to Turkify
the Ottomans. Yavuz could have strengthened his argument by mentioning Beyatlı’s
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famous Akıncılar (Raiders) (1919) poem and its romanticized Ottoman warrior culture
which was taught in school textbooks during the 1980s and the 1990s. While Yavuz
mentions that Tanpınar preferred Ottoman communitarianism over individualism, the
republic clearly did not embrace individualism during his lifetime. Rather, Tanpınar
favored Ottomania for its gradual modernization, which he preferred to a radical break
in social fabric that alienated and isolated the people. The identity crisis created by this
sudden shift became a major theme in the works of Pamuk. Unlike the Kemalist elite,
neither Beyatlı, Tanpınar, nor Pamuk has viewed the dichotomy between the Ottoman
Empire and republic as black and white; they wished a smooth transition to modernity.
Tanpınar and Pamuk missed Ottoman cosmopolitanism, while Beyatlı longed for the
Islamic cultural components of the empire. In the second literary group, Yavuz covers
TIS proponents Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and Seyyid Ahmad Arvasi, leftist novelist Kemal
Tahir, and nationalist Erol Güngör. Kısakürek garners particular attention because of
his influence on Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s ideological evolution and the larger political
Islamic movement in Turkey. Turkish Islamic movements, in general, and Erdoğan, in
particular, held similar prejudicial views of Jews, minorities, and freemasons. The leftist
Tahir saw a powerful all-reaching Ottoman state akin to the communism he envisioned.
Ahmet Arvasi and the Sufis of the third group spread the ideal Ottoman image through
their Sufi circles and kept alive the selective Ottoman memory. The chapter’s theme
reveals how fiction writers projected their personal ideologies onto the Ottomans.
Proponents of TIS and Islamic political groups discovered the ideal of Islam in the
Ottoman Empire, for the nationalists, the empire contained ideal nationalism, and for
some in the Turkish left, the Ottomans attained the ideal statist society.
The fourth chapter covers the evolution and promotion of neo-Ottomanism
under the rule of the late Turkish prime minister and then president Turgut Özal in
the 1980s. Özal was the architect of Turkey’s transition from a mixed economic to
capitalist system. With a Nakşibendi Sufi order background and an admiration for the
Ottoman past, Özal did his best to spread a positive Ottoman image through school
textbooks. It is a pity that Yavuz omitted from this chapter useful information that
would have strengthened his argument. He mentions Tarık Buğra’s Osmancık novel
(p. 90) but overlooks that the 1987 Kuruluş “Osmancık” television series, produced by
Turkey’s sole TV station at the time, the state-run TRT, exerted a greater domestic
impact than the contemporary series. Moreover, Özal opened up the Ottoman archives
to researchers and facilitated academic studies of the Ottoman past. Nevertheless, the
chapter offers a detailed analysis, not only of the Nakşibendi Sufi order’s dissemination
of an imagined ideal Ottoman society, but of the order’s role in forming political Islam
in Turkey through Necmettin Erbakan’s National Outlook (Milli Görüş) movement, a
precursor of the current Erdoğan AKP government.
Yavuz uses chapter six to analyze “Erdoğan’s Neo-Ottomanism” along with
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AKP’s overall neo-Ottomanist domestic policy. He leaves no AKP decision maker
unbruised in this chapter and the next, which examines the neo-Ottomanist foreign
policy. The Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II (r.1878-1909) earned the hatred of the
Young Turks by forcing them underground. Their Kemalist successors maintained this
anger for generations. The Kemalists’ conservative adversaries responded with the
polar opposite view of Abdulhamid II, as an ideal Ottoman-Islamic leader. Erdoğan’s
supporters have picked out parallels between Abdulhamid II and Erdoğan, whom
they hold as the last bastion of Islam, paving the way towards his sultan-style form
of authoritarianism. While Yavuz finds far more differences than similarities between
the two leaders, Kemalists and Islamist political activists care little about nuanced
academic analysis. Yavuz covers the impact of neo-Ottomanist gentrification projects
in Turkey, or how Turkey’s greedy construction industry has used reproductions of
the Ottoman architectural past as a smoke screen. One such project, which aimed
to replace Istanbul’s Gezi Park with a replica of the demolished Ottoman military
barracks, Topçu Kışlası, backfired, triggering nationwide protests in 2013. Business
entrepreneurs have not failed to capitalize on the spread of Ottomania. Turkish society
has developed a taste for neo-Ottoman consumption, from Ottoman cuisine to the
fine arts to daily consumer goods, like tea and coffee cups. The menus of some of
the so-called Ottoman restaurants resemble French fries in a Chinese restaurant but
in a country with so few culinary historians there is little to no adverse reaction. A
massive budget allows Turkey’s state-owned broadcasting network, TRT, to run AKP
backed Ottoman-themed television series, such as Ertuğrul and Abdulhamid II, for
years. While the original Kuruluş “Osmancık” had only 12 episodes, the latest series have
hundreds of ninety minute episodes. Fictional depictions of the past tend to leave a
deeper mark on the public mind than less exciting academic works. Perhaps because of
the weightier impact of these fictions, Yavuz does not delve into the details of history
textbooks.
