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University of Washington
Abstract

BUILDING SOVIET CENTRAL ASIA, 1920-1939: KYRGYZ HOUSES OF
CULTURE AND SELF-FASHIONING KYRGYZNESS

Al F. Igmen

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Associate Professor Glennys Young

This dissertation is concerned with the ongoing process of fashioning new
possibilities for what it meant to be Kyrgyz during the 1920s and 1930s; it analyzes this
dynamic development through the prism of clubs. This study examines the discourse in
the language of official documents on Soviet club activities and celebrations, such as the
Cultural Olympiads, in the expressed sentiments of several Kyrgyz intellectuals, such as
actress Sabira Kiimiishaliyeva, and in the early fiction of author Chingiz Aitmatov.
These artists and intellectuals, who greatly influenced Kyrgyz culture during the second
half of the twentieth century, help us frame questions of gender, power and public
performance. The narratives of these artists and intellectuals, who first experienced
Soviet culture in Houses of Culture, underscore the story that this study draws out of the
official government documents. The main method of this dissertation is the analysis of
the Soviet discourse of cultural development, conveyed by Soviet institutions such as
clubs and Soviet intellectuals in Kirghizia or Kyrgyzstan. It argues that Kyrgyz people
who were involved in the cultural activities of the Houses of Culture, Stalinist festivals,
Soviet theater, and literature helped make a new Kyrgyz community. Through public
performances and artistic expressions, they negotiated Kyrgyzness within the limitations
of Soviet citizenship. It suggests that club officials and national talents asserted Kyrgyz
culture onto the official Soviet concept of “culturedness.” This study shows that in the
1920s and 1930s, club administrators, theater professionals and Olympiad organizers
were encouraged to showcase the ethnic features of their nationalities in the clubs and
Stalinist celebrations. These Kyrgyz elites accepted this responsibility and learned to
play their ethnicity. They learned to speak the language of the cultural revolution with a

Kyrgyz accent. Their national narrative portrayed Kyrgyzness wrapped in a Soviet cloak.
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Transliteration Guide

The Library of Congress transliterates the Kyrgyz language into English via Russian.
This causes double transliteration (Kyrgyz to Russian and Russian to English). This
dissertation follows the recent trend of transliteration in order to avoid the double
transliteration. It follows the standards that Rafis Abazov’s recent Historical Dictionary
of Kyrgyzstan established. Here are some examples:

Kyrgyz Letters Transliteration Kyrgyz spelling Transliteration
K ‘ J Kamuna Jamila

Y U Bos yii Boz iii

o O blcrx Ken Ysyk Kol

bl Y Keipreiz Kyrgyz

I chose the following spelling of certain key words:

“Kyrgyz” instead of “Kirghiz”: the Kyrgyz Republic officially accepted the first spelling
and the academic community is widely using it.

“Kyrgyzstan” instead of “Kirghizia™: the first term is historically and conventionally
more common among Kyrgyz people.

“-yeva” instead of “-eva”: Turkic pronunciation of the names such as “Kiimiishaliyeva”
calls for this spelling choice rather than “Kiimiishalieva.”

“Jalal Abad” instead of “Dzalal-Abad”: the first spelling reflects direct transliteration
from Kyrgyz to English instead of double transliteration of Kyrgyz words through
Russian to English. Also in geographical names, the use of the dash has been dropped
from the standard Kyrgyz usage.



A Note on Translations

1 have translated the excerpts of Chingiz Aitmatov’s work, akyn poetry, and most of the
Soviet documents from the Kyrgyz and Russian originals. There are several, mostly out-
of-print, translations of Aitmatov’s work. See the bibliography for details.

CC

CP

CPK
CPSU
Kolkhoz
Komsomol
Kulak

Acronyms and Abbreviations

Central Committee

Communist Party

Communist Party of Kyrgyzstan

Communist Party of the Soviet Union

Kollektivnoe khoziaistvo (collective farm)

Kommunisticheskii soiuz molodezhi (Communist Youth League)
“fist;” wealthy peasant

Kyrgyz ASSR Kyrgyz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic
Kyrgyz SSR  Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist Republic

Narkompros

Oblast
RSFSR
Sovkhoz
TASSR
TCP
TOZ

TsGAKSSR

TsKKPSS

TSSR
USSR
Zhenotdel
f.

op.

d.

L, 1.

Narodnyi kommissariat prosveshcheniia (People’s Commissariat of
Enlightenment)

Administrative unit or a province, divided into districts (raion).
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic

Sovetskoe khoziaistvo (Soviet farm)

Turkestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic

Turkestan Communist Party

Tovarishchestvo po obshchestvennoi obrabotki zemli (A community
association of land cultivation with communally held land and tools)
Tsentral’nyi Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Kirgizskoi CCP (Central State
Archive of Kyrgyz SSR)

Tsentral 'nyi Arkhiv pri Tsentral 'nom Komitete Kommunisticheskoi Partii
CC (Central Party Archive of Central Committee of the Communist Party)
and IML pri TSKKPSS (Instituta Marksizma-Leninizma, Marxism-
Leninism Institute Archive)

Turkestan Soviet Socialist Republic

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

Women'’s sections of Communist Party organs

fond (collection)

opis’ (file)

delo (inventory)

list, listy (folio, folios)
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INTRODUCTION

In May 2002, in a tiny village called Akterek, on the southern banks of Ysyk Ko,
the largest lake in Kyrgyzstan and a site considered holy to Kyrgyz, I came across a small
white building that declared itself, in bold letters, the “club” of the Kyrgyz Soviet
Socialist Republic.”! The official purpose of a club, a House of Culture or Madaniyat
Ui, in Kyrgyz, was to introduce Bolshevik ideology to indigenous populations through
adult education and entertainment. The existence of a Soviet club on this spiritual land
seemed striking; the very traditions that considered the lake holy survived many years of
Soviet anti-religious “campaigns” to stamp them out? As1 explored the area, I found
that every ail, town, and city on the lake had a club, each centrally and prominently

located, ostensibly displaying the power of the Soviet state and its institutions.”

During a visit to Osh in southern Kyrgyzstan, I witnessed that although clubs no
longer functioned as they had during the Soviet period, many clubs were still social
gathering places.4 They often appeared to have been the only Soviet structures ever to

grace these wide open spaces. The symbolism of these buildings, like their edifice, had

! The clubs were one of numerous Soviet “Houses of Culture,” working along with Lenin’s Corners, Red
Comers, Red Yurts, Red Choikhonas, and Women’s Clubs. I'use the term “house of culture” as a general
term for all of the above listed institutions. The first Workers’ Clubs emerged in 1918 in Moscow to serve
the Soviet proletariat as centers of education and “sensible” entertainment. See Gorzka, “Proletarian
Culture in Practice: Workers” Clubs, 1917-1921;” Hatch, “Hangouts and Hangovers: State, Class and
Culture in Moscow’s Worker’s Club Movement, 1925-1928;” Stites, Russian Popular Culture:
Entertainment and Society since 1900; and White, De-Stalinization and the House of Culture: Declining
State Control over Leisure in the USSR, Poland and Hungary, 1953-8 (See the Bibliography for complete
citations for all footnotes.)

% See the photograph of a club on Ysyk Kol (Figure 1) on page 14,

* In Kyrgyz, ail refers to a nomadic encampment, which after sedentarization took on a new meaning:
village. (See the Glossary for complete descriptions of all Russian, Kyrgyz, Kazakh and Uzbek words and
phrases.)

* See Ysyk Kol and Osh on the map of Kyrgyzstan (Figure 2) on page 15.



2
also endured. Ilearned that villagers were very upset that their club was to be converted

to an unrelated government office. Although the villagers no longer used the club, its
symbolic power was still strong. This club represented a cultural focal point which ail
populations came to accept as their own and became a place where Kyrgyz traditions and

Soviet art forms merged.’

Why and how did Kyrgyz come to see Soviet clubs as their own? After all, the
sole purpose of clubs was ostensibly to eradicate so-called “backwards” way of Kyrgyz
life. This dissertation is concerned with the ongoing process of creating a Soviet Kyrgyz
community during the 1920s and 1930s; it analyzes the making of Soviet Kyrgyzness
through the prism of clubs. This study argues that Kyrgyz people who were involved in
the cultural activities of the Houses of Culture, Stalinist festivals, Soviet theater, and
literature helped the Soviet system fashion Kyrgyzness. Through public performances
and artistic expressions, they negotiated Kyrgyzness within the limitations of Soviet
citizenship.

The main method of this dissertation is the analysis of the Soviet discourse of
“cultural development,” understood as cultural change or cultural revolution, conveyed

by Soviet institutions such as clubs and Soviet intellectuals in Kirghizia or Kyrgyzstan. 6

> See the Cholpon House of Culture built in the 1970s (Figure 3) on page 18.

® I borrow the phrase “cultural revolution” from Michael David-Fox and Sheila Fitzpatrick. David-Fox and
Fitzpatrick define this phrase differently. David-Fox has referred to the Soviet twin projects of “fashioning
the revolutionary vanguard and the individual revolutionary” and “civilizing and Sovietizing the backward,
not yet ‘conscious’ masses as cultural revolution.” He has argued that “revolutionary self-fashioning and
the transformation of others were intertwined.” According to this argument, the creation of the
revolutionary vanguard and the establishment of cuitural missions to create the vanguard overlapped. The
vanguard redefined itself in opposition to the less developed factors in society such as the peripheral
masses. Similarly, the fashioning of the revolutionary center superceded the development of other sections
of society. Furthermore, cultural revolution became so internalized within the revolutionary vanguard that
it forced its members to “exorcise” the backwards enemy within. This argument inspired me to adopt the



It examines the discourse in the language of official documents on club activities and
celebrations, such as the Cultural Olympiads, in the expressed sentiments of several
Kyrgyz intellectuals, such as actress Sabira Kiimiishaliyeva (born in 1917), and in the
early fiction of author Chingiz Aitmatov (born in 1928).” These intellectuals, who
greatly influenced Kyrgyz culture during the second half of the twentieth century, help
frame questions of gender, power, and public performance. The narratives of these artists
and intellectuals, who first experienced Soviet culture in these state Houses, underscore
the story that I drew out further from the official government documents.

This dissertation is the first study of the Houses of Culture in Soviet Central Asia.
It is also the first published source in English on Kiimiishaliyeva’s life. Because of my
research interest in 1920s and 1930s Central Asia, this dissertation is limited to the pre-
World War I era. It does not go so far as to suggest that Kyrgyz citizens shaped the
official cultural discourse of the 1920s and 1930s, but it argues that club officials and
“national talents” attempted to assert their culture onto the official Soviet concept of

8
“culturedness.”

phase “cultural revolution” instead of “cultural transformation.” The regional and local documents,
reviewed for this dissertation, use the verb prevratit’ (meaning “to transform”) when referring to the official
cultural policies and institutions. I prefer the term “revolution” rather than “transformation,” because the
latter indicates finality instead of a reference to a period of history. See David-Fox, “What is Cultural
Revolution?” See Chapter Three for Fitzpatrick’s definition of the phrase.

7 See the photographs of Sabira Kiimiishaliyeva and Chingiz Aitmatov (Figures 4) on page 17, and (Figure
5) on page 18. For biographical information of Kiimiishaliyeva see Karypkulov, Chui Oblusu, 613, for
Aitmatov see Kasymov, Talas Oblusu, 171-174. (See the Biographies section for all the persons discussed
in this study.)

¥ Petrone, Life Has Become More Joyous, Comrades. As Karen Petrone’s work has shown within the
milieu of state-sanctioned celebrations, Soviet people learned to use these officially legitimized expressions
of joy to their benefit. Petrone suggests that celebrations provided a space for both compliance and
subversion on the part of the citizens. The Stalinist state fashioned official myths by way of organizing
festivals, dekady and Olympiads. In turn, the participants of these celebrations helped the state shape
celebratory discourse.



It analyzes the foundations and emergence of clubs with the aid of three
important sources. It turns first to official government documents such as state
regulations and directives, and the reports of the ail administrators. My analyses of
official correspondence from 1925 to 1941 investigate the impact of the state and local
administrators and intellectuals in constructing the Houses of Culture as agencies that
guided “cultural development” in Kyrgyzstan.

The second primary source pool, derived mostly from interviews, allows us to
examine the emergence of Soviet cultural cadres in Kyrgyzstan. Interviews taken from
newspaper articles and my own interviews provide glimpses of the real life stories of
various actresses, which illuminate the connections between club education and the
emergence of Kyrgyz theater. Kiimiishaliyeva’s story, in the last chapter, provides an
invaluable resource for understanding the shaping of Kyrgyz theater. Her experiences
also provide an excellent opportunity to examine Kyrgyz women’s role in creating a new
Kyrgyz identity in the 1930s and beyond. Kiimiishaliyeva’s account suggests that in
encouraging intellectuals like her, the Soviet system helped define twentieth-century
Kyrgyz culture.

Finally, the dissertation considers Chingiz Aitmatov’s early fiction as evidence of
how a non-Russian writer created a narrative of indigenous Kyrgyz culture in flux.
Although there are excellent literary studies on Aitmatov’s work, this study treats
Aitmatov’s early writings in a new way; it views his writings as historical texts, and

places them in context of cultural revolution in Kyrgyzstan. ? Aitmatov published his

® For a list of existing scholarship on Chingiz Aitmatov’s work see Chapter Two. For details on Soviet
culture in Kyrgyzstan see Daniiarov, Kul ‘turnoe stroitel 'stvo v Kirgizskoi SSR v gody dovoennykh



first short story Gazetchik Jiiyo (Newspaper boy Jiiyd) in the Komsomolets Kirgizii
newspaper in 1952. He has always seen himself as a historian who thrived when telling
the stories of this childhood during the 1930s. His autobiographical and semi-
autobiographical early stories, therefore, resemble an oral history experience, peppered
with passion and subjectivity. Taking all this into account, I acknowledge Aitmatov’s
work as a useful depiction of a cultural landscape where Kyrgyz experienced multi-
dimensional and multi-directional revolution within their byt or turmush (everyday life
and habits). What is more, Aitmatov’s literary contributions helped embed the cultural
revolution into the collective memory of Kyrgyz and other Soviet people.'® Both
Aitmatov’s early short stories and novellas, and Sabira Kiimiishaliyeva’s own story of her
youth reveal that Kyrgyz intellectuals played a crucial part in creating a discourse of
cultural change.

The cultural policies that included the creation of the House of Culture developed
while the Soviet administration was trying to establish political power in Kyrgyzstan,''
When the first Soviet club opened its doors in the ail of Kyzyl Kyia in March 1920,

Kyrgyz lands were still part of the newly established Turkestan Autonomous Soviet

piatiletok; idem, Osushchestvleniie Leninskoi programmy kul turnoi revoliutsii v Kirgizii; idem,
Stanovlenie kirgizskoi sovetskoi kul ‘tury, 1917-1924 gg.

0 Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering, Wertsch has suggested that the influence of language and
narrative texts, or what he called “cultural tools,” should be taken seriously as powerful producers of
histories. He has argued that “collective remembering” is a mediated action that is both social and
dynamic. Iagree with"'Wertsch that textual resources such as club documents and Aitmatov’s short stories
provide those who are remembering a social position and perspective. Kiimiishaliyeva also provides a
narrative that belongs to the people who participated in making Kyrgyz cultural history in the Soviet
period.

" The first Workers® Clubs emerged in 1918 in Moscow to serve the Soviet proletariat as centers of
education and sensible entertainment. The first Kyrgyz amateur musical-drama circle called “Freedom”
(samodaeatel 'nyi muzykal 'no-dramaticheskii kruzhok “Svoboda”) in 1918 in Frunze.



Socialist Republic.’ In October 1924, when the Kara-Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast
became a separate entity under the jurisdiction of the Russian Federation, there were
thirty-five clubs in Kyrgyzstan."

Clubs were one of numerous cultural institutions that sought to change Kyrgyz
culture during the 1920s and 1930s. In the beginning of the 1920s, Turkestan
Narkompros issued regulations that dictated how the new cultural institutions should be
run.'* The Commissariat designed the club building (called a Red Choikhona among the
Uzbeks, akin to a traditional Uzbek teahouse, or a Red Yurt for Kyrgyz) as a place for
people to spend their leisure time."”” The earliest clubs began to take over and replace
traditional choikhonas or boziii (yulrts).“5 The low-key and friendly atmosphere of an
Uzbek choikhona would change into that of a more official Soviet club; stern Soviet
posters would accompany or replace colorful and flowery Uzbek decorations, creating a
stark environment. Another irony emerged from a linguistic peculiarity. Boziii, the
Kyrgyz word for yurt, meant “gray house,” depicting the unassuming color of the felt that
covered the yurt; the awkward phrase “crimson gray house” must have accentuated the

alien quality of this new institution. Nonetheless, Kyrgyz club members decorated their

2 The Russian Empire’s expansion into neighboring Turkic and Muslim regions of began in the sixteenth
century and the Tsarist Empire finally defeated the Central Asians in the nineteenth century. In March
1865, the imperial administration created the Turkestan Oblast which included the territories between the
Aral Sea in the west and Ysyk K&l in the east (a total of 1,738,928 square kilometers, with a population of
five to seven million).

1 Tbraimov, Kyrgyzstan Entsiklopediva, 311.

" Narkompros means Narodnyi kommissariat prosveshcheniia (People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment).
See the Glossary for details.

1> Choikhona means teahouse in Uzbek (chaikhana in Kyrgyz). See the Glossary for details.

1 See a boziii (Figure 6) on page 19. This word refers to a yurt. See the Glossary for details.
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boziii with colorful felt wall-hangings such as ala kiiz or shyrdak (two types of Kyrgyz

felt carpets) to bring some warmth to them."”

Clubs were primarily intended to provide venues for revolutionary education.
Numerous state documents referred to the “idle Central Asians” as backwards
populations waiting to be reformed.'® The Commissariat proposed that effective reforms
could only be instilled by educating adults and expected the clubs to stage activities, such
as “readings” (for example, a literate member reading the newspaper out loud for the
illiterate majority) and short plays, to support the party in the political and cultural
education of adults. Club administrators often preferred theater to take “center stage”

because it simultaneously entertained and educated the club members. "

Clubs, schools, pioneer organizations, the Komsomol, kolkhoz and sovkhoz
activities, local history museums and other social and cultural institutions all attempted to
define the indigenous populations in Kyrgyzstan and give them a new identity that was
suitable for a Soviet people.’ Along with other educational and cultural institutions,
clubs gave the children of Kyrgyzstan their first taste of Russian and other Western arts.
Famous artists, such as the writer Aitmatov, and the stage and film actress
Kiimiishaliyeva, emerged out of the Western artistic tradition that clubs and other

institutions introduced. Having their first formal art lessons in clubs, these Kyrgyz artists

17 For details on Kyrgyz art, see Dyadyuchenko et al., Kyrgyz Oimoloru. See ala kiiz and shyrdak (Figure
7) on page 20 and (Figure 8) on page 21.

18 The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of Turkestan
Republic, June 21, 1921, TsGAKSSR, f. 653, op. 1, d. 1417, 11. 70-72.

1 Nadezhda K. Krupskaia, Vladimir I Lenin’s spouse, saw the Soviet Club as a new home for the people
and a laboratory for development of collective opinion. Lenin believed that cultural and educational reform
in Worker’s Clubs would give birth to a new sphere for people’s collective initiative and creativity.

2 See the Glossary for the definitions of these terms.



eventually brought their own interpretations to Soviet art. The records of these artists
demonstrated that they took the word madaniyat, from which Uzbek and Kyrgyz clubs
derived their name, at its face value. Madaniyat means “civilization” rather than culture.
My primary sources show that administrators and members of clubs began to see these

“Houses of Civilization” as their ticket to becoming “modern.”

The activities of club managers, festival organizers, actors and authors show both
the practice and evidence of how they worked toward a so-called “moderm” culture.
Making Kyrgyz culture “modern” was not an entirely new concept for these Soviet
government agents and activists; they had inherited it from their pre-Soviet
predece:ssors.21 The commissars and other high-ranking officials sent out directives and
reports to ail clubs expecting the administrators of clubs, regional theaters and festivals to
implement cultural and educational activities. In so doing, high-ranking administrators
ordered their regional and ail subordinates to execute cultural activities that furthered the
Bolshevik ideology in their regions. Regional and ail club administrators, on the other
hand, viewed these new cultural institutions and activities as providing opportunities for
cultural development and for the improvement of cultural knowledge. This difference in
understanding originated from the official correspondence written in the particular

language of the Bolsheviks that called for “cultural development.”

2! Stein, Making Jews Modern. Stein has described the term “modern” the way in which Russian and
Ottoman Jewish societies of the turn of the century saw it. Stein has shown that when Yiddish and Ladino
presses of these late empires used the term “modern,” they signaled discontinuity with the past and
engagement with the future. So-called images in these presses illustrated that their societies needed to
adopt new ways of education their societies. The meaning of modem in Soviet Kirghizia was not far from
these images. Similar to these Jewish presses’ promises of new possibilities, Kyrgyz club administrators
offered opportunities for a new and modern future.



In official Soviet discourse, the modem concept of kul 'turnost or culturedness
integrated the development of arts and literature and everyday life and manners. 2 This
concept encompassed “civilized” behavior and rejected “primitive” ways of living, such
as the Kyrgyz eldin turmushu (Kyrgyz way of everyday living) in nomadic
encampments.” Kyrgyz intellectuals of the Stalinist era such as Kiimiishaliyeva and
Aitmatov internalized this new culture. In their lives and work, however, they showed
that crucial aspects of Kyrgyz values endured. Their expressions of Soviet citizenship
and artistry reshaped their traditions to reflect the contemporary trends of the Soviet
Union in the 1920s and 1930s. An example of this representation is the prominence of
the heroes and heroines of Kyrgyz oral literature in the performances of the Kyrgyz
National Theater, including that of Kiimiishaliyeva. In his short stories and novellas,
Aitmatov also celebrated Kyrgyz kaada salt or salt (codes of conduct for everyday habits
and customs) such as reverence for the elders and the natural environment.

Existing studies do not sufficiently address the influence of Kyrgyz people on
their region’s cultural institutions during the first half of the Soviet Era. The scholarship
on Kyrgyz culture of the Soviet Era fails to provide satisfactory analyses of the Houses of
Culture. It does not scrutinize the relationship between the Houses of Culture and the
construction of Kyrgyz identity or the negotiation of fashioning “Kyrgyzness;” instead,

they convey the success stories of the Houses of Culture and Soviet celebrations

22 For definitions of “culturedness, ” see Volkov, “The Concept of Kul turnost’”’; Hoffmann and Kotsonis,
Russian Modernity; Hoffmann, Stalinist Values; Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front; idem, Everyday Stalinism;
Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain.

2 For a discussion on Soviet enthnographers’ evolutionary views on so-called “primitive” societies, see
Gellner, State and Society in Soviet Thought. Also on Soviet studies of Muslim social life see Abramzon,
Kirgizy i ikh etmogeneticheskie i istoriko-kul ‘turnye svyazi; Basilov, Kul 't sviatykh v Islame; Snesarev and
Basilov, Domusul ‘'manskie verovaniia i obriady v Srednei Azii.
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uncritically without any analysis of their activities.?* More specifically, an analysis of

how club administrators contested or cooperated with regional directives is missing from
this scholarship. Similarly, the extant scholarship on Kyrgyz Theater and other
performing arts of the Soviet Era in the republic rarely touch upon the role of Houses of
Culture in the development of performing arts, specifically theater. 2 There are only
limited analyses of how Soviet cultural policies created a Kyrgyz identity.”® These
analyses depict a stable, somewhat stagnant view of Kyrgyzness. In summary, existing
scholarship has not adequately acknowledged the ways in which the recipients of official
policies engaged with these policies and has largely ignored the participants of Soviet
cultural policies as agents of contestation and influence.

This study investigates ways in which the members of Kyrgyz Houses of Culture
and artists, such as Kiimiishaliyeva and Aitmatov, played a role in creating a new culture
in Kyrgyzstan. It also considers ways in which Kyrgyz discarded or preserved their pre-
Soviet traditions while participating in the creation of this new culture. Clubs, people’s
theaters, and other houses became venues where stars-in-the-making learned to respond
to the state’s educational and ideological requirements while nurturing their own

creativity. Similarly, the stories of Aitmatov provided fictional role models such as the

2 Historian S.S. Daniiarov has published a number of valuable books on the development of Kyrgyz
culture during and after the Bolshevik Revolution. Daniiarov’s interests have been broad, but his work has
pot fully addressed the significance of the Houses of Culture where ail populations provided their own
interpretations of so-called Soviet art.

2 For Russian-Kyrgyz Theater see Brudnyi, Iz istorii russko-kirgizskoi literaturnyh i teatral 'nyh sviazei.

%% The only in-depth analysis of Kyrgyz culture that exists is on Kyrgyz oral literature and the epic of
Manas. This literature has been invaluable in locating the role of oral tradition within the development of
modern Kyrgyz performing arts. It asks critical questions regarding the role of Manas and other oral epics
in the development of Kyrgyz identity. This literature illuminates why the Kyrgyz place such importance
on the Manas epic as their guidebook for life, but, in this literature the contribution of Houses of Culture
has been mentioned only in passing, without any analysis of their crucial role as the mediators, and
providers of a place where Manas is performed or discussed. For a list of scholarly literature on Manas see
Chapter One.
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influential Soviet heroine Jamila or the revolutionary teacher Diiishén.”” When

Kyrgyz youths read these heroic stories at school, they began to construct national role
models in the image of these socialist heroes.

There are several scholarly debates that inform the foundation of this dissertation.
First, scholarship on imperial Russian, Soviet and Central Asian cultural studies directly
or indirectly addresses the development and demise of Soviet institutions such as Houses
of Culture. The second body of scholarship focuses on the nature of the Soviet
nationalities policy.® Finally, the background of imperial Russian and Soviet approaches
to non-Russian, Muslim and nomadic Kyrgyz is essential to this study and I therefore
turn to the scholarship on Russian Orientalism and colonialism, and the Soviet treatment
of non-Russian nationalities, which, in particular, inform my analyses of identity
formation and gender issues.”’

This study adépts a definition of culture offered by a diverse group of
anthropologists and cultural historians. It understands culture, specifically Kyrgyz, as a

collective code of beliefs, knowledge, and values that the people of Kyrgyzstan possess.*?

?" See the lithographs of L. A. II’ina, depicting Jamila and Ditishon (Figure 9) on page 22 and (Figure 10)
on page 23. See, Aitmatov, Jamila. In 1959, Aragon described Jamila as the most beautiful love story
ever written. See Aragon, “Samaia prekrasnaia na svete povest’ o liubvi;” and also see Aitmatov, Diiishdn
(Pervii Uchitel’).

* Mark Von Hagen has recently reviewed the scholarship on Eurasian history (in both the pre- and post-
Cold-War-era). Von Hagen has concluded that the post-Cold War era scholarship that forms an emerging
Eurasian anti-paradigm whose fundamental analytical assumptions are in opposition with the old paradigms
of Russia/Orient and Soviet Union/modernization. He has suggested that the new scholarship has moved
away from such paradigms and rendered Eurasian studies as an anti-paradigm, freeing the subject from
modern nation-state borders. For more see Von Hagen, “Empires, Borderlands, and Diasporas: Eurasia as
Anti-Paradigm for the Post-Soviet Era.”

?® Said, Orientalism: 1. Edward Said describes Orientalism as “a way of coming to terms with the Orient
that is based on the Orient’s special place in European Western experience.”

3 As William H. Sewell Jr. has described the definitions of culture, this is a definition of “culture as a
concrete bounded world of beliefs and practices,” not as a theoretical category. For more see Sewell Jr.,
“The Concept(s) of Culture.
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This dissertation focuses on the significance of Kyrgyz traditions and lifestyles in

building the new Soviet culture. To this end, I analyze the discourse embedded in the
language of official documents and in the practice of cultural revolution. I define
“discourse’ as the product of written or spoken texts which, in turn, takes on a life of its
own and creates a new reality. >’ This study finds two types of discourses.*® The first
discourse emerges from the correspondence of Soviet authorities and in Aitmatov’s early
prose; the second discourse emerges from my oral interviews with Sabira Kiimiishaliyeva
and others. My analysis of these two discourses acknowledges that there was a constant
tension between them as both attempted to assert their own understanding of Kyrgyzness
during the 1920s and 1930s. >

Most importantly, in referring to revolutionary times, my definition of “discourse”
is an attempt to demonstrate how political correspondence, selected fiction, and life
stories influenced the fashioning of Soviet identity in Kyrgyzstan. For this, I rely on
Lynn Hunt’s notion of “revolutionary discourse.” Hunt has pointed out that assuming
that diverse discursive expressions of revolutionary actors constitute a single “text,”
revolutionary discourses “establish new fields of social, political, and cultural struggle.”

The creation of clubs, theater and festivals was an ideological act that aimed to

establish a single text or discourse called cultural revolution in Soviet Kyrgyzstan. But it

*! For definitions of discourse and “revolutionary discourse” see, Foucault, The Order of Things; idem,
Discipline and Punish; Said, Orientalism; and Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution.
Following the definitions of Michel Foucault and Edward Said, I propose that a discourse emerges out of
an authoritative text, such as my sources and creates a new reality.

32 For external and internal discourse, see Raleigh, Provincial Landscapes: Local Dimensions of Soviet
Power, 1917-1953, and Experiencing Russia’s Civil War: Politics, Society and Revolutionary Culture in
Saratov, 1917-1922.

*> Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination. M.M. Bakhtin’s definitions of “authoritative” and “internally
persuasive” discourses inform my interpretations of Soviet power (authoritative) and a Kyrgyz individual’s
agency (internally persuasive).



also included a discourse to fashion a contemporary Kyrgyz culture, which the
Bolsheviks viewed as a step toward “raising the Kyrgyz” to the level of the European

peoples of the Soviet Union.

13
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FIGURE 1: A club on Ysyk K&l, source: my own phograph.
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FIGURE 6: A Boziii in Osh, source: my own photograph.



FIGURE 7: Ala kiiz, source: Unesco Central Asian Intangible Heritage Network.
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FIGURE 9: Jamila in an L. A. 1I’ina lithograph, 1976.
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CHAPTER ONE

“ASIATIC” SUBJECTS OF THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE

The Bolsheviks inherited the images of “Asiatic” Kyrgyz and Uzbeks from their
imperial predecessors. These predecessors who concerned themselves with Central Asia
included tsarist government officials, Russian intelligentsia, writers, artists, and their
Turkic counterparts. This chapter argues that the Bolsheviks inherited the images of the
“Asiatic,” including that of Kyrgyz, and explores the ways in which the elites created and
contested this image. It suggests that the images that emerged were by no means
constant; on the contrary, the Bolsheviks took over the governance of populations whose
official communities they recognized as volatile.

The official meaning of Kyrgyzness and Uzbekness was always changing. These
communities were in flux, in the period since Catherine the Great (the annexation of
Crimean Tatar Khanate in 1783) and especially in the last thirty years of the imperial
period. The Bolshevik cultural policy-makers often drew upon the definitions their
predecessors laid out when describing Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and other Central Asian peoples.
The Bolshevik understanding of Kyrgyz and Uzbek cultures, therefore, requires an
analysis of imperial Russian definitions of so-called “Asiatic” cultures.

In this chapter, I examine the primary and secondary literature on the
“Orientalist” views of late imperial Russia. First, I revisit the works of well-known
Russian literary figures in order to tease out how they defined the “Asiatic.” Second, I
analyze various secondary sources for historical background on imperial treatment of its

“Asiatic” subjects. Third, I turn to Russian and Turkic elites and thinkers in order to
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understand how they attempted to definite modern Russian and Turkic communities.

Finally, I bring in Kazakh and Kyrgyz thinkers in order to examine their contribution and
response to these new trends of redefining the meaning of “Asiatic” in a changing world.
The Bolsheviks talked and wrote about the “improvement” of amateur talents
among Kyrgyz and Uzbeks as one of the main goals of their Houses of Culture. An
analysis of their discourse helps clarify the Bolshevik concept of amateur talent, as well
as the meaning of change, which, in turn, explain the “official” meaning of improvement
or development. For example, in addition to the definitions of “improvement” and
“development,” the Bolshevik documents under review liberally utilized the term
“cultured,” which elucidates what is meant by “ignorance” and “education.”
Transforming people’s communities was the fundamental concept in the culture-
making language of Soviet clubs. The concept of “cultural transformation™ was
absolutely necessary if the new Soviet state and the Soviet nation were to be considered
developed. Some Bolshevik cultural revolutionaries, like their Westernizing
predecessors, saw the concepts of culture and development in the context of the Western
European world.' Being aware of the economic and social achievements of capitalist
Western Europe, Lenin and his revolutionary comrades believed that backwards Russia
needed to improve its culture to reach a higher stage of development. Marxist ideology

provided the blueprint of cultural development for Russia, which was, the Bolsheviks

! Note that not all Bolsheviks saw the West as their main point of emulation. Some, following in the
footsteps of their Slavophile predecessors, believed in reviving the “Russian soul” while introducing
modernity. '
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admitted, well behind Western Europe.” Most cultural models that symbolized

modernity came to Russia from the West and pre-dated the Bolsheviks by decades, if not
centuries.

Scholarship on modernity in Russia has always emphasized the differences
between West and East, scrutinizing Russia’s place in “Enlightened” Europe. Russia’s
encounter with modernity had a specific character, according to scholars of Russian and
Soviet history. > Western-oriented Russian intellectual discourse perceived European
Enlightenment, nation-state formation, and the development of civil society as
representative virtues of modernity. Indeed, Western-oriented imperial Russian leaders
and elites saw modernity as a product of the West, and their interpretations gradually
created a type of modernity that reflected Russia’s physical and cultural location in the
world. The same group targeted illiteracy and questioned the ambiguous boundaries
between Russia’s ethnic groups. They had reservations about the autocratic behavior of
the Russian state, suggesting that it could not allow civil society to emerge fully.

Turkic and Muslim thinkers who sought to modernize Russian society also
expressed these concerns. Late imperial rulers and thinkers (Russian and non-Russian)
wanted to create a Russia that did not fall behind Europe, but at the same time kept its
“distinct” character. Russia’s concept of their nation’s distinctive character informed

their approach to modernity. As Anthony Giddens has argued more generally,

2 For the Western influencés on modern Russian and Soviet cultural ideas and policies, see the introductory
essays in Kelly and Shepherd, Russian Cultural Studies; and Rzhevsky, The Cambridge Companion to
Modern Russian Culture; and Malia, Alexander Herzen and the Birth of Russian Socialism.

3 For a chronologically organized and in-depth discussion on Russian modernity, see Hoffmann and
Kotsonis, Russian Modernity; and Kotkin, “1991 and the Russian Revolution: Sources, Conceptual
Categories, Analytical Frameworks,” 384-424.
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individuals often learn to negotiate the terms and requirements of modernity with the

state and the society and internalize it in ways that seem real to them.® In this way, too,

Russian and Turkic thinkers rendered modemity relevant for their own needs and culture.
Imagining the Turkic and Muslim Peoples

Eighteenth and nineteenth-century Russian literature of the imperial period
provided its readers with exotic, erotic, heroic and brutish, almost other-worldly images
of non-Russians, including the Turkic or Muslim peoples of the empire.” Along with the
imperial ethnographers and travelers, this literature influenced the Soviet view of Kyrgyz
and other Turkic people.® The novellas and poetry of the late imperial Russian literature

constructed powerful images of the non-Russian as an exotic alien, which readers often

* Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity.

5 Brown, A History of Russian Literature of the Romantic Period. According to Brown, Russia’s principal
drama writer in the Romantic period, Vladislav Aleksandrovich Ozerov (1769-1816) typified the romantic
era in Russian Literature. The subject of Ozerov’s first successful drama Dmitrii Donskoi was the
Kulikovo battle between Dmitrii of the Don and Mamai of the Tatars. Ozerov wrote that the Prince of
Muscovy, Dmitrii, delivered his people from “the hated Tatar Yoke” and “dreaded Mamai, general of the
Golden Horde.” Brown suggested that the play was very successful due to its timeliness; the play was first
staged in 1807, during the second Napoleonic War, and thus, it appealed to the patriotic feelings of the
Russian people. Brown deduced that Dmitrii represented Tsar Alexander I, and Mamai represented
Napoleon. The depiction of the “Other” as the Tatar was so potent and eternal that the representation of the
new enemy proved to be stronger in the embodiment of the Tatar as an age-old invader. There are other
illustrations of reviving an old enemy to represent the new in the literature of this period, such as Aleksandr
Aleksandrovich Shakhovskoi’s (1777-1846) comic opera Kerim-Girey, Khan of the Crimea (1825).

® Semin, Sevastopol’: Istoricheskii ocherk, 24. 1 owe the following reference to Susan Layton. Catherine
the Great (1729-1796), in addition to being an extraordinary ruler, was a prolific writer. In her work titled
Prince Khlor, she told the tale of a Kievan Tsar who was kidnapped and raised by “Kirgiz Tatars.” In
contrast to earlier Russian epic tales and other writings, Catherine the Great composed an exotic image of
the “Other.” She was sympathetic towards her foreign fictional characters and curious about their
unfamiliar culture. Catherine annexed the Tatar Crimea in 1783 and later reflected on her impressions of
this foreign land. She evoked the image of exotic Crimea during her visit and associated the Muslim
Crimean Tatars with Muslim Arabs. Layton has pointed out that Crimea was the first territory to acquire
“an aura of eastern exoticism” before the Caucasus “upstaged its rivals in oriental- domain.” In effect,
Catherine altered the negative portrayal of the non-Russian and the non-Orthodox and replaced it with.a
mysterious image. Perhaps, impressed by her view of the non-Russians, the writers Iermil Ivanovich
Kostrov (1750-1796) and Gavriil Romanovich Derzhavin (1743-1816) wrote about Catherine the Great as
the exotic “Kirgiz-Kaysak Princéss Felitsa.” See Wiener, Anthology of Russian Literature; Layton,
Russian Literature and Empire.
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took as fact. 7 This depiction of exotic stranger or outsider was rarely specific to one

non-Russian group and included Tatars, Bashkirs, Iakuts, Kalmyks, Cossacks, and
Mongols.8 In addition, the image of the Turk or the Ottoman regularly appeared in the
“Orientaliét” writings of the Russian Romantics. In fact, Russian Romantic writers often
confused the ethnic designations given to or adopted by other people. For example, a
Tatar character would be sometimes called a Mongol, other times a Turk. Consequently,
these writers established a powerful stereotype about non-Russians that lasted well into
the twentieth century.” Understanding the way in which the Russian Romantics wrote
about the outsider it opens a new window onto the Soviet discourse on reforming non-
Russians.

Among all the writers of the Romantic period in Russia, Aleksander A.
Bestuzhev-Marlinskii stands out as a striking representative of Russian “Orientalists.”
After his participation in the Decembrist uprising, Marlinskii (1797-1837) was exiled to
Takutiia. Later, Tsar Nikolai I allowed him to relocate to the Caucasus, where he wrote
two novels and eventually died.'® His novels Ammalat Bek (1832) and Mulla-Nur (1839)
exemplified the Russian literary fascination with the magnificent mountains and vistas of
the Caucasus. Most importantly, the Caucasus was said to be full of exotic people, whose

languages and traditions were extremely foreign and attracted Marlinskii and other

Russian writers such as Aleksander Sergeevich Pushkin (1799-1837), Mikhail Petrovich

7 Said, Orientalism; and Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 355-431.

8 See Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors.

® Greenblatt, Learning to Curse, 15. According to Greenblatt, there is a hierarchy of knowledge which is
closely connected with generating and enabling a hierarchy of power. These conventions or clichés,
consequently, constitute reality.

' Brown, 4 History of Russian Literature of the Romantic Period. 125.
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Lermontov (1814-1841), and Count Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoy (1828-1910). Susan

Layton has emphasized that during his life in the Caucasus, Marlinskii cultivated a
soldier’s personality for himself while portraying the enemy leader Gazi-Muhammed as a
fanatical Asian leader. She has argued that Marlinskii often blurred the identity of his
characters as he did with Muslim Gazi-Muhammed, who was said to be a son of a
Russian anti-tsarist officer. Such a dual characterization is typical of Marlinskii’s
portrayal of the region. Layton has provided an excellent analysis of how Marlinskii
gave a dual character to his “Orient.” The “Orient” was a place where extraordinary
“Asiatic” people lived who were to be both admired and feared. '

Did Russian Romantics devise these “imagined” portraits of non-Russians or did

?'2 In a Russian novella the depiction of a Tatar

they simply convey what they observed
as “a wild savage,” for instance, served both a fictional purpose and created an indelible
image of the Tatars. This derogatory designation may have seemed historically realistic
to the Russian writers for they may have considered Tatar ways of living as “wild.”
More importantly, these writers help to objectify and often marginalize the so-called
“savage” Asian as an aberrant component of Russian society.'?

Russians constructed an image of self vis-a-vis their image of the wild barbarian
(Tatar, Cossack, and Kyrgyz). For example, the Mongol and the Turk had historically
represented the enemy who was intellectually inferior but physically more powerful. In

this case, Russians were the victims and wild savages the oppressors. This simple

concept took a more sophisticated form in the works of later Russian Romantics such as

1 Layton, Russian Literature and Empire, 110-132.
12 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 5-6.
 Eagleton, Literary Theory, 16.
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the painter Vassily Vereshchagin, who brought more complexity to the images of

Turkic and Muslim peoples. Their visual depictions blurred the lines of savagery and
gallantry. Vereshchagin’s paintings did not assign “civilized” heroism solely to Russian
troops; in his 1874 exhibit in St. Petersburg, he showed both the Russian and Turkestani
soldiers in the imperial Turkestan campaign as fighters defending their countries.
Vereshchagin’s view of the massacred Tekke Turkmens (1881) is further illustrated in a
comment Vereshchagin made to a friend noting that his work underlined the
senselessness of the Imperial War and that both the Russians and Turkestanis “prayed to
the same God.”' Examining Vereshchagin’s work, Orlando Figes has argued
insightfully that Russia’s artistic elites such as this painter created a mythical image of
Asia and Asians and found Asian roots in Russian ancestry. The imperial military used
this perceived ancient connection to justify the colonial advances deeper into Central
Asia. Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote in 1881 that Russia must use its military successes in
Central Asia to begin a “civilizing” mission where it had established roots since the late
eighteenth century.”

| Pushkin had a more refined approach towards non-Russian peoples. Scholars of
Russian Literature suggest that he was influenced by Byroh when he wrote Ruslan and
Lyudmilla, a novel of exotic and backwards lands.'® Pushkin was not merely a curious
observer as he lived and traveled in the Caucasus and did not treat his characters as one

dimensional and predictable “Orientals.” He virtually became one of them as he

1 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 411-12.

" 1bid., 415.

'S Brown, 4 History of Russian Literature of the Romantic Period, 30; and Tertz (Andrei Sinyavskii),
Strolls with Pushkin. Edward Said considers Lord Byron one of the Western European writers who re-
invented east of Europe as the “Orient” in their works. Said, Orientalism, 22.
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identified with his non-Russian heroes, yet he seemed to take little interest in actual

Caucasians while living in a hill station in Piatagorsk, Caucasus. Perhaps one reason for
such lack of real interest in local populations was that writers like Pushkin possessed a
strong desire to belong to the enlightened West and to do this required that they portray
the East as alien and strange. The Russian “civilizer” could not be in the same category
as the soon-to-be-civilized outsider. As a result, in late nineteenth century writings the
repulsive image of the wild savage was softened so that Romantic writers could appear
Enlightened and tolerant. The more objective the writer appeared, the more Western he
became. Although Pushkin was quite inconsistent in this front, he made an effort to
investigate and perhaps sympathize with the “wild savage.”

The rhetoric of victimization and backwardness perpetuated modern images of
both the Russian and the non-Russian. In his novel Time, Forward!, Valentin Kataev
reiterated Stalin’s declaration of the following words: “This was the history of old
Russia: it was continually beaten because of backwardness. It was beaten by Mongol
khans. It was beaten by Turkish beks...It was beaten because it was profitable to do so
and because the beating went unpunished. That is why we cannot be backwards
anymore.”'’ During the final years of imperial and colonial power in non-Russian
regions such as Central Asia, the tsarist regime was struggling with its own communities.
One of the reasons for this was because Europe did not necessarily embrace Russia as

one of their own. '®

17 Rataev, Time, Forward! 12. 1 owe this reference to Bruce Grant.
'8 Kandiyoti, “Post-colonialism Compared: Potentials and Limitations in the Middle East and Central
Asia,” 289,
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Categorizing Ethnicities

Officials of the imperial state, like the “Orientalist” Russian writers, were well
aware of ethnic differences between the Russian and non-Russian subjects of the empire.
Even without a cohesive and consistent policy, they emphasized these differences among
its subjects, especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As Charles Steinwedel
has shown in the context of Bashkiria, the late imperial Russian state categorized
languages, religious practices and byt of non-Russians in order to assign new community
characteristics to them. The categories in this new policy called narodnost’ and
natsional 'nost (“nationality that is based on ethnicity”), were imprecise. The policy
vacillated between creating a unified Russian community among its subjects on the one
hand, and emphasizing the ethnic differences on the other. This policy gradually forced
ethnicities to become politicized communities. 19

The Russian Empire laid the foundation of official policies toward non-Russian
nationalities early on; the Bolsheviks transformed this into a Soviet nationalities policy.
Although imperial and Soviet nationality policies were markedly different, the images of
non-Russian nationalities they invoked were similar. In the seventeenth century, the
Russian state began using the terms inorodets and inoverets (of a different kin and a
different faith, respectively) for non-Russians. As Russia expanded farther out from the

heartland into non-Russian territory, religion became the most important marker of

¥ Steinwedel, “To Make a Difference: the Category of Ethnicity in Late Imperial Russian Politics, 1861-
1917,” 67-86.



33
separation between the Orthodox Christian Russian and the non-Christian outsider.”’

Imperial constructions of alien images and communities in the colonizer’s mind made it
easier to colonize non-Russian local populations. Michael Khodarkovsky has argued that
the Imperial Russian state constructed official communities of the non-Orthodox native
peoples in opposition to the Russians and classified the colonized native populations in
separate categories according to a specific ethnic or religious group’s economic and
political status. Only religious conversion to Orthodoxy ended the status of the alien.”!
Beginning with the capture of Kazan in 1552, Russian state officials began paying
closer attention to the political, economic and religious classification of non-Russian
Muslims and Turkic peoples as the empire conquered increasingly larger non-Russian
territories. They began to realize that they needed to identify and categorize their non-
Russian subjects, such as Kyrgyz, in order to impose cohesive policies. The state,
however, constructed artificial and often overlapping categories, gathering certain
dissimilar groups together, but separating similar groups from each other. To be sure,
Russians were not the first ones to make such sweeping generalizations. They inherited
many of these categories from the Chingissid Mongols, but Russian and non-Russian
interpretation of the categories differed significantly. Kyrgyz, Kazakhs, Kalmyks, Tatars
and Bashkirs all considered themselves the inheritors of the Chingissid legacy, and often

claimed close kinship with each other. 2 Yet, some of the inheritors of Chingissid legacy

2% For in-depth analyses of imperial Russian policies, see Werth, A the Margins of Orthodoxy; Geraci,
Window on the Easi; Geraci and Khodarkovsky, Of Religion and Empire: Missions, Conversion, and
Tolerance in Tsarist Russia; and Breyfogle, “Colonization by Contract.”

2! Khodarkovsky, “Ignoble Savages and Unfaithful Subjects: Constructing Non-Christian Identities in Early
Modern Russia,” 9-27.

2 For pre-revolutionary Kyrgyz history, see Aristov, Usuni i kyrgyz ili kara-kyrgyz: Ocherki istorii i byta
naseleniia zapadnogo Tian’-Shania i islodovaniia po ego istoricheskoi geografii; I'iasov, et al. Ocherki po
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had converted to Islam, becoming members of a larger universal community. These

overlapping community characteristics and categories were common among the Central
Asians. The imperial administrators haphazardly borrowed some of these categories and
ignored others depending on the political climate of the period.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Russian state began to cultivate a
more broadly implemented notion of grazhdanstvennost’ or “citizenship.” Dov
Yaroshevski, a scholar of the inorodtsy in the Russian Empire, has pointed out that the
Russian concept of citizenship was created between 1767 and 1867.% For imperial
Russians, a citizen possessed civic virtue, was a member of civil society, and obeyed civil
order. In addition, citizenship represented a stage of social evolution after family and
clanship. The influence of the Western European Enlightenment planted the seeds of
human rights (mostly for men) for Russians and non-Russians. These seeds grew and
culminated the emancipation of the serfs in 1861. State officials and the intelligentsia
gradually shaped somewhat ambiguous policies out of immature institutions that would
construct new communities for both Russian and non-Russian citizens. On the southern
and eastern frontiers, the state searched for new ways to control its subjects. State
officials realized that new social methods would have to support limited military control

of imperial subjects, especially non-Russians, and, as a result, the initiation of citizenship

istorii dorevoliutsionnogo Kirgizstana; Davydovich, Kirgiziia pri Karakhanidakh; Masson, Sredniaia Aziia
i drevnii vostok’; Musaev, Istoriia velikoi kyrgyzskoi imperii; Musaev, lzuchenie drevnego i
srednevekovogo Kirgizstana; Esen unlu, Drevnekyrgyzskoe gosudarstvo Khagias; and Doronbekova,
Mokrynin and Ploskikh, Kyrgyzdyn jana Kyrgyzstandyn taryhy. Also, see Kassymbekov, The Broken
Sword (Slomannyi mech), a historical novel.

2 Yaroshevski has also pointed out that two statesmen, Mikhail Speranskii and V. F. Timkovskii, pursued
the redefinition of non-Russian imperial subjects in order to eradicate corruption in regional administration.
Yaroshevski, “Empire and Citizenship,” 66.
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in the borderlands became an important imperial strategy.”* The imperial strategy of

citizenship included undermining kinship relationships based non-Russian aristocracies,
promoting local self-governments, and reforming and reestablishing local justice systems.
Through these means, the Russian state established imperial citizenship in order to
through create obedient and loyal citizens.

Although Ivan the Terrible began the empire’s advance southward, Catherine the
Great was the first ruler to pay special attention to the Turkic and Muslim subjects of the
empire. Under the influence of Western European Enlightenment figures, the tsaritsa felt
that she should actively participate in governing nomadic peoples such as Kazakhs,
Kyrgyz, and Bashkirs. As Yaroshevski has shown, Catherine supported Tatar attempts
to build mosques in Kazan: she also supported the Orenburg governor O. 1. Igel’strom
(1784-92) in his efforts to use Tatar mullahs to sedentarize and “civilize” the nomads by
introducing Islam and creating special district courts. A non-despotic approach was new
and neither non-Russians nor their regional Russian administrators responded in a unified
fashion. Catherine’s efforts matured into government strategies in the century after her
reign.”’ Following Catherine’s example, Mikhail Speranskii, as noted above, believed
that citizenship would improve the status and temperament of the non-Russians. In 1832,
he placed the Bashkirs in the category of rural citizens in the Digest of Laws, hoping to
transform them from nomads to settled agriculturalists. V. F. Timkovskii, the director of

the Orenburg Border Commission (1819-1821), believed that the Russian administration

24 For more details on the colonial conquest and organization of Central Asia, see Abdurakhimova, “The
Colonial System of power in Turkestan,” 239-62; Allworth, Central Asia; and Tchoroev, “Historiography
of Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan,” 351-374.

* Ibid., 67.
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failed to integrate Kazakh and Kyrgyz nomads into the empire because of its policy of

repression and bureaucratic controls, and called for the establishment of civic
responsibility and lawful conduct. Despite producing few actual improvements, these
two men, at least, opened the discussion of citizenship laws and new ways of governance
in the East.

Following Speranskii and Timkovskii’s attempts, others tried to generate
discussion on the description of citizenry and the evolution of societies. According to
Yaroshevski, Professor K. A. Nevolin published a textbook in 1839 explaining the
fundamentals of law, which went on to become a legal canon in Russia.”® Nevolin placed
the family and the kinship clan system of nomads in the past and instead suggested that
they would eventually evolve from that “primitive” form into civil society.”” He argued
that societies that successfully experienced this evolution would have to impose their
authority upon kinship-based nomads. Russians would have to impose the properly
evolved form upon the “primitive” form the tribal non-Russian people. The Great
Reforms of the 1860s, which resulted in the emancipation of the serfs, the promulgation
of self-government, and the introduction of reformed judicial systems, reflected this
theory, and attempted to introduce a new definition of citizenship among non-Russians.

In the 1860s the citizenship status of “Asiatic” peoples underwent several
changes. War Minister D. A. Miliutin declared that the only way to reach a cohesive
citizenship policy among non-Russians was to strip the borderland elites of their

privileges. In practice, however, the definition of citizenship became a matter of

28 For details on Nevolin’s textbook see, Nevolin, Istoriia rossiiskikh grazhdanskhikh zakonov.
%7 Yaroshevski, “Empire and Citizenship,” 67.
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negotiation between imperial administrators and non-Russian elites. Local leaders

demonstrated that they still possessed the power to alter the political balance in their
homelands, so the strategy failed to impose a Russian construction of citizenship.
Instead, native leaders jockeyed for legitimization of their power by using the influence
that came from their local kinship ties. For example, Uzbek leaders of the Fergana
Valley never lost their influence on local populations.”® They also used the financial
resources earned through controlling local economic activities for regional governance.
The military subjugation of local populations prepared the way for the
subordination of local leadership to the imperial center. During the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, Central Asian political leaders like judges and aksakals (elderly
leaders) gradually lost control of their positions. 2 As Central Asian scholar Nadira A.
Abdurakhimova has pointed out, the imperial administration in Central Asia initiated a
“center-periphery policy” following the complete military subjugation. According to
Abdurakhimova, this policy combined Russian administrative traditions with regional
legal systems, religious practices, and social and cultural customs. She has argued that
the imperial government centralized the administration of the region by implementing
constituent elements of the imperial bureaucracy, Russification of local populations, and
subordination of local leaders to the center. Most importantly, she has suggested that by
promoting loyal native leaders to high positions, imperial policy laid the foundation for

the late Soviet model of national autonomy and the Soviet nationalities policy of

28 See Allworth, The Modern Uzbeks, and, idem, Central Asia.
** See the Glossary.
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korenizatsiia, or “nativization,” promotion of indigenous cadres in the organs of -

government. 0

Historian Andreas Kappeler has pointed out that Westernization of the educated
Russian elite gradually taught them “Eurocentric superiority.” Kappeler has also argued
that in the nineteenth century, new racial prejudice against “Asiatics” arrived in Russia
from the West and has suggested that Russian colonial rule borrowed its Central Asian
segregationist policies from the British. 3! The gradual creation of economic
monocultures in Central Asia such as the cotton economy seems to have replicated
Western colonial experiences and with it racial segregation.

This took place at the same time as the international rivalry for Central Asia
known as the “Great Game.” During the early twentieth century, the Russian Empire was
still expanding in all directions, but attempts to expand toward Western Europe were not
producing results. The newly developing and Western-oriented public opinion of the
late-nineteenth century among the Russian population lacked interest in the Central Asian
conquest, but as Dietrich Geyer has posited, at the end of the nineteenth century, a few
victories like the defeat of the Tekke Turkmens in G6ktepe (1881) lifted the mood of the
public, dispelling disappointments in the Western Frontier.*? Several generals who
served the tsar in Central Asia and became national heroes due to such victories played
an important role in the Pan-Slavic movement of the late 1800s. Russia’s desire for

international success significantly influenced the expansion policies and as such, Russia’s

3% Abdurakhimova, “The Colonial System of Power in Turkestan,” 239-62. For korenizatsiia, see Martin,
The Affirmative Action Empire.

3! Kappeler, “Czarist Policy toward the Muslims of the Russian Empire,” 141-157.

32 Geyer, Russian Imperialism.



39
subjugation of the Central Asian peoples became symbols of colonial victories, often

compensating for losses in the European theater.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, imperial Russian
administrators believed that the Central Asian nomads would gradually begin to
appreciate the superiority of sedentarism. They also believed that Muslim populations
would eventually assimilate into Russian society. The record of cooperation among
modernist Muslim and Turkic populations, however, suggested to Russian elites that
assimilation would not occur naturally. In light of this, Russian elites established a
discourse of Russian superiority. Scholars have shown that such attitudes originated
from popular opinion among the Russian elites and wealthy classes.”® In fact, the
revolutions of 1905 and 1917, and the early Bolshevik policies wiped out any hope of
assimilating the Muslim and Turkic populations into the Russian society.>

In April of 1905, a tolerance edict ended discrimination against non-Orthodox
denominations. Many forcefully-converted Tatars returned to Islam. Furthermore, the
“October Manifesto” of 1905 established civil rights for all nationalities and gave birth to
legitimate nationalist movements.”> By 1916, these movements among the Central Asian
Turkic and Muslim populations had turned into an uprising. Both sedentary and nomadic
populations had been in conflict with the settlers from European Russia when the
government issued a decree in June 1916 to enlist almost 400,000 inorodtsy into the

imperial army. Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and Turkmens, among others, resented giving up their

3 Becker, “The Muslim East in Nineteenth Century Russian Popular Historiography,” 27-47.

** On January 9™ 19035, the Russian government’s armed forces attacked a striking workers’ demonstration
in St. Petersburg.. This was the beginning of the revolutionary era and the end of the empire.