In the seventh chapter Yavuz examines AKP government neo-Ottomanist foreign
policy since 2002, which he attributes to the former Foreign Minister and one-time
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu. While Yavuz finds the idealism-driven foreign policy
to be irrational, he points out that the European Union’s rejection has forced Turkey
to seek alternative foreign policy options. Erdoğan’s (Milli Görüş) National Outlook
predecessor, Erbakan, initiated a D-8 group with the goal of establishing economic
collaboration between eight Muslim-majority nations but pro-Islamic AKP governments
prioritized nationalist-oriented neo-Ottomanism over Islamic focused D-8 foreign
policy. A comparative approach between the two would have enriched this chapter.
The eighth chapter covers the impact of neo-Ottomanist foreign policy in the
former Ottoman lands, the Balkans, and the Arab world and examines the reaction of
those in the Balkans and the Arab world to neo-Ottomanism. Yavuz emphasizes that
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the Muslim and Christian views of neo-Ottomanism starkly differ in the Balkans: the
Muslim population warmly welcomes neo-Ottomanism, while Christians are terrified
by it. In the aftermath of the Cold War a shifting ideological and political landscape
left Balkan Muslims without a protector. Any government in Turkey, whether Kemalist
or Islamist, would have been pushed to adopt a more active foreign policy to protect
Turkish interests and security in the Balkans and Middle East. Yavuz indicates that
the AKP’s foreign policy in the Middle East was torn between Islamic idealism and
political realism. AKP support for the short-lived Muslim Brotherhood rule in Egypt
frightened royal leaders in the region who feared the precedent established by an Islamic
democracy in the most populous Arab country and saw it as a threat to their survival.
Turkey thus ended up with torn relations with major Arab countries, such as Egypt and
Saudi Arabia, and having failed diplomatically, had to resort to military involvement to
protect its interests in Syria, Iraq, and Libya. An explicit neo-Ottomanist foreign policy
does not seem to have produced viable outcomes, as Turkish military involvement
in conflict zones has multiplied in the last decade. Yavuz uses a quote from former
American ambassador James Jeffrey (p. 234) at the end of chapter eight to support the
argument that politicians lacking economic resources must rely on their imagination,
but additional economic data could have better illustrated the point.
Yavuz concludes with five negative outcomes of neo-Ottomanism. First, its
collectivist and xenophobic rhetoric hinders domestic peace. Second, sloppy and
uncalculated neo-Ottomanist rhetoric spreads fear and mistrust among neighboring
countries, making it harder to reach goals. Third, opposition to nearly all of Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk’s reforms creates another internal layer of domestic strife. Fourth, the
inability to distinguish Western practices from ideals creates domestic adversaries to
universal values, some of which are championed by Islam. Fifth, occasional mentions of
the stillborn Sevres Treaty (1920) to rally the masses scares potential foreign investors.
From the Byzantine dreams of Greece and the Zionism of Israel to America’s
evangelical foreign policy and neo-Ottomanism, nearly all of the competing foreign
policies in the Near East have been inspired by the historical imagination. All seem to
follow a similar religious pattern: things were good for their respective peoples in the
past, they have deteriorated, and now we are coming to restore lost glory. While only
experienced readers of Middle East politics can decipher these historical patterns, more
explicit coverage from Yavuz would have helped younger readers. The book nevertheless
opens up new avenues of research for future inquiries into neo-Ottomanism.
Senior scholars often fall into the assumption that readers may have basic knowledge
about the concepts they employ. Here Yavuz is guilty of using Benedict Anderson’s
concept of Imagined Communities (1983) without mentioning Anderson and referring to
Orientalism and self-Orientalism without discussing Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978).
Yavuz presents neo-Ottomanism and the AKP government as anti-Western but does
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not specify the context and type of West they oppose. Approaching the orient or
occident as a monolith impairs academic understanding and clouds judgment. While
Yavuz mentions Jacobin Westernization and secularization in Turkey, an explanation of
these ideas would have been particularly useful for American readers, who often simply
regard secularism as the separation of state and religion. Turkish secularism followed
the French model in which the state controls religion. Moreover, the West followed by
Turkey in the interwar period was the authoritarian West, not the progressive liberal
West which emerged victorious from WWII.
Historians are familiar with the use and abuse of historical knowledge. In the past,
history textbooks and public education systems handed over the magnetic needle of the
history compass to politicians who shifted the path of nation wherever they desired.
Today, the media, social media, fiction, literature, and public relations in general have a
greater impact than formal educational institutions. In her Nostalgia for the Modern (2006),
Esra Özyürek, cited by Yavuz, explored how Turkey’s Kemalists were vying to return
to the authoritarianism of the 1930s. In an ironic twist, the neo-Ottomanist adversaries
of Kemalism are now vying to bring back Ottoman authoritarianism. In a land of
authoritarian dreamers, proponents of democracy may not fulfill their desires without
imaginations as creative as their rivals.