33 Rappeler, The Russian Empire, 334.
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exemption from military service and began to attack Russian administrators and armed

forces in their own regions. Kyrgyz Nomadic rebels destroyed most of the Russian
settlements. The Russian forces retaliated; they massacred and forced thousands of
Kazakhs and Kyrgyz to flee. During these bloody times, the Russian imposition of
sedentarism failed to win over nomadic populations. Kyrgyz populations remaining

within the imperial borders would only convert to sedentarism under Soviet rule.

Defining Social and Cultural Development during the Late Imperial
Era

Since the era of Catherine the Great (1729-1796) and the Russian Enlightenment,
many Russian elites had been looking to Western Europe for cultural development.
Even before Catherine, however, one of the principal figures of cultural development was
writer, scientist and educator and Mikhail Vasileevich Lomonosov (1711-1765). He was
one of Empress Elizaveta Petrovna’s (1709-1761) favorite reformers. Building on the
reformist ideas of the elites such as Lomonosov, both the Western and inward-looking
political and intellectual leaders of Russia began to address the issue of mass education.
Reforms during the reign of Alexander II (1855-1881) allowed interested Russian elites
to begin working with ordinary people. He emancipated the serfs in 1861 and created the
zemstvos (self-governing local institutions) in 1864.%® Populist volunteers searched for
their own roots while attempting to do some good through the dissemination of culture
among the “ignorant” masses. With government support, some intellectuals helped bring
education and entertainment in various forms from a variety of sources to the people of

the empire, at least in the more accessible areas. Churches, zemstvos, various

% See Timberlake, “The Zemstvos and the Development of a Russian Middle Class.”
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government offices, factories and worker’s assemblies provided campaigns, talks,

plays and other means to educate while entertaining.®’

Like their counterparts in Europe, the intelligentsia of the nineteenth century
opened their eyes and hearts to the harsh divide between themselves and the masses. The
- cruel gap between the privileged few and the poor masses of Russia was nothing new,
nonetheless, the intelligentsia had rarely voiced an interest in the plight of the poor. That
changed in the 1830s and 1840s as Russian elites began to take up the cause of educating
the masses. Unlike their highly political European counterparts, Russian elites of this
period approached social and cultural change almost romantically.®® Unlike the state,
they were more interested in fundamental social change rather than attempting change
under the political status quo. For example, their discussions on how to reach the masses
seemed more utopian than practical. The writings of Alexander A. Herzen (1812-55),
Vissarion G. Belinsky (1811-48) and Mikhail A. Bakunin (1814-76), among others,
provided a wealth of social criticism but failed to fully connect social reform with
political action.” Among the writings of literary figures such as Ivan S. Turgenev (1818-
83), there emerged an idealized image of the peasant life and commune (obshchina),
which perpetuated the nostalgic approach of the mostly urbanized and westernized

intellectuals to the rural masses.

37 For more on cultural education of the era, see Billington, The Icon and the Axe, An Interpretive History
of Russian Culture; Stites, Russian Popular Culture; and Swift, Popular Thedter and Society in Tsarist
Russia.

3 For detailed analysis of intellectual movements and philosophies among the Russian intellectual leaders
of the era, see Hardy and Kelly, Isaiakh Berlin: Selected Writings, Russian Thinkers.

%% Malia, Alexander Herzen, idem, Russia under Western Eyes; Walicki, 4 History of Russian Thought,
Hardy and Kelly, Isaiah Berlin: Selected Writings, Russian Thinkers, and Leatherbarrow and Offord, 4
Documentary History of Russian Thought.
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The nostalgic image of the Russian peasant commune was the cornerstone of

Russian aristocrats’ and intellectuals’ alienation. Guilt was a tremendous force in
guiding intellectuals to advocate different solutions.* The Westernizers saw Europe as
the future, while the Slavophiles looked to their Slavic roots for solutions.*" Actually,
Western ideas had failed to penetrate the social and cultural fabric of Russian society and
even among the intelligentsia, Westernization remained superficial, or at least highly
limited.** Literate Russians, still less than ten percent of the population at the end of the
1850s, learned new ways of looking at the world from the point of view of German and
French philosophelrs.43 Many Russian elites came to believe that economic and social
development of the larger population was necessary in order to belong to the West.

For the same reason, in Central Asia, including Kyrgyzstan, the main goal of the
Russian and Turkic elites was to improve the socio-economic conditions of society and to
amend the relationship between the state and society. The elites consisted of professional
state servants working for municipal governments, zemstvos, universities, and other

institutions. These elites perceived themselves to have a common cause, especially since

0 One of the reasons the Westernizers emerged was the failure of the Decembrists (the 1825 army officer
uprising against the autocracy, and strong opponent of the regime of Nicholas I, who ruled between 1825
and 1855. The Decembrists had failed to create a revolutionary movement among the people. Their call
for the constitutional limitation of the absolutist monarchy lacked democratic and revolutionary power. As
a result of much needed reforms, the noble intelligentsia brought revolutionary socialism to Russia. The
Westernizers gave rise to Russian socialism that included an ideology advocating a socialist future for
Russia based on the peasant commune and Populism. For more, see Malia, Alexander Herzen, and, idem,
Russia under Western Eyes.

! Influential scholars such as V.O. Kliuchevskii and Marc Raeff argued that the alienation of the nobility
was a result of Westernization. But this thesis overemphasizes alienation as an influence on the educated
people.

*2 For a discussion of the search for new Russian identity, bourgeois identity and diversity in the empire,
see West, “The Riabushinsky Circle: Burzhuaziia and Obshchestvennost’ in Late Imperial Russia;” Owen,
“Impediments to a Bourgeois Consciousness in Russia, 1880-1905.”

* For a more complete analysis of literacy in late Imperial Russia, see Brooks, When Russia Learned to
Read.
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the state failed to recognize them as official leaders, but they were by no means a

unified group and had different ideas about how to better the empire. They often
dedicated themselves to social causes and regularly criticized the state. They took
intellectual and ideological positions for the sake of the narod, or the people and began to
express their concern for social problems and the lack of state interest in societal
improvement.

Muslim and Turkic Jadids who preceded the Bolsheviks in Russia and Central
Asia debated how they could retain their Islamic and Turkic traditions while modernizing
their societies. Central Asian Bolsheviks also learned about reform and modernity from
both Western and Islamic sources. Adeeb Khalid’s excellent study on Jadidism has
shown that modernism came from many directions to Central Asia.** They did not
always look to Western models of reform; the Muslim umma also offered possibilities.
Ernest Gellner has suggested the Muslim umma was one of the world’s earliest modern
communities.*”> Tt provided a social and cultural framework for scripturalism and
egalitarianism. Gellner has argued that the umma offered the Islamized peoples a new
opportunity to belong to a unified community that crossed ethnic and imperial
boundaries. Their historical setting, therefore, allowed Kyrgyz and to look to a variety of
societies for possibilities of reform.

Many Turkic and Muslim elites such as Kazan Tatar Shihabeddin Merjani (1818-
89), Crimean Tatar Ismail Bey Gasprinskii (1851-1914)*, Uzbek Abdulhamid Sulayman

Cholpan (1893-1938), and Kazakhs Shortambai Kanai uly (1818-81) and Ibrahim

* Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform.
* Gellner, Muslim Society.
# See Ismail Bey Gasprinskii (Figure 11) on page 55.
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Altynsarin (1841-89) formed movements that resembled their Russian counterparts,

but these movements developed from ideologies that were not of Russian or European
origin, Although some elites looked to Europe, others looked to the Ottoman Empire or
to Muslim philosophies of cultural reform. Kadimists (believers in returning to the
traditional ways) argued that adherence to the Muslim belief system would protect their
place in the empire, while the Jadidists (believers in innovation and reform) sought
national salvation in Western rationalism.*’ By the end of the nineteenth-century, some
of the Turkic and Russian western-oriented elites came to represent radical or socialist
positions. Others suggested that they needed to reject all traditional values in order to
prompt change, and still others called for reliance on the wisdom of the people. Despite
their various origins, the elites all advocated reaching out to the masses. Some elites
even encouraged the eradication of ethnic differences, and all hoped for better relations
among peoples of the empire, as well as between state and society."®

Most Russian and Turkic elites read the social and political commentaries and
theories of Western European philosophers. Some Turkic elites relied on the Russian
renderings of the Western literature, while others were well-versed in the theories and the
arguments of Muslim theoreticians, along with Ottoman reformers and conservatives.
For example, the salafiyya movement (reformism in Islam) that Jamal ad-Din Afghani

(1839-97) advocated greatly influenced the Muslims of Russia.* In spite of these

7 Lazzerini, “Beyond Renewal: The Jadid Response to Pressures for Change in the Modern Age,” 151-166.
4 For detailed account of the Turkic intellectuals of the era, see Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural
Reform; Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam in Russia, 1905-1920; Lazzerini, “Local Accommodation and
Resistance to Colonialism in Nineteenth-Century Crimea;” Validov, Ocherk istorii obrazovannosti i
literatury Taiar; Benningsen and Lemetcier-Quelquejay, La Presse et le movement national chez les
Musulmans de Russie avant 1920; and Hayit, Ttrkistan Milli Miicadele Tarihi.

* For a comprehensive study on Afghani, see Kedourie, Afghani and ‘Abduh.
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significant differences in their ideological origins, two defining features characterized

these men’s perspectives. First, they were displeased with the social and political status
quo in the empire and called for a change in economic and cultural disparities among the
people. Second, they wanted to take an active political and ideological stance and, at
least in theory, go to the people.

The intellectual elites of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Imperial
Russia, both Russian and Turkic, shared intellectual origins and several essential
viewpoints. Despite the differences in the titles of their movements, titles that they either
adopted themselves or received from others, their intellectual growth followed a similar
path. Although some Russian elites came from the nobility, Turkic elites came from
more diverse backgrounds, but they all belonged to the fortunate minority who received a
formal education at home or abroad, where they, in contrast to the mass population of the
empire, had the opportunity to read and discuss Western European philosophy. They
formed circles to discuss German Romanticism, French Utopianism, nationalism, and
socialism. They developed periodicals and used the print media to disseminate their
ideas. Some adhered to Pan-Slavism, or Pan-Turkism, or Pan-Islamism; others followed
the path of radical socialism, or even anarchism.

Among the Turkic peoples, Tatar thinkers led the way toward Westernizing
ideas.”® In the nineteenth-century, Tatar elites examined the importance of Islam, the role

of ethnicity in the formation of modern Tatar community, and defined and developed the

% In the late 1700s and early 1800s, the poems and commentaries of Utiz-Imeni, Abu Nasr al-Kursavi,
Ibrahim Khalfin, and various other writers began to distinguish the Tatars from the rest of the Turkic
peoples of the empire.
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distinct idea of “Tatarness.”>' One such thinker, Shihabeddin Merjani, was a leading

advocate of modern Tatar community among the Kazan Tatars. His contemporaries,
Khusain Faizkhanov (1828-1866) and Abdul Kayyum an-Nasiri (1825-1902), who was
often called the Tatar Lomonosov, were cultural reformists.”> Most importantly, they
studied twelfth and thirteenth century Muslim scholarship such as the works of Abu-
Hamid Al-Ghazali. Al-Ghazali’s works had been influential among the thinkers of the
Muslim world, including Arab and Persian reformists. Following the arguments of the
early Muslim natural philosophers, Tatar thinkers discussed the changing role of religion
in the so-called Age of Reason, emphasizing the importance of science in understanding
the universe and religion. Latter scholars including Ismail Bey Gasprinskii of Crimea
(1851-1914), Munawwar Qari of Turkestan (1878-1931), Ahmed Aghayev of Azerbaijan
(1869-1939), Musa Jarullah Bigi of Tatarstan (1875-1949), and Abdulhamid Sulayman
Cholpan and Abdullah Qadiriy of Uzbekistan (1894-1939) wrote on the compatibility of
modernity, national community, and Islam.>® They studied Qur’anic Law and its
commentaries at the madrasas of Bukhara, Samarkand, Mecca, and Constantinople. A
small minority of these scholars had the opportunity to study both Islamic and Western
philosophies, working as academicians among Russians in St. Petersburg. Merjani
became a member of the St. Petersburg Archeological Society in the late 1860s; Bigi

registered as an auditor at the Law Faculty of the St. Petersburg University early in the

3! For the contribution of Tatar intellectuals to “modernity,” see Rorlich, The Volga Tatars; and Fisher, The
Crimean Tatars.

>2 Shamilogtu, “The Formation of a Tatar Historical Consciousness: Shihabeddin Marcani and the Image of
the Golden Horde,” 39-49.

53 Murphy, “Abdullah Qadiriy and the Bolsheviks: From Reform to Revolution,” 190-203. For a sampling
of Modernist Muslim ideclogy and scholarship, see Kurzman, Modernist Islam, 1840-1940.
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twentieth century. These men benefited from their intellectual interaction with their

Russian counterparts.

Turkic thinkers actively sought to incorporate outside influences, including those
from the Ottoman Empire and Eastern Turkestan. Rizaeddin bin Fakhreddin (1858-1936)
studied the non-dogmatic approach to Islam, and shared revolutionary ideas with
Ottoman reformers of the Tanzimat era (the reformist reorganization of the state and
society that began in 1839).>* Like the Tanzimat reformers, bin Fakhreddin believed in
the development of the press and literature as a means for reformist ideas. These elites
left a significant legacy on cultural and social reforms.
Defining Kazakhness and Kyrgyzness

A significant number of Turkic thinkers with diverse ethnic backgrounds
developed and expanded the ideas of their Tatar counterparts. Like the Tatars, Kazakh
and Kyrgyz intellectual development occurred in two opposing camps. For both camps
the definition of Kazakhness and Kyrgyzness was at stake: how were they to characterize
their new communities in this changing world, where they were surrounded by reformist
trends? How were they to incorporate indigenous religious and regional communities
with that of a larger national community? Kazakh and Kyrgyz identities were not empty
vessels to be filled with an entirely new substance; these people knew their history and
were well aware of who they were, but they were now faced with new definitions of their

community within the nation-state.

>* For Tanzimat reforms and their influence on the Turkic peoples of the Russian Empire, see Faroghi, An
Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, 1300-1914; and Quataert, The Ottoman Empire,
1700-1922.
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This first group was intellectually orientated toward Islam and included the

poets of Zar Zaman, (the epoch of hardship). Dulat Babatai-uly (1802-71), Murat
Monke-uly (1843-1906), and Abubakir Kerderi (1858-1903) belonged in this group.
They idealized their nomadic past and advocated that a stronger adherence to Islam solve
the problems of the Kazakh steppe. By contrast, the pro-Muslim Kazakh journal Aigap
(1911-15) (Aigap is an ancient Kazakh phrase used as an interjection to get someone’s
attention) addressed the issue of Islamic reform and the betterment of the Kazakh society
through the implementation of the “New Method,” or Usul-i Jadid. > Tatar Jadidist
Ismail Gasprinskii had developed the “New Method,” which advocated phonetic teaching
of Arabic, curriculum reforms, and the teaching of scientific subjects in Tatar schools.
Islamic-oriented elites among the Kazakhs and Kyrgyz also called for such reforms.

A second group of Kazakh and Kyrgyz intellectual elites included pro-Russian
and secularized thinkers who made their mark on the literate Kyrgyz and akyns (bards).*®
Shokan (Chokan) Valikhanov (1835-65)7, Ibrahim (Ibrai) Altynsaryn (1841-89), and
Abai Kunanbaev or Kunanbai-uly (1845-1904) were representatives of this secular group,
who called for Russian and European education in schools. Many of these elites came
from leading Kazakh families and Kyrgyz lineages of manaschys (bards who recite the

national epic Manas) and akyns. 8 They were educated in Russian schools and resented

% For details on Kazakh intellectual trends and figures see, Olcott, The Kazakhs, 108. For details on digap
see, Subkhanberdina, Dauitov, digap = Ay qap = Ai-kap / qurastyrushylar. 1 owe this reference to Gregory
Tomasin.

%8 See the Glossary for detail.

*7 See Valikhanov (Figure 12) on page 56.

%% See the Biography and, also for oral literature and Manas see Karypkulov, et al. eds., Manas
Entsiklopediya; Valikhanov, Zapiski Imperatorskoge Russkogo geograficheskogo obshchestva; Bogdanova
et al., Kirgizskii geroicheskii epos “Manas, ” Kebekova, “Kurmanbek’ eposunun variantary; Nurunbetov
et al., Babalardyn Osuyatynan Memlekettik Ideologyaya; Kydyrbaeva et al., Varianty eposa “Manas;”
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the influence of the Muslim Tatar missionaries in the Kazakh and Kyrgyz lands. **

During the first half of the twentieth century, many of the new generation of Kazakh
elites like Alikhan Bukeikhanov (1869-1932) and Akhmet Baitursynov (1873-1937), both
editors of the political journal Qazaq (1913-18), studied in Russian schools, military
academies, and universities. They published articles on the grim economic predicament
of the nomadism. This secular group became more influential than the pro-Islamic group
among the upper levels of society because of the tsarist policy of promoting indigenous
people who were westward-looking to regional leadership positions in Central Asia.

Westernization among the Turkic elites 1s best demonstrated in the relationship
between the Kazakh Shokan Valikhanov and his Russian teachers and friends.
Valikhanov was a Kazakh aristocrat who was greatly influenced by his Westernized
grandmother Aiganym. His first formal education took place in the Omsk Kadet Korpus,
and later continued informally under S. F. Durov, Feodor Dostoevsky, and P. P.
Semenov-Tian-Shanskii. Valikhanov combined his knowledge of Arabic, Persian, and
Turkic Chagatai, acquired before entering the Kadet Korpus, with his new knowledge of
Western and Russian literature and science. In the Korpus, among other revolutionary
ideas, he learned about Belinsky and Chernyshevsky. His intellectual and personal
interactions with Durov, Dostoevsky and Semenov exposed Valikhanov to democratic
and utopian socialist ideas. Because of his relationship with Semenov, he became a

member of the Imperial Geographic Society, earning the opportunity to travel to Kashgar

Lipkina et al., Manas: Kirgizskii epos. Velikii pokhod; Sadykov et al., Manas: Kirgizskii geroicheskii epos;
Berkov and Sadigova, Bibliograficheskii ukazatel’ literatury o “Manase, ” Benningsen, “The Crisis of the
Turkic National Epics, 1951-1952;” Prior, Patron, Party, Partimony; and Giirsoy-Naskali, Bozkirdan
Bagimsizliga Manas.

% Qlcott, The Kazakhs, 105-6.
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and other parts of Central Asia. Few years before his early death in 1865, Valikhanov

attended lectures in St. Petersburg, prepared reports and maps for the Asiatic Department,
and befriended many Russian intellectuals. Valikhanov became committed to his
people’s enlightenment through secular education and through close relations with the
Westernized sections of Russian culture. He believed that Kazakh people should revere
their slowly disappearing nomadic Kazakh traditions, but they should also sedentarize in
order to keep up with the rest of the empire, and the world.*®

In the meantime, members of the pro-Islamic Zar Zaman argued that Russian
annexation of Kazakh and Kyrgyz lands greatly harmed their independence as pastoral
nomads and their Islamic faith. Moreover, they believed Turkic people needed Islam to
carry them through hard times and the Westernizing attitudes of the thinkers such as
Shokan Valikhanov endangered a new Muslim and Turkic community. The desperate
situation that emerged from the famines of the late 1890s and the Russian seizure of
Kazakh and Kyrgyz lands, however, forced these elites to turn to their reformist Tatar
counterparts. They wanted to introduce to their people the cultural advances that Tatar
innovations achieved in the new-method schools, although these schools offered semi-
secularized education. At the beginning of the twentieth century, pro-Islamic Kazakh and
Kyrgyz elites found many commonalities with other Turkic secular elites. Closing the
intellectual gap among the elite helped form future political movements that centered on

finding an autonomous place for Turkic people in this rapidly changing empire.

% For Valikhanov, see Marghulan, Ch. Ch. Valikhanov, Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, and
Kasymjanov, Portrety, Shirikhi k istorii Stepi.
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Kyrgyz manaschys and akyns best represented the main Kyrgyz thinkers of the

late imperial era. Influential akyn Kalygul Bay-uulu (1785-1855) expressed the
grievances of the Kyrgyz people in the Russian empire in his verses on the brutality of
the Russian military excursions and under Russian imperial hegemony. Kalygul’s epic
verses also lamented the divisiveness of the military conflicts between the two legendary
and powerful tribes of Sarybagysh and Bugu.®' In other words, he promoted a message
of unity among Kyrgyz against the foreign enemy. Abylabek A. Asankanov and Nelya
H. Bekmuhamedova have argued that Kalygul’s early songs represented the Akyr Zaman
(the Judgment Day) poetry that blamed the ills of the society on modernity, but pointed

out that Kalygul eventually came to admit that modern education was the way of the

future:
ligerkini karasang- If you look at the past
Jamanyn jakshy tildegen. A nobleman scolded a bad man.
Jakshysy ilim bilbegen. The nobleman had no knowledge of
science.
Karangylyk ushundai. There was such darkness
Arasynda Kalygul Kalygul was among them,
Yilagan kozdiin jashyndai...“ Like a teardrop from the crying eye.

Kalygul’s successors, such as the creator of Tar Zaman (the epoch of irreparability)
Arstanbek Builash-uulu (1824-1878), sang about the devastating consequences of the
Russian migrants into Kyrgyz and Kazakh lands and advocated the unified resistance of
nomadic and Turkic peoples. These akyns strongly implied that to be Kyrgyz and

Kazakh one needed to resist Russian colonial control.

1 Osmanalieva, “Tribalism in Kyrgyz Society,” 10-11.
82 Asankanov and Bekmuhamedova, Akyndar jana manaschylar, 79.
 Umetaliyev, Kalygul Bai-uulu, Kalygul, Kazybek. Kazaldar, 26.
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Kyrgyz, Kazakh jyiyvlyp, After gathering Kyrgyz and Kazakhs,
Bata kylyp alsak beim? Why not get their blessing?
Kashkardagy Bakdolot Bakdéolot of Kashgar:

Ata kylyp alsak beim? o4 Why not choose him as our leader?

Moldo Kylych Shamyrkan-uulu (1860-1918), an influential akyn of the Zar Zaman
movemerit, held views more similar to the reformist elites. Without endorsing the views
of the western-oriented Turkic thinkers, Moldo Kylych sang about the virtues of the
Russian way of living. He praised the practicality but condemned the morals of the
Russian settlers he observed.” A group of akyns like Toktogul Satylganov (1854-
1933)%, Togolok Moldo (1860-1942)%", Kalyk Akiyev (1883-1953), and Barpy Alykulov
(1884-1949), who lived through the transition from the imperial to the Soviet period,
began singing about the hardship that Kyrgyz people suffered in the hands of the manaps
and bais (wealthy men). Their songs targeted the Russian Tsar, the Muslim mullahs and
the so-called Kyrgyz aristocrats, more appropriately called clan leaders. Skillful akyns
such as Toktogul appealed to Kyrgyz audiences with songs that successfully juxtaposed
love of the Kyrgyz people and environment and the injustices committed against both. In
the twentieth century, Kyrgyz Toktogul’s name has become synonymous with akyn, and

his songs signify the cultural revolution that followed the Bolshevik take over.®®

Kaigy basyp cher bolup, Defeated by misery and suffering,
Jiidop jiirot bukara, Anguished, live the people,
Kuzgundarga jem bolup. Becoming prey to the ravens.

Jiiré albady shordular, Wretched people

Bai-manapka teng bolup. Cannot compete with the bai-manaps.

% Builash-uulu, Arstanbek, 37.

% Kylych, Kazaldar, 233-234.

% See Toktogul (Figure 13) on page 57.

%7 See Togolok Moldo (Figure 14) on page 58.

% Toktogul was honored with the Toktogul State Prize in 1965. Abazov, Historical Dictionary of
Kyrgyzstan, 238.
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Chygym dep alat maldaryn, Exhorting the cattle away,
Airansyz koyot baldaryn, Leaving the children without airan,
Alsyz kedei amal jok The poor, weak with no hope,
Kotorét baidyn salganyn...” He bears the burden of the bais.

Toktogul sang praises to those who valued hard work and diligence, but condemned those
whom he called failures and freeloaders. He implied that Kyrgyzness needed to adopt
certain, although selective, aspects of Russian life.

In conclusion, among Turkic elites’ discussions of ethnic nationalism, modernist
Westernization, and socialism began to develop simultaneously. A handful of influential
Tatar thinkers proposed “Tatar Turkism” but others such as Ismail Gasprinskii and Yusuf
Akchura proposed a pan-Tatarist view. Akchura (1876-1935), who earned a Sorbonne
law degree, became a leader in the pan-Tatarist movement. Gasprinskii’s newspaper
Tercuman/Perevodchik (The Interpreter) was the most influential newspaper among the
Muslims of Russia for forty years, until about 1918. He proselytized that Tatars
benefited from the Russian intellectual influences and that Russian and Tatar histories
and cultures were inseparable.”’ In the meantime, others such as the Bashkir thinker
Ahmed Zeki Velidi Togan (1890-1970) called for unity among the Turkic peoples of
Russia. ' Kazakh and Kyrgyz akyns, on the other hand, attempted to capture these
revolutionary trends for their people. Their nomadic existence, their own interpretations
of Islam, and their unique relationship with the Russian Empire forced them to evaluate

their new communities. But most of these thinkers held the view that the Turkic peoples

% Toktogul, Kyrgyz noeziyasynyn antologivasy, 398.

7 Thus, his Pan-Tatarism differed from the pan-Turkism of the Ottomans.

"' To be sure, Togan expressed the opposite view and called for independence of all Turkic people, once he
escaped to Turkey after the Bolshevik revolution and the defeat of the Bashkir Republic. See Togan,
Umumi Tiirk Tarihine Girig; and idem, Hatiralar. See Zeki Velidi Togan (Figure 15) on page 59.
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of Russia were integral parts of the empire. Despite being confronted with centuries-

old “alien” images of themselves in this empire that constructed its community as
Orthodox Christian and Slavic, they attempted to redefine their own communities. The
result of this quest was the realization that there was no one, permanent image of ethnic
Kyrgyz or Kazakh national community. This image was in flux, contested and unstable
when the Bolshevik ideas arrived. The Bolshevik revolutionaries in Central Asia, both
Russian and indigenous, had to learn to cope with ethnic and national communities that

were diverse and complex.
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FIGURE 11: Ismail Bey Gaspirali in Paris, 1872, source: http://www.iccrimea.org
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FIGURE 12: Chokan Valikhanov, source: http://expat.nursat.kz/
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FIGURE 13: Toktogul Satylganov, source:

Kochkor Museum.

57



58

0
v
I
<
\3
e
-
8
7
4

/mumismondo.com.

http:

.

Togolok Moldo, source
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FIGURE 15: Zeki Velidi Togan, source: www.kimkimdir.gen.tr.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE MAKING OF SOVIET CULTURE IN KYRGYZSTAN
DURING THE 1920s AND 1930s

1. The Clubs must belong to the workers. In the clubs, they should
improve their own amateur talents.
It is imperative that the Marxist guidance is deepened.

It is imperative to turn the clubs into collectives of amateur talents.
Nadezhda Krupskaia

w o

Nadezhda Krupskaia, the Bolshevik leader and wife of Lenin, identified three
essential functions of clubs: “improving amateur talents,” “teaching Marxist ideology,”
and “collectivizing” the institution. As one of the first Bolsheviks to define the role of
clubs in forging Soviet culture, Krupskaia provides important evidence for early Soviet
cultural policies.1 Using Kyrgyz clubs as a case study, we are able to analyze Bolshevik
discourse of “cultural transformation.” Krupskaia’s list of the three functions of clubs
provides a window into both the cultural and the nationalities policies. According to
Krupskaia, “improvement of amateur talent” refers to cultural development in accordance
with Marxist ideology, a development that had to take place among all nationalities.
Krupskaia and other leading Bolsheviks inherited their understanding of non-Russian
nationalities and ways of reforming them from their colonial predecessors. Their
seemingly Marxist discourse of “cultural transformation” was undeniably built upon a
colonial tradition of reform.

Since this is a study of clubs in Kyrgyzstan, the questions at hand are: can we
discern from an examination of the official discourse of regional and ail club

administrators how the Bolshevik revolutionaries defined the duties and responsibilities

I'N. K. Krupskaia, “What should the worker’s clubs do?” and “What is a club?”
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of clubs? What sorts of cultural and social policies did club administrators rely on

while setting the stage for a new and revolutionary culture in Kyrgyzstan? This chapter
provides background on how the Bolsheviks prepared the clubs to conduct the cultural
and ideological education of the Kyrgyz populations during the 1920s and early 1930s.
First, it analyzes the main concerns of the Bolsheviks regarding the nationalities in
Central Asia; second, it examines the ways in which the revolutionaries engaged regional
community characteristics such as nomadism and Islam; finally, it turns to the beginnings
of the definition of Kyrgyzness in clubs during these early years.

Using the official Soviet regulations of the clubs, I argue that early Bolshevik
attempts at converting Kyrgyz to Soviet culture were volatile at best: The revolutionary
administrators were perplexed when faced with this unfamiliar culture, and were
therefore forced to rely on the views of their imperial predecessors, while at the same
time they tried to denounce the imperial colonialism that had allowed them to enter these
non-Russian lands. They introduced new artistic norms such as the Proletkul’t movement
and its successors, intended to build a more proletarian culture. The social and economic
climate that followed the New Economic Policy (NEP) did not allow for a steady cultural
policy in Kyrgyzstan, as a result, Kyrgyz revolutionaries such as writers and artists, and
administrators such as club managers, began to form a new Kyrgyz community for
themselves. This chapter discusses how they began to fashion such a community and

what this community resembled.
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The Bolsheviks’ Nationalities Problem

In many respects, the Bolsheviks were successors of the Russian intellectuals of
the imperial era. They debated and often disagreed about the values of Westernization,
modernity, populism, and other issues in an effort to initiate cultural change. Vladimir L.
Lenin’s writings defined culture in broad terms that reflected his admiration of the
Western European efficiency that resulted from industrial advancement, social
orderliness, educational and cultural sophistication of the elites. Lenin envisioned
Bolshevik culture would bring such efficiency, and all its accompanying successes, to the
masses. Developing the culture of the masses would be the unique achievement of the
Soviet Union and would surpass Western European societies. The Soviet concept of
culture originated from the Western European models, but emerged also in opposition to
them.”

Regarding the nationalities problem, the Bolsheviks wanted to rupture colonial
policy in the region. At the beginning, their Marxist intellectual orientation required that
the Bolsheviks condemn colonialism and imperialism, move beyond national and ethnic
allegiances, and establish working-class communities. When they advocated that “the
dictatorship of the proletariat” would eventually rule Russia (and the rest of the world),
they failed to foresee the rise of nationalist movements among the non-Russian elites.

Lenin’s vision of a socialist society did not include the cultural autonomy of Russia’s

? For a helpful discussion on Bolshevik definitions of culturedness, see Volkov, "The Concept of
Kul'turnost”: Notes on the Stalinist Civilizing Process,” 210-230.
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nationalities.” Lenin wanted a Soviet Union with one culture that incorporated every

Soviet nationality’s tradition, and became an example for the rest of the future communist
world. This utopian view failed when faced with the realities of a multi-ethnic, multi-
religious Russia which was home to many non-Russian, non-Orthodox peoples such as
the Kyrgyz.

Bolshevik attitudes towards the social and cultural traditions of Central Asian
nationalities did not constitute a clear policy. For the Bolsheviks, the revolutionary goal
was to rid the country of the ‘backwards traditions’ of all people, not only of specific
nationalities. They barely distinguished the ‘backwards’ Russian peasant from the

‘ignorant’ Kyrgyz nomad.® Nevertheless, when confronted with non-Russian

3 Scholars have elaborated on the nuances of the Soviet nationalities policy, giving it various names: Yuri
Slezkine and others have argued that the “chronic ethnophilia” of the Soviet state was a result of a
modernizing state policy, rather than a weakness of the nationalities policy. Slezkine has shown that the
Soviet state allowed the nationalities to modernize and promote their own cultures as long as they remained
subordinate to the central authority of the state. Terry Martin has broadened Slezkine’s argument and
suggested that the Bolsheviks passed definitive resolutions on the nationality question to establish an
“affirmative action” program, which bolstered the non-Russian nationalities’ political place in the Union.
Martin has concluded that non-Russian nationalities gained special status supported by the state’s
affirmative action quotas that the “Great” Russians could not enjoy. Francine Hirsch characterized the
Soviet society as “a socialist union of denationalized peoples.” Hirsch has argued that Soviet nationality
policy followed a long-term centralizing strategy, a kind of a “state-sponsored evolutionism,” to assimilate
the nationalities into small and easily-controlled socialist states. Arne Haugen has followed Rogers
Brubaker’s definition of the nation as “an event” which emerges due to special political and social
citcumstances. According to Haugen, the special circumstance was the delimitation process that allowed
the Central Asians to create their modern Soviet nationalities whose new republics “corresponded to
historical divisions and formations.” He has argued that Central Asian communists “nationalized the
political discourse.” See, Slezkine, “The USSR as a Comnwmnal Apartment;” idem, “Imperialism as the
Highest Stage of Socialism;” Sabol, “The Creation of Soviet Central Asia;” Martin, The Affirmative Action
Empire, 19; Hirsch, “Toward an Empire of Nations,” 201-26; Haugen, The Establishment of National
Republics in Soviet Central Asia, 7; and for more on nationalism, see Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed.
Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe.

* Lenin reinterpreted the education policies of the late nineteenth century Russian Empire that had utilized
national languages as tools of the imperial civilizing project. The influential Russian educator and
Orthodox missionary Nikolai Ivanovich II’minskii (1822-91) designed a system that ‘civilized’ the
inorodtsy ~foreigner-- such as the Kazan Tatars, in their own language. Although Lenin believed that there
was no such a person as an inorodtsy in the new socialist system, all Soviet peoples would contribute to the
“building of socialism™ in their own languages and forge a country of equals without national differences.



64
nationalist/socialist leadership, the Bolshevik leadership began to consider the idea of

the Soviet Union as a union of self-determined nationalities. Even when Lenin spoke
about the right of self determination for nationalities, he indicated that each case would
be treated separately and differently.” The resulting inconsistent treatment of
nationalities mirrored the unpredictability of the stances that Turkic leaders took. For
example, in Muslim Russia, Bashkir, Tatar, and Kazakh leaders, were more outspoken
about their desire for self-determination than Kyrgyz leaders. Still partially nomadic, the
Kyrgyz were too far away from Moscow, both geographically and culturally. -Only in

late 1919 did Bolshevik power begin to penetrate into Kyrgyz territories.

For the Bolsheviks, mass education was the first step toward a revolution in
culture. Lenin’s speeches reflected his desire to educate all the nationalities equally
without promoting an ethnic hierarchy.® The Nationalities Commissar Josef V. Stalin
(who worked in this 'position between 1917 and 1922) did not follow through with
Lenin’s vision of the education of the nationalities. In 1922, even before Lenin died,
Stalin’s deputies adopted a much more aggressive stance toward the cultural development
of the Central Asian populations. Stalin’s emerging policies towards the Turkic and
Muslim nationalities demonstrated a firmer and more intrusive administration of cultural
and educational spheres. Leading Turkic and Muslim communists recognized the
changing policy. Tatar leader Mirsaid Sultangaliev (1880-19397), an advocate of a

unified and proletarian Muslim nation, emphasized the importance of education reform if

For general description of the policy, and specific treatment of nationalities, see, Kreindler, “A Neglected
Source of Lenin’s Nationality Policy” and Rorlich, The Volga Tatars.

3 For details see Lenin, “The Question of Nationalities.”

¢ Suny, The Soviet Experiment, 209.
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the Muslim peoples were to become equal participants in the Soviet Union.” These

leaders also heard discontented speeches of the rising leaders like Stalin, who were
impatient with the unclear policies for reforming the “backwards” non-Russian cultures
and understood that the nationalities would have to give up some of their traditions.

During the mid-1920s, Bolshevik policies among Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and other non-
Russian populations still rested on the civilizing projects of the imperial era. Daniel
Brower has shown that the Bolsheviks used many colonial tactics, such as the
categorization and exploitation of the ethnic groups, to organize the Soviet nationalities.®
The imperial policy of “civilizing the natives” and the Bolshevik policy of “enlightening
the locals” did not vary significantly. In Kyrgyz lands, the central and regional
administrators of Stalin’s Narkompros (National Commissariat of Education) interpreted
indigenous cultures as superficially as their imperial predecessors did. Soviet
nationalities and education administrators saw Kyrgyz culture as substandard to the
sedentary societies, such as the Uzbeks, that had a written literature and urban
architecture. A protocol from the Tokmak region demonstrates that it was essential for
administrators to “unite the nationalities” in order to “develop the nomadic society into a
settled one.”

Having heard the report of the chairperson of the Raion Political

Education Committee on the members of the amateur drama circles,

Uzbek “Izchilar” and Russian-Ukrainian-Tatar “Red star”” groups we have

decided that for the promotion of cultural education it is necessary to unite

all national circles into one powerful organization named after Vladimir
Ilich Lenin.’

7 Benningsen and Wimbush, Muslim National Communism in the Soviet Union, 207-8.

& Brower and Lazzerini, Russia’s Orient.

? “The Protocol of the Organizational Session of the Members of Amateur Drama Circles of Tokmak,”
March, 31, 1924. TsGAKSSR, f. 653, op. 1, d. 295, L. 64.
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The protocol argued that in order to improve the cultural development of the
Kyrgyz ails it was necessary to provide examples from Russian, Ukrainian, Tatar
and Uzbek villages. According to the protocol, drama circles were one of the first
groups to establish this goal.

Kyrgyz, on the other’ hand, continued to take pride in their nomadic cultural
traditions that included age-old, internalized oral literature and a dynamic lifestyle that
avoided anything that would tie them down, such as permanent dwellings, books,
furniture, and bulky arts and crafts. ' But, during the second half of the 1920s, under
pressure from the authorities, the definition of Kyrgyzness began to change to suit the
official identities. In a club at the Jeti Oguz Raion, for example, the manager reported
that although Kyrgyz members wanted to read stories about their national heroes and
their wisdom, they began to show some interest in reading about the heroes of the Great
October Revolution.!! This report indicated that Kyrgyz club members started to respond
to the authorities, or at least pretended to do so. It is difficult to know whether the
manager of this club was simply catering to the governments’ wishes. Nevertheless, as a
resident of this region, he was learning to speak the language of the Party.

During the mid to late 1920s, the Soviet Union aimed for centralized political,
economic and cultural control of all peripheries, including Kyrgyzstan. On the cultural

front, nationalities and education commissars requested that resources (books, journals,

Y For comparative purposes and in order to see the evolution of Soviet culture in Kyrgyzstan see the
current state of a Northern Kyrgyz village see Yoshida, “A Field Report on Economic Transition: Lifestyle
Changes in a Village of Northern Kyrgyzstan,” 1-9. Yoshida provides a glimpse at pre- and post-Soviet era
cultural changes in a small town.

'T «The Report of the Organizer of Red Yurts in the Jeti Oguz Raion of Karakol-Naryn Okrug --July 12 to
August 25, 1925,” August 26, 1925. TsGAKSSR, £. 651, op. 1, d. 95, 1. 18.
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posters, films, and the like) were distributed uniformly in all remote regions without

necessarily keeping ethnicity in mind. The lack of proper management and the shortage
of educational materials, however, crippled efforts in all regions, including faraway
regions such as Kyrgyzstan.12 The manager of Karakol Raion, Comrade Grin, for
example, reported that the lack of reading materials slowed down their education courses.
The similarities of their efforts in all regions of USSR indicate that unlike their colonial
predecessors, both Lenin- and Stalin-era administrators did not single out certain ethnic
groups for what the official documents called “cultural transformation.” Their official
rhetoric claimed that Soviet administrators viewed Muslim populations as equal citizens
and aimed to include them fully in all reform programs. In effect, the cultural differences
between the nationalities bothered these educators and nationalities commissars, who
viewed diversity in socio-economic behaviors and national traditions as distractions from
class-based unity. Thus, their approach to the nationalities was ambiguous at best. They
wanted unity, but utilized regional traditions and customs to educate. For example, they
encouraged the employment of traditionally respected Kyrgyz aksakals, whose identities
rested on Kyrgyz heritage, to motivate Kyrgyz youths.

The Bolsheviks constructed an anti-colonial discourse in Kyrgyzstan that
condemned the politics and culture of the imperial regime, but they never considered
releasing the administration in Kyrgyzstan entirely to the native populations and their

administrative and cultural traditions. In Kyrgyzstan, Bolshevik administrators continued

12 «The Report of Kara Kol District Union of the Forestry Workers on Cultural Work among the Members
of the Union,” October 25, 1924. TsGAKSSR, f. 647, op. 1, d. 35, 1. 28.
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to implement some colonial projects such as sedentarization of the nomads.” Like

their imperial predecessors, the Bolsheviks continued to establish military forts, turn forts
into urban centers, transplant European populations into the area, and begin to educate
the local populations. Bolshevik administrators also borrowed some of the imperial
social and cultural concepts from the old regime, such as the ethnographic categorization
of the peoples of Kyrgyzstan according to their physical appearances. The new state,
however, abandoned its predecessors’ slow but stea&y policy of cultural change in
Kyrgyzstan, launching a significantly rushed cultural education project.'

Bolshevik education established an official history of the revolutionary period
which claimed that ail leaders “voluntarily” participated in the revolution and rejected
those ail leaders who were loyal to the empire. This education also emphasized that the
enlightened communists of Kyrgyzstan turned away from the oppressive culture of their
religious and administrative predecessors. The official history of the revolutionary take-
over of Kyrgyzstan also established that there was a radical discontinuity between the
policies of the imperial/colonial regime and the Bolshevik liberators."> On June 21, 1921,
the Congress of the Turkestan Republic’s Department of National Education Managers
issued “the Objectives of the Art Department of the National Commissariat of Education”

In Turkistan, the colonial policy of Imperial Russia intentionally stunted

the economic and cultural growth of the local population. The arts of the
local population were lingering on feudal patriarchal level. Exclusive

3 For continuity or change in imperial Russian/Soviet policies see Haugen, The Establishment of National
Republics in Soviet Central Asia; Roy, The New Central Asia; Hirsch, “Toward an Empire of Nations;” and
Slezkine, “Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Socialism.”

' For an analysis of such hurried Soviet “cultural transformation” among Nivkhi, see Grant, In the Soviet
House of Culture.

'3 For official histories of the Revolution in Kyrgyzstan, see Dzhamgerchinov, Dobrovol ‘noe vkhozhdenie
kirgizskogo naroda v sostav Rossii; Istoriia Kirgizskoi SSR; Zhantuarov, Grazhdanskaia voina v Kirgizii,
1918-1920 gg.
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bourgeois art was absent from the lives of the local population, but remained
dominant and was the property of the bourgeois European population in
Turkestan.

The October revolution, having expelled the bourgeois and its colonial

policy, has set out a task in backward Turkestan to achieve perfected

communist goals in the field of economic and cultural life, calling on the

local population to become its builders."®
The colonial “civilizing” projects claimed to have brought modern infrastructure,
education, and urbanization to some areas of Central Asia, but nomadic Kyrgyz culture
remained mostly untouched by these late nineteenth-century developments. 17

The Bolsheviks implemented similar cultural education policies in all ethnic
regions, including Russian and other Slavic areas. One of the main goals of cultural
education, the assault on religious and indigenous traditions, followed the same pattern in
all “backwards” regions.'® Bolshevik ideology required not only the participation, but
also the understanding of the masses; therefore education was fundamental to its success.
The ideology dictated that the education and enlightenment of the proletariat would lead
the way to cultural “transformation.” The People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment, or
Narkompros, was the state agency in charge of this Soviet cultural transformation. Its
first commissar, Anatolii Lunacharskii (1875-1933), believed that state institutions of
9

culture should act as instructors and educate Soviet people to develop their own culture.’

Lunacharskii joined forces with the leaders of Proletkul’t movement, an artistic

16 «“The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of
Turkestan Republic: The objectives of the Department of Arts of the National Commissariat of Education”
June 21, 1921, TsGAKSSR, £.653, op.1, d.117, 11.70-2, 16.

7 For a view on the Bolshevik cultural policy as an extension of the colonial past, see Shahrani, “Soviet
Central Asia and the Challenge of the Soviet Legacy,” 123-35.

'8 Malashenko, “Islam versus Communism.” Malashenko has argued that Russian Orthodox culture
suffered more institutional and cultural losses than that of Islamic cultures the USSR.

' For a detailed account of Lunacharskii, see Fitzpatrick, The Commissariat of Enlightenment.
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movement that developed in the 1920s whose founders had considered the

development of artistic culture a class-based phenomenon. % They defined art as a
product of proletarian class culture that had to be created through collective action.

The definition of culture and the arts evolved between the Bolshevik Revolution
and the apex of Stalinism, incorporating several key concepts. 21 The discourse attempted
to create a new Soviet population who was “cultured” in arts and literature, as well as in
their everyday manners. Soviet people were to be well-versed in Marxist-Leninist ideas
and in hand-picked pre-revolutionary and Western arts. In addition, since they would be
living in collectives they needed to know how to behave in public. Being “cultured”
(derived from the concept of kul turnost’ or “culturedness”) meant that the new Soviet
man comprehended sophisticated pre-revolutionary literature (officially selected writers
and poets such as Gorky and Pushkin) and, perhaps more importantly, did not get drunk
and physically abuse his family when he returned home from the theater. 22 The Soviet
definition of culture was neither autonomous nor respectful of the indigenous social
systems. On the contrary, it included so-called “civilized” behavior (possessing
knowledge and having an interest in arts and literature) and rejected “uncivilized”
behavior, such as “primitive” Kyrgyz nomadic living. The following report demonstrates

how important it was to reshape Kyrgyz culture through adult education.

2 But according to Nadezhda Krupskaia, Lenin believed that the original goals and work of the Proletkul’t
movement were “insufficiently linked with the general political tasks of the struggle;” the movement “did
not do.enough towards stimulating the consciousness of the masses, bringing workers to the fore, and
preparing them for administration of the state through the medium of the Soviets.” This failure of the
Proletkul’t in appealing to the masses, or as Lenin put it, failure to be closer to the life of the masses, was
one of the main factors that brought about its demise. See Krupskaia, Reminiscences of Lenin, 483. For an
in-depth study of the Proletkul’t movement, see Mally, Culture of the Future.

2 For the definitions of Stalinism, see Fitzpatrick, Stalinism: New Directions; Hoftmann, Stalinism; idem,
Stalinist Values; Ward, Stalin’s Russia; and Viola, Contending with Stalinism.

% Volkov, 210-230.
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Since the Thirteenth Congress, time has shown that a correctly managed

reading house with favorable conditions in the National House is an

extremely vital center, It is already rendering serious influence on cultural

life in ails. The most urgent task is to develop and strengthen this work.

Their main activity should be centered on the reading house and establish

it as the center for the activities of the literary circles. Carefully developed

adult education programs, centers of liquidation of illiteracy, and a school

for adults of all sorts must be added to short-term practical activities.

Reading of the newspapers, ail correspondence, and wall newspapers

illuminates the importance of this location as the main place of the adult

education. It is important to understand the environment of ails.”
This report suggests that “understanding the environment of ails” meant equipping the
managers with the tools to stamp out backwards ail traditions, and introducing a new way
of living and being.
Islam and Nomadism: The First Targets of the Revolution

Islamic courts and schools, traditional nomadic institutions like the customary
law, and localized familial customs like bride stealing also threatened the culture Soviets
envisioned. Nomadism and Islam were the enemies of Soviet ideology. Since the
Revolution, official policy toward Muslim religious leaders in Central Asia had been
unclear and unorganized. During the Basmachi/Qurbashi war in the Fergana Valley,
Bolsheviks had destroyed many mosques and madrasas. On February 25, 1922, exiled
Ottoman and a Pan-Turkist leader Enver Pasha wrote in a private letter from Central Asia
to his family that “the Bolsheviks turned this area to ruins and did not leave one house or

a mosque standing.”** The Pan-Turkist and separatist motives of Enver Pasha may call

2 «“The Report of Jeti Su Regional Communist Party of Turkestan to the District Committees of the Party
about the organization of cultural education work in the villages,” October 8, 1924. TsGAKSSR, f. 651, op.

1,d.70,1 13.
% inan, Enver Paga 'min Ozel Mektuplari, 119. For number of mosques and madrasas, see Keller, 7o
Moscow, Not Mecca.
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this account into question, but other evidence of the destruction of Muslim institutions

in the Union of Militant Godless records confirms his account, »*

Paradoxically, the Soviet state’s cultural activities attempted to penetrate into
Kyrgyzstan by assaults on cultural mainstays such as religion and nomadism. 26
Although they spoke different languages, the Uzbek and Kyrgyz peoples saw their
common religion, Islam, as unifying.>’ The Allahsyzlar or Khudaisyzlar union (The
Union of Militant Godless or Soiuz bezbozhnikov) set to disintegrate the unity when they
began their anti-Islam work in 1924 and launched an all-out assault against the faithful in
1927.8 They began the anti-veiling campaign and persuaded the central government to
issue a decree abolishing the Shariat (or Sharia) courts, madrasa (Islamic schools) and
wagf (pious endowments).

Club documents showed that club managers spent much time and energy on
socialist education events, which included anti-religious activities. Until the late 1920s,
anti-religious activities appeared less organized in comparison to other events in official

Kyrgyz Club Activity Reports, but in 1927 and 1928, anti-religious activity became a

25 Archival records show that beginning in 1927, many European and indigenous revolutionaries
participated in the conversion of mosques to Soviet buildings. My collected documents show petitions
such conversions. For example, in 1936, in Tashkent a group of Uzbeks sent a petition to the Party in order
to convert a village mosque into public bath. Another document showed that Tashkent mosques were
turned into Red Teahouses, Red Clubs; a school and a cotton storage unit. TsGARUz, £. 86, op. 10, d. 1110,
1.2, and f. 86, op. 10, d. 1111, 1. 53. T owe these references to Olga Medvedeva, Ph.D.

26 11 this section, I draw on the literature on Soviet anti-religious campaigns: Young, Power and the Sacred
in Revolutionary Russia, Peris, Storming the Heaven; Husband, ‘Godless Communists’; Keller, To
Moscow, Not Mecca; Alimova, “A Historian’s Vision of ‘Khudjum,” 147-156; Carrére d'Encausse, Islam
and the Russian Empire; Benningsen and Broxup, The Islamic Threat to the Soviet State; Fletcher and
Sergeyev, “Islam and Intolerance in Central Asia: The Case of Kyrgyzstan,” 251-276; Anderson, Religion,
State, and Politics in the Soviet Union and Successor State; Togan, Umumi Tiirk Tarihine Giris; and Hayit,
Tiirkistan Milli Miicadele Tarihi.

¥ Bociurkiw, “Nationalities and Soviet Policies,” 148-154.

28 por Soviet anti-religious policy in Central Asia, see Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, Northrop,
“Languages of Loyalty,” 179-200; idem, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia; and
Kamp, “Pilgrimage and Performance,” 263-278.
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routine part of the educational activities. One such report demonstrated each club’s

priorities:

Clubs have libraries. For each club library 250 rubles were given. The
work of Red Yurts and ail reading rooms consisted of conducting of
conversations, lectures, readings, and theatrical-artistic productions that
appealed to local populations.

According to the data from Naryn oblast, in the winter of 1927-28, clubs
carried out 232 reports, 87 lectures, 79 conversations, 28 readings. They
handed out information and written educational statements to 756
peasants, and organized nine plays and parties (by nine Red Yurts.)

The average of attendance per day in the Red Yurts were five to ten
people; in ail reading rooms 25 to 30 people. In ail reading rooms and Red
Yurts, the bezbozhnik society organized a meeting for 260 active
participants. Trade Unions, cooperatives, the Plowmen’s Union and
others organized Red Choikhonas in their premises.

In 1927 and 1928, 343 plays, concerts, and various celebrations were
carried out, and 3,200 people participated in them. Sixty percent of the
repertoires contained ideological content. Furthermore, in the summer, the
students of the Kyrgyz National Studio visited southern oblasts and staged
plays and concerts in the Kyrgyz language.29

Anti-religious activity was listed simply as one of the educational events in a newspaper
article that reported on club activities. It was not one of the priorities in Kyrgyz clubs,
even at the height of the /ujum, or the Soviet assault on Islam.*® Ail reports prioritized
agricultural problems and emphasized the importance of the sedentarization of Kyrgyz
nomads.

In January 1928, the Karakol House of Asiatic Peasants began its activities

of cultural and educational work. In and after January, their work schedule

was developed and organized by a legal advice office with one employee.

Between January and October, the House carried out 161 lectures and
conversation on law, agriculture, medicine, anti-religion, and other issues.

% «The Report of central Political Education Committee of the Kyrgyz ASSR about the political education
work in the republic,” January 1, 1929, TsGAKSSR, f. 688, op. 1, d. 229, 11. 52-55.
* See the Glossary.



During this time, 5,328 peasants were served. The House also participated in "
the following campaigns: sowing, agricultural tax collecting, and others.
Currently, the House is setting up communication centers in ail reading

rooms, Red Yurts and schools in Karakol.”!

When regional Communist Parties in Central Asia expressed their opposition to
state policies, the Party in Moscow swiftly replaced ethnic leadership with Russian or
other Europeans. During this period in Kyrgyzstan, important national leaders such as
Turar Ryskulov (also spelled “Riskul-uulu,” 1894-1937) lost their positions to Russians
because of their resistance to the sedentarization of nomadic populations. As it did across
the USSR, the Party accused them of incompetence or counter-revolutionary activity and,
a dozen years after the Bolshevik Revolution, the makeup of the Kyrgyz elite barely
resembled that of the Pre-Revolution. By 1930, the Party had replaced virtually all the
original Kyrgyz leadership.

By the end of the 1920s, the crackdown on religious leaders in Kyrgyzstan and
elsewhere in Central Asia became official. In 1929, “Law on Religious Associations of
the RSFSR” established the regulation of all religious activities from Moscow. This
centralizing move severely limited the number of “legitimate” religious associations and
placed heavy financial burdens on them in the form of new taxes disguised as other
expenses. Consequently, across Central Asia less hostile religious leaders became Soviet
administrators while the anti-Russian and anti-Communist leaders lost their jobs. These
same anti-Soviet leaders lost their lives in the purges of the late 1930s.

In the absence of “class enemies” such as bourgeois landlords in Kyrgyzstan,

Soviet authorities targeted traditional customs (religious or not) and labeled religious

31 «Report on the work of Karakol House of Asiatic Peasants in 1928,” 5.
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laypeople as enemies of the people.’”> Where the number of clergy was insignificant,

as was often the case in Kyrgyzstan, authorities attacked religious laypeople. The
situation in Central Asia was not unique; Soviet authorities in Russia regularly targeted
religious practices and traditional behaviors. Even being married by a priest was
considered surrendering to an ignorant past and made one suspect in the eyes of the
authorities. Glennys Young has shown that local watchdogs of the state purged certain
Komsoml’tsy for violating Communist “ethics” because these young people went to a
priest to get married.”® Soviet treatment of the mullahs and imams in Central Asia was
no different than that of Orthodox priests in Russia.

Like the mullahs and imams, Kyrgyz manaps (clan elders) experienced drastic
status transformation throughout the 1920s. In 1921, Lenin called for the legalization of
private trade and manufacturing.®* On the Central Asian front, the Soviet state
considered Tatar and Uzbek imams and mullahs as the agents of NEP: manaps and
“clergy-merchants:” these people were the “Nepmen” of Central Asia.¥® They were the
same people whom the state, since Catherine the Great, had supported as the “civilizing”
factors among the nomads. The Soviet state needed a new civilizing force that included
secularized people in leadership positions in the smallest institutions such as the clubs. In
Central Asian nomadic societies like that of Kyrgyz, NEP culture did not exist in the

same way that it did in the European Soviet Union. Even the definition of the Nepmen in

32 Young, Power and the Sacred in Revolutionary Russia, 253-271.

* Ibid., 88.

3% As historian Alan Ball has shown, Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP) created thousands of private
entrepreneurs, called “Nepmen.” Ball has also shown that once their usefulness came to an end, the
Nepmen were liquidated at the end of the 1920s. For NEP and Nepmen, see Ball, Russia’s Last Capitalists.
3 Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, 134,
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Central Asia differed from that in Russia and the western Soviet Union. Among

nomadic and semi-nomadic populations, clan leaders and wealthy herd-owners became
Nepmen. The culture of the Nepmen was the traditional culture of nomadic Kyrgyz, and
so a fight against the NEP culture was an attack on the traditional way of life. Asa
result, for the people of the Kyrgyz ASSR, the period of the First Five-Year Plan (1928-
1932) was a complex struggle.