Tamer Balcı
University of Texas-Rio Grande Valley, USA

Russia and Central Asia. Coexistence, Conquest, Convergence. By Shoshana Keller. Toronto/
Buffalo/London: University of Toronto Press, 2020, 346 pp. ISBN: 9781487594350
(cloth); ISBN: 9781487594343 (paper) doi: 10.22679/avs.2020.5.2.011
Shoshanna Keller has written an important book on the history of Central Asia that
covers its pre-Russian, Russian imperial, Soviet, and post-Soviet periods, focusing
on the imperial and Soviet periods. As she tackles this thorny subject, Keller’s most
significant contribution is to bring into focus the nomadic perspective that has largely
been neglected by earlier scholarship. In her account, the interplay of interactions
between the region’s nomadic and sedentary populations takes center stage, and she
reconsiders and challenges many well-known sources on Central Asian history.
The book’s nine chapters, which include an introduction, notes, glossary,
bibliography, maps, and index, span the years from approximately the Mongol conquests
in the thirteenth century to the early 1990s. In the two opening chapters, Keller provides
an overview of the region’s ancient and medieval historical periods. The subsequent two
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chapters deal with the conquest of what came to be known as Russian Turkestan in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Chapters five, six, and seven address the Soviet
period, while the final chapters, eight and nine, explore the region’s transformation over
the course of the perestroika period that was followed by the collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1991.
Due to the scarcity of authentic written sources left by the region’s nomadic
populations, complicated by the lack of sufficient knowledge of their languages by nonnative historians, many historians failed to analyze artifacts of the rich nomadic oral
tradition. Subsequently, historians concentrated effort on exploring available written
sources produced by the region’s sedentary populations, which tended to provide
incomplete and often biased information about their nomadic neighbors.
The book also makes the important contribution of acknowledging the complexities
of Russia’s colonizing agency. Rather than simplistically depicting Russia as a colonizer
and oppressor – the approach that until recently has dominated mainstream academic
research – Keller assigns a more complex role to Russian officials, illustrating how
they operated as arbiters and middlemen, intermingling with nomadic groups in a
way that left an indelible mark on local leadership practices, shaping their customary
mode of operation. The book has thus painted a fuller and more complex picture of
Russian/non-Russian interactions, which defies description in conventional colonizercolonized terms. In so doing, the author’s research significantly contributes to ongoing
debates about the nature of these interactions, by questioning, among other things, the
epistemological validity of the post-colonial studies when applied to the Russian case.
The book’s numerous and very useful maps are highly valuable for professors of
Central Asian history. As a teacher in this field at Columbia University since 2004, I
should confess that this aspect has been largely neglected by my colleagues.
No academic book is without shortcomings, however, including this one. I find
it somewhat disappointing, although not surprising, that Keller overlooks the Bokei
Horde (1801-1845), the fourth Qazaq Horde established by Tsar Paul I at the request
of Sultan Bokei, the grandson of Khan Abulkhair from the Qazaq Junior Horde. The
case of the Bokei Horde is a striking example of Russian officials’ preoccupation with
safeguarding their country’s borders rather than integrating the nomadic populations
into Russian imperial structures. The case would have further bolstered the book’s
argument about the ambiguous nature of Russian imperial rule.
As I mentioned earlier, the author’s negligence was unsurprising, because the
history of the Bokei Horde has yet to be properly integrated into mainstream Qazaq
historiography in the west. One technical error is that the Steppe Statute replaced the
Provisional Statute not in 1898, as the author asserts, but in 1892 (114).
Also essential to note is that Sovietized Russian schools for non-Russian children
in the 1930s schools refrained from using Russian as a language of instruction (196).
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According to Peter Blitstein, whom the author cites, although in 1938 the so-called
Zhdanov Decree introduced Russian language and history as obligatory subjects in
non-Russian schools, “the Stalin regime not only retained native-language instruction
in non-Russian schools but sought to extend it.”2 Stalin warned proponents of radical
Russification “that attempts to convert Russian from a subject of study to the language
of instruction were ‘harmful’ and could only be temporary.”3 This, in fact, serves as
additional evidence for further questioning divide-and-rule explanations for the Soviet
regime adopted by some historians and political scientists.
Although Keller covers the topic of the Central Asian delimitation, I wish she had
highlighted specific details of debates initiated by the local native Communists who
actively participated in the delimitation campaign, and by integrating the research of
Francine Hirsh, Arne Haugen, and other historians, showed how Communist identities
cut across the nomadic-sedentary divide. An inclusive, comprehensive treatment of this
aspect of these revealing dynamics would have reinforced Keller’s framework.
In spite of shortcomings, scholars specializing in the field and all those who are
interested in Central Asian history will find Keller’s book a source of both inspiration
and useful guidance.
Gulnar Kendirbai
Columbia University, USA
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Peter A. Blitstein, “Nation-Building or Russification? Obligatory Russian Instruction in the Soviet nonRussian School, 1938-1953,” in A State of Nations: Empire and the Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and
Stalin, eds. R. G. Suny and T. Martin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 253.
Ibid, 258.