According to official records, one of the hidden enemies among the Kyrgyz and
Uzbeks was not the wealthy clan leaders but the ambiguous and interchangeable pre-
Soviet communities like “Muslim,” “Turkestani,” “Turk,” or “Bukhari.” Soviet
administrators found it difficult to categorize and manage these communities because
most people of Kyrgyzstan identified themselves with multiple communities. Uzbeks
and Kyrgyz could call themselves alternatively Muslim, Oshtuk (being from the Osh
region), Bugu (belonging to a Kyrgyz tribe), Ichkilik (belonging to a clan), Kyrgyz, Sart
(living a settled lifestyle), and so forth.

Soviet authorities viewed nomadic Kazakhs and Kyrgyz as merely less observant
Muslims and so among them nomadism, rather than Islam, became the main target of
transformation.”* Although many nomads resisted and destroyed their own livestock,
which condemned them to starvation and punishment, the sedentarization of nomadic
Kazakhs and Kyrgyz reached its apex in the late 1920s. Not everyone in Kyrgyzstan was
nomadic. In emerging Soviet urban centers, a handful of intellectuals began to give a
voice to city-dwelling Kyrgyz who began to adopt Soviet national designations. Kasym

Tynystanov or Tynystan-uulu (1900-1934), a Kyrgyz literary and political leader,

36 For the Soviet view on nomads, see Gellner, State and Society in Soviet Thought.
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expressed his views in his newspaper Erkin Too (Free Mountain, 1924-) and the

journal Jangy Madaniyat Jolunda (On the Road to New Civilization, 1928-193 1.7
Tynystanov and his Kyrgyz and Uzbek comrades adopted official postures of Kyrgyzness
and Uzbekness, and led intellectual movements in the generation that came of age with
the Bolshevik Revolution.*®

Once Central Asia was carved into national republics, indigenous intellectuals
such as Tynystanov learned to operate within “distinct” national literary traditions.”
Until this time, most Central Asians had rarely distinguished the Uzbek literary tradition,
for example, as something different from Tajik tradition. This was a new era in
education, literature and other cultural spheres and it demanded the separation of
traditions that had been intertwined. In the late 1920s, two separate literary organizations
emerged in Kyrgyzstan: one in the Kyrgyz language, Kyzyl Uchkun ( Red Spark) and
another in the Russian language, KirAPP or Kirgizskaia Assotsiatsiia Proletarskikh
Pisatelei (Kyrgyz Association of Proletarian Writers). The Party shrewdly combined
these two associations, subordinating the Kyrgyz writers to the main writers’ association
in Moscow. *° This move separated Kyrgyz writers from their Central Asian colleagues
and aligned them instead with Russian and other European writers.

Throughout the 1920s, changes in education were as sweeping as the political,

religious, and societal reorganization. Following the Revolution in the early 1920s,

37 For Tynystanov’s work, see Tinistan uulu, Ene Tilibiz. Also see a recent novel on Tynystanov, written
by Stanaliyev, Kasym Tynystanov.

3% See Kasym Tynystanov (Figure 16) on page 87.

* Goble, “Readers, Writers, and Republics,” 131-147.

# Edward Allworth has emphasized that all ethnic writers had to recognize an official status under a
national name: KirAPP. Allworth, Central Asia, 373.
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secular education had replaced Islamic schools.”' Beginning in the mid-1920s, girls

increasingly attended elementary school alongside boys. And on November 29, 1929, the
Latin alphabet replaced the Persian-Arabic alphabet.*?

Cultural institutions such as clubs sprung up in most ails to introduce the cultural
values of the Western USSR to the Central Asians. Various party organs of the state, like
clubs and the Komsomol, began “agitating” workers in the early 1920s. According to
club documents, in the mid to late 1920s they were able to reach the farthest pastures and
smallest ails, such as those of K6k-Oirok. 3

Chui Komsomol members carried out valuable work among the nomad
population of the pasture of Oktorgoi, Kok-Oirok and Komgur. They
turned over the best pastures to the poor farmers. The herds of the bais and
the manaps were moved to the grazing lands at the end of the K6k-Oirok
pasture. Komsomol members also achieved great successes at the cultural
front. In Oktorgoi pasture, they worked in the Red Yurt. In essence, it
became the central school of the liquidation of illiteracy. Komsomol
members, students and cadets of technical schools led this cultural work.
During the summer, 1,000 people were trained, including 559 Kyrgyz
women, 88 farmhands, 64 shepherds, and 167 Komsomol members. The
successes at the pasture elevated the authority of the Komsomol.
Farmhands and poor peasants’ children applied for Komsomol
membership., One-hundred people were prepared for the enrolment into
the Komsomol and nine peasants were sent away for Komsomol training. **

* For pre-revolutionary schools in Kyrgyzstan, see Aitmambetov, Dorevoliutsionnye shkoly v Kirgizii.

2 In 1940, Kyrgyz SSR replaced its Latin alphabet with Cyrillic script. Abazov, Historical Dictionary of
Kyrgyzstan.

4 According to official Soviet history, the first Komsomol work began in Kyrgyzstan in 1919, but the
earliest attempts at cultural education work did not begin in ails until the 1920s. For more on official
records, see Oruzbayeva, Kyrgyz Sovet Entsiklopediiasy. 186.

# «A report on about the successes of the cultural and educational work carried out by the Chui
organization of VLKSM —All Union of Lenin Young Communist League at the pastures,” 2.
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Official records show that even by late 1920s, the Komsomol’s education work was

not going smoothly.* The fact that the Komsomol had to “adapt their work to the local
environment” meant ail youth was not fully responding to the demands of the Komsomol.

Economic developments and socio-cultural changes occurred suddenly and
simultaneously throughout Soviet Kyrgyzstan. Stalinism during the first and second
Five-Year Plans (1927-1937) meant industrialization, collectivization, and purges in
Kyrgyzstan. Rapid construction of thermal power stations in major urban centers,
including the one in Frunze, accelerated the industrialization process of Central Asia.
With the aid of new electrical power, processing and textile factories began to use cotton
produced in newly collectivized fields. Central Asian industrialization of the 1930s,
however, did not match the successes of the Western USSR and most successes were
confined to the textile sector. Thus, collectivization received special attention from the
authorities who wanted to improve the textile industry.*

In Kyrgyzstan, collective farms that cultivated cotton never reached the same
levels as those in Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan because mountainous Kyrgyzstan was not
as suitable for farming. As a result, in Kyrgyzstan collectivization focused on animal

husbandry. Sedentarization of nomads and collectivization of shepherds went together,

# «A report on the political and educational work of the Komsomol in the Alamedin pastures,” Sovetskaia
Kirgiziia, June 18, 1929, 4. “The Alamedin region has four pastures. The centers of these pastures are
Chungurchak and Ken-Tiir. In these central locations among the nomads, Komsomol members work as
cultural and educational workers. At the center of the pastures, there is a Red Yurt, fully-equipped for
educational work and an information desk. Komsomol members organize political and other circles to train
young people, and recruit them into the Komsomol. They adapt their work to the ail environment. Their
work at these pastures will be extended until September first.”

% See, Sherstobitov, Lenin i krestianstvo Sovetskogo Vostoka; Nove and Newth, The Soviet Middle East,
Rumer, Central Asia in Transition; Matley, “Industrialization (1865-1964).” Only during and after World
War I, did other industries like coal-mining and steel production become viable in Central Asia.
Evacuation of factories from the Western regions during WWII, and construction of hydroelectric power
stations helped develop the industry of Central Asia.
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and drastically changed the turmush (ordinary everyday lives) of Kyrgyz.*’

Furthermore, many of the aksakals and akyns who helped Kyrgyz to ground and
legitimize their beloved nomadic culture were murdered during the purges in 1938.°% As
a result of these radical changes, people were told to see their community in a new light:

less Kyrgyz, more Soviet.
The First Steps at Making Kyrgyz “Soviet”

The NEP years left a complex legacy in regard to Central Asia’s intellectual and
cultural life. This was a period that brought some gains to intellectuals’ lives, but at the
same time, the everyday culture of Central Asians suffered some losses. Adeeb Khalid
has pointed out that on the one hand, the Jadidists had been successful in introducing
modernist ideas in their publications, new-method schools, and theaters. 49 They believed
in abolishing the traditionally elitist categories that only allowed the upper echelons of
society to be educated and cultured. On the other hand, the Kadimists still commended
“status and prestige” in Central Asian societies, rejecting the modernist ideas of
inclusion. The Muslim Communists, among whom were some Jadidists, took on the
class-based ideology for their struggle against the representatives of the old regimes in

the region.

#7 For example, the Soviets viewed the nomadic tradition of barymta as a serious threat to people’s
liberation from their nomadic and backwards lifestyles. Well before the implementation of the Soviet legal
policy, the Imperial Russian government had outlawed barymta, which included raiding the flocks of a
debtor, or kidnapping his wife. See a detailed discussion on the Imperial treatment of the Kazakh
inheritance traditions including the inheritance of wives in Virginia Martin, “Barimta: Nomadic Custom,
Imperial Crime,” 249-271.

“® Khelimskaia, Taina Chong-Tasha.

* Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform, 282.
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Eventually, their views clashed with that of the Bolsheviks in Moscow. After

the delimitation of 1924, most Jadidists and communists redefined themselves as
“Muslim national communists.”>® Their primary goal was to “modernize” Central Asian
societies without losing the indigenous culture of each society. ! Their goals sometimes
coincided with that of the government: modernizing schools, minimizing the role of
Islam in education. Other times, they were at odds with the policies of the state, such as
some of the most aggressive activities of the Godless, or attempts to regulate private
sexual behavior.

Central Asian modernists and Communists learned to focus on the positive
aspects of the Soviet ideology, hoping that their societies could benefit from this new
system. They hoped that their children, like Russian children, would welcome a new
future. The post-NEP era of the first Five-Year Plan was a period of hope for many
children of the working class.>* The children of workers and peasants were expected to
aid the Party to assert more influence. These young people would gain enough

knowledge and confidence by way of vocational and technical education. The Party

% In 1924, the Central Executive Committee of the USSR inaugurated the reorganization of Central Asia
into socialist republics. The Soviet Socialist Republics of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan were the first two
new republics. The creation of Tajikistan and Kazakhstan as autonomous republics followed. Kyrgyz
(formerly called Kara-Kyrgyz) and Kara-Kalpaks were not seen worthy enough to have their own
autonomous republics.  The Committee gradually elevated Kyrgyz territory from an autonomous tegion or
oblast (1925) to an autonomous republic (1926) and finally, to “the ultimate honor” of Kyrgyz Soviet
Socialist Republic (1936).

! In his various works, Alexandre Benningsen referred to the Muslim intellectuals who followed the
example of Mirsaid Sultangaliev, a Tatar intellectual as “Muslim national communists.” See Benningsen
and Wimbush, Muslim National Communism in the Soviet Union; and Koichiev, “Ethno-territorial claims
in the Fergana Valley during the process of national delimitation, 1924-7,” 45-57.

°2 Sheila Fitzpatrick argued that this era of “Cultural Revolution” initiated and legitimized the struggle
against all the representatives of the pre-revolution and 1920s such as the bourgeois intelligentsia and their
values. Fitzpatrick suggested that this era of cultural and intellectual revolution offered new educational
and professional opportunities to the children of workers and peasants. This revolution meant to strengthen
the Party’s control on cultural issues. Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 1917-1932, 129,
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expected the new generation of the Cultural Revolution, in Sheila Fitzpatrick’s terms,

to be able to attend the universities and become the new Soviet elite.

The new generation played a significant role in rejecting what the Proletkul’t had
brought to the urban centers: jazz, vaudeville and other “contaminated” art. > The same
generation in the new industrial centers of the peripheral areas shunned attending
occasional motion pictures and listening to the radio broadcasts of jazz music. In the
recent past, for many in the remote corners of the Union only a few books of detective
stories and science fiction had represented the Proletkul’t experience. The generation of
the Cultural Revolution would have none of this.

In Central Asia, between 1927 and the mid 1930s, intellectual life continued to be
both challenged and “improved.” The Cultural Revolution opened the doors of higher
education institutions to Central Asian young people. Since the creation of six new
literary languages in 1924,‘ an unprecedented number of newspapers and periodicals
began circulating.> With the constant influx of Russian, Ukrainian and other European
populations from the western Soviet Union, intellectual exchanges in Central Asia
became more diverse. During the early 1930s, Almaty, Samarkand, Tashkent and Frunze
became the hubs of intellectual development, establishing cultural institutions such as
theaters, clubs and libraries. The proletarian writers’ associations began to replace “Red”

societies, now considered cosmopolitan and bourgeois. These new associations like

>3 Although Proletkul’t gradually lost its momentum and state support, its ideas seeped into Stalinist
concepts of culture. During the era of the “Cultural Revolution” (1928-1935), representatives of the
Proletkul’t movement who were considered “bourgeois elements” would be attacked and phased out. The
new cultural landscape of the early 1930s brought about a militancy that transformed artists into official
representatives of the Stalinist revolution from above. The primary function of these Soviet artists became
the dissemination of Stalinist ideas among workers and peasants, who were soon to be collectivized.

** Huskey, “The Politics of Language in Kyrgyzstan,” Nationalities Papers 23/3(1995): 549-72.
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SAAPP (Central Asian Association of Proletarian Writers) and KirAPP were prepared

to throw out Proletkul’t trends and turn to Socialist Realism in literature.”

The artistic trends of the 1920s remained under attack until 1932. During this
period, the state channeled all its resources, most specifically the elbow grease of men
and women, to the economy. The Soviet government claimed that with the heroic efforts
of Soviet men and women, the industrial production drastically increased. The official
rhetoric suggested that people gave up everything material, physical and emotional so
that new industrial cities would spring up, even in the previously neglected regions.
Many died so that electricity and railroads could reach the remotest areas. Shock workers
(udarniki) of the 1929 shock-work campaign began to concentrate on accelerated
agricultural and industrial production. Many workers competed with each other to earn
various best-worker titles.*

These elite workers had little or no time for entertainment, arts, and cultural
events. This was the perfect atmosphere for the exclusion of any art form that seemed
flashy or indulgent, meaning capitalist or foreign. The shock workers were only
interested in austere types of entertainment that involved gatherings in workers’ clubs and

other Houses of Culture. These Communist enthusiasts took the initiative to attack any

55 Note that between 1928 and 1932, during Stalin’s “Great Change” or “Great Break” (velikii perelom),
following the period that this chapter discusses, economic and social transformations seriously altered the
state’s cultural policies. The post-revolutionary NEP came to an end, bringing down the Nepman and his
culture. This meant that all private enterprises and the tolerated cultural freedoms were to disappear. In
place of the inclusive and creative NEP culture, Soviet citizens were to embrace more unified and
“proletarian” culture. This new culture was exclusively worker- and peasant-centered, rejecting the values
and goals of the original Proletkul’tist. See Stites, Russian Popular Culture, 64.

56 Hiroaki Kuromiya has pointed out that the shock workers had little patience for the older workers and the
peasant new-comers on the factory floor. Young males who had been working since the Revolution and
the Civil War wanted faster and moré “modern” co-workers and factories. Kuromiya sees these driven
workers as “the symbol of a new society.” See Kuromiya, Stalin’s Industrial Revolution, 114-5.



84
art form that recalled the 1920s.>” Their actions were often spontaneous, such as

stopping plays in theaters. They saw themselves as the agents of cultural change and
therefore took radical and aggressive actions that would occasionally go against the
Party’s plans.

In Kyrgyzstan too, the new generation of intellectuals who identified with
proletarian values denounced the frivolous literary culture, both written and oral, of their
predecessors, focusing their attention on the ideological demands of the Party. Allworth
has demonstrated how extreme this rejection of the past was. He argued that many
Central Asian writers publicly recanted and confessed their own ideological “sins.”*®
Younger writers, witnessing the humiliation of the elders, made sure to write on the
glories of industrialization and collectivization. Such anti-intellectual attitudes ruled the
day throughout the first Five-Year Plan period. Ideological uniformity demanded unity
in intellectual expression. In Kyrgyzstan, Kyrgyz and Uzbek writers of the period wrote
stories that were stripped of any individual creativity or cultural community. This was
also the period of alphabet changes, literacy drives, women’s liberation campaigns, and
Russian language education in schools. % The new generation of potential intellectuals
had a host of new issues to absorb.

Nonetheless, about a year before the end of the Second Five-Year Plan, the

ascetic cultural atmosphere of shock workers began to allow a more festive tone. First of

37 Fitzpatrick described the attitude of Communist youth as “an iconoclastic and belligerent youth
movement.” Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 131.

fs Allworth, Central Asia, 380-81.

% Anderson and Silver, “Some Factors in the Linguistic and Ethnic Russification of Soviet Nationalities: Is
Everyone Becoming Russian?” 95-130. The Soviet government introduced a Latin-based Kyrgyz alphabet
in 1928. Only in 1941 did the Kyrgyz language adopt the Cyrillic script.
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all, Stalin made it clear to the enthusiastic cultural revolutionaries of the late 1920s that

they went too far with their fight against their elder revolutionaries. Stalin and his top-
ranking Party members rebuffed such radical, almost utopian ideas as the removal of all
Western European art forms from Soviet art. Cultural commissar Andrei Zhdanov (1896-
1948) advocated a more inclusive and all-embracing society.®’ A single Union of Soviet
Writers, with Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) as its leader, invited writers of all nationalities
to respond to the creation of a new, all-inclusive Soviet literature. The Soviet Union was
on its way to becoming a nation, and the intelligentsia, including the writers, needed to |
support this renewal. As a result, the official cultural discourse of socialist realism would
be the language of renewal.

Socialist realism required Kyrgyz writers and poets to demonstrate in their work
that the hard work of Soviet citizens, like the shock workers, was paying off. According
to the official rhetoric, these Kyrgyz citizens had a right to dream about a bright future.
Soviet politicians expected their compatriot Kyrgyz artists to show people that their
dreams would become a reality. Kyrgyz literature of the late 1920s and early 1930s, for
example, produced works that celebrated the people’s hard work, promising a great
future. In the 1920s, Kyrgyz poets and writers such as Toktogul Satylganov, Togolok
Moldo, and Aaly Tokonbayev were producing literature which praised the Soviet regime.
In the visual arts, the era of socialist reality produced paintings and sculptures of robust

and cheerful Kyrgyz people and landscapes.®’ Clubs and other cultural venues such as

%0 Richard Taylor has pointed out that the new Union of Soviet Writers was a good example of such
inclusive culture. Taylor, “But Eastward, Look, the Land is Brighter,” 202.

¢! Tn the 1920s and early 1930s, artists, such as S. A. Chuikov, G. Ayitiev and S. Akilbekov produced most
of the paintings and sculptures in Kyrgyzstan.
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festivals and cultural Olympiads became central arenas of collective celebration. As

we will see in the following chapters, all of these activities were producing a new Kyrgyz

community which was beginning to look Kyrgyz in form, but Soviet in content.
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FIGURE 16: Kasym Tynystanov, source: www.numismondo.com.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE EMERGENCE OF THE SOVIET HOUSES OF CULTURE IN
KYRGYZSTAN

Tanabai examined the rusty fetters and admired the master’s handiwork.
The craftsmanship on the fetters showed the talent and the legacy of the
old Kyrgyz masters. This beautiful craft is forgotten now, all but lost.
There is no one or need to continue on the tradition. Many other valuable
traditions have been lost too.

Tanabai did not know whom to blame for the disappearance of his
people’s handicrafts. After all, when he was young, he himself was the
one who spoke against the small artisans. He was the one who, once at a
Komsomol meeting, gave a long speech on abolishing the boziii, as he saw
them as holdouts from the pre-revolutionary ways. He was the one who
fought against those who defended the boziii. He was the one who yelled:
“Down with the bozili, down with the old ways.”!

In this excerpt, Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov’s character Tanabai Bakasov, a former
Kyrgyz Komsomol leader, kolkhoz worker, ardent believer in communist ideals, and a
war veteran expresses his conflicting sentiments about his own heritage. Like many
Kyrgyz people of his generation who matured during the Bolshevik Revolution, Tanabai
believed in cultural revolution.” But like many of his countrymen, he was torn between
the constructive and destructive effects of the revolution. In his short story Giilsarat,
Aitmatov gives voice to Kyrgyz people like Tanabai who, while initially believing in the
promises of cultural revolution, eventually became ambivalent, if not conflicted, about its
contradictory results. In fact, many Kyrgyz regional and ail leaders had been active

participants in the process of replacing boziii with concrete houses, and collective farms

! Aitmatov, Gulsarat, 168-169, The original short novel, titled Proshchai Gulsary! was published in
Russian in 1966.

2 As discussed in the introduction the definition of “cultural revolution” here is in agreement with that of
Michael David-Fox: the intertwined project of fashioning Soviet individuals as revolutionary vanguards
and conscious Soviet citizens. The project is to create Soviet citizenry who internalize Soviet cultural
missions and begin to see themselves as cultured and developed people. See David-Fox, “What is Cultural
Revolution?” '
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in the center of the time-honored ail. They also helped the government build clubs in

which taught contemporary western arts in place of indigenous Kyrgyz crafts were taught
to both old and young.” By the 1960s and the end of the Soviet era, Kyrgyz
revolutionaries like Tanabai acknowledged that they themselves played an important role
in the destruction of their traditions. Another Kyrgyz author, Kazat Akmatov, criticized
both the system and Kyrgyz revolutionaries for turning away from Kyrgyz heritage,
which defined their community. * Most importantly, Aitmatov’s politically ambivalent
story, written in 1966, demonstrated that Kyrgyz people responded to cultural revolution

in their country with a sense of reluctance.

In fact, the visual, literary and performing art works produced in the mid-
twentieth century contradict the sentiments of this fictional character and his real-life
counterparts. Paintings, sculpture, poetry, short stories and novellas (including
Aitmatov’s work), and musical productions of the post-revolutionary period indicate that
Kyrgyz traditions did not completely disappear due to so-called cultural transformation.
For example, Kyrgyz metal workers continued producing fetters for their horses, but
learned to standardize their products in accordance with kolkhoz requirements. Their art
had not disappeared; rather it had changed into something that was more suitable for
modern life. Old masters gave way to new workers. Workers also altered their familiar
everyday habits to fit post-revolutionary ways of living. Such interactions of Kyrgyz

people with the state indicate that there was no clear dichotomy between the “developed”

* See samples of Kyrgyz artisans’ metalwork (Figure 17) on page 146.
* Regarding discussions of frank self-criticism of Kyrgyz intellectuals, see the play by Aitmatov and
Mukhamedjanov, The Ascent of Mount Fuji; and a novel by Akmatov, Kiindii ailangan jyldar.
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and the “backwards.” In other words, as the process of cultural revolution confronted

the indigenous Kyrgyz way of life, it did not necessarily result in the complete

transformation of it.

The Kyrgyz were not passive victims of a system that forced them to abandon
everything they knew. On the contrary, they were participants in the production of a
cultural revolution that helped them fashion a contemporary community within Soviet
standards. They contributed to the state’s policies of cultural revolution through limited
power relations with the Party. Even those who were ail administrators could only assert
power as far as the Party allowed them.® Nonetheless, cultural institutions such as clubs
played an important role in eliciting participation from ail populations. The main
contribution of ail leaders in clubs manifested itself in complaints about conditions on the
ground and collaboration with regional offices. Ail leaders repeatedly appealed to

regional administrators to respond to their ails’ needs.’

This chapter examines the earliest steps in the creation of Houses of Culture: Red
Yaurts, Red Teahouses, and Workers’ Clubs. It is based on an analysis of the
correspondence between ail administrators in various ails and cities, regional (oblast)
offices in republic capitals, and the central offices in Pishpek and Almaty. This
correspondence, which includes manuals, declarations, and reports, shows that while

attempting to fulfill official requirements, ail administrators constantly communicated to

* For an analysis of the process of colonization as a confrontation between the modern and traditional, see
Mitchell, Colonising Egypt.

® For a discussion on the limitations of power relations between the state and society, see Asad,
Genealogies of Religion.

7 Following anthropologist Talal Asad’s model, I use the terms “ail” or “indigenous” in place of “local.”
For a discussion on the usage of the term “local,” see Asad, Genealogies of Religion. 3 and 7-9.
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regional administrators that their localities had specific needs. Written records indicate

that ail officials did not simply implement the directives and policies of the regional
administrators. On the contrary, they expressed their needs, and grievances, and made

specific requests.’

Club administrators and members manipulated the Soviet system within the limits
the system allowed them, attempting to negotiate with the state about how Kyrgyz
cultural community should be defined. During the 1920s and 1930s, titular nationalities
began to receive most of the official attention and the resources from Moscow. Kyrgyz
titular cadres, like all leading nationalities of each republic, gradually gained access to
higher positions. ® The static definition of ethnically-based-nationalities gave Kyrgyz
cadres mobility. Towards the end of the 1930s, they learned to use their ail connections
and their knowledge of Soviet political behavior to move up in the system. They
struggled to define, perform, and enforce Kyrgyzness within this new system. In the

process, a new, contested and instable meaning of Kyrgyzness began to emerge.

The Origins of Kyrgyz Clubs

In February 1918, a resolution of the First All-City Conference of Cultural
Organizations in Moscow armounced that: “The workers’ club must become a center for

the worker’s whole cultural life by serving as a place of relaxation, sensible entertainment

® Chapter Four explores how Bolshevik and Stalinist festivals placed ail cultures on stage. One significant
way in which regional and central administrators responded to ails’ requests came in the form of cultural
festivals. Higher administrators recognized that individual cultural traditions had to be acknowledged and
celebrated in national festivals in Almaty and Moscow.

® Gleason, “The Political Economy of Dependency under Socialism,” 332-53.
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and education.”*® The key words in this special resolution were “common activity,”

“feeling of solidarity,” “kindling the understanding of socialism,” and “backward
elements of the proletariat.” Club members were supposed to incorporate socialist
education (teaching proletarian consciousness, Marxism, honoring the working people)
with sensible entertainment (concerts, opera, plays, literary evenings, lectures, and
discussions).!! Gabriele Gorzka has shown that the members of workers’ clubs during
the period between 1917-1921 (War Communism) altered the activities of clubs
according to their byt (everyday living and habits). Gorzka has provided convincing
evidence to demonstrate that clubs became places of refuge for their members during this

period of extreme hardship, food shortages, and long working hours. She has pointed out

10 Gorzka, “Proletarian Culture in Practice: Workers® Clubs, 1917-1921,” 29.
' The Ten Commandments for Club Members (I have found this reference thanks to Gabriele Gorzka’s
above mentioned article, and re-worked the translation.)

1. The club is the foundation for your development, as it trains and strengthens your class-
consciousness.

2. It helps you experience and understand important events in your country, as well as in the whole
world, and guides you towards the salvation of our time, that is communism,

3. It develops your personal initiative and makes you a conscious, determined worker of the Soviet
Republic.

4, Ttdevelops in you a feeling of community and collectivity, and teaches you to honor work and
working people more than ever.

5. Honor your club and do not give into any kind of rough behavior, uphold cleanliness, order, and
organization.

6. Do not waste your assets on spiritual forces, but develop and deepen them: register for a science
club circle, whether it would be courses in Marxism, history, literature, drama, choir, or music.

7. Do not mistake the workers’ club for the old, bourgeois club where one played cards, danced, and
drank alcohol. The workers’ club offers you sensible entertainment: concerts, opera,
performances, literary evenings, stage productions, lectures, and discussions on various topics.

8. ‘Do not waste your time on silly.and empty pastimes, instead go to your clubs and sharpen your
sense of humor and wit.

9. . Do not put all the blame on your club if you observe that it is not working properly. Do not forget
that every member must make a contribution to the common work. If the club is working badly,
not only the administration is at fault, but the general council of members, which allows disorder,
misuse, and laziness in the club.

10. Do not suggest that the Soviet power economizes on expenses for your further education: the
Central Department finances the clubs and the performances. Concerts, lectures as well as
scientific and artistic attractions are free of charge for club members.

Source: “Desiat’ zapovedei dlia chlenov kluba,” 14,
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that clubs offered their members “a second home,” away from the discomforts of their

cold and cramped dwellings.'* But, most importantly, she has argued that club members
made these poorly run institutions their own. Taking advantage of the absence of state
organization and control, the people integrated their own tastes and activities, such as
vodka-drinking or balalaika-playing, into officially-sanctioned functions.

During NEP, following War Communism, clubs attempted to emphasize more
collective and political events within their activities. Clubs had come to be driven by
personal and local initiatives and tastes in the early 1920s. Club administrators, mostly
member-elected, began to organize political study circles (kruzhki), educational
excursions, lectures, and plays on the ideological development of workers. They also
organized film screenings whenever they could obtain new documentaries and feature
films. All clubs had libraries or reading rooms where they organized “Lenin Corners.”
John Hatch’s study on the Moscow Workers’ Club has shown that despite the efforts of
the administrators to bring politics to the fore, the activities of the politically-oriented
circles declined. Hatch has demonstrated that in the Workers’ Clubs of Moscow most of
the specialized circles encouraged performing arts and physical culture."® His study of
clubs between 1925 and 1928 has pointed to a conclusion similar to Gorzka’s. Clubs
became common places where workers “hung out” particularly because most were under
the age of twenty-three (in some cases two-thirds of the members were younger than

eighteen). Most young workers, including the non-members of clubs, began to attend

12 :

Ibid., 49-51.
'3 Hatch, “Hangouts and Hangovers: State, Class and Culture in Moscow’s Worker’s Club Movement,
1925-1928,” 97-117.
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clubs just to see feature films or take part in dances rather than to participate in

political education.

According to the findings of Gorzka and Hatch, in RSFSR the official rhetoric on
club activities during the War Communism and NEP periods pointed to a discourse of
political education and enlightenment of members. The practice in clubs, however, failed
to maintain such high ideals. The clubs of the NEP period, therefore, turned out to be
anything but centers of socialist education. The workers resisted the intended purpose of
these clubs, making them their own."

In Kyrgyzstan, the discourse on activities of clubs indicates that the “civilizing”
mission took a different form. Official regulations, however, did not differ in Kyrgyz
clubs from that of RSFSR. They all received the same basic official correspondence
regarding activities and goals. Regional reports, coming from Almaty or Pishpek
(contemporary capital Bishkek), however, added various activities, specific to Central
Asia and/or Kyrgyzstan. Women’s liberation, girls’ education, nomads’ sedentarization,
and shepherd’s transformations into more productive workers were a few of the activities
that the state expected clubs to undertake. The objectives of the Kyrgyz Education
Department Commissars in a 1921 report stated:

Clubs must work in connection with the transformation of daily life, insert

arts and industry into the society, and increase the artistic level of workers

such as the weavers, carpet-makers, and ceramic-makers alike. Clubs

should encourage master artists to visit the largest industrial associations,

schools, and worker unions, to organize problem-solving workshops, and
send out outstanding workers as instructors."

' For the concept of “everyday resistance,” see Scott, Weapons of the Weat.

15 “The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of
Turkestan Republic: The objectives of the Department of Arts of the National Commissariat of Education,”
June 21, 1921, TsGAKSSR, f. 653, 0p. 1, d. 117, 1. 70-2, and 15.
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Clubs, in other words, needed to use ail artists and master artisans to disseminate
information to larger populations. Artists’ and artisans’ traditionally solitary work
needed to become the common property of the masses.

Kyrgyz clubs promised their members “improvement” and “development.” They
rejected the “backwards” and the “ignorant,” in other words, the indigenous.
Development meant a new way of being for Kyrgyz people, which would bring to them
among other things, higher education and economic, social and cultural prosperity. Led
by a policy of ideological education, this new way of being would transform Kyrgyz
people into Soviet citizens. The language of club documents used the term
“improvement,” which meant disengagement with the past. In 1925, a report of Kyrgyz
ASSR Political Education Committee explicitly expressed that the Houses had already
achieved such disengagement with the past:

By the first anniversary of the delimitation of the Kyrgyz Autonomous

Oblast the Houses of Peasants succeeded in erasing the dregs of the

stagnant and old ancestral ways of living by engaging in mass cultural and

educational work, and by penetrating into the rural masses, armed with

knowledge, schooling, and daily education.'®
The distrust of indigenous customs and ail histories dominated the cultural transformation
policies of the Soviet clubs. Bruce Grant has pointed out that the Soviets “charged into
the modern” so that they could shed their backwards history and image.'” According to

the Soviets, however, the backwardness did not belong only to the Russian past. Official

Soviet national hegemony ranked the Siberian peoples such as Nivkhi and Central Asian

16 «The Report of the Political Education Committee of Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast on the accomplished
work in October and November of 1925,” December §, 1925, TsGAKSSR, £.647, op.1,d.114, 11.1-3
17 Grant, In the Soviet House of Culture, 3.
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nomads such as Kyrgyz in the bottom. There was no place for their past and traditions.

As Grant suggested, Soviets constructed a cultural and social transformation for the
nationalities such as Nivkhi that “hinged on a willed negation of the past.”'®

The year 1918 was a landmark year of many “firsts” for Central Asia’s clubs: the
first drama circle in Frunze; the first jazz band in Kyzyl Kyia; and the first Tatar and
Uzbek language stage performances in Karakol. In 1920, the first Kyrgyz language play
was staged in Cholpon-Ata. In 1925, the Kara-Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast had eight
clubs, four drama circles, twenty Red Choikhonas (teahouses) and forty Red Yurts. At
the beginning, ail clubs met in kolkhoz and sovkhoz halls, and Red Yurts and Choikhonas
in assembly halls of factories, plants. (In 1953, when there were 704 Houses of Culture,
most of the city clubs and Houses and Palaces of Culture, multi-functional activity
centers with large stages and movie theaters, had their own buildings.)"”® By the end of

the Stalinist Era, every small settlement in the Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist Republic had at

least one room where the ‘masses’ were entertained while they were, in theory, educated.

Requirements in club manuals reflect the official revolutionary education policy
in Central Asia. Even if the revolution could not take place as gradually as Lenin might
have liked, at least it was to appeal to regional populations. The first club activity
manuals, which Party administrators composed and regional and ail administrators
implemented, emphasized cultural and educational activities. These activities were to be
initiated by three main institutions of the new Soviet regime: the educational organs of

the Communist Party and all the relevant state institutions; the worker’s collectives and

18 3.1
Ibid., 158.
19 For more details, see Daniiarov, Osushchestvlenie Leninskoi programmy kul turnoi revoliutsii v Kirgizii.
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schools; and the institutions of leisure such as the clubs, libraries, museums, cinemas,

sports centers, sanatoriums, excursion-tourism offices and parks.”® The principal list of
activities in these establishments were to include: educating the Soviet people on
communist ideals and principles, introducing “a scientific approach” to culture,
acknowledging the cultural diversity of a given region and treating the populations
accordingly, teaching the populations to work collectively, working with individuals to
instill an organized and group-conscious work ethic, and most importantly integrating ail
culture with these new approaches.

According to the manuals, the Soviet club, like the rest of the cultural and
educational institutions, needed to develop creative methods to “improve” the culture of
the Soviet people. These clubs were expected to encourage individual initiative among
workers and peasants to educate their own ail populations. For example, after attending
inspirational lectures at clubs, young Kyrgyz and Uzbek workers and peasants were to
convince their elderly parents and younger siblings at home that socialist ideals were
good for the whole family and the community. The members of clubs, therefore, were
supposed to discover abilities hidden within their own populations and elevate talented
amateurs to lead various cultural activities of clubs. The manuals made it clear that the
Party needed to monitor closely all of this activity.

On June 21, 1921, the Tufkestan Narkompros passed a resolution that outlined
their objectives. Although the Party’s attitudes regarding the nationalities shifted
considerably during the first twenty years of the Soviet rule, at the beginning of the

1920s, the commissars attempted to apply similar policies towards the arts everywhere in

2 For the dual nature of Soviet state and the Party structure see Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain.
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the union. Recognizing the assumed superiority of Russian colonial art in non-Russian

regions, the commissars needed to address this imposed hierarchy. The commissars first
defined the existing legacy of the art and culture of imperial Russia. They éondemned
Russian “capitalist art” as “bourgeois art.” They banned “art for art’s sake” and attacked
the notion of the artist as a prophet who dominates the art world. From that time on, the
consciousness of the working class would lead the way to an environment in which the
arts would reflect the “dictatorship of the proletariat.” The art of the Soviet people must
respond vigorously and assuredly to the needs of working people. 21 The artist could not
remain a privileged and spoiled entertainer of the bourgeoisie. Also, the artist would
have to serve society as an organizer, propagandist, and advocate for workers’ rights; the
artist’s work would not be the ultimate goal. A sculptor, for example, must concentrate
on creating a sculpture that both reflects and serves the people’s needs. As a result, the
artist must view his artwork as a tool for the betterment of society rather than a
masterpiece to be admired. For artists, the betterment of their communities meant
making it a truly socialist society.

According to the commissars and the official ideology, the task of redefining art
and artist in Turkestan was more difficult because according to them imperial Russian
policies had robbed the ail populations of indigenous cultural growth. The commissars
declared that colonial administrators had intentionally kept the ail traditions “feudal and
patriarchal.”®* They argued that Central Asian populations had no tradition of profiting

from art before the arrival of colonial power; the indigenous people produced art for the

I “The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of
Turkestan Republic,” June 21, 1921, TsGAKSSR, f. 653, op. 1, d. 1417, 11. 70-72.
25

Ibid.
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European bourgeois colonizers. The official language on Central Asian art concluded

that it was Russian and other outside colonizers who had made Turkestani art into a
commodity. The commissars declared that builders of socialism in Turkestan had to fight
this “slavish art” that was created to please the aesthetic whims of wealthy outsiders. In
addition, they had to teach people to return to their roots and recapture the originality of
their own artistic traditions. This would be the only appropriate way to serve their
people.

In summary, the resolution of June 1921 set out two objectives for cultural
organizations in Turkestan. First, the organizations must “awaken and assist”
enthusiastic amateurs (samodeiatel’) in taking charge of “the creative forces” in their
areas. Second, they must encourage these enthusiasts and amateurs to “revolutionize the
existing creativity” of the populations. The existing traditions included oral epic
recitation, folk songs, carpet-weaving, felt-making and other textile arts, and pottery.”
The resolution insisted that new themes relating to the “dictatorship of the proletariat”
should be introduced to artists in all fields. Most pointedly, the resolution stated that
such introductions should not be left only to schools. Here, the resolution assigned
responsibility to the clubs as houses of the new culture. It required ail amateurs (or
enthusiasts) to assist state administrators in setting up clubs so that revolutionary art
workshops would have a home. Clubs were to be the centers of distribution from which
samples of revolutionary art would be disseminated.

The establishment of clubs during the late 1920s and early 1930s attempted to

facilitate significant changes in the social structure of ails and to create new everyday

3 Ibid.
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practices that possessed both regional (Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and other) and revolutionary

features. Soviet regulations required sedentarization, women’s liberation, mandatory
schooling, and party membership to be integral in the creation of clubs. Participants of
clubs forged an active movement that was an amalgamation of many cultural expressions,
both indigenous and imported. This new and amalgamated movement reflected the
complexities of the exchange between central authorities and ail leaders. Ail leaders
knew the meaning of Kyrgyz or Uzbek ethnicity, but learned to translate the meaning of
revolutionary culture into their own idiom.2* They learned to translate, both literally and
figuratively, sophisticated and foreign words of the revolution into their own languages.
After all, during the early years of the revolutionary twentieth century, Turkic and
Muslim revolutionary trends had left their own regional imprint on ail leaders.”
Furthermore, in Kyrgyz culture the idea of revolution existed within its own genealogies

based on ancient epics such as Manas.*®

In most ails, the new Soviet administrators came from the ranks of re-
revolutionary leaders already established in the community. They were respectable men
and, in a handful of cases, women. Ail populations turned to the elderly and the wise,

namely aksakals, when they needed to make a change in their traditional ways of living.

** Here I draw upon the work of Figes and Kolonitskii, who have shown how Russian peasants used and
reinterpreted revolutionary language and symbols. They examine the ways in which Russian masses
received and transformed the revolutionary discourse. See Figes and Kolonitskii, Interpreting the Russian
Revolution.

% For regional revolutionaries, see I1iasov, Ocherki po istorii dorevoliutsionnogo Kirgizstana, Karimov,
Abdulhamid Sulaymon oghli Cholpon; Kasymov, “Iz istorii musul’manskikh kommunisticheskikh
organizatsii v Turkestane v 1919-1920 godakh;” and Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform.

% In fact, revolution and enlightenment are two of the main themes of Kyrgyz oral epics such as Manas.
For more on epic themes see Musayev, Epos Manas.
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On the entertainment front, one of the activities involved the alteration of

akyns’ entertainment styles. Administrators knew that akyns were highly influential, and
that ail populations took their words seriously. Their songs brought both entertainment
and guidance. Traditionally, the Kyrgyz did not have to leave their nomadic
encampments to be entertained. For them, entertainment and education went hand-in-
hand. Aksakals of each ail educated the children and resident or traveling akyns (often
respected as much as elders) entertained them. Uzbeks, who lived in Soviet Kyrgyzstan,
also relied on private and family gatherings for entertainment and celebrations. Uzbeks
sent their sons to madrasas and educated their daughters at home. " In both Uzbek and
Kyrgyz cases, the revered functions of aksakals and akyns overlapped, blurring the lines
between entertainment and education, something the Soviet Houses of Culture
perpetuated.

This dual function of aksakals and akyns served the Party’s efforts to assert
political power. These leaders of Kyrgyz society may be called, in Gramscian terms,
“organic intellectuals” who emerged from within ail communities.”® But more
appropriately, in indigenous terminology, they are the myrza, whose role in society was
that of teacher, mentor, and leader, rolled into one. While gathering allies from the
society to establish clubs as institutions of cultural revolution, the Party often attempted
to recruit elders. As a result, various myrza demonstrated, imposed and implemented

varying degrees of power in this process of revolutionizing Kyrgyz culture. The way in

%7 For details on ail traditions, see Abdyldaev, Azyrki ail madaniiaty.
% For descriptions of adult education and organic intellectuals see Gramsci, Selections from Cultural
Writings.
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which these groups asserted power was not always clear, because the boundary

between the producers and receivers of club culture in small ails often overlapped.

One such aksakal was Ismail Mongkoev (1899-1976). Mongkoev of Jerge Tal ail
in Naryn oblast served in the Red Army in 1918, became a Komsomol leader in 1920,
and “enlightened his people” as an award-winning teacher between 1922 and 1959.%
Revered men like Mongkoev were often shepherds turned managers, or teachers and
activists who helped to legitimize a political system in the smallest ails. They petitioned
the state for solutions to an ail’s problems and needs in exchange for assisting the state in
creating institutions such as clubs. As a result, the administrators of ail clubs became the
inventors of new and revolutionary traditions.”® These Kyrgyz shepherds who became
educators moved from being implicit participants of mundane activities to active and
conscious makers of Soviet Kyrgyz culture. >’ As Antonio Gramsci would argue, political
adult education enables learners to move from ‘common sense’ to ‘good sense,” meaning
gaining consciousness of their social and economic environment. 32 Paulo Freire would
further the ideal of ‘good sense’ and argue that in an ideal adult education process,
learners once involved in the process, would be able to see the social problems in their

own societies.”® In Kyrgyz clubs, in other words, the ideal result would be that Kyrgyz

¥ Asanov, Naryn Oblusu Entsiklopediya, 295
* For a discussion on how modern revolutionary and nationalist traditions have been invented see
Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition.
3! My analyses are informed by the adult education theories of Antonio Gramsci and Paolo Freire. Mayo,
Gramsci, Freire & Adult Education; Crehan, Gramsci, Gramsci, Selections from Cultural Writings; and
Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness.
z Mayo, Gramsci, Freire & Adult Education, Possibilities for Transformative Action, 19.

Ibid., 74.
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nomads would learn to engage in an ongoing process of collective learning to remake

their own community.*

The discourse of Kyrgyz club administrators showed that they were attempting to
create a new culture that incorporated a multiplicity of experiences. First, they were
trying to follow the orders of the Party. Second, they needed to observe and report the
responses of their ail populations. Third, in the 1930s, they needed to learn to deal with
the oppressive power of the Stalinist system, its various purges, and in the 1940s, the
Second World War. Clubs participated in many of these experiences, shifting their focus
to facilitate the political changes. Club documents indicated that their primary concern
was education and entertainment. They were, however, at the center of political and
social activity and change. As we will now see, the issues that ail clubs administrators
chose to address in their reports indicated that clubs were small laboratories that
participated in and advanced the changes in the economy, politics and culture of the

Soviet Union.

The Civilizing Mission of Clubs

The possibility of revolutionizing and improving the complex and diverse cultures
of Turkestan was limited by the reality that there were very few ail members who were
qualified to take on the task. Therefore, the Party leaders took seriously the hiring of
each administrator or opening of each new club. The newspaper Izvestiia began reporting
the opening of clubs in Turkestan as early as 1922. On March 2, 1922, it reported from

Alma-Ata that in Naryn, located in what is today northeastern Kyrgyzstan, workers

¥ For a discussion on the constant process of self-fashioning, see Hellbeck, “Fashioning the Stalinist Soul:
The Diary of Stepan Podlubnyi, 1931-9.”
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initiated the first club of the region and began cultural, educational and political work.

Their enormous task included finding artists to “introduce” western European forms of
art, finding revolutionaries to “revolutionize” existing forms of art, and finding educators
to “improve” the old culture. The commissars nominated volunteers among the workers
for this enormous job. These volunteers took on the task in ails and traveling workshops
and exhibits. Ideally, all this was to take place at the initiative of the workers
themselves.™

Regional administrators intended to use the clubs to educate ail populations and
convince them to abandon rituals based on nomadic, pre-Islamic, and Islamic traditions.
Correspondence between central and regional administrators indicates that ail
administrators repeatedly warned the central administration of specific parochial
problems associated with implementing these reforms. In addition, they did not hesitate
to point out the deficiencies in their resources to carry out the reforms, often citing lack

of money as a barrier to implementation.

Stalin’s industrialization, collectivization, and cultural policies attempted to
revolutionize Soviet society, including that of Kyrgyz, into a society contemporary with
the industrialized world. This revolution promised Kyrgyz a place among the developed
societies of the world. The language of club documents reflected this sentiment. They
praised Soviet development of all kinds and demeaned Kyrgyz ways of being. They
implied that Kyrgyz people would not become a “developed” nation unless they gave up

their indigenous culture. Due to the Stalinist cultural policies of the 1930s, however, the

% Izvestiia, 2 March 1922, 5.
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definition of a contemporary nation or nationality evolved into something different.

The Party’s attitude toward indigenous cultures changed. Terry Martin has argued that in
the 1930s, the Bolsheviks moved away from seeing nations as modern and created Soviet
nationalities in their own individual primordial characters. *® The change is apparent in
club functions and the Olympiads of the 1930s and 40s.

In the 1920s, club administrators identified Kyrgyz and Uzbek social and cultural
traditions as the primary targets for change. Traditions seen as in need of reform
included engagement, marriage and funeral rites, recitation of national and ancestral
myths, and oral narratives of imagined history. The enormous task of revolutionary work
in cultural and social spheres had another layer in Turkestan: club administrators were
faced with the delicate act of introducing a new culture without alienating the ail
populations. Turkestan was the “East” while areas like Christian Ukraine, or even
Muslim Tatarstan, were considered the “West.” Administrators assumed that a Central
Asian would not be as familiar with “Western culture” as a Christian Ukrainian or a

Muslim Tatar.

In an attempt to “civilize” the “Eastern people” of Kyrgyzstan, a resolution
dictated that the “past achievements of western European art” must be introduced in the
area.”’ But, there was an important caveat imbedded within the resolution in the form of
a most remarkable sentence: it ordered that western European art must be introduced

“without imposing alien forms” on existing social and cultural traditions and art forms.*®

36 Martin, “Ascribed Nationality and Soviet Primordialism,” 161-182.
37 «“The Resolution Theses of Congress of the Managers of the National Education Departments of
Turkestan Republic,” June 21, 1921, TsGAKSSR, f. 653, op. 1, d. 1417, 11. 70-72.
38 11
Ibid.
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Examples cited by the commissars included sound harmony and popular theater.

Revolutionary songs, posters, and plays were the most highly recommended ways to
introduce the new art forms and the new socialist ideals. The ideal space for all these
activities was the clubs and Red Choikhonas because these they were located either
within a factory or farm. In addition, tearooms would function as familiar venues where
new ideas were introduced. In other words, the resolution demanded that the club

administrators learn to incorporate indigenous arts with new.

Kyrgyz club reports reflected the Bolshevik view that the modern production of
art was common property. Club administrators reported the activities of the various
nationalities in their regions, perhaps adhering to the Bolshevik concept of universalizing
culture by addressing the tastes of all ethnicities and nationalities. Let us look at the main
problems that regional administrators saw as obstacles on the route to cultural revolution.

The Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee report on 18 October 1925
revealed that there were serious problems to tackle.** Asin European regions of the
Soviet Union, the education efforts of ail administrators encountered many obstacles in
Kirghizia. First, there were too few newspapers such as Erkin Too, Ak Jol (White Path),
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan and other literature such as manuals and regulations
available. Many of the huts and corners were left empty. Second, the “librarians” (or
hut-managers) did not earn sufficient wages to support their families. The educators in
Kyrgyzstan were not alone in struggling with financial problems. In the context of

antireligious education in Russia, Glennys Young has pointed out that the lack of

3 “Report of the Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee,” October, 18, 1925, TsGAKSSR, f. 651,
op. 1,d. 95,1 18.
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financial support and resources, such as paper, were serious obstacles to the effective

implementation of education policies.”” Third, seasonal agricultural work, especially in
the late summer and early autumn, kept families in the fields rather than the huts.

Last but not least, several Red Choikhonas had to be shut down because of their
“petty bourgeois activities.” Club managers were then faced with the lack of sufficient
resources and qualified personnel to confront illiteracy and “petty bourgeois activity,”
such as acting as clan leaders (manaps and bais) or shepherding large tribal flocks.
Female and male club and Komsomol members were expected to join the hunt for the
manaps and bais, which continued into the late 1920s.

In Osh, the Komsomol members helped the Pasture Councils in

revolutionary work. The councils recruited two Komsomol members, who

will stay at the pasture until September first. Furthermore, five Komsomol

members were assigned to the each council. The Komsomol members

organize conversations every week in the clubs. They read newspapers

aloud and provide knowledge and information to the Red Yurt members. 4l

Komsomol members fought to establish class consciousness at the pasture. At
Padysha-Ata, they made the decision to move the manaps and bais from the best pastures
to other areas. At Sokukurgan, at the council’s request, the Komsomol members sent to
court a manap, who did not pay wages due to a peasant. The court sentenced him to pay

836 rubles to the peasant. The population was said to have related compassionately to

such undertakings of the Komsomol members.

“* Young, Power and the Sacred in Revolutionary Russia, 17-18 and 138-140. Also, for Soviet education
activities, see Kenez, Birth of the Propaganda State; and Holmes, The Kremlin and the Schoolhouse.

41 «A Report on the work of the Osh Komsomol members on in the Red Yurts,” Sovetskaia Kirgiziia,
August 19, 1929, p. 5.

* Ibid.
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~ Club managers needed to understand ail populations’ sentiments regarding

revolutionary activities in the cultural sphere. First, the sacred markers of Kyrgyz
“tradition” challenged clubs in their efforts to introduce cultural revolution. Most rural
Kyrgyz defined (and some still do) their native culture in terms of their ancestral
connections to their homeland. The mountains that cover most of the territory of the
modern Kyrgyz Republic were sacred to them, as were thé horse, kymyz, komuz, and, of
course, the boziii.* Kyrgyz revere their mountains so highly that they named their first
Kyrgyz language national newspaper Erkin-Too (first published in 1924) and their
leading literary journal Ala-Too (first published in 1931) after their mountains. They
chose to depict their mountain ranges on their handicrafts, Soviet and post-Soviet
monuments, flags, medals, and other national markers of honor. Kyrgyz songs and epics
demonstrate that their horses, kymyz, komuz and boziii are organically and spiritually

connected to the mountains.

Another manifestation of Kyrgyz connectedness to their ethnic roots was most
obvious in the boziii. Decorative designs on felt adorned the interiors and exteriors of the
boziii. Kyrgyz considered this art form as one of the original national artistic markers of
their culture. During national celebrations, the boziii was the focal point. The most
admired national opera Aichiirok (first performed in 1939) filled the stage of the Kyrgyz

national Opera and Ballet with a number of boziii.** The boziii represented shelter

# See the Glossary for the descriptions. The Kyrgyz Republic honored the boziii, placing the tindiik (the
top opening of it) on the national flag of the independent post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan.

¥ dichiirok, music: V. Vlasov, A. Maldybaev and V. Fereniki, libretto: J. Turusbekov, J. Bokénbaev and K.
Malikovduku. For details see Oruzbayeva, Kyrgyz Sovet Entsiklopediiasy, 407. See scenes from Aichiirok
(Figure 18) on page 147.
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(warmth in the winter; shade in the summer), home, and family unity.* Daily family

rituals such as distinct decoration of men’s and women’s sections, and special
celebrations such as the bride’s sectioﬁ, signified that boziii provided the family and the
community with a cultural anchor. During my visits to Kyrgyz homes, I was surprised to
find out that modern living rooms reflected the boziii layout: just as in a boziii, valuable
bedding, quilts and textiles were stacked neatly and colorfully along the wall facing the
entrance. As a guest, I was always invited to sit in front of this comfortingly soft and
warm pile, called ontdr or seat of honor, also facing the door.*® But most importantly,

boziii meant mobility throughout the year, an essential feature of a nomadic society.

Second, familial and gender relations based on a nomadic past confronted the club
reformers. Even today, when Kyrgyz people tell the story of pre-revolutionary times,
they talk about how Kyrgyz girls and women took pride in how swiftly they took apart
and put back together their dome-shaped boziii.*” They also lament the pre-revolutionary
times when both girls and boys freely rode their horses on the archa or juniper covered
hills. To Kyrgyz, the horse represented freedom, mobility, food, medicine (kymyz was
used regularly as medicine), mythical heroism (as in Manas), but most importantly
gender equality. They revered their gender relations as unique among Central Asian

Muslims.

45 Maksimov, Kyrgyz Oimolory, 52-60.

% When 1 insisted that the grandfather of the family should take this most honored place, my hosts’ young
son whispered in my ear that guests cannot be seated with their back to the door. It would be a sign of
disrespect. - Papan, Kyrgyzstan, August 12, 1995.

7 My main sources for these are my interviews with Kyrgyz elderly in 1995 and 2002, but similar
approaches to these conclusions may be found in Baltabaeva, Kyrgyzdyn eldik kenchi; Fiel’strup, Iz
obriadovoi zhizni kirgizov nachala XX veka, Umatov, Kyial diiindsiindé; and Erdem, Kirgiz Tiirkleri.
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Clubs, housed in a sedentary environment, had the laborious task of teaching

this nomadic people that their old ways were wrong and outdated. Club administrators
needed to learn to differentiate such issues of national pride in order to assert cultural
change. The revolutionary themes that were played out in clubs made these markers of
national heritage targets of change, for they represented the “backwards” nomad. Club
administrators pointed to planned construction projects that would replace the boziii with
concrete apartment blocks. They promised that the revolution would soon replace their
horses with tractors and their komuz with violins. Ironically, replacement of one
indigenous product took hold as soon as the outsiders arrived: to the detriment of ail
populations, revolutionaries helped replace kymyz (the national drink with negligible
alcohol content) with high-proof vodka.”® Like the introduction of vodka by Soviet

government stores, most cultural changes came with a price.

Third, clubs administrators made “Asianness” one of their primary targets to
“transform.” They considered Kyrgyz cultural habits and traditions such as kalyng
(bride-price) and kyz ala kachuu (bride-stealing) “Asiatic” or “oriental,” and therefore
patriarchal. They repeatedly attacked age-old Kyrgyz traditions that they deemed
patriarchal or “feudal.” Regional administrators sent reports to ail clubs that attacked
everyday traditions which the Kyrgyz embraced. Regional leaders’ insistence on
eradicating these traditions meant that they realized nomadic, pre-Islamic, and pre-Soviet

traditions died hard. The most important traditions like circumcision, marriage, and

# I base this on my interviews with elderly Kyrgyz men and women, my fellow graduate student Elmira
Kochumkulkyzy, and the lectures of Professor Ilse Cirtautas and my own experiences during my trips to
Kyrgyzstan in 1995 and 2002.
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funeral rites persisted in somewhat changed forms in various degrees of intensity in

Kyrgyzstan.

Finally, in addition to nomadism and “Asianness,” the administrators’ battle with
Kyrgyz culture had other “fronts:” Islam, Turkic community characteristics, and pre-
Islamic traditions. Sunni Islam reached Kyrgyz nomads from the west sometime in the
ninth century, but most scholars believe that this dispersed population converted to Islam
gradually and at different times.* Kyrgyz, who were settled and closer to Uzbek and
Tajik territories, were exposed to Islam much earlier than the northern populations.*
Among nomadic Kyrgyz, it was Sufi dervishes and Muslim traders who helped spread
Islam. Scholars estimate that almost all Kyrgyz in Turkestan had converted to Islam by
the end of the eighteenth century. More importantly, evidence points to their adherence
to many of their pre-Islamic habits and beliefs suggesting that Kyrgyz practiced their own
version of Islam.”’ On the one hand, they maintained many of their tribal traditions,
dealing with marriage, divorce, dispute resolution, inheritance, and funeral rites. On the
other hand, they accepted various westernized ceremonies such as modernized

engagement, wedding ceremonies, and attire.

Club administrators, especially non-Kyrgyz ones, referred to Kyrgyz as nominal

Muslims. They pointed to the fact that Kyrgyz practiced a type of Islam that allowed pre-

* In the eighth century, Arab troops reached Fergana Valley, and defeated Tang Emperor Xuanzong (r.
713-755) in Talas in 751. Muslim influence took hold and began to spread among sedentary populations in
the region. Fairbank, China, 82.

%0 Atkin, “Religious, National, and Other Identities in Central Asia,” 46-72.

3! For introduction of Islam in Turkestan see Bartol’d Cultural History of the Muslims, Doronbekova,
Kyrgyzdyn jana Kyrgyzstandyn taryhy, Skrine and Ross, The Heart of Asia; Karaev, Istoriia
karakhanidskogo kaganata; Khasanov, Narodnye dvizheniia v Kirgizii v period Kokandskogo khanstva,
Masson, Srednyaya Azia i drevnii vostok; Carrére d’Encausse, The End of the Soviet Empire; Hayit,
Tiirkistan Milli Miicadele Tarihi; and Togan, Umumi Tirk Tarihine Giriy.
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Islamic habits and rituals to be components of their belief system.”” As in the various

regions of Siberia, club leaders preached against Kyrgyz traditions that may have been
based on polytheistic religions.” Club documents echoed ethnographers of the period
and called the religious traditions of pre-Islamic Kyrgyz shamanism, “totemism,” or
paganism. Anti-religious club documents constantly referred to these traditions as
“superstitions” and discussed the necessity of eradicating them.>*

In fact, Kyrgyz were not “nominal Muslims,” but a people who enriched Islam
with their centuries-old spiritual beliefs. Their spiritual attachment to nature complicated
the revolutionary anti-religious work of the clubs. Mostly mountain dwellers, Kyrgyz
were a people whose lives had been highly influenced by natural forces. Regardless of
what ethnographers chose to name it, one of the most persistent religious beliefs of
Kyrgyz was their deep engagement with nature. Kyrgyz reconciled their pre-Islamic
reverence to sacred animals like the snow leopard, horse, camel and wild goat by
acknowledging that Islam, too, commanded respect for all God’s creatures.” Justifying
their beliefs in Umai Ene (Mother Umai), Bakshy (shaman healer), fire, water, and earth
after converting to Islam was more challenging. The protector of children, Umai Ene, for

example, enjoyed a goddess-like presence in Kyrgyz culture. Kyrgyz assigned Islamic

52 This tradition some scholars called “Folk Islam” exists in all Muslim countries. Clifford Geertz, for
example addresses these issues in his work on North American and Southeast Asian Islamic traditions. See
Geertz, Islam Observed. For interactions between nomadism and Islam see Asad, The Kababish Arabs.

5% For Soviet cultural and nationalities policies in Siberia see, Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors, and for Sakhalin
Island see Grant, fn the Soviet House of Culture.

>* For similar anti-religious campaigns against Orthodox Christian populations sce Young, Power and the
Sacred in Revolutionary Russia, Peris, Storming the Heavens; and Husband, ‘Godless Communists.’

* For religious traditions of nomadic peoples see, Barfield, The Nomadic Alternative; Slezkine, Arctic
Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples of the North; Forsyth, 4 History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s
North Asian Colony 1581-1990; and Lane, The Rites of Rulers: Ritual in Industrial Society, the Soviet
Case.



113
significance to such pre-Islamic god-like figures as Umai Ene, relying on appropriate

phrases from the Koran such as: “Heaven is under the feet of mothers.”*® The
revolutionaries in clubs were dealing with a sophisticated and well-established religious
belief system.

The discourse of ethnic and religious descriptions of Kyrgyz in ail documents
reflected the nationalities policies of the 1920s. Club administrators routinely read the
official propaganda that their Kyrgyz were one of the essential pieces of a puzzle called
the Soviet nation. Each nationality would have a unique and special place in the puzzle,
but share a unified Soviet culture.”’ Kyrgyz, for example, would become the free-spirited
nation of the mountains and Ysyk K&l, portrayed and represented by heroic writers like

Aitmatov.”® Alongside Kazakhs, they would become the symbols of women’s liberation

5 Erdem, Kirgiz Tiirkleri, 106-18.

57 This is what Yuri Slezkine called a “communal apartment.” See Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal
Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism.”

% Abdyldabekov, Chingiz Aitmatov, Akmataliev, Chingiz Aitmatov, idem, Aitmatovgo taasirleniiii: adabii
makalalar; Aragon, “Samaia prekrasnaia na svete povest’ o liubvi;” Asadullaev, Istorizm, teoriia i
tipologiia sotsialisticheskogo realizma; Asanaliev, Chynggyz Aitmatov, Bogii and Khuzhamberdi,
Chugqida qolgan ovchining ohi-zori: asr adoghida aitilgan istighfor; Brown, The Last Years of Soviet
Russian Literature; Clark, “The Mutability of the Canon;” idem, Foreward, The Day Lasts More than a
Hundred Years; idem, The Soviet Novel, Chubinskii, “Sarozekskie metafory Chingiza Aitmatova;” Gachev,
Chingiz Aitmatov v svete mirovoi kul tury; Glinkin, Chingiz Aitmatov, Grahmn, “Chingiz Aitmatov’s
Proshchay Gul’sary;” Haber, The Myth of the Non-Russian, Imart and Imart, “Le Procurator, L’ indigene
at Ie Billot;” “K 50-letiiu Chingiza Aitmatova;” Kerimzhanova, Ch. ditmatovdun airym chygarmalarynda
avtor zhana kaarman problemasy, Kolesnikoff, “The Child Narrator in the Novellas of Chingiz Aitmatov;”
idem, Myth in the Works of Chingiz Aitmatov; Lebedeva, Krutoe voskhozhdenie: zametki o kirgizskoi
literature; Levchenko, Chingiz Aitmatov;, Mozur, Parables From the Past; Myltyqbaev, Shyngghys
Aitmatoy; Paton, “Chingiz Aitmatov’s First Novel;” Porter, “Chingiz Aitmatov;” Paviovskii, “O romane
Chingiza Aitmatova Plakha; ” Peterson, Subversive Imaginations ; Potapov, “Chet chelovechnosti;”
“Obsuzhdaem roman Chingiza Aitmatova Plakha; ” Ovcharenko, Sotsialisticheskii realism i sovremennyi
literaturnyi protsess; Pittman, “Chingiz Aytmatov’s Plakha,” Riordan, “Chingiz Aitmatov;” Rougle, “On
‘Fantastic’ Trend in recent Soviet Prose;” Sheneidman, “Soviet Literature at the Crossroads;” idem,
Russian Literature 1988-1994; Slemon, “Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse;” “Sluzhenie narodu k
50-letiiu Ch. Aitmatova;” Sukhomlinova, Chingiz Aitmatov, Tumanov, “Mythic Cycles in Chingiz
Aitmatov’s ‘Spotted Dog Running Along the Seashore’;” Turgunbaev, Biz duinonu zhangyrtabvyz, duino
bizdi zhangyrtat: makalalar, maekteshitiilor, siiilongon sozdor, Ukubayeva, Chynggyz Aitmatovdun
kaarmandarynyn korkom diiindsi; idem, “Kirgiz Edebiyat;” Voronov, “Gorizonty Chingiza Aitmatova;”
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among the Muslim nations of Central Asia, kind and generous hosts of the deported

nationalities from the Caucasus, bilingual citizens, and classless and modern kolkhozniks

who tend their flocks at the farms, rather than in nomadic camps.

Regional Party reports dictated that, ideally, the institutions of education and
culture would cooperate in educating these so-called “superstitious” and “backwards”
nomads in order to find solutions for social and political problems. Ail administrators
voiced the complaints and needs of their members, arguing that these problems would be
solved only if regional committees addressed them. A report listed solutions that
included instituting paid positions among the workers to serve as teachers, administrative
staff and “librarians” in the reading huts; providing separate reading opportunities for all
resident nationalities such as the Russians, Dungans, Germans, Tatars, Uzbeks, Uygurs
and Kyrgyz; constituting an inspection process and site visits from regional and higher
offices; and planning regional conferences and celebrations.”® Political conferences and
revolutionary celebrations like ail festivals provided opportunities for various
nationalities and regional populations to witness each others’ work.

The report of an ail official named A. Rakhimov voiced the concerns of ail
officials responding to these difficulties in bringing culture to Kyrgyz ails. Rakhimov
offered a window into the life of an early Red Yurt. In his correspondence with the
political education committee, Rakhimov exemplified the discontented voices of the

organizers and managers of Red Yurts and clubs. The sources of these managers’

Woodward, “Chingiz Aitmatov’s Second Novel;” and Zhuravkina, “Real and Unreal Women in the Works
of Chingiz Aitmatov.”

5 “Report of the Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee,” October 18, 1925, TsGAKSSR, f. 651,
op. 1,d.95,1.18.
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discontent varied. Clubs did not only blame the authorities, but also ails’ everyday

living habits and customs. First, ail administrators held the authorities responsible for
failing to keep their promises. Second, they noted that the way of living in the ail posed a
threat for revolutionary work. In other words, they faulted precisely what the Houses of
Culture, and more generally the Bolshevik project of cultural revolution sought to
transform.

As an organizer of Red Yurts in Karakol and Naryn, Rakhimov appealed to the
authorities for more books, more newspapers, more teachers and, most strikingly, more
understanding of ail culture and more sympathy for the needs of ail populations. He
wrote that ail populations were trying their best to support cultural activities. They had
no money, but donated whatever amount they could. According to Rakhimov, since
materials for building Red Yurts never arrived, it was necessary to collect money from
volunteers. Apparently each village in Tong donated one ruble, for a total donation of
fifty rubles. With the thirty rubles that Women’s Club donated, the women were able to
buy some red and black satin for the interior of the Red Yurts. Ultimately, having been
unable to collect enough funds to build a Red Yurt, they rented other Yurts for ten days to
carry out their work.

In a 1925 letter of assessment to the Political Education Committee, Rakhimov
noted that poor peasants who worked on the land all day long had no energy or desire to
attend the activities of Red Yurts. He reported that nomadic and animal-herding
peasants, on the other hand, tended to vanish, often for days at a time. It was almost

impossible for managers to gather even a small group to fill a Red Yurt. Rakhimov also
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pointed out that the seasonal migrations of pastoral nomadic Kyrgyz people interfered

with the goals of clubs. He specifically referred to the summer months when the families
and clans moved to the mountain pastures. Rakhimov’s tone was disappointed but
pragmatic. Nevertheless, he was resolute: “If there was idle time, plenty of people with
interest were present.”®® According to his report, in Tong Region in the month of June,
six gatherings took place: only 114 women and 195 men attended these meetings.
Significantly, only a small number of women attended voluntarily; the majority was
rounded up from their yurts. Rakhimov’s report suggests that he and other organizers
“forced these women” (zhenshchiny nasil 'no) to come to the meetings regarding hygiene
and “Muslim customs such as kalyng for a bride.” ol

On a daily basis, indigenous ways of living confronted club administrators. They
had to respond to the needs of the ails while attempting to keep up with their official
responsibilities. Because of the small size of most ails, the club members were often

related to the administrators. Clan and ethnic allegiances, what the official rthetoric called

“tribalism,” was therefore a major issue.

Ethnic Leadership

Ethnic leadership emerged as a response to one of the main obstacles to cultural
revolution: tribalism or nepotism. Ail leaders used traditional connections and methods
to interpret the Soviet discourse on national culture. A case in point was the persistence

of clan leadership within ail institutions. The kolkhoz managers and club administrators

% «“The Report of the Organizer of Red Yurts in Karakol and Naryn region, June 1 to August 1, 1925,”
August 12, 1925, TsGAKSSR, f. 651, op. 1, d. 95, 11. 16-17.
8! The type of “force” is not clear from the report.
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looked to aksakals for guidance when they needed to appoint young leaders.

Especially in small ails, the power structures ran far and deep. The newcomers, such as
the Bolshevik administrators from the oblasts, needed to rely on aksakals because written
documentation of human resources did not exist. Several scholars have shown that
because of this, traditional social organizations and Soviet institutions overlapped with
each other.®? Tajik and Uzbek kolkhoz structures reflected the familial relations, while
Kazakh party nomenclature took control of their ail administrations. In Kyrgyzstan, too,
relatives relied on each other for club positions and kolkhoz jobs. There was reported

violence when relatives refused to help their own.”

The participants in the Houses of Culture played an important role in keeping the
activities “Kyrgyz” or “Uzbek” while adhering to Soviet requirements. By the 1930s,
Stalin’s Soviet Kyrgyzstan turned out to be a cultural landscape that alternated between
paying tribute to and suppressing ethnic cultures. The paradoxical policies of slianiie or
coming together of cultures, and korenizatsiia or “nativization,” promotion of using ail
people in the organs of government, coexisted in this landscape.®* At the height of the
Stélinism, producers of Soviet culture such as club managers learned to highlight ethnic
and national differences. On the part of club managers, this was a pragmatic solution to a
rapidly changing state policy. This behavior demonstrated that the managers wanted to
show that nationalities policies succeeded in elevating ethnic communities to the position

of legitimate nationalities. The official discourse on ratsional 'nost engendered self-

%2 Bacon, Central Asians under Russian Rule; Olcott, The Kazakhs; Snesarev, “On Some Causes of the
Persistence of Religio-Customary Survivals among the Khorezm Uzbeks.”

8 Hvoslef, “Tribalism and Kirgizia,” 96-108.

% Huskey, “Kyrgyzstan: The Politics of Demographic and Economic Frustration,” 398-418. For
“nativization,” see Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire.
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perpetuating ethnicities that were isolated from each other and from economic forces

in the society.®

Regional and Ail Administrators Respond

Both urban and ail club administrators routinely responded to the human resource
requirements of the regional committees. Nominating volunteers to work was one thing,
putting them to work was another. Administrators often conveyed the deficiencies,
needs, complaints, and desires of their constituencies.®

The Central Committee of the Party in Moscow was impatient, demanding that
the political education of ail populations continue regardless of an ail’s economic
conditions. The commissars in top administrative positions provided very little practical
guidance to the regional leadership on how to finance the political and cultural education
of their populations. On February 11, 1923, the Party sent out a statement to the regional
committees about clubs, requesting them to concentrate on the political education of their
members. The statement requested that every communist become an active member of a
club. It also demanded that communists who were particularly well-organized take
leadership positions in active clubs. The document also ordered clubs to report to the
center the activities of non-partisans, an indication that one did not need to be a Party

member to participate in club activities.”” The same document listed an array of offices

that must finance and manage the clubs. The Central Committee of the Party in Russia

% For an engaging and informative discussion on the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR Academy of
Sciences, see Skalnik, “Soviet Etnografiia and the National(ities) Question,” 183-92.

% “The Statement of the Central Committee of Russian Communist Party to all Regional Committees of the
Party on the Transformation of Clubs into the Centers of Party and Political Education Work,” February 11,
1923, TsGARK of the Alma-Ata Region, f. 337, op. 1, d. 271, L. 75.

%7 For membership in clubs in Russia see Gorzka, “Proletarian Culture in Practice: Workers’ Clubs, 1917-
1921,” 29-55; and Hatch, “Hangouts and Hangovers,” 97-117.
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expected every oblast to use its own resources to manage and finance the clubs.®®

The Party did not make clear or give specific instructions on the ways in which it
expected the oblasts or the clubs to organize all these processes.

The districts took it upon themselves to select people and resources that they
could obtain without much money. On May 20, 1923, Pishpek District Narkompros
reported that a political education committee was being organized. The department
assigned a Chairperson of Political Education who would make “the liquidation of
illiteracy” his first mission.

The Pishpek Narkompros also reported that the district had a building with its
own stage, which would house club activities for the worker’s unions. Most
interestingly, it reported the opening of a “house for peasants” especially reserved for
Kyrgyz coming down from the steppe and the mountains. This two-story house had a
courtyard where Kyrgyz travelers could tie their horses, but the report noted that the
house needed more literature and an information desk. According to the report, the house
already had 128 Russian and 2136 “Muslim” books which, so far, had been used to
educate the illiterate in the ail prison. In addition, twenty-four Muslim youths and thirty
older illiterate persons were currently receiving pre-conscription military training with
the help of three schools of the area.”’ The district let regional administrators know that

they were trying their best with very little regional support.

% «“The Statement of the Central Committee of Russian Communist Party to all Regional Committees of the
Party on the Transformation of Clubs into the Centers of Party and Political Education Work,” February 11,
1923, State Archive of the Alma-Ata Region, f, 337, op. 1, d. 271, 1. 75.

6 «The Report of Pishpek District, Department of National Education on Political Education Work in the
District,” May 20, 1923, TsGAKSSR, f. 653, op. 1, d. 268, 1. 51.
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One of the main problems of establishing “proletarian class education” among

Kyrgyz families was the lack of actual and political literacy. This problem is addressed
in a report referred to two specific Choikhonas in Tokmok. According to this report,
other organizations like the Komsomol and pioneers took some of the responsibilities of
“stamping out” petty bourgeois activity and illiteracy.”® This report, like many others
mentioned that “communication between ail Komsomol and the reading huts was
satisfactory.” Most reports coming from the district administrators made a point of
showing collaboration between various ail branches of the Party, such as the Komsomo],
pioneers, reading huts and worker’s corners.

On May 21, 1924, the “District-Urban” Committee of the Turkestan Communist
Party wrote that in Pishpek the field of political education remained weak in every
respect. Following an extended session, the Committee complained that educational
work in this area lacked appropriate management to carry out “agitation” work, advanced
staff to handle party organization, and a budget to support these activities on every level.
The report also complained that the “cultural level” of the party members in both the
nomadic encampments and sedentarized villages was very low. It was therefore difficult
for the administrators to separate party members from non-members. The report
explained “in our organization, the percentage of uneducated persons is a great
monstrosity” and the liquidation of illiteracy had not even begun. According to the

report, the agitation and propaganda committee’s work seemed to be non-existent.”’

7 «Report of the Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee,” October, 18, 1925, TsGAKSSR, f. 651,
op. 1,d.95,1 18.

" “The Resolution of Second Session of Pishpek District-Urban Committee of the Communist Party of
Turkestan on the Cultural-Educational Work,” May 21, 1924, TsKPSS, f. 2, op. 1, d. 204, I1. 6-7.
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This self-disparaging communiqué reflects the great disappointment of ail

administrators. It had been a year since the guidelines had been given out to the regional
committees and improvements were hard to come by. This report also makes a striking
distinction among the populations in the region --it sets the “non-members of the party”
apart, labeling them “poor peasants.” It points to this population as the target for
education while admitting that even the party members were not well-educated or
“cultured.” The regional administrators realized that it was still difficult to distinguish a
party member from a non-member, not to mention to distinguish a peasant from a non-
peasant. The recognition of the proletariat, therefore, must have been an alien task for all
involved.

Nevertheless, ail administrators did not give up. They attempted to assert their
own ideas. To take on the task of raising the general level of political literacy among
non-Party masses the “District-Urban” Committee of the Turkestan Communist Party
issued several orders. First, said the Committee, Leninist ideals should be taught to the
largest possible population. Second, agitation and propaganda work should become a
priority of the political education committees in every region: The committees were to
organize societies that advocate and impose an anti-illiteracy campaign, called “Down
with Illiteracy,” and they needed to pay special attention to the poor peasants.72 Third,
Women’s Departments were to be directly involved in agitation and propaganda work;
they were expected to place the manager of their department on the board of the
Agitation and Propaganda Committee; and at least twenty-five percent of poor women

were to be recruited to carry out such work. Finally, “a preparatory department” of

2 See, Clark, Uprooting Otherness: The Literacy Campaign in NEP-era Russia.
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national minorities was needed for future work among the minorities of the region.”

In this way, the ail leadership would be able to identify the people in terms of their social
status.

For a long time, ethnic and tribal allegiances had defined everyday living habits
and relations among Kyrgyz. Now, club administrators hoped that people would identify
themselves as peasants, workers, literate people, students, party members and agitators.
These newly-introduced revolutionary versions of community confronted age-old
indigenous communities such as those based on tribes and clans. Soviet administrators
realized that they needed to attack these indigenous allegiances if they were to introduce
new Soviet communities. Their targets changed over the course of the 1920s and 1930s.
In the late 1920s, regional leaders focused on the most immediate community issues in
ails related to dwelling habits and traditions. Their main concern was moving Kyrgyz to
settled villages and providing communal places such as clubs for them to gather. " Club
administrators’ major concems were practical, such as arranging a room for the tea
drinking rituals of Uzbek men. The administrators needed to recognize how best to
approach ethnically different populations. Administrative reports indicate that club
administrators learned, for example, that an Uzbek farmer would pay more attention to a
political speech in a teahouse rather than in a boziii. In the 1930s, administrators shifted

their focus to the more threatening issue of pan-Turkism and pan-Islamism among

73 “The Resolution of Second Session of Pishpek District-Urban Committee of the Communist Party of
Turkestan on the Cultural-Educational Work,” May 21, 1924, TsKPSS, f. 2, op. 1, d. 204, Il. 6-7.

™ «The Report of the Organizer of Red Yurts in Karakol and Naryn region, June 1 to August 1, 1925,”
August 12, 1925, TsGAKSSR, {. 651, op. 1, d. 95, 11. 16-17.
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Kyrgyz.” This shift in targets reflected the Party’s changing focus regarding the

nationalities policies.76 Kyrgyz cadres such as club administrators needed to reevaluate

their own strategies in regards to the Party’s shifting targets.
A First Step Towards Cultual Revolution: Reading Rooms

The regional administrators demanded that ail club leaders get to know their
populations (Uzbek, Kyrgyz, or other) to attract new members to the clubs and recruits to
do the Party’s revolutionary work. The regional party committees began the agitation
and propaganda work that the Pishpek District-Urban Committee had outlined. In a letter
full of directives, for example, the Jeti Suu Region’s party officials ordered ail organizers
to focus on more “vigorous” and “locally conscious” work. This letter announced that
the promotion of cultural education in poor farming and animal-herding communities was
the “most important activity from the point of view of the victory of communism.””’ The
communist party in Turkestan, following the orders of the central party in Russia,
concluded that “the agitation work had to begin from the bottom layers of Kyrgyz
society.” This meant attracting poorer Kyrgyz to “revolutionary work.”

After the committees in each region evaluated the existing physical facilities and
capabilities of the ails, they decided that “reading rooms” would be the first logical and
realistic step. In ethnically mixed areas, reading rooms would provide a space for the
adult ail population to learn to read and participate in various reading and theater circles.

Paradoxically, these barren rooms, neutral and devoid of any ethnic significance, were

5 Kolkhoznaia Pravda, 22 January 1938, 2.

6 On the changing focus of the party see Tillett, The Great Friendship.

7 «The Resolution of Second Session of Pishpek District-Urban Committee of the Communist Party of
Turkestan on the Cultural-Educational Work,” May 21, 1924, TsKPSS, f. 2, op. 1, d. 204, 1L 6-7.
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expected to create an inclusive and friendly atmosphere among various nationalities.

A 1930 communiqué highlighted the reading activities, reporting that the “cultural
brigade team of Kirilin, Berkovsy, Besedina, and Simonenko began their inspection of
cultural activities in the silk-winding factory and found that there is a library at the club,

which conducted readings of Pravda, Pravda Vostoka, and Sovetskaia Kirgiziia

ne:wspapers.”78

Public reading emerged as one of the most common cultural activities in clubs
because they required little in terms of funding or manpower. “Lenin corners” within
clubs often hosted such readings. Volunteers enjoyed reading the news, articles,
commentaries, and poetry from Soviet newspapers in front of crowds; some had the
reputation of being good orators while others wanted to show off their newly acquired
reading skills. Skepticism existed among some club members, however. Volunteer
readers received the brunt of such cynicism. This popular joke reflects such a sentiment:

A volunteer at a Kyrgyz club meeting read out loud to the crowd about the
successes of the first Piatiletka:"

“The comrades have built a hydroelectric station in Sulyukta.
A voice from the audience contradicted the volunteer:

“I just came from Sulyukta. Idid not see anything like a hydroelectric
station.”

The volunteer ignored the comment and continued:

“The comrades have built a chemical factory in Przheval’sk.”®!

The same voice yelled:

“I came from Przheval’sk two days ago. There was no such a thing as a
chemical factory there.”

The volunteer lost his temper this time, and responded to the voice in the
audience:

2580

78 «The Report of the brigade inspection of the Osh Silk Factory,” May 26, 1930, TsGAKSSR, f. 60, op. 2
d. 215,1. 472,

" Piatiletka means Five-year Plan in Russian.

% Sulykta is located on the southwestern border with Tajikistan.

81 przheval’sk (Karakol) is located near the northeastern border with Kazakhstan.



“Comrade, why don’t you stop traveling aimlessly from one end of the =

country to the other and start listening to the newspaper?”’*?

In remote regions where Red Yurts and Red Choikhonas were not yet opened,
district administrators started smaller gathering places called “reading huts” and “Leninist
corners.” The Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee reported on October 18,
1925 that eight rural districts carried out political education work.® This important work
took place in reading huts. The oblast administration sent out political education
literature to all the rural districts for distribution. Thirty-one reading huts and eleven
Lenin Corners received and began using this literature under the tutelage of ail teachers
and Komsomol members. Many such reports argued that the most important service
these huts and corners provided was the “reading-aloud” of newspapers to the illiterates.
This type of service, according to official reports like this one, was a good example of
combining cultural and political education. Illiterate listeners heard about cultural

activities taking place in Pishpek, Almaty or Moscow while taking in a dose of Bolshevik

propaganda.

In the meantime, however, Kyrgyz maintained a healthy amount of skepticism
about state control of information and propaganda. They did this with a sense of humor.

One of the popular jokes refers to such attitude:

A kolkhoz club manager asks a club member:
“Comrade Nazarov, do you read our wall newspapers often?”
Nazarov responds:

82 1 heard this joke from Aibek Sultanov in April 1995. Aibek pointed out that government propaganda is
timeless and universal. He suggested that his grandparents, parents and his own post-Soviet peers feel the
same way. He asked: “Isn’t Turkish or American nationalist and capitalist propaganda the same?”

83 «Report of the Pishpek Regional Political Education Committee,” October, 18, 1925, TSGAKSSR, f. 651,
op. 1,d. 95,1. 18



“Of course, I do. How else would I learn that we have a wonderful life here in126

the ail?**

The managers of ail and district clubs arranged the reading rooms and activities.
Ail reports indicate that although the establishment of these rooms came from the
regional offices, district and ail managers took the initiative to institute these more
modest education goals in their clubs. Club members, on the other hand, learned to take
what they could from such activities as public reading, and joked about the heavy-handed
propaganda that was part of all educational activity.

In addition, the reading rooms would post wall newspapers in Russian, Kyrgyz
and Uzbek languages to spark the curiosity of the adults and children who visited them,
encouraging the people to learn to read. Jeti Suu Committee’s letter requested that Red
Choikhonas must be established where appropriate in place of the reading rooms.® This
indicates that the Committees had begun to understand the gathering traditions of ail
populations; that Uzbek men preferred their Choikhonas, while Kyrgyz men did not mix
with Uzbeks in the traditional gathering places of sedentary societies.®

In their correspondence, club managers stressed that they needed more attention
from regional offices in order to combine education with entertainment. Their
correspondence points to two main problems. First, clubs complained about the lack of

reading and educational materials in nearly every report and letter sent to the regional and

central authorities. They also referred to the incompatibility of some of the reading

8 I heard this joke from K. D. Kadyrkulov in June 2002. He argued that this is how his parents and their
friends managed to deal with “overwhelming propaganda.”

8 «The Circular Letter of Jeti Suu Regional Communist Party of Turkestan to the District Committees of
the Party about the organization of cultural education work in the villages,” October 8, 1924, TSGAKSSR,
f 651,0p. 1,d. 70,1 13.

% Ibid.



127
materials: in many cases Kyrgyz clubs received Uzbek or Kazakh language books.®’

Their complaints regarding the types of reading materials demonstrated the grievances
between the ethnic groups. Sooner or later, administrators would have to address these
issues.

Second, club administrators were constantly frustrated by the empty promises of
regional offices. Books did not arrive, or when they came, they were not in the Kyrgyz
language. Often, club members complained to managers that the books were not
interesting for Kyrgyz readers. Administrators begged for literature that addressed the
interests and concerns of ail populations.88 They grumbled that they could not educate
constituencies with materials that were alien to them, both in language and content.

Both the ambiguous policy regarding national languages and the existence of a
multiplicity of languages in the region made the clubs’ jobs difficult. The regional
offices had not learned to handle the language issue in 1925. A report of Kara Kol
District’s educational committee asserted that the committee was on the right path in
regards to the political education of Kyrgyz nomads. Nevertheless, they expressed their
frustration, noting that there was a serious “lack of Kyrgyz language literature.” They
also protested that 200 issues of Kara Kyrgyz language literature, promised to them by
the regional political education committee, never arrived. According to Rakhimov,
“There are no books in Kyrgyz language except the ones about politics and economics.

The population does not need such books.” He begrudgingly pointed out that all the

8 1bid.
% Thid.
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interesting reading materials such as poems are “in Kazakh language, which one

understands a little.”

In addition to their complaints about unfulfilled promises, ail administrators
commented on the content of the articles in regional papers. An author of a report from
Karakol district remarked explicitly on the contents of the Erkin Too newspaper. The
“legendary stories of Kara Kyrgyz people,” retold in Erkin Too, failed to spark any
genuine interest among the people. He argued that club managers wanted to see articles
that expanded the horizons of ail populations. He also argued that club members wanted
to read about other Soviet heroes and see them on the screen in club cinemas. Appealing
to higher authorities, the Karakol committee member expressed his disappointment about
insufficient funds for showing films in their clubs.”® He concluded that if club managers
were to teach their populations about socialism and the cultural superiority of the Soviet
Union, they needed books and films that highlighted these themes.

The ail leadership always wanted to demonstrate that they were doing their job
correctly and working hard despite all the odds, so that they could demand more
resources (both material and human) from the top levels of the regional Party. Workers’
unions in various industries began sending their reports to the center in Pishpek. They
wanted to demonstrate that the people of their regions took part in the work of cultural
education. In a letter from the Kara Kol district, the union of the forestry workers
reported that the union deducted a percentage from their salaries to support cultural work

in their region that amounted to 89 rubles and 86 kopecks. The money supported a club

8 «“The Report of Kara Kol District, Political Education Committee on the activities of political education,”
March 15, 1925, TsGAKSSR, £. 647, op. 1, d. 35, 1. 28.
% Tbid.
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in the Ysyk Kol State Horse Factory that had 19 members. It included a reading

room that welcomed visitors from other parts of the country at talks. The chairman of the
Kara Kol Union of Forestry Workers, V. Slantenkov, noted that the reading rooms also

hosted musical, theatrical, and literary performances.”’

How to Entertain and Educate at the Same Time

Ideally, clubs would carry out their educational work with the aid of the
performing arts. For Kyrgyz the traditional and principal art form was the recitation of
the eternal national epic, Manas.”® But Manas was more than just art for Kyrgyz. They
considered Manas to be their strongest connection to their past and the primary guide for
correct social and cultural behavior.” Containing over half a million lines and sixty-five
known oral variations (yet to be completely written down), this national epic is a trilogy,
each part is named after its hero: the first part, Manas, recites the life and times of the
hero; the second part, Semetei, is about Manas'’s son; and the last part, Seitek, tells the
story of Manas’s grandson. Manas emerged as a leader against the Uygur enemies in the
eighth century AD. He became the leader of the Kyrgyz against the Kara-Kitai between
the eighth and eleventh centuries AD. The epic renders the historical events between the

fifteenth and eighteenth centuries AD. to reflect the mythical past. The consensus among

91 «“The Report of Kara Kol District Union of the Forestry Workers on Cultural Work among the Members
of the Union,” October 25, 1924, TsGAKSSR, f. 651, op. 1, d. 55, L. 28.
%2 See T. Gertsen’s lithograph of Manas (Figure 19) on page 148.
%3 For information on Kyrgyz ancestral narratives see Musayev, Epos Manas; Kebekova, “Kurmanbek”
eposunun varianttary; Nurunbetov, et al., Babalardyn Osuyatynan Memlekettik Ideologyaya; Kydyrbaeva,
et al., Varianty eposa “Manas;” Lipkina, et al, Manas: Kirgizskii epos. Velikii pokhod; Sadykov, et al,
Manas: Kirgizskii geroicheskii epos; Berkov and Sadigova, Bibliograficheskii ukazatel’ literatury o
“Manase; ” Karypkulov, et al., Chui Oblusu (Chuiskaia Oblast) Entsiklopediya; Valikhanov, in Margulan,
Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh; Bogdanova, et al., Kirgizskii geroicheskii epos “Manas, ” Benningsen,
“The crisis of the Turkic national epics, 1951-1952: Local nationalism or internationalism?” ; and Prior,
Patron, Party, Partimony: Notes on the Cultural History of the Kyrgyz Epic Tradition.
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the scholars of the epic concludes that Manas tells the story of unification among

Kyrgyz tribes and the establishment of the first Kyrgyz state. Manas has always been
significant for the Kyrgyz people because it has been seen as the depository of Kyrgyz
history, culture, ancient foreign relations, and perhaps most importantly the main code of

ethical conduct in society.

Clans and kinship ties have a significant place in the Kyrgyz national psyche,
because Manas was one of the main sources of entertainment for nomadic Kyrgyz.
These important bonds are often the subject matter of Manas. As a source of
entertainment, manaschy (tfaveling bards who perform) recited the epic for tribes, who
sat in a circle as one family and listened to this educational and entertaining story of their
ancestors. Just as typical nomads not believe in not owning land and material goods,
typical Kyrgyz believed in the Manas epic, as their “real” history. This epic strengthened

their connections to the more immaterial and spiritual, such as familial and clan ties.”*

Regional club administration first needed to assess the education value of Manas,
which entertained all age-groups of Kyrgyz: could it become an educational tool while
still entertaining the population? Regional reports expressed ambivalence about the epic,
but later, especially in the 1950s, attacked it for being pan-Islamic, tribalist, and feudal.
In the 1920s, regional club administrators were unsure about how to treat this epic

because very few non-Kyrgyz cadres understood its content and its significance for

94 During the post-Soviet era of the 1990s, the newly independent Kyrgyz government relied on this
sentimental connection of the people to Manas and evoked the epic as the primary marker of revived
national community in the new Kyrgyz Republic. This was a stark contrast to the Soviet administration’s
treatment of this epic. The best example of this is the official web page of the Embassy of the Kyrgyz
Repubtlic to the USA and Canada. It highlights Manas as the primary symbol of Kyrgyzness. The cover
page welcomes the visitor with a cover of the current President Askar Akaev’s (1991-) book entitled,
Kyrgyz Statehood and the National Epos “Manas.” See http://www.kyrgyzstan.org/.
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Kyrgyz. Furthermore, it was an oral epic that individual manaschys improvised in

accordance with the political climate. Gradually, the epic as a moral code of behavior
began to threaten club managers more than its pan-Islamic or tribalist nature. In general,
Soviet authorities found it troublesome that Kyrgyz maintained this legendary hero’s

moral code as their guide.

Clubs were expected to put on “spectacles” that dramatized class struggles rather
than historical triumphs, so playwrights managed to pull such stories out of the epic.
Administrators demanded that ail populations should be entertained with new plays and
stories in place of this old and redundant genre. If they were to continue using the epic,
club administrators in ails were constantly told to emphasize the entertainment and
educational value of the epic rather than its moral, social and cultural meanings. S.
Musayev, a scholar of Manas, has written that “until the Great October Socialist
Revolution the only manifestation of ideals, the wisdom depository of working people

2595

was its folklore.””” Musayev referred to Manas as the central piece of this folklore which

emphasized the struggle of Kyrgyz people against their internal and external oppressors.

Correspondence of ail leaders sheds light on what types of entertainment worked
and what did not. In the following documents, ail leaders wrote about the responses and
preferences of the members of their clubs and the audiences of their spectacles. They
wrote that “in their spare time, the workers and the other employees met at the club.
They read, talked on current topics, and exchanged ideas. The most important type of

entertainment and cultural education, however, is the theater.” This is how the

> Musayev, Epos Manas, 13.
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administrator of the school portrayed one evening of cultural activity at the Ysyk Kol

State Horse Factory in 1924.%% The administrator, V. Melnichuk, noted that the workers
formed “an amateur drama circle” in the factory. The actors were enthusiastic and active.
The most recent play the workers put on stage was titled “Spring without Sun.””’
Sometimes, such correspondence seemed routine, at other times enthusiastic. Some

reports went into fine detail, others reported sheer statistics. They all, however,

emphasized the importance of educating the public while entertaining them.
Kyrgyzness Evolves into Something New in the 1930s

Clubs had one more revolutionary duty: to discredit most oral histories as
nonsense, and introduce “scientific histories” written by professional historians.”® Club
administrators needed to grapple with oral histories that were passed down to younger
generations. It was quite an undertaking to reshape traditional mythologies and impose
new interpretations of Kyrgyz past. In addition to schools, clubs were expected to
shoulder the responsibility of rewriting Central Asian and Kyrgyz history.

The Soviet version of “ethnic histories” created a complex puzzle. Nationalities
commissariats tried to tap into the ethnic and national pride of non-Russians in Central
Asia by attempting to prove to them that the state Vaiued their unique contributions to the
country’s culture. But, at the same time, the commissariats manipulated the ethnic
narratives and traditions in order to downplay what they saw as potentially anti-Soviet

elements.

% «The Report of the Administrator of the School at the Ysyk K&l State Horse Factory on the Cultural
Work,” December 9, 1924, TsGAKSSR, f. 651, op. 1, d. 76,1. 8.
97 110

Ibid.
% For the memorialization of October 1917, see Corney, Telling October: Memory and the Making of the
Bolshevik Revolution.
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A different type of cultural revolution was taking place in the 1930s. After a

decade of ideological education in clubs and other cultural institutions, Kyrgyz cadres
began to move into positions of power. For example, the names of the managers in club
documents of the 1930s indicate that larger numbers of Kyrgyz were taking leadership
positions. A bureaucracy of Kyrgyz administrators were emerging, making Kyrgyz part
of this continuously enlarging Soviet state. The ascendance of national cadres and the
persecution of “bourgeois specialists” went hand-in-hand in the 1930s.”° Clubs, as one of
the institutions to carry out this new Cultural Revolution, were responsible in recognizing
“worthy” cadres and weeding out the enemies of the system.

One of the primary concerns of club administrators who worked with nationalities
issues was to be able to identify what made Kyrgyz people Kyrgyz. The conventional
view of their past separated Kyrgyz from the other Central Asians. Their nomadic
community seemed to define a discrete space for them surrounded by the sedentary
Central Asians whom they often derogatorily called sart.'” Kyrgyz sometimes saw
nomadic community as something to be proud of, as remarkable or nostalgic; at other
times they saw it as inferior, isolated, or estranged from the large sedentary populations.
The manifestations of this multi-faceted community appeared in the ways in which
Kyrgyz narrated their history.

Self-identification among ail populations had always been intricate, but was often

tied to official histories that Kyrgyz were a unique people among other Central Asians.

% For descriptions of the Cultural Revolution of the 1930, see Fitzpatrick, Stalinism.

199 This term that often marked Uzbek populations of southern Kyrgyzstan, created a host of problems that
this dissertation will not address. The popular view in Kyrgyzstan suggests, however disparagingly, that
literary meaning of the word sart is “yellow dog” (sar it), referring to a sedentary and lazy creature that
willingly pleases its masters.
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In other words, as nomads, when faced with outsiders, Kyrgyz identified themselves

and their history as distinct from that of their neighbors, such as Tajiks or Uzbeks. For an
outside observer, it was difficult to differentiate official histories from Kyrgyz oral
narrative. Nevertheless, in the 1930s, the emphasis on “Kyrgyzness™ as a separate and
distinct community among Turkic Central Asians suited the Soviet nationalities policy: a
number of scholars of the Soviet Union have asserted that as the Soviet Union matured as
a multinational entity, the state policy supported the development of distinct national
communities.'”’

Beginning in the 1930s, Kyrgyz elites and leaders enjoyed such state support for a
national narrative, which they suggested was based on the Kyrgyz past. The tradition of
oral history recitation by aksakals established an enduring narrative of the Kyrgyz past.
The contribution of the manaschys and akyns enhanced this narrative. In clubs, akyns
held the center stage: Toktogul (1864-1933), the most esteemed akyn, played a
significant role in defining “Kyrgyzness” with his songs. Akyns sang Toktogul’s lyrics
and melodies in clubs all over the country. In his songs, Toktogul satirized Kyrgyz who
bowed to the imperial Russian power, and suggested that they regained their national
community under the “free Soviet society.”’% Even after his death, Toktogul remained
one of the most revered akyns, both by the state and the people.

The meaning of Kyrgyzness during the 1930s was unstable. Being Kyrgyz was

tied to ancient roots. But according to those whose formative years began during the

191 For example, Slezkine, “Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Socialism,” Suny and Martin, 4 State of
Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and Stalin; and Martin, The Affirmative Action
Empire.

192 Toktogul, “Lenin Joniind® Yr,” 13-23.
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early Soviet period, it was Soviet socialism, a specific incarnation of Cultural

Revolution and development, that helped Kyrgyz unearth these roots to fashion a Soviet
Kyrgyz community.'® Clubs, along with schools and other educational institutions
constructed the official revival of Kyrgyz past. Clubs were responsible for educating
adults about their “forgotten past.” In the 1930s, they selectively asserted the official
history by using traditional songs and epics. This history was passed down and remained
almost stagnant until this day. Time and again, when I met a Kyrgyz aksakal, his first
question upon finding out that I was a Turk would sound something like this: “Do you
know whether Turks or Kyrgyz people appear first in history?” I would answer:
“Scholars of ancient Central Asia suggest that the old Chinese annals mention the name
Kyrgyz before that of the Turk. This must be some kind of evidence that Kyrgyz may
have existed before the Turks.” The aksakal’s question originated from the narrative that
both the Soviet and the post-Soviet nationality projects used: the uniqueness of Kyrgyz
people and their culture as opposed to that of Turks and other sedentary people like
Uzbeks and Tajiks. The aksakal always smiled with satisfaction and proceeded with a
“short course on the history of the Kyrgyz.”104

Finally, the tradition of knowing one’s sanjyra or seven prior generations’ history
made the narrative personal and unquestionable. The puzzling questions, however, are
which aspects of this narrative Kyrgyz people saw as the “truth,” and why. How did this
account of history vary across time and space, even in the subjectivity of a given

individual? These localized official narratives pointed to two essential community

103 Interviews with Kyrgyz aksakals who were in their late eighties: 1. Irisov and M. Akishev on July 28,
1995, and with K. Narynov in May 17, 2002.
104 gee aksakals (Figure 20) on page 149.
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features: ethnic names, which helped explain origins, and the importance of united

Kyrgyz clans standing up to a number of powerful enemies. The construction of ancestry
and the mythology of Kyrgyz forefathers during and after the Soviet period centered on
“nomadic” Turkic and, to a lesser extent, Muslim communities.

During the construction of clubs in the 1920s, ail administrators took issue with
the way the state identified them: Kara Kyrgyz. Kazakhs were called Kyrgyz while
actual Kyrgyz people were named Kara (Black) Kyrgyz by the authorities. The emphasis
that Kyrgyz give to the origins of the Kyrgyz name exemplified how scholars of the
Soviet era chose community characteristics that fit the ideology of the time and served
specific “propaganda” purposes.'® It is clear from the official correspondence that the
similarities and differences between the two groups were beyond the comprehension of
the authorities who came from other areas.'”® Eventually, the official categories of the
ethnic and national groups would be simplified and clearly defined in Central Asia. In
the late 1920s and early 1930s, however, such distinctions were not a priority. On the
one hand, Kyrgyz administrators wanted their people to be recognized as Kyrgyz in order
to receive educational materials that would suit their cultural and linguistic needs. On the
other hand, they did not want to set their people too far apart from Kazakhs because of

close ties between the two cultures. Displaying close ties with another Turkic people

19 Many theories on the origin of the name proliferate, but the common theme among refers to Turkic
myths on the words for “forty” (kyrk), “girl” (kyz) and “pasture” (kyr). No matter what the theory, Kyrgyz
national community is always tied to an ancient Turkic past. State policy relied on how Kyrgyz pointed out
the distinctness of their community even when they compared themselves with their closest nomadic
relatives, Kazakhs. The differences between Kazakhs and Kyrgyz were important to Kyrgyz. For a
discussion on Kyrgyz ancestors see Talip Moldo, “Kyrgyz Taryhy, Urauchuluk Kurutushu Tirliiii Salttar,”
507-8; Ajy, “Kyrgyz Sanjyrasy;” and Ogel, Tiirk Mitolojisi, v. 1, 411.

196 «The Report of Kara Kol District, Political Education Committee on the activities of political
education,” March 15, 1925, TsGAKSSR, f. 647, op. 1, d. 35, 1. 28.
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such as Kazakhs strengthened perceived Kyrgyz roots in the region and in the larger

Turkic world. Establishing this balance was a difficult undertaking.

Both the issue of the ethnic origins of Kyrgyz and their linguistic peculiarities
preoccupied Soviet administrators, especially those who were responsible for cultural
affairs. They needed to define the language of instruction in Kyrgyz schools, clubs and
other institutions of education. Russian language instruction was one of the main
activities in clubs. The Altaic/Turkic language of Kyrgyz was not even a distant relative
of the Slavic language of Russians. Kyrgyz needed to learn Russian in order to be taught
and trained. Addressing this need, however, proved to be more complicated than the
revolutionaries imagined. The revolutionary work had to confront such issues as the
distinctions between the languages and dialects spoken in the south (Fergana Valley) and
north (Chui Valley), and the multilingual populations who combined Turkic (Uzbek,
Kyrgyz and Kazakh) and Persian (Tajik) languages. In the 1930s, club managers were
instructed to promote the Russian language as the common language among the
nationalities. The language in the documents requesting Russian language instruction

emphasized that it was necessary to teach Russian for educational reasons.

The linguistic differences between the peoples of Central Asia would eventually
help Soviet ethnographers define the region’s geographical and political boundaries.
Once these languages took on a written form, their differences became official. Although
some of these differences were the artificial products of Soviet ethnographers and
linguists, the nationalities ultimately learned to accept their officially-sanctioned national

languages. In the Stalin Era, the nation-carving administrators, with the assistance of
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ethnographers, highlighted and used these differences, rather than the similarities.'”’

Historically subtle differences (as in languages and “ethnic customs”) between some
nationalities such as the Kyrgyz and Kazakhs turned into modern community
characteristics and became sources of national pride.

During the 1920s and 1930s, clubs attempted to establish cultural development as
one of the main revolutionary activities in Kyrgyz ails. Club administrators even in the
smallest ails took their jobs seriously and communicated their findings and problems to
the regional offices. Their reports reflected the ambiguity of the ail communities
regarding revolutionary work in clubs. The reports demonstrated that there were serious
obstacles standing in the way of cultural education. The reports signaled that the regional
leadership needed to be patient with the ail populations if they hoped for a significant
change in ail traditions. Ail administrators indicated that without more substantial
material support from the regional offices, they could not implement their directives.

This behavior shows that ail administrators learned the meaning of revolutionary culture
from the regulations, but they did not give up asserting what they knew about their own
traditions. The early regulations lacked clarity regarding the meaning of revolutionary
standards. Ail administrators also learned that they had to manage with what they had,
both in terms of material means and human power. In the meantime, these administrators
attempted to implement significant but gradual changes in traditionally-accepted behavior
patterns and belief systems. Club administrators also attempted to combine state-initiated

cultural development with common community characteristics such as the role of the

197 For an elaboration of these policies see Hirsch, “Toward an Empire of Nations: Border-making and the
Formation of Soviet Nationalities.”
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akyns in promoting a larger national Kyrgyz community over tribal alliances.

Community symbols such as yr (akyn’s song) and the komuz became the central
instruments of national presentation in the festivals honoring the nationalities, which the

next chapter addresses.

A selected group of Kyrgyz cultural traditions eventually became the main
representations of officially-sanctioned Kyrgyzness. As we will see in the following
chapters, Kyrgyz clubs promoted behavior that was deemed national, such as national
costumes, music and other ethnic, regional and ail traditions. Throughout the 1920s and
1930s, Kyrgyz girls and women represented their nationality by donning “national
costumes.”'® The ethno-centric and sexualized representations of Kyrgyz culture were
apparent in the national Olympiads, stage productions, and fictional stories and novels.'?

The official organization of nationalities did not allow non-Kyrgyz nationalities to

question the role of the host as the primary culture (the titular nationality: Kyrgyz).

Finding and educating talented and loyal national cadres required clubs to
combine what Kyrgyz considered national with what was acceptable to the state. This
search for the “true Kyrgyz community” necessitated that the cadres once again turn to

their ethnic traditions:

Organize at clubs, Red Chaikhanas, drama, music, literature, art, martial
sports and chess circles. Identify the most talented national singers, story-
tellers and musicians in these circles. Supply them with the necessary

1% Eor parallel developments in establishing modern national (minority) communities in the PRC and
Bulgaria, see Harell, Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Frontiers; Lipman, Familiar Strangers;
Gladney, Making Majorities; and Neuburger, The Orient Within. Similar policies took place in Bulgaria
and People’s Republic of China. Stalin’s definition of nationality (common language, economy, culture,
and psychological nature) influenced the national categories in the PRC.

199 See Kyrgyz in their national costumes (Figure 21) on page 150.
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national musical instruments, and encourage them to stage ideologically
approved national plays. Bring the Kirghiz State Publishing houses
together with the Union of Writers to add to the collection of revolutionary
songs and plays. Establish a Republican Competition among the writers
for the best play, performance, and poem.”o
Clubs were to locate talents who were both loyal to the state and to their ethnic roots.
The irony is that all of this correspondence was in the Russian language, including those

which encouraged the usage of the Kyrgyz language side-by-side with Russian.

Clubs, like the schools, had ethnic characteristics under Soviet tutelage which
informed its members of Russian language regulations and rules and Soviet ideology at
every turn. Official sources claimed that the culture of the Soviet citizens in Kyrgyzstan
reflected the official discourse. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, these sources argued
that each nationality viewed itself as distinct or “national in form,” but unified or

“socialist in content:”

Kyrgyz people under the management of the Party have achieved decisive
successes in all the areas of construction of socialism. The unprecedented
growth of the material well-being of workers, kolkhozniks, and Soviet
intelligentsia proves that there is a blooming culture that is national in
form and socialist in content. Our happy people are in moral and political
unity. They strengthen the power of the socialist state but do not forget
about the capitalists all around us. They show complete readiness for
defense of their native land against the initiators of war.!!!

Beginning in the late 1920s, Tatar clubs in the city of Osh, for instance, staged Tatar song

festivals but introduced the singers in Russian. Tatar language songs and costumes

10 «The Resolution of the Bureau of the Kyrgyz Regional Committee of the Communist Party of
Bolsheviks about a situation of cultural public work in village,” March 8, 1936, IML of TsKKPSS,, f. 10,
op. 1, d. 1040, 11. 138-140.

I “The report of the Manager of Cultural Education Department of the Central Committee of Communist
Party of Bolsheviks of Kirghizia at the interregional meeting of cultural education workers about the
working conditions of cultural education establishments in the Kirghiz Soviet Socialist Republic,”
December 4, 1938, IML of TsKKPSS, f. 56, op. 1, d. 1165, 11. 105-137, 121.
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symbolized their unique community, but speaking Russian instead of Kyrgyz

demonstrated that they were Soviet citizens in Kyrgyzstan. This tradition survived until
the end of the USSR. The Russian language was not only the language of bureaucracy

but also the lingua franca of the Soviet nationality.

The replacement of cultural revolution with the “Great Terror” in the late 1930s
targeted some national cadres for leadership in the bureaucracy, and some for the purges.
A 1936 report indicates that the purging of “undesired elements” had been taking place

throughout the second half of the 1930s:

Having discharged all unable and hostile class elements we are requested
to establish the goal of selecting, preparing, and retraining of the staff of
cultural educational work in order to comply with the regulations of the
National Committee of Education, National Commissariat of Agriculture,
Central Council of Physical Culture, and Regional Committee of VLKSM.
We are to examine workers on their cultural education in the
establishments of cultural education in a month's time. We are to prepare
these establishments to examine, prepare, and place the appropriate
workers in position within no less than two years.

The cryptic language of the document only conveyed the process of selecting national
cadres. But the following document indicated that this process was more dangerous than

the language of the document communicated:

During the last ten days, the court has tried the spies and traitors of the
Kyrgyz people who are bourgeois specialists, operating in the northern
areas of Kirghizia. During the proceedings, it was revealed that the
monstrous counter-revolutionary crimes were accomplished by the gang
members of anti-Soviet nationalist "Socialist Turan Party." They were
responsible for wrecking, supporting disorder in collective farms, creating
national enemy groups, and a number of serious crimes. These gangsters

12 «“Tpe Resolution of the Bureau of the Kyrgyz Regional Committee of the Communist Party of

Bolsheviks about a situation of cultural public work in village,” March 8, 1936, IML of TsKKPSS,, f. 10,
op. 1,d. 1040, 11. 138-140.
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worked under the orders of fascist executioners: Isakeiev, Chongbashev, and
other villains. These gangsters tried to spill blood of workers in Kirghizia,
to restore khans, bais, and manaps’ authority, and tried to separate
Kirghizia from the great family of the USSR. Exposed by the National
Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD), these gangsters were found
guilty of all mentioned accusations. In the late evening of January 11, the
special commission of the Supreme Court of Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist
Republic sentenced these persons to be executed: Imambek Tekeiyev,
Kurmanaly Kulumbaev, Toktakhun Sulpiev, Ismail Shyrdakov,

Umurakhun Turdukulov, Shirmambet Syrykeiev, Osman Seitbekov,
Ismail Tuibaev, and Israil Narymbaev. Tiul Bugubaev was sentenced to
twenty years of imprisonment.'"’

These reports in newspaper articles were posted and read over and over in club meetings
so that everyone knew who did not belong to the new Kyrgyz nation. Many official club
documents, much like the official histories of Kyrgyz SSR, reiterated the following,
making a distinct connection between arts, ideology, Kyrgyz community, and the terror
years. Since the Bolshevik Revolution, the official rhetoric argued that there were “no
professional arts in Kyrgyzstan before the Great October Revolution.” This official
language suggested that it was Marxism-Leninism that brought out the national talents
such as the akyns to the professional level. Most importantly, the discourse of the late
1930s added that Kyrgyz people succeeded in creating their own national and free culture
because they stood up against those “Trotsky-Bukharin agents, the enemies of the

people,” who wanted to wreck their cultural development.'™*

Throughout the 1930s, the national communities of Kyrgyzstan were formed
under gradually increasing state controls that promoted the transformation of each

national culture.!’® Clubs were one of the institutions to carry out this so-called

W3 Batratskaia pravda, January 22, 1938, 2.
14 Among many examples of official histories, see Zhanaliev, Iskusstvo Sovetskoi Kirgizii.
5 1 owe, “Nation Building and Identity in the Kyrgyz Republic,” 106-131.
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transformation. Along the way, the nationalities found symbols and emphasized their

significance to represent their culture. Clubs provided the venue for displaying such
representations. 116 Kyrgyz intelligentsia turned to their traditions, some long forgotten,
to engender a national narrative. Once they found it, they were expected to transform it
into something Soviet. Hence, the heroes of Kyrgyz became Soviet legends in the stories
of Aitmatov; when asked about his hometown of Sheker and the importance of its
traditions on him, Aitmatov said: “I never intended to write about Sheker directly,

because art must always transform material. Only then is it art.”'"’

Club administrators and other authorities challenged the very basis of Kyrgyz
culture, such as nomadism, but occasionally ended up compromising. Creative people
such as Aitmatov are products of a culture that emerged as a combination of the
traditional and the modern. During the 1920s and 1930s, their parents prepared a society
for them in which official definitions of Kyrgyzness were constantly contested and
unstable. The authorities altered their promises and policies as they went along. It was
obvious that nomadism was not going to disappear overnight, as many settled families
regularly visited nomadic relatives in the remote mountains, out of the reach of the
authorities. The job of clubs in smaller distant ails was especially difficult, because the
image of the Kyrgyz nomad (and apparently some actual nomads) persisted even after
decades of Russian and Soviet cultural influences. For many Kyrgyz people, this image
represented both the heroic Kyrgyz nomad and the backwards and idle savage. For some,

Kyrgyz way of life outlived the revolution that outsiders tried to impose upon them.

16 For modern phenomenon of “the invention of tradition,” see Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invent